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ABSTRACT

Name : Yusuf Rahman
Title : The Hermeneutical Theory of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd:

An Analytical Study of His Method of Interpreting the Qur’an 
Department : Institute of Islamic Studies 
Degree : Ph.D.

Through an examination of the writings of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd (b. 1943), this 

dissertation attempts to study his theory and method of interpretation. Not only are 

these analyzed within the socio-political and historical contexts that tended to inform 

the development of his thought, but also in the light of hermeneutics and of modem 

approaches to the Qur’an.

Since his writings have led certain Egyptian Islamists to charge him with the 

crime of apostasy, the thesis also examines the main reasons for their objections. It 

argues that the crux of the problem lies not so much in the novelty of Abu Zayd’s 

theories as it does in the theological opposition of the Islamists to the liberal Muslims.
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RfiSUMfi

Nom : Yusuf Rahman
Titre : La theorie hermeneutique de Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd:

Une etude analytique de sa methode d’interpretation du Qur’an 
Departement : Institut des Etudes Islamiques 
Diplome : Ph.D

Grace a un examen des ecrits de Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd (ne en 1943), cette these 

tentera d’analyser sa theorie ainsi que ses methodes d’interpretation. Non seulement 

elles seront analysees dans le cadre des contextes socio-politiques et historiques qui 

expliquent le developpement de la pensee d’Abu Zayd, mais aussi selon une perspective 

hermeneutique ainsi que par des approches modemes de 1’interpretation du Qur’an.

Alors que ses ecrits ont conduit certains islamistes egyptiens a accuser 1’auteur 

d’apostasie, cette these examinera les principales raisons de leurs objections. II sera ainsi 

question que le coeur du probleme reside non pas dans la nouveaute des theories d’Abu 

Zayd, mais plutot dans l’opposition theologique des islamistes face aux musulmans 

liber aux.
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NOTES ON TRANSLITERATION AND 
TRANSLATION

All Arabic words that occur in this dissertation are transliterated in accordance 

with the “Romanization Table,” below on p. vi, while most technical terms are 

italicized. Those not italicized include certain terms of frequent occurrence, such as the 

Qur’an, Islam, ‘ulama’, imam, shaykh, and mufti.

Unless otherwise indicated, the translations of Qur’anic verses are my own, 

while the numbering is in accordance with that of the standard Egyptian edition. In the 

case of the Qur’anic verses and the Prophetic tradition, I have modified the 

transliteration in order to indicate how the letters are pronounced according to Qur’anic 

tajwld. For instance, in recitation, an n occurring immediately before an m is 

pronounced m, and is consequently transliterated as such.
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ROMANIZATION TABLE

Consonants:

= b j  = dh L  = t J = 1

= t j  = r .L = z  ̂ = m

= th j = z  t = £  u = n

b -  h

  9P “£■ -  kh f_y=> -  s 3  -  q

j = d ^  = d iil = k <s = y

Vowels and diphthongs:

„ j
Short : I = a; I = i; I = u

e  e

Long : L = a; ^_= 1; j l =  u

D O

Diphthongs : = ay j l =  aw

5 $
Long with tashdid : ^  -  iyya j l=  uwwa

In the case of ta ’marbuta ( S ) the h is omitted, unless it occurs within an idafa, 

in which case it is written at.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

A. Theoretical Clarification

The title of this dissertation is inspired by David E. Klemm’s study of Paul 

Ricoeur (b. 1913) entitled The Hermeneutical Theory o f  Paul Ricoeur: A Constructive

Analysis.1 Taking this book as a model, the present dissertation modestly attempts to
  «

analyze systematically Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd’s (b. 1943) theory of hermeneutics, to

situate his theory within the tradition of literary interpretation of the Qur’an in Egypt

and modem approaches to the Qur’an in general. In addition to Klemm’s structure in his

study of Ricoeur, my dissertation analyzes the responses of Egyptian Muslims, and

especially the Islamists,3 to his method of interpretation and ideas.

1 London and Toronto: Associated University Press, 1983.
21 use the term “hermeneutics” rather than “hermeneutic” since, following Richard E. Palmer, 
the latter “tends to sound like an adjective ..., and since the s suggests “rules” and “theory”.” 
See Palmer, Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and 
Gadamer (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), xiv.
3 Although Abu Zayd does not differentiate between the radical and the moderate Islamists in 
his Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini (Cairo: Sina li-al-Nashr, 1992), 14ff., in this study I am more 
interested in the latter and use the term Islamists to designate the moderate Islamists; they 
include “official Islam” as represented by al-Azhar, the Egyptian Mufti and the Islamist 
thinkers. See for further discussion on the distinction between the moderate and the radical 
Islamists in Ahmad S. Moussalli, Moderate and Radical Islamic Fundamentalism: The Quest for 
Modernity, Legitimacy, and the Islamic State (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 
1999). The liberal Muslims, on the other hand, are those who propose intellectual openness. 
Shimon Shamir in his “Liberalism: From Monarchy to Postrevolution,” has proposed some 
characteristics of liberal Muslims in Egypt: their intellectual inspiration came from the Islamic 
turath, especially Ibn Rushd and the Mu'tazilites, and from the West; their thought and belief 
are based on the principle of reason, freedom and the spirit of humanism. See “Liberalism: From 
Monarchy to Postrevolution,” in Egypt from Monarchy to Republic: A Reassessment of 
Revolution and Change, ed. Shimon Shamir (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1995), 198- 
199.

1
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Abu Zayd is an Egyptian Muslim scholar who used to teach Arabic and Islamic 

studies at the Department of Arabic Language and Literature, Faculty of Arts, Cairo 

University, but was forced into exile in 1995 due to the radical Islamists threats against 

his life and livelihood. He now teaches in Leiden University, and in various other 

European institutions of learning. In his writings, Abu Zayd critically studies the Qur’an 

and other Islamic turath (heritage) utilizing modem theories, like hermeneutics, 

semiotics, modem linguistic theory and discourse analysis. One scholar describes him, 

together with Mohammed Arkoun (b. 1928), as “un des symboles de la lecture 

hermeneutique.” 4

The word hermeneutics has its origins in the Greek verb hermeneuein and its 

corresponding noun hermeneia, which have three basic tendencies of meaning: to 

express/expression, to explain/explanation, and to translate/translation.5 These three 

meanings may be classified under the English verb/noun “to interpret/interpretation.” 

According to Richard E. Palmer, they all involve making something that is unfamiliar, 

foreign, distant, or obscure into something familiar, near and comprehensible through 

translation, explanation and expression.

In theological interpretation, the convention is to differentiate between 

hermeneutics and exegesis. The former is used to denote the rules, methods, or theory of 

interpretation while the latter is the actual commentary.6 The Arabic terms which are in

4 H’mida Ennaifer (Ahmida al-Nayfar), Les commentaires coraniques contemporains. Analyse 
de leur methodologie (Roma: Pontificio Istituto di Studi Arabi e d’lslamistica (P.I.S.A.I.), 
1998), 85.
5 See Palmer, Hermeneutics, 13; Klemm, The Hermeneutical Theory of Paul Ricoeur, 18.
6 See Palmer, Hermeneutics, 34. See also Jane D. McAuliffe, “Quranic Hermeneutics: The 
Views of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathlr,” in Approaches to the History o f the Interpretation of the 
Qur’an, ed. Andrew Rippin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 46-47.
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various ways equivalent to the notions of exegesis and hermeneutics are many: tafslr, 

sharh, tabyln and ta ’wll - all of which reflect different aspects of the exegetical 

procedure.7 The last word especially refers to the term hermeneutics. Here 

“hermeneutical theory” may be understood as “theory of interpretation.”

The first of Abu Zayd’s works to incorporate Western hermeneutics theory 

appeared in 1981. Published as an article entitled “al-Hirminyutiqa wa Mu‘dilat Tafsir 

al-Nass” 8 it constituted a review of the history of Western hermeneutics from Friedrich 

Schleiermacher (1768-1834) to Hans-Georg Gadamer (b. 1900) and Paul Ricoeur. His 

interest in the subject had been stimulated by Gadamer’s work Truth and M ethod  and 

other works on hermeneutics which he had come across while a visiting student at the 

University of Pennsylvania in 1978-1979.10 Having realized from his graduate research 

for “Qadiyyat al-Majaz fi al-Qur’an ‘inda al-Mu‘tazila” (M.A. thesis, Cairo University, 

1977)11 and “Ta’wll al-Qur’an ‘inda Muhyi al-Din b. ‘Arab!” (Ph.D. dissertation, Cairo 

University, 1981)12 that interpreters tended to allow their ideological beliefs to 

influence their interpretation of the Qur’an, Abu Zayd began from that point onwards to 

concentrate on the concept of the text and the relation of the interpreter to it. His main

7 See Jaroslav Stetkevych, “Arabic Hermeneutical Terminology: Paradox and the Production of 
Meaning,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 48 (1989): 81-96.
published in Fusul 1, 3 (1981): 141-159, and reprinted in Abu Zayd, Ishkaliyyat al-Qira’a wa 
Aliyyat al-Ta ’wil(Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1994), 13-49.
9 Abu Zayd refers to this book which was published in 1975 by The Seaburg Press, New York. 
See Abu Zayd, Ishkaliyyat al- Qira’a, 37.
10 See Abu Zayd’s biography Ein Leben wit dew Islaw, an interview by Navid Kermani, trans. 
from Arabic by Cherifa Magdi (Herder: Spektrum, 1999), 113ff.
11 Published as al-Ittijah al- ‘Aqfi fi al-Tafslr: Dirasa fi Qadiyyat al-Majaz fi al-Qur’an ‘inda al- 
Mu'tazila in Beirut: Dar al-Tanwir li-al-Tiba‘a wa al-Nashr, 1982. This study uses the fourth 
edition published in Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1998.
12 Published as Falsafat al-Ta’wll: Dirasa fi Ta’wll al-Qur’an ‘inda Muhylal-Dln Ibn ‘Arab!in 
Beirut: Dar al-Tanwir li-al-Tiba‘a wa al-Nashr, 1983. This study uses the third edition published 
in Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1996.
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purpose has been to define an “objective” understanding of Islam, an understanding 

which surpasses ideological biases present in the Arabo-Islamic context.13 He has also 

translated Yuri Lotman’s (b. 1922) works on semiotic theory and has applied the latter 

to Islamic texts in his Anzimat al-Alamat f i al-Lugha wa al-Adab wa al-Tbaqafa: 

Madkhal ila al-Simiyutlqa (1986).14 Thus from the early 1980s onwards, Abu Zayd’s 

works have been pervaded by discussions on the nature of the text, problems of 

interpretation, and the relation between inteipreter and text, as can be seen from the 

titles of his books Mafbum al-Nass (1990); Naqd al-Kbitab al-Dlnl (1992), Ishkaliyyat 

al-Qira’a wa Aliyyat al-Ta’wil (1992),15 al-Nass, al-Sulta wa al-Haqlqa: al-Fikr al-Dirii 

bayna Iradat al-Ma‘rifa wa Iradat al-Haymana (1995),16 and most recently al-Kbitab wa 

al-Ta’wll (2000) . 17

Most of these works, however, are collection of articles published in various 

journals or papers presented in academic conferences. It is therefore necessary to study 

these articles in the order of their first publication and within their socio-political and 

historical context. 18 In addition, through a survey of his works I will attempt to trace 

the development of Abu Zayd’s thought.

13 See Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass: Dirasa fi ‘Ulum al-Qur’an (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al- 
‘Arabl, 1998, fourth edition), 19. The first edition published in Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al- 
‘Amma li-al-Kitab, 1990 and Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1990.
14 Eds. Siza (Ceza) Qasim and Abu Zayd (Cairo: Dar Ilyas al-‘Asriyya, 1986).
15 Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1992.
16 Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1995.
17 Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘ArabI, 2000.
18 Hasan Hanafi studies Abu Zayd’s books (up until 1993) in terms of their mere ideas without 
any consideration of their chronological order and socio-historical context. See Hanafi, ‘“Ulum 
al-Ta’wll bayna al-Khassa wa al-‘Amma: Qira’a fi A ‘mal Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd,” al-Ijtihad21> 
(1994): 9-95.
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B. The Development o f Abu Zayd’s Thought

Based on Abu Zayd’s biography19 and bibliography,20 I propose, for the sake of 

analysis, to divide his life into four periods: (a) the formative period 1943-1972 and 

1972-1985; (b) the foundational period 1985-1989; (c) the polemical period 1989-1993 

and 1993-1995; and (d) the period of exile 1995-present. In the course of surveying these 

works I will not discuss each work one by one but rather try to find the salient features 

of these works during these periods.

1. The Formative Period

This period extends from his early life till 1985. The long span of this period is 

due to the fact that this was when Abu Zayd’s intellect was initially formed, with 

inevitable consequences for his later work. We may divide this period into two phases: 

from his birth and upbringing in Tanta until 1972 in which year he finished his B.A. 

program in Arabic studies at the Department of Arabic Language and Literature, Cairo 

University; and from 1972 to 1985, during which period he completed his M.A. and 

Ph.D. programs at this department in addition to serving as assistant lecturer and 

assistant professor in this same department. The year 1972 furthermore marked his shift 

of interest from Arabic studies to Islamic studies.

19 See Ein Leben mit dem Islam. I also conducted an interview with Abu Zayd on October 5, 
1999 in his office in Leiden University.
20 See the chronological list of his works in the bibliography. It should be bom in mind that, 
with many Arab publishing companies, there isn’t the same delay in time between receiving the 
manuscript and printing it as there is with Western publishers.
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a. 1943-1972: From Tanta to Cairo

Abu Zayd was bom on July 10, 1943 in Quhafa a village near Tanta, Egypt. Like 

the other children of his village, he began his schooling in a kuttab where he leamt how 

to read and write, and memorized the Qur’an. By the age of eight, he had memorized the 

whole of the Qur’an.21 From 1951 to 1957 he was enrolled in the elementary al- 

‘Ubaydiyya School in Tanta. His father had planned to send him to al-Azhar University, 

but the illness from which he was suffering forced him to change his decision and he 

instead placed him in a school offering al-ta‘Ilm al-madmi al-‘adl (civil education), 

where it would take less time to finish than in one offering al-ta‘IIm al-dlnl(religious 

education). Since Abu Zayd was the first male in the family, his father wanted him to be 

prepared to take on the responsibility of supporting the family financially after his 

death.22

Therefore, instead of continuing his education to secondary school, which would 

have enabled him to go to university, he took an applied arts technical program (al- 

ta ‘Um al-fannl al-tbanawl al-sinal). He obtained his diploma from Tanta Technical 

school -  from the department of wireless communication (qism al-la-silki) — in 1960, 

and began in February 1961 his job as a technician at the National Communication 

Organization.23

His dream to go to university, however, never left him. While still working as a 

technician, he studied part-time to obtain his secondary school degree, which he

21 See “Hiwar,” in al-Khitab wa al-Ta’wll (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabl, 2000), 216.
22 His father died in 1957, some months after Abu Zayd finished his elementary schooling.
23 See “Hiwar,” in al-Khitab wa al-Ta’wll, 217.
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received in 1968. Following this, he entered the Department of Arabic at Cairo

University and obtained his B.A. with distinction {mumtaz) in 1972.

Some biographies of Abu Zayd mention his involvement with the Muslim

Brotherhood in Tanta. As is known, this organization has many activities of a social,

cultural or religious nature, such as helping the poor, assisting students with their

schoolwork, commanding people to perform prayers, and holding different sport

activities. These activities attract many young people, and it is likely that Abu Zayd’s

relations with the Brotherhood were much like those of other children in his village,

except that one day, during a visit to Tanta by the leader of the Brotherhood, Hasan al-

Hudaybi, Abu Zayd’s stature and loud voice singled him out, and he was selected as

cheering leader (qa’id  al-hutaf), whereby his cheering call was to be repeated by people

immediately after him.24 The call was:

Allah u akbar wa li ’llahi ’1-hamd
al-Islamu dlnuna
wa ’r-rasulu imamuna
wa T-Qur’anu dusturuna
wa ’1-mawtu fisablli ’llahi aghla amanlna
Allahu akbar wa li ’llahi ’l-hamc?5

(Allah is Great and praise be to Him
Islam is our religion
the Prophet is our leader
the Qur’an is our constitution
death in the way of God is our most valuable wish
Allah is Great and praise be to Him)

Despite his participation in this organization at this level, Abu Zayd was never an active 

member of any political party in Egypt.

24 See “Hiwar,” 219; Bin Leben wit dew Islaw, 41.
25 On the importance of this chant for the Muslim Brotherhood, see Richard P. Mitchell, The 
Society o f the Musliw Brothers (London: Oxford University Press, 1969), 193-194.
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Since his childhood, Abu Zayd was interested in Arabic literature. He considered 

literature as “the first gate to the world of civilization and thought” (al-bawwaba al-ula 

li- ‘alam al-thaqafa wa al-fiki).26In Tanta, he used to write poetry and short stories and 

founded a literary group (Jama‘at al-adab) where members read poetry and stories. When 

he obtained his job as technician, he also established a literary circle (nadl al-adab) with 

his friends to discuss Arabic literature. During the course of the debate between Luwis 

‘Awad and Mahmud Muhammad Shakir on Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma'arfi, which was 

published in al-Ahram and al-Risala, respectively, Abu Zayd and his friends followed 

the arguments with much interest. At the same time he began reading books by ‘Abbas 

Mahmud al-‘Aqqad, Taha Husayn, Muhammad Husayn Haykal, and others. His literary 

interest also led him to read the writings of Sayyid Qutb on the literary interpretation of 

the Qur’an, like al-Taswir al-Fannl f i al-Qur’an and Mashahid al-Qiyama, as well as 

Muhammad Qutb’s Manhaj al-Fann al-Islanu. Abu Zayd did not know at the time that 

the literary approach to the Qur’an was taught at the university, or at least not until he 

entered Cairo University himself.27

Abu Zayd’s interest in Arabic literature was given concrete expression in three 

articles on Arabic literature published in al-Adab}1 edited by Amin al-Khuli. He later 

enrolled at Cairo University in 1968 while still working as a technician at the National 

Communication Organization. His specific interests attracted him to the Department of 

Arabic Language and Literature. For him it was like a dream that came true, for not only

26 See “Hiwar,” 221.
27 See “Hiwar,” 223.
28 “Hawla Adab al-‘Ummal wa al-Fallahin,” al-Adab 5 (Oct. 1964): 310-311; “Azmat al-Ughniya 
al-Misriyya,” al-Adab 7 (1964): 406-408; “Asda’ Adabiyya: Mihnat al-Thaqafa fi al-Aqafim.” 
al-Adab 8 (Jan. 1965): 504-505.1 could not consult these works.
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would he be studying his favorite subject, but he would be doing so in a department that 

boasted such great teachers as Taha Husayn.

b. 1972-1985: Shift of Interest to Islamic Studies

On completing the B.A. program in 1972, Abu Zayd was offered by his 

department a position as assistant lecturer (m uld'), which allowed him to leave his job 

as a technician. This appointment, according to Abu Zayd, meant a transformation from 

working in “wireless communication” {fann la-silld) -  in which he had been involved for 

eleven years -- to working in the “academic profession” {silk akadimi) since 1972.29 The 

department, however, decided that the newly appointed assistant should, instead of 

Arabic literature and criticism, take Islamic studies, especially Qur’anic studies, as his 

major field of research in both his M.A. and Ph.D. programs.30 It seems that the 

department’s decision was due to the vacancy in the chair of Qur’anic studies at the 

department that had been left by Amin al-Khuli. The one who would replace al-Khufi 

would have to combine literary skills with a deep knowledge of Islamic studies and 

Qur’anic studies.

Abu Zayd, who preferred the study of Arabic literature and criticism to Islamic 

studies, was at first reluctant to accept the department’s decision, since he realized that 

there were many cases where studies on Islamic issues were not received well.31 

Muhammad Ahmad Khalaf Allah (d. 1998), for example, himself an assistant lecturer 

when he wrote his dissertation in 1947 on “al-Fann al-Qasasi fi al-Qur’an al-Karim,” 

was expelled from his job and had his dissertation rejected by the examining committee

29 See “Hiwar,” 217.
30 See Abu Zaid, “The Case of Abu Zaid,” Index on Censorship 4 (1996): 31.
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32on the grounds that the ideas exposed in it contravened Islamic teachings. But, since 

the department assured him of the need, Abu Zayd could not but accept the decision. 

And as we are all aware now, Abu Zayd later experienced a similar problem.

Abu Zayd wrote his M.A. thesis on “Qadiyyat al-Majaz fi al-Qur’an ‘inda al- 

Mu‘tazila” under the direction of Prof. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Ahwanl. Here, he examined the 

relation between the concept of literary criticism and Qur’anic studies, the focus of 

which is the notion of metaphor {majaz). He found that the Mu‘tazilites and the 

Ash‘arites were in disagreement over the meaning of majaz in the Qur’an and over the 

attribution of which verses are muhkamat (clear) and mutashabihat (ambiguous). He 

also attempted to examine the relation between the word and its meaning, which led 

him to study modem linguistics. It was therefore necessary for him to read some books 

in English; but his English was at that time very poor. Fortunately, in 1975-1977 Abu 

Zayd was awarded a fellowship to study at the American University in Cairo where he 

learnt among other things, the English language.34

Having submitted his thesis on the theological interpretation of the Qur’an, Abu

Zayd shifted his focus to the study of sufi interpretation and selected Ibn ‘Arabi’s ta ’wll

as his research project. At that time, he heard that the Ford Foundation was offering a 

fellowship to study the theory of folklore and field research. Abu Zayd applied for the 

fellowship on the basis of his knowledge of the English language and his proposal that 

Sufism contains many elements of folklore.35 He explained to the interviewer from the

31 See, for example, the case of Taha Husayn’s Fial-Shi‘r al-Jahifiin 1926.
32 See Chapter Two infra.
33 See Chapter Four infra
34 See Ein Leben mit dem Islam, 103.
35 See Ein Leben mit dem Islam, 112.
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Ford Foundation his plan for writing a dissertation on Ibn ‘Arabl. With this argument, 

Abu Zayd won the fellowship and traveled to the University of Pennsylvania, 

Philadelphia, where he studied from 1978 to 1979.

Like a regular student of the folklore program in the university, Abu Zayd 

studied this topic and also took courses on linguistics, anthropology, and sociology. In 

addition, he came into contact for the first time with the discipline of hermeneutics. The 

latter was not among the requirements of the program, but since he was interested in the 

theory of interpretation, he started reading works on it.

On his return to Egypt, he wrote his first article on hermeneutics entitled “al- 

Hirminyutiqa wa Mu'dilat Tafsir al-Nass,” 36 a review of the development of the theory 

from F. Schleirmacher and W. Dilthey to Gadamer, Ricoeur and E.D. Hirsch. With his 

improved knowledge of English, he also translated many articles37 on literature and 

literary theory during this period. As for the dissertation itself, his “Ta’wil al-Qur’an 

‘inda Muhyl al-Din b. ‘Arab!” was accepted, having been granted a Ph.D. degree with 

the rank of al-sharaf al-ula (Highest Honors) by the examining committee.

36 Published in Fusul 1, 3 (April 1981): 141-159. His main reference in this study is Palmer’s 
Hermeneutics.
37 Andrew Gibson, “Mulahazat ‘an al-Qissa wa al-Fukaha,” Fusul2, 2 (1982): 173-182; Eric D. 
Hirsch Jr., “Ittijahan fi al-Taqyim al-Adabi,” Alif: Journal o f Comparative Poetics 2 (1982): 7- 
22; Boris Eichenbaum, “Uw Hinri (= 0 ’Henry) wa Nazariyyat al-Qissa al-QasTra,” Fusul 3, 2 
(1983): 82-108; and the works of Yuri M. Lotman, “Nazariyyat Hawla al-Dirasa al- 
Simiyutiqiyya li-al-Thaqafat,” and “Muqaddima and Mushkilat al-Laqta,” which were later 
published in Anzimat al-‘Alamat fl al-Lugha wa al-Adab wa al-Thaqafa: Madkhal ila al- 
SJmiyutJqa, eds. Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd and SIza (Ceza) Qasim (Cairo: Dar Ilyas al-‘Asriyya, 
1986), 317-344 and 265-281, respectively.
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2. The Foundational Period: 1985-1989

This period extends from 1985 to 1989 during which time Abu Zayd served as 

visiting professor at Osaka University of Foreign Studies in Japan. According to Abu 

Zayd, he was the second visiting professor from Egypt to teach there since an 

agreement had been reached between Osaka and Cairo universities, after the opening of 

the Japanese Language Department in Cairo University, to exchange professors. 

Originally, he was assigned to teach for one year only, giving courses in Arabic 

language, modem Arab thought and special topics for M.A. students.39 His visit, 

however, was extended for four years -  a decision he never regretted, since during this 

period he was able to read and write extensively.

Many of his most important works were written in this period, the most 

significant of them being Mafhum al-Nass: Dirasa f i ‘Ulum al-Qur’an and some parts of 

Naqd al-Khitab al-Dlni. He finished writing the former in 1987, but it was not published 

until 1990 due to poor communications with the publisher in Beirut.40 This was the 

manuscript that earned him a promotion in 1987 to the rank of associate professor 

(musharik) in the Department of Arabic Language and Literature, Faculty of Arts, Cairo 

University.41

The book was inspired by his previous studies of Mu‘tazilite and sufi 

interpretation of the Qur’an, which had made him realize that the Qur’an had become “a 

battlefield” between theologians and sufis who attempted to interpret the Qur’an on the

38 The first one had been ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Tallima. See Ein Leben mit dem Islam, 135.
39 Personal interview October 5, 1999.
40 Personal interview.
41 It is worth mentioning that in the “Abu Zayd Case,” many reports are based on this 
unpublished manuscript rather than on the one published in 1990.
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basis of their ideological and philosophical beliefs. While in his M.A. thesis he found 

that the Mu‘tazilites and the Ash‘arites were in disagreement over the ambiguous and 

clear verses, in Falsafat al-Ta’wll he concluded that the life of the interpreter and the 

socio-political context also tended to determine the interpretation of the Qur’an. Here 

should be noted the influence on Abu Zayd of hermeneuts who assert that the 

presuppositions and preunderstanding of an interpreter determine his/her views and 

conclusions.

In addition to this academic background, Abu Zayd, as an Egyptian citizen, also 

realized that Islam was the locus of a battle between different ideologies, and that it was 

manipulated to support a particular ideology. In the 1960s, for example, he would have 

seen different works which discussed “Islam and Socialism.”42 In the 1970s the attention 

would have shifted to al-Islam wa al-Jihad and al-Islam wa al-Sahyuniyya. On still other 

occasions, Islam was interpreted as the religion of peace and the religion of co

existence.43 These were the contexts that prompted him to study objectively what Islam 

is and what the Qur’an is. He proposed that one has to study the concept of the text 

itself before pursuing any effort of interpreting it.

For this reason, he chose to look first at Muslim scholars’ opinions of the 

traditional Qur’anic sciences, as represented by al-Suyuti’s al-Itqan f i ‘Ulum al-Qur’an 

and al-Zarkashi’s al-Burhan f i ‘Ulum al-Qur’an. His reason for turning to these

42 Like those of Mahmud ShalabI {The Socialism of Muhammad, The Socialism o f ‘Umar ox The 
Socialism of ‘Uthman). See Gabriel R. Warburg, “Islam and Politics in Egypt: 1952-80,” Middle 
Eastern Studies 18, 2 (1982): 137. See also Shaykh Muhammad Shaltut’s “Socialism and Islam,” 
in Islam in Transition: Muslim Perspectives, eds. John J. Donohue and John L. Esposito (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 99-102.
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traditional sources was because he believed that one cannot ignore these turath books in 

the study of the Qur’an, though at the same time one cannot accept them as they are, 

since they are the product of a specific culture and history which might not seem 

reasonable or suitable in the present time. In addition, he wanted to read these sources in 

the light of the modem methods available to him, like Roman Jakobson’s theory of 

literary communication, F. Saussure’s differentiation between langue and parole, and T. 

Izutsu’s discussion of revelation.44

As a result, he felt more inclined to criticize many traditional opinions in the 

sciences of the Qur’an and to suggest new ideas on the basis of the dialectical (jadaU) 

interaction between socio-cultural contexts and the text/Qur’an. Commenting on Abu 

Zayd’s Mafhum al-Nass, Aziz al-Azmeh states that his study was intended mostly “to 

clear the decks” 45 by revising the theory of nasikh wa mansukh, makld wa madam, and 

asbab al-nuzul, etc.

The main portions of Naqd al-Khitab al-Diniwere also written during his stay in 

Japan, in particular its first chapter on “al-Khitab al-Dini al-Mu‘asir: Aliyyatuh wa 

Muntalaqatuh al-Fikriyya,” which was published in the journal Qadaya Fikriyya 8 

(1989): 45-78 46 In this work Abu Zayd discusses the religious discourse as represented 

by the moderate (al-mu‘tadil) and the radical (al-mutatarrif) Islamists. According to

43 On the use of Islam to legitimize the policies of the government, see Michael Winter, “Islam 
in the State: Pragmatism and Growing Commitment,” in Egypt from Monarchy to Republic, 44- 
58.
44 See Chapter Three infra.
45 Al-Azmeh, “The Muslim Canon from Late Antiquity to the Era of Modernism,” in 
Canonization and Decanonization: Papers Presented to the International Conference of the 
Leiden Institute for the Study of Religions (LISOR), Held at Leiden 9-10 lanuary 1997, eds. A. 
van der Kooij and K. van der Toom (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 223.
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him, the difference between the two is a matter of degree only — not of kind —, since 

they share the same mechanisms of thought:

1. Unification of religious thought with religion and elimination of the 
distance between subject and object.

2. Interpretation of all phenomena by referring all of them to the first 
principle or the first cause, whether those phenomena are social or 
natural.

3. Dependence on the authority of the past or the turath, and that is after 
converting the heritagial texts (nusus turathiyya), which are 
secondary texts, to the primary texts. [These secondary texts] enjoy 
an awful amount of sacredness, no less -in many cases— than the 
primary texts.

4. Mental certainty and an absolute settled-kind of thinking which 
rejects any different thought, except if  the difference is in particulars 
and details but not in principles or basis.

5. Abandonment and ignorance of the historical dimension, which 
manifests itself in crying over the wonderful past, whether it is the 
golden age of the Rightly-Guided Caliphate or the Turco-Ottoman 
caliphate.47

As a proof of their similarity, Abu Zayd refers, for example, to the concept of 

takfir (declaring another person to be an apostate). Both use this tool whenever they see 

ideas and attitudes which, they claim, contradict Islam, but their ways of dealing with or 

changing these ideas (taghylr al-muakar bi-akyad) are different.48 The moderate 

Islamists propose arguments in the light of traditional Islamic sources, ignoring their 

historicity; the radical Islamists, on the other hand, employ direct action but in many 

instances base themselves on the arguments put forward by the moderates.

If we read Abu Zayd’s works carefully, his criticism of present-day religious 

discourse can be seen to have begun with his book Mafbum al-Nass. In its preface, he

46 Reprinted in Naqd al-Khitab al-Dlhl, 11-106. This article was translated into French by 
Nachwa al-Azhari and Edwige Lambert “Le Discours religieux contemporain. Mecanismes et 
fondements intellectuels.” Egypte/Monde arabe3, 3 (1990): 73-120.
47 See Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dinl, 14.
48 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dlhl, 15ff.
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characterizes religious discourse as being “stagnant and backward thought” (al-fikr al- 

raj7 al-tathbltl),49 which reads and interprets Islamic turatb according to an ideological 

orientation.50 It appears that Abu Zayd was at that time very concerned with this kind of 

interpretation. One issue in particular that attracted his scorn was the demand to 

implement Islamic sbarl‘a, which, in his eyes, ignored entirely the historical context of 

the hudud (punishments) laws and the changing contexts of the constantly shifting 

present.51

In the course of his discussion of religious discourse, Abu Zayd mentions in his 

Mafhum al-Nass the 1986 scandal involving the various Islamic investment 

companies,52 in which the ‘ulama’, while claiming to be the most authoritative 

interpreters in Islamic issues, misled the Egyptian people by legitimizing the companies 

although they charged 25% interest. Thus despite their ignorance of basic economic 

matters, they used their influence to attract people to invest in these companies. Some 

observers, including Abu Zayd himself, have suggested that Professor ‘Abd al-Sabur 

Shahin’s negative report on Abu Zayd’s application for promotion to the rank of full 

professor was influenced by the fact that ShaHin had at one time been an adviser to the 

companies.

Another work of Abu Zayd that was largely written in Japan was the part of his 

work al-Imam al-Shafi7 wa Ta’sls al-Idiyulujiyya al-W asatiyyaentitled “al-Idiyulujiyya

49 See Mafhum al-Nass, 10.
50 On this see Chapter Three, especially on ta’wlland talwln.
51 See Mafhum al-Nass, 14.
52 Mafhum al-Nass, 20-22, n. 1. On the issue of Islamic investment companies, see Sami 
Zubaida, “The Politics of the Islamic Investment Companies in Egypt,” British Society for 
Middle Eastern Studies Bulletin 17, 2 (1990): 152-161.

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



www.manaraa.com

Introduction 17

al-Wasatiyya al-Talflqiyya fi Fikr al-ShafiT.” 53 This later work (as a whole), together 

with his “al-Ghazafi’s Theory of Interpretation,” that he published in Journal o f  Osaka 

University o f  Foreign Studies 72 (1986): 1-25, have to be seen as his effort to re

examine how Islamic turath has influenced the present stagnancy and backwardness of 

Islamic thought. He felt that there were three Muslim scholars who played decisive roles 

in Arabo-Islamic thought: al-AslTari in Islamic theology, al-Ghazali in Islamic thought 

and philosophy, and al-ShafiT in Islamic jurisprudence.54

From this quick survey we can see that the bulk of his important works were 

written during his stay in Japan and that they all related in some way to the question of 

interpretation, whether as it is applied in contemporary religious discourse or how it was 

used by outstanding figures of the past such as al-ShafiT to reshape Islamic thinking.

3. The Polemical Period

His works in this period can be further subdivided into two phases: works 

written between 1989 and 1993, and between 1993 and 1995.

a. 1989-1993: His Critique of Religious Discourse

The majority of his works dating from 1989 to 1993 concentrate mainly on his 

criticism of religious discourse, following the argument he presented in his Naqd al- 

Khitab al-Dlnl. This can be seen, for example, in his series of articles in al-Yasar under 

the heading “al-Nusus al-Dlniyya wa al-Waqi‘ al-Tarikhl,” 55 in addition to his other

53 Published in al-Ijtihad 9 (1990): 57-91; reprinted in al-Imam al-Shafil {Cairo: SIna li-al- 
Nashr, 1992), 5-56.
54 See al-Imam al-Shafil, 5.
55 “al-Khitab al-Dlnl al-Mu‘asir Yunaqid Nafsahu Hina Yarfud al-Fahm al-Tlml li-al-Nusus,” al- 
Yasarl (April 1990): 68-70; “al-Nusus al-Diniyya wa al-Waqi‘ al-Tarlkhi: Tarikhiyyat ai-Dalala
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article in Qadaya wa Shahadat and a paper that he presented in a conference on the same 

subject.56 The latter, entitled “Ihdar al-Siyaq fi Ta’wilat al-Khitab al-Dini,” seems to 

summarize all his argument against religious discourse, that is their ignorance of the 

text’s many levels of contexts -  external and internal -  in interpretation.

Besides his criticism of the Islamists, Abu Zayd also dealt with the liberal 

Muslims’ interpretations, like that of Muhammad Shahrur’s al-Qur’an wa al-Kitab,sl 

and Hasan Hanafl’s Min al-‘Aqida ila al-Tbawra.58 Efforts such as these, according to 

Abu Zayd, fall in the categoiy of talwin (biased reading) as well.59

In April 1992, Abu Zayd married Dr. Ibtihal Yunis, a professor of French and 

Comparative Literature at Cairo University; and one month later (May 9, 1992) he 

applied for promotion to the rank of full professor in Cairo University by submitting his 

published and unpublished works, only to be rejected on very tenuous grounds.60

2. 1993-1995: Polemics around the “Abu Zayd Case”

This is the period where most of Abu Zayd’s time was spent in trying to defend 

and clarify his ideas through writings and interviews following the refusal of the 

Committee of Academic Tenure and Promotion to promote him to the rank of full

wa Harfiyyat al-Ta’wil,” al-Yasar 4 (June 1990): 56-58; “al-‘Awda ila ‘Asr al-‘Ubudiyya wa 
Tasallut al-Kahnut,” al-Yasarl (September 1990): 71-73; “al-Ijtihad al-Haqiqi ... wa al-Ijtihad 
al-Za’if,” al-Yasar 9 (Nov. 1990): 81-83.
56 “al-Nusus al-Diniyya bayna al-Tarikh wa al-Waqi‘,” Qadaya wa Shahadat 2 (1990): 384-408; 
and “Ihdar al-Siyaq fi Ta’wilat al-Khitab al-Drni,” a paper he presented in a conference which 
was later published in al-Qahira 122 (Jan. 1993): 87-115.
57 “Limadha Taghat al-Talfiqiyya ‘ala Kathlr min Mashru'at Tajdid al-Islam (Qira’a Naqdiyya 
li-Kitab Muhammad Shahrur),” al-Hilal99, 10 (Oct. 1991): 18-27; “al-Manhaj al-Nafl fi Fahm 
al-Nusus al-DIniyya (Radd ‘ala Shahrur),” al-Hilal 100, 3 (March 1992): 54-61. See Shahrur’s 
response in “Hawla al-Qira’a al-Mu‘asira li-al-Qur’an,” al-Hilal 100, 1 (Jan. 1992): 128-134.
58 Abu Zayd, “al-Turath bayna al-Ta’wil wa al-Talwin: Qira’a fi Mashru1 al-Yasar al-Islaml,” 
Alif: Journal o f Comparative Poetics 10 (1990).
59 See Chapter Three on ta ’wll and talwin.
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professor on December 3, 1992 and the attempt of some plaintiffs to file suit against 

him on May 17,1993.

During this period, Abu Zayd wrote regularly for the journal Adab wa Naqd on 

the topic of “Khitab al-Hurriyya.” In his articles he responds and tries to correct the 

many misrepresentation of his writings.61 In addition to his own polemics, other scholars 

also commented on the case. Their volume was such that the publishing house al- 

Mahrusa li-al-Nashr wa al-Khadamat al-Sahafiyya wa al-MaTumat in Cairo was able to 

publish seven volumes of clippings on the case, which were published in magazines and 

newspapers, under the title al-Islamiyym wa Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd. Abu Zayd himself 

published two books on the case: al-Tafldr fiZaman al-Takfif2 and al-Qawl al-Mufid f i 

Qadiyyat Abu Zayd.63 The first book contains his response to the criticisms leveled 

against him, while the latter is a collection of articles written by scholars in support of 

him.

60 See Chapter Four.
61 “Khitab al-Hurriyya: Mata al-Rajul wa Bada’at Muhakamatuh,” Adab wa Naqd 10, 98 (Oct.
1993): 63-68; “Didda al-Kitabat al-Mudh‘ina,” Adab wa Naqd 10, 100 (Dec. 1993): 84-88; 
“Khitab al-Hurriyya” Adab waNaqdll,  101 (Jan. 1994): 63-69; “Khitab al-Hurriyya: al-Imam 
al-ShafiT: Bayna al-Bashariyya wa al-Qadasa,” Adab wa Naqd 11, 102 (Feb. 1994): 70-74; 
“Khitab al-Hurriyya: Mushkilat al-Bahth fi al-Turath (Mutaba‘a),” Adab wa Naqd 11, 103 
(March 1994): 47-56; “Khitab al-Hurriyya: al-Imam al-ShafiT. Bayna al-Qadasa wa al- 
Bashariyya (Mushkilat al-Bahth fi al-Turath),” Adab wa Naqd 11, 104 (April 1994): 87-94; 
“Khitab al-Hurriyya: Mafhum al-Tarikhiyya al-Muftara ‘Alayh.” Adab wa Naqd 11, 105 (May
1994): 10-55; “Khitab al-Hurriyya: Mafhum al-Tarikhiyya al-Muftara ‘Alayh (2) al-Qudra wa al- 
FiT al-Ilahiyyan,” Adab wa Naqd 11, 106 (June 1994): 96-100; “Khitab al-Hurriyya: al-Lugha 
wa al-‘Alam wa Mu'dilat ‘al-Qur’an’ wa ‘al-Tarikh’,” Adab wa Naqd 11, 107 (July 1994): OS
DS; “Khitab al-Hurriyya: al-Lugha wa al-Thaqafa wa al-Muntaj al-Thaqafi,” Adab waNaqdll,  
109 (Sept. 1994): 57-66; “Khitab al-Hurriyya: Kalam Laysa Jadidan Tamaman ‘an ‘al-Islam’ wa 
‘al-Shi‘r \” Adab wa al-Naqd 12, 113 (Jan. 1995): 79-84; “Khitab al-Hurriyya: al-Difa‘ ‘an al- 
Shi'r min Ajl Ta’sls ‘Ilm al-Bayan: Qira’a fi Muqaddimat ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjarii,” Adab wa 
Naqd 114 (Feb. 1995): 75-84.
62 Cairo: Sina li-al-Nashr, 1995.
63 Cairo: Maktabat Madbufi, 1996.
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Besides these polemical issues, Abu Zayd began in this period to discuss the 

issue of women in Islam.64 This interest cannot be separated from his reading of the 

Islamists’ interpretation of the issue. Referring to Muhammad al-Ghazali’s Qadaya al- 

M ar’a bayna al-Taqalid al-Rakida wa al-Wafida in his own article “al-Mar’a: al-Bu‘d al- 

Mafqud fi al-Khitab al-Dirii al-Mu‘asir,” 65 Abu Zayd finds that religious discourse, 

while arguing that its discussion of women issues is based on religious texts, ignores the 

fact that the notion of women in these texts is socially and culturally determined and 

that its insistence on the inequality between women and men is based on certain 

exceptional (istithna’iyya) verses and not on fundamental (asasiyya) ones.66

Many Islamists could not accept Abu Zayd’s ideas and interpretation. As a 

consequence, while the plaintiffs’ suit was dismissed in the First Instance Court, the 

Court of Appeals decreed on June 14, 1995 that Abu Zayd was an apostate and that 

consequently he had to be separated from his wife. Two week before that (May 31,

1995), the Cairo University Council had decided to promote Abu Zayd to full 

professorship after his second application for promotion. However, since Abu Zayd 

would have found it difficult to live, meet students, teach and do research with a cohort 

of bodyguards constantly around him, he and his wife decided to flee to Europe and he 

accepted the invitation of Leiden University in the Netherlands to be a visiting 

professor.

64 See “al-Mar’a: al-Bu‘d al-Mafqud fi al-Khitab al-DIrii al-Mu‘asir,” al-Qahira 123 (Feb. 1993): 
16-36; “Qanun al-Ahwal al-Shakhsiyya fi Tunis bayna al-‘Almaniyya al-Muftarada wa Judhur 
al-Turath al-Islami,” in Hajar: Kitab al-Mar’a 1 (1993): 263-80; “al-Mar’a fi al-Mujtama‘: Jirah 
al-Lugha wa Jirah al-Huwiyya,” Adab wa Naqd 93 (May 1993): 53-66; “Qadiyyat al-Mar’a 
bayna Khitab al-Nahda wa al-Khitab al-Ta’ifi, Mawaqif 73-74 (1994): 39-53.
65 Reprinted in Dawa’ir al-Khawf: Qira’a fi Khitab al-Mar’a (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al- 
‘Arabi, 1999).
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4. The Period o f  Exile: 1995-Present

On July 26, 1995 Abu Zayd and his wife left for Europe and his new position at 

Leiden University. Finding himself in exile, his interests inevitably shifted in direction. 

According to Abu Zayd, in Egypt he had been planning to write the second part of 

Mafhum al-Nass devoted to sunna, the inteipretation of the text. Instead, however, he 

rearranged his research priorities to devote more time to modem religious thinking.

Having taught at Leiden University and having met with Muslim students from 

many different countries, Abu Zayd has developed an increasing interest in Islamic 

thought in languages other than Arabic, especially the Turkish, Pakistani, Indonesian, 

Balkan and Iranian traditions. In June 1998 he directed a conference on “Qur’anic 

Studies on the Eve of the 21st Century” inviting Qur’anic scholars from several Western 

and Muslim countries.67 He found that the trend in reform is now coming from outside 

the Arab world.

To be sure, there are still some of his writings that deal with his “case” and with 

the interpretation of the Qur’an. These works, however, were intended for Western 

public consumption, since they do not differ much from his Arabic writings on the 

subject.68 As a Muslim scholar living in the West, he has also been expected to respond

66 Ibid., 123. See also Chapter Three.
67 For the report of the conference, see Abu Zayd, “Qur’anic Studies on the Eve of the 21sl 
Century,” in ISIM (International Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern World) 
Newsletter 1/98, 46.
68 On his case, see, for example, “The Case of Abu Zayd.” Index on Censorship 4 (1996): 30-39; 
and “Inquisition Trial in Egypt,” in Human Rights in Islam (RIMO, Maastricht) 15 (1998): 47- 
55. On his ideas, “Linguistic Exposition of God in the Qur’an,” in “Fundamentalismus der 
Modeme Christen und Muslim im Dialog,” in Evangelische Akademie Loccum 75/94 (1996): 
97-100.; “The Textuality of the Koran,” in Islam and Europe in Past and Present (Leiden: 
Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study in the Humanities and Social Sciences, 1997), 43-52.
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to the Western images of Islam and to present his ideas on such concepts as human 

rights, democracy, Western domination and other issues of modernity.69

On Monday, November 27, 2000, Abu Zayd was awarded by Leiden University 

the Cleveringa Professorship for 2000-2001 in “Law, Freedom and Responsibility, 

especially Freedom of Religion and Conscience.” In his welcome address, Prof. Dr. W.A. 

Wagner, Rector of the University, explained that, like William Cleveringa who openly 

resisted the dismissal of Jewish professors from Leiden University by the German 

occupiers in 1940, Professor Abu Zayd had also spoken his convictions on the 

fundamental issues of freedom of expression and freedom of conscience.70

In his inaugural lecture, entitled “The Qur’an: God and Man in Communication,” 

Abu Zayd basically reiterates his ideas presented in Mafhum al-Nass. Although this 

repetition indicates that his position remains the same, it also points to the fact that he

7 1has not been producing works of the same caliber as Mafhum al-Nass, or even of the 

caliber of other Muslim scholars living and teaching in Western universities, such as 

Fazlur Rahman’s and Mohammed Arkoun’s studies.

C. The State o f the Field

Most studies of the thought of Abu Zayd have been devoted mostly to his 

“case.” We may divide these studies into those dealing with its legal, socio-political, or

69 See, for example, “Islam, Muslims and Democracy,” in Religion und Politik (Konrad- 
Adenauer-Stiffung, intere Studie) 151 (1998): 103-112; “The Concept of Human Rights, the 
Process of Modernization and the Politics of Western Domination,” Internationale Politik und 
Gesellschaft/Intemational Politics and Society A (1998): 434-437; “The Modernisation of Islam 
or the Islamisation of Modernity,” in Cosmopolitanism, Identity and Authenticity in the Middle 
East, ed. Roel Meijer (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1999), 71-86.
70 The Rector’s welcome address as well as Abu Zayd’s inaugural lecture are available at 
http://www.let.leidenuniv.n1/forum/onderzoek/ian/2 .html
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historical perspectives. In the case of the first category, Kilian Balz has discussed the 

legal reasonings of the courts in charging Abu Zayd with apostasy in the light of 

traditional Islamic law and legal precedent in Egypt.72 In the course of his discussion, he 

does not deny the possibility that the “Abu Zayd Case” constitutes yet another step in 

the Islamists’ effort to “Islamize” the Egyptian legal system through the 

implementation of Islamic law ( tatbiq al-sharl‘a al-Islamiyya). Similarly, Baudouin 

Dupret in his “A propos de l’affaire Abu Zayd, universitaire poursuivi pour apostasie: Le 

proces: 1’argumentation des tribunaux,” 73 examines whether the argument of hisba, on 

the basis of which the plaintiffs filed suit against Abu Zayd, had been abolished in 1955 

together with the dissolution of the Sban‘a courts (mahakim sbar‘iyya) in that year, and 

whether as a consequence the National courts ('mahakim wataniyya) were even justified 

in hearing the case. For further studies on the process of hisba and its application in 

Egyptian law, one can refer to the studies of Muhammad Sa'id al-‘Ashmawi,74 

Muhammad Salim al-‘Awwa,75 Ahmad Seif al-Islam Hamad76 and Jom Thielmann.77 In

71 However, it is to be noted that Abu Zayd is still preparing a book in Arabic discussing the 
modem liberal understanding of Islam.
72 See Balz, “Eheauflosung aufgrund von Apostasie durch Popularklage: der Fall Abu Zayd,” 
Praxis des Intemationalen Privat- und Verfahrensrecbts (1996): 353-356; and “Submitting Faith 
to Judicial Scrutiny through the Family Trial: The “Abu Zayd Case”,” Die Welt des Islams 31, 2
(1997): 135-55.
73 In Monde arabe, Maghreb-Machrek 151 (January-March 1996): 18-22. Dupret has also 
translated into French the rulings of both the First Instance Court and the Court of Appeals in 
“Jurisprudence Abu Zayd,” Egypte/Monde arabe 34 (1998): 169-193.
74In“al-Hisba.” al-‘ArabU51 (Dec. 1996): 26-30.
75 al-‘Awwa, “Un arret devenu une ‘affaire’,” a translation of his article in al-Sha'b (July 14, 
1995) by Baudouin Dupret in Egypte/Monde arabe29 (1997): 155-173; and idem, al-Haqqfiai- 
Ta'blr(Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1998).
76 See Hamad, “Hisba: Is Egypt a Civil or Religious State?” In The Center for Human Rights 
Legal Aid’s website (January 1996) at http://www.chrla.org/reports/hisba/hisbint.htm: and 
Karim el-Gawhary’s interview with him in “Shari1 a or Civil Code? Egypt’s Parallel Legal 
Systems: an Interview with Ahmad Sayf al-Islam,” Middle East Report (November-December
1995): 25-27.
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addition to these studies, George N. Sfeir’s work may be considered particularly useful 

since he analyzes the legal argumentation in the light of the Egyptian constitutional 

laws that guarantee freedom of belief, freedom of expression and freedom of academic 

research.78 Almost all these authors agree that the passing of Law 3 of 1996, which 

orders that only the public prosecutor has the right to initiate hisba proceedings, was 

enacted as a direct result of the “Abu Zayd Case.”

In addition to legal studies, there are some scholars who view the case of Abu 

Zayd from the socio-political and historical perspectives. Dupret, following his legal 

study, joined his colleague Jean-Noel Ferrie to analyze the case in terms of the socio

political perspective. They see the Islamists’ reaction to Abu Zayd as a sign of their will 

to be fully involved in the power structure that sets public norms.79 We can also include 

here Salwa Ismail’s “Religious ‘Orthodoxy’ as Public Morality: The State, Islamism and 

Cultural Politics in Egypt,” 80 although it is not specifically related to the case of Abu 

Zayd.

Included also in this category are the studies by Navid Kermani, 81 Rotraud

8 7  O'! Q A

Wielandt, Ami Ayalon, and Fauzi M. Najjar, all of whom look at the case in terms

77 Thielmann, “La jurisprudence egyptienne sur la requete en hisba,” Egypte/Monde arabe 34
(1998): 81-97.
78 Sfeir, “Basic Freedoms in a Fractured Legal Culture: Egypt and the Case of Nasr Hamid Abu 
Zayd,” Middle East Journal 52, 3 (1998): 402-414.
79 See Dupret and Ferrie, “Participer au pouvoir, c’est edicter la norme: sur l’affaire Abu Zayd 
(Egypte, 1992-1996),” Revue frangaise de science politique 47, 6 (1997): 762-765; and idem, 
“For interieur et ordre public, ou comment la problematique de l’Aufklarung peut permettre de 
decrire un debat egyptien,” in Droits et societes dans le monde arabe, eds. Gilles Boetsch, 
Baudouin Dupret et Jean-Noel Ferrie (Aix-en-Provence: Presses universitaires d’Aix-Marseille, 
1997), 193-215.
80 Published in Critique {Spring 1999): 25-47.
81 Kermani, “Die Affare Abu Zayd: Eine Kritik am religiosen Diskurs und ihre Folgen,” Orient 
35,1 (1994): 25-49.
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of the constant historical battle between the Islamists and the liberal Muslims in Egypt. 

Among these studies, Wielandt has comprehensively summarized the reasons for the 

conflict in the case of Abu Zayd: from the personal conflict of Shaliln with Abu Zayd 

over of the latter’s criticism of the scandal of Islamic investment companies to the 

hidden conflict between Dar al-‘Ulum College of Cairo University with the Arabic 

Department in the Faculty of Arts,85 and the monopoly of the ‘ulama’ over the 

interpretation of Islamic texts and Abu Zayd’s lack of qualifications to write on and 

teach Islamic issues.

Finally, Mona Abaza and Annette Heilmann, in their respective articles,86 show 

great concern over the Islamists’ reaction to the effort of building civil society in Egypt. 

Heilmann in particular believes that the lack of tolerance on the part of Islamists for 

different opinions will impede mutual and peaceful dialogue. Almost entirely absent 

from these studies of the “Abu Zayd Case,” however, is a discussion of the theological 

foundations upon which the Islamists ideologically base themselves, a stance that Abu 

Zayd set out to challenge. Why is it that, for example, Abu Zayd proposed the concept 

of the humanity of the text (bashariyyat al-nass) and criticized the AslTarites and al-

82 Wielandt, “Wurzeln der Schwierigkeit innerislamischen Gesprachs iiber neue hermeneutische 
Zugange zum Korantext,” in The Qur’an as Text, ed. Stefan Wild (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996), 257- 
282.
83 Ayalon, Egypt’s Quest for Cultural Orientation (Tel Aviv: The Moshe Dayan Center for 
Middle Eastern Studies, Tel Aviv University, 1999).
84 Najjar, “Islamic Fundamentalism and the Intellectuals: The Case of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd,” 
British Journal o f Middle Eastern Studies 27, 2 (2000): 177-200.
85 See also Ahyaf Sinno, “Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd fi Ba‘d Atharih,” al-Mashriq (Jan-June, 1997): 
117-134.
86 See Heilmann, “Die Affare Abu Zayd und der Begriff der ‘Ethik der Toleranz’ in der heutigen 
politischen Diskussion in Agypten,” in Staat und Zivilgesellschaft in Agypten, ed. Ferhad 
Ibrahim (Munster; Hamburg: Lit, 1995), 145-168; idem, “Der politische und religiose Diskurs in 
Agypten am Beispiel der Affare Abu Zayd," (M.A. thesis, Berlin Free University, 1996); and
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Ghazafi’s interpretations in Mafhum al-Nass, as well as al-ShafiTs jurisprudence in al- 

Imam al-Shafi ‘I? It is for this reason that in Chapter Four, devoted to the “Abu Zayd 

Case,” I include a discussion of the theological issues surrounding the dispute.

Studies which focus on Abu Zayd’s ideas are not many, and where there are such 

studies, they are mostly based on a specific book of Abu Zayd. As far as I know, the first 

work that introduced Abu Zayd’s ideas to the Western world was Stefan Wild’s “Die 

andere Seite des Textes: Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid und der Koran,” published in Die Welt 

des Islams 33 (1993): 256-261. Following this, Navid Kermani wrote his M.A. thesis in 

1994 on Abu Zayd’s discussion of the notion of “revelation.” 87 Both these studies are 

based mainly on Mafhum al-Nass. Another German scholar who studied Abu Zayd’s 

ideas at almost the same time as Kermani was Andreas Meier who refers to Mahum al- 

Nass and Naqd al-Khitab al-Dlnlm  his treatment.88 Not only does he summarize nicely 

Abu Zayd’s concept of the religious text into five theses,89 but he also proposes that 

Abu Zayd’s idea of the human dimension of the Word of God as manifested in the 

Qur’an and in Jesus can form the basis for a fruitful Muslim-Christian dialogue.

Abaza, “Civil Society and Islam in Egypt: The Case of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd,” Journal o f 
Arabic, Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies 2, 2 (1995): 29-42.
87 It has been published under the title Offenbarung als Kommunikation: Das Konzept wahy in 
Nasr Hamid Abu Zayds Mafhum an-nass (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1996).
88 Meier, “Gotteswort in Knechtsgestalt -  ein islamischer Luther in Agypten? N.H. Abu Zaids 
provokante Koranexegese als sakulare Reform des Islam,” in Begegnungen zwischen 
Christentum und Islam, ed. Hans-Christoph Goflmann (Ammersbek bei Hamburg: Verl. An der 
Lottbek, 1994), 57-74. See also his Der politische Auftrag'des Islam: Programme und Kritik 
zwischen Fundamentalismus und Reformen; Originalstimmen aus der islamischen Welt 
(Wuppertal: Hammer, 1994), 540-553.
89 Ibid., 64.
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North American scholars became interested in studying Abu Zayd only lately.90 

Besides Sfeir’s and Najjar’s studies, there are very few others, though one outstanding 

example is the work of Charles Hirschkind, who, in his “Heresy or Hermeneutics: The 

Case of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd,” (1996) discusses two concepts, i.e., the historicity of 

the religious texts and the role o f reason which, according to him, underlie the political 

contestation between Abu Zayd and the Islamists.91

Despite these studies, Abu Zayd’s theory of interpretation has still received less 

attention than his other ideas. Here I have to mention again works written by European 

scholars. The first is that of Hans Zirker who, in his “‘Bedeutung zu schaffen ist ein 

gemeinsamer Akt zwischen Text und Leser’ (Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd): Zur Hermeneutik 

heiliger Schriften,” analyzes Abu Zayd’s concept of tafsir and ta ’w ll in the light of 

Western hermeneutics.92 Similarly, H’mida Ennaifer in Les commentaires coraniques 

contemporains, reviews in general terms Abu Zayd’s theory of interpretation. Finally, 

there is the M.A. thesis of Moch. Nur Ichwan, an Indonesian student of Abu Zayd in

90 We should mention, however, Edward Said’s article “The Other Arab Muslims,” in The New 
York Times Magazine (Nov. 26, 1993); republished in The Politics of Dispossession (London: 
Vintage, 1995), which introduces Abu Zayd’s ideas in passing.
91 Hirschkind, “Heresy or Hermeneutics: The Case of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd,” Stanford 
Humanities Review 5, 1 on “Contested Polities” (Feb. 8 , 1996). Available at 
http://www.stanford.edu/group/SHR/5-l/text/hirschkind.html
92Zirker, ‘“Bedeutung zu schaffen ist ein gemeinsamer Akt zwischen Text und Leser’ (Nasr 
Hamid Abu Zayd): Zur Hermeneutik heiliger Schriften,” in Wege der Theologie: an der 
Schwelle zum dritten Jahrtausend. Festschrift fur Hans Waldenfels zur Vollendung des 65. 
Lebensjahres, eds. Gunter Rifle, Heino Sonnemans, Burkhard TheB (Paderbom: Bonifatius,
1996), 587-599. Cf. Mohamed Yehia, “The Dialectic of Translation: The Case of Four 
Hermeneutical Terms,” in Proceedings of the Fifth International Symposium on Comparative 
Literature l5 h-l'fh, December 1998 on “Translation, ”eds. M.M. Enani and Mohammed Abdel 
Aatty (Cairo: Department of English Language and Literature, Faculty of Arts, University of 
Cairo, 1999), 315-338, who sees that Abu Zayd has translated the hermeneutical concept into 
four Arabic terms: nass, tafsir, ta’wll and qira’a.
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Leiden University, entitled “A New Horizon in Qur’anic Hermeneutics: Nasr Hamid 

Abu Zayd’s Contribution to Critical Qur’anic Scholarship” (1999).

This dissertation is intended to fill this lacuna of research. In addition, it 

attempts to analyze Abu Zayd’s ideas and theory of interpretation more 

comprehensively by studying his ideas in their socio-political context, and in the light of 

hermeneutics and the modem interpretation of the Qur’an.

D. Summary and Thesis

In the second chapter, I propose to study the tradition of the literary approach to 

the Qur’an to which Abu Zayd’s theory of interpretation belongs. Literary interpretation 

(al-tafsir al-adabl) of the Qur’an begins with the thesis that the Qur’an is a literary text 

and that as such it can be analyzed like any other text. In order to show on what basis 

the Qur’an might be considered as a literary text, I offer in the first part of the chapter a 

general discussion of what literature and literary interpretation are. The second part 

discusses the literary interpretation of the Qur’an starting from Amin al-Khuli (d. 1966) 

and his students and comparing them with Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966).

The third chapter deals exclusively with Abu Zayd’s theory of interpretation. It 

starts by studying systematically his notion of revelation and his theory of 

interpretation. As an example of how his interpretation functions in practice, I look here 

at how it is applied to women’s issues as reflected in the Qur’an. Then in order to gauge 

the contribution and originality of his theory, this chapter also compares his approach 

with that of Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988) and Mohammed Arkoun (b. 1928).
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Responses to Abu Zayd’s ideas and theory of interpretation constitutes the 

fourth chapter of this dissertation. It starts with the description of his “case” at the 

university and in the court, and is followed by the discussion of the Islamists’ criticism, 

represented mainly by Muhammad ‘Amara’s criticism of Abu Zayd as it is reflected in 

the former’s book al-Tafsir al-Markslli-al-Islam. The chapter ends with some comments 

concerning the motifs and reasons that triggered the Islamists’ reactions not only to Abu 

Zayd but also to other Muslim thinkers who have attempted to study the Qur’an 

critically.

The dissertation comes to a close with a summary of Abu Zayd’s method of 

interpretation and his contribution to the modem approach to the Qur’an in general and 

Islamic thought in Egypt in particular.

The contribution of this dissertation in the light of other studies on Abu Zayd 

may be seen from each of its chapters. First, this dissertation goes beyond studying Abu 

Zayd’s ideas in isolation from the socio-political and historical context in which they 

were written, and demonstrates to what extent he was reacting to the religious discourse 

surrounding him. It attempts to read his works chronologically by referring to his 

contexts which may have colored them. In addition, the first chapter attempts to analyze 

his intellectual development, which has to some extent been taken for granted until 

now.

The second contribution of this dissertation is in its analysis of Abu Zayd’s 

theory of interpretation within the tradition of the literary interpretation of the Qur’an 

in Egypt and that of modem Muslim scholars in general. It furthermore discusses 

systematically his theory of interpretation starting with the theory of the text. The most

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



www.manaraa.com

30 Chapter One

important contribution in this regard is its attempt to study his theory of interpretation 

using the general theory of interpretation in hermeneutics and Biblical interpretation.

Its discussion of the Islamists’ responses to Abu Zayd’s ideas, especially the 

reasons and motifs behind these responses constitute another contribution. Many studies 

on the “Abu Zayd Case” usually analyze it from the legal, socio-political and historical 

perspectives. They do not search for the main reasons, which lies in the theological 

belief as this dissertation argues, without which this case or any other cases for that 

matter will not be understood.

Finally, it is hoped that this dissertation contributes to the critical study of 

hermeneutics in Islam which is still in its infancy.93 Contrary to the thesis of 

Muhammad ‘Ata al-Sid, who argues that the hermeneutical problem in Islam is 

fundamentally different from that in Christianity and that certain principles developed 

in Biblical interpretation cannot be employed to understand the Qur’an because it 

represents the ipsissima verba of Allah revealed to the Prophet Muhammad through an 

agent, Gabriel,94 this dissertation attempts to demonstrate that, despite its divine 

source, the Qur’an is also a work of literature that can be subjected to any approach. It is 

on the basis of this presupposition that proponents of literary interpretation and 

hermeneutics are increasingly turning their attention to the Qur’an, and analyzing it in 

new and exciting ways.

93 See also Peter Heath, “Creative Hermeneutics: A Comparative Analysis of Three Islamic 
Approaches,” Arabica 36 (1989): 173ff.
94 al-SId, “The Hermeneutical Problem of the Qur’an in Islamic History,” (Ph.D. dissertation, 
Temple University, 1975)
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LITERARY INTERPRETATION OF THE QUR’AN

A. The Qur’an as Literature

Before attempting to discuss the theory behind the literary approach to the 

Qur’an, it would be useful to determine first whether in fact the Qur’an may be regarded 

as literature. Even more to the point is the question: What is the “literariness” of the 

Qur’an? Muslim scholars have in the past tried to demonstrate the literary qualities of 

the Qur’an by appealing to the concept of i'jaz al-Qur’an (the miraculous nature of the 

Qur’an), but, as Mustansir Mir has argued in his “The Qur’an as Literature,” most of 

these writings are works of theology -  wherein the superiority of the Qur’an is asserted 

over other sacred or secular works — rather than of literary criticism. 1 Mir proposes that 

any discussion of this issue should be based on the principles of literary criticism.2

In a lecture delivered in 1982 on “The Qur’an as Literature: Perils, Pitfalls and 

Prospects,” 3 Andrew Rippin also suggested that in order to approach the Qur’an as 

literature, the basic assumption that the Qur’an is the Word of God and is therefore 

“above” other works of literature has to be disregarded. “To take the Qur’an as

1 Mir, “The Qur’an as Literature.” Religion & Literature 20, 1 (1988): 49. See also his “Irony in 
the Qur’an: A Study of the Story of Joseph,” in Literary Structures o f Religious Meaning in the 
Qur’an, ed. Issa J. Boullata (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), 173.
2 Andrew Rippin would add that these principles are not simply those of Arab literary theory, 
but rather those of modern-day comparative literature. Rippin believes that the Arabic literary 
theory developed to prove the excellence of the Qur’an. See his “The Qur’an as Literature: 
Perils, Pitfalls and Prospects,” British Society for Middle Eastern Studies Bulletin 10, 1 (1983): 
39.
3 The lecture is delivered in the Faculty of Humanities, University of Calgary and published in 
1983. See n. 2 supra.
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literature,” Rippin states, is to take it on the same plane as all other literary

productions.” 4 There are of course many obstacles to studying the Qur’an in this way.

Rippin observes for instance that some Muslims perceive any critical approach to the

Qur’an to be an attack from outside.5 Not only do some Muslims receive the critical

studies by non-Muslims with suspicion, but also studies by liberal Muslims are

distrusted. In most cases, those liberals are even excommunicated.

These conservative Muslims assert that as the Word of God {kalam Allah), the

Qur’an should be approached using a “special” method that is “appropriate” to the text

itself. This common assumption that believers hold of the Qur’an makes it difficult to

apply principles of literary theory to its analysis. Rudi Paret summarizes this view:

Since Muslims believe the Qur’an to have been verbally inspired by God 
and to have always existed in Heaven in its original, ideal form ..., the 
Qur’an is not really a literary work at all, and cannot therefore be an 
object of study by literary historians.6

For literary scholars, however, the Qur’an -  like the Bible7 -- is, as literature, 

liable to any approach. It does not require a special method of analysis simply because 

it is a divine text. Indeed, many of these literary critics are non-Muslims who would 

like to study the literary qualities of the Qur’an. But there are also Muslim scholars with 

an interest in literary theory. Consequently, they do not worry about whether such 

critical approaches, which are products of modem Western civilization, will distort the

4 Rippin “The Qur’an as Literature,” 40.
5 Rippin “The Qur’an as Literature,” 41.
6 Paret, “The Qur’an - 1,” in The Cambridge History o f Arabic Literature: Arabic Literature to 
the End o f the Umayyad Period, eds. A.F.L. Beeston, T.M. Johnstone, R.B. Serjeant and G.R. 
Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 216.
7 Leland Ryken and Tremper Longman III have argued the case with the Bible in their A 
Complete Literary Guide to the Bible (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 
1993), especially in “Introduction,” 23-29.
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Qur’an. Many Muslims, on the other hand, do worry that these “foreign” and “non- 

Islamic” approaches will lead to misinterpretation of the Qur’an.

Some of the Qur’anic scholars even believe that the meaning of the Qur’an 

should be that which was understood by Muhammad and his contemporaries. These 

meanings, they claim, can be discovered through historical analysis of the works of 

previous tafsm  and the Prophet’s slra. This position ignores the contention of literary 

scholars that the meaning of the text may lie in the author, the text, the context, or the 

reader, that the task of hermeneutics is not only to discover but also to create the 

meaning of the text. Given the many possibilities of locating the meaning of the text, 

the methods and approaches used to ascertain the analysis are consequently diverse.

In approaching the Qur’an as literature, this chapter will examine the extent to 

which it exhibits a quality known as “literariness.” But in order to do so, it will be 

necessary first of all to determine what constitutes literariness, i.e., what makes a work 

literature and what sets it apart from other non-literary works.

1. What is  Literature?

What is literature? Literary theorists themselves find it difficult to define 

literature. Jonathan Culler, for example, argues in his Literary Theory: A Very Short 

Introduction, that nowadays the distinction between literary and non-literary works does 

not seem crucial. Both can be studied in similar ways. In addition, critics find that 

literariness, which is thought to be the chief quality of literary works, is to be found in 

non-literary works too .8 Terry Eagleton goes even further, saying that a piece of writing

8 Culler, Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 
18.
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can be or ceases to be literature depending on the particular ideology which promote it. 

“[Literature,” Eagleton states, “cannot in fact be ‘objectively’ defined. It leaves the 

definition of literature up to how somebody decides to read, not to the nature of what is 

written.” 9

Aside from these arguments, other theorists have suggested definitions of 

literature that may be of use for our discussion. The debate among these scholars 

revolves around whether literariness lies in the text ontologically or functionally. The 

Russian Formalists, who argue for the former, have long suggested that the literariness 

of literature lies in its use of peculiar language which differs from ordinary language. 

This feature, which is usually referred to as the “foregrounding” of language, 10 makes 

literature strange and unfamiliar to the reader. The “estranging” or “defamiliarizing” 

element in the text then leads to a particular degree of attention from the reader. In the 

words of Rene Wellek and Austin Warren, the authors of the classical handbook of 

literary method and theory, Theory o f  Literature, “[pjoetic language organizes, tightens, 

the resources of everyday language, and sometimes does even violence to them, in an 

effort to force us into awareness and attention.” 11

Eagleton disagrees with this definition, arguing that the deviation from ordinary 

language and the resulting sense of estrangement do not “always and everywhere ’ make 

a text literature.12 He takes as his example slang, which deviates from ordinary

9 Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1983), 8 .
10 Culler, Literary Theory, 28. On the discussion of Russian Formalism, see ibid., 123-124; 
Eagleton, Literary Theory, 2-6.
11 Rene Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory o f Literature, Third Edition (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace & World, Inc., 1956), 24.
12 Eagleton, Literary Theory, 5.
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language but which cannot be considered as literature. Literariness, according to him, is 

a function that we apply to a text in considering it as literature.

While these particular theories are rather far apart in their views, they can be 

combined to yield a more comprehensive perspective on literature. David S. Miall and 

Don Kuiken have done just that in their recent article “What is Literariness? Three 

Components of Literary Reading.” 13 Based on empirical study of students’ responses to 

a particular poem, they argue that literariness consists in three components of response 

to a literary text: first, the presence of stylistic variations in the text; second, the 

occurrence of defamiliarization in the mind of the reader; and finally, the process of 

interpretation following defamiliarization. These three components, Miall and Kuiken 

further suggest, have to be present and must interact with each other. It is on the basis 

of this definition that I will attempt in the following to discuss the literariness of the 

Qur’an.

2. The Literariness o f  the Qur'an

The basic property of a literary text is its foregrounding of language, which the 

Qur’an does possess in abundance -  so much so that readers and hearers tend to believe 

that it is poetry. Although the question of whether the Qur’an contains poetry or sa j‘ 

(rhymed prose) is a problem that has not yet been settled, there are in fact quite a 

number of verses which are rhythmic and rhyming. JJ. Gluck and Devin J. Stewart, for 

example, have demonstrated respectively the existence of poetry and sa j‘ in the

13 David S. Miall and Don Kuiken, “What is Literariness? Three Components of Literary 
Reading,” Discourse Process 28, 2 (1999): 122ff.
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Qur’an. 14 Besides these elements, the Qur’an contains figures of speech, employs a 

variety of narrative techniques, and makes excellent use o f words and phrases.

Whether reading or hearing these stylistic features in the Qur’an, one is 

immediately struck by them. Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966) calls this “estranging” process sibr 

al-Qur’an (the spell of the Qur’an) . 15 This process of defamiliarization has been 

documented in the Qur’an and the Sira of Muhammad. Because of the beautiful 

language of the Qur’an, many of Muhammad’s contemporaries called him kabin 

(diviner), sha‘ir  (poet) or majnun (one who is possessed by jinn), accusations which the 

Qur’an categorically denies. Q. 69:40-43 for example states innahv la-qawlu rasulin 

karim. wa ma buwa bi-qawli sba‘irin qallla ’m-ma tu ’minun. wa la bi-qawli kabinin 

qalila ’m-ma tadbakkarun. tanzllu ’m-mi ’r-rabbi j-  ‘alamin “That it is indeed the speech 

of the noble messenger. It is not poet’s speech -  little is it that you believe. Nor 

diviner’s speech -  little is it that you remember. It is a revelation from the Lord of the 

Universe.”

In the Sira as well we come across stories about the reactions of Muhammad’s 

opponents upon hearing the Qur’an. It was upon hearing the verses of the Qur’an for 

example that ‘Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 644) entered Islam, 16 while al-Wafid b. al- 

Mughira, though he turned away from Islam, acknowledged the beauty of the Qur’an. 

Nevertheless he had to convince his peers among Muhammad’s enemies that the Qur’an

14 See Stewart, “Saj‘ in the Qur’an: Prosody and Structure,” Journal o f Arabic Literature 21, 2 
(1990): 101-139, and Gluck, “Is There Poetry in the Qur’an?” Semitics 8 (1982): 43-89.
15 Sayyid Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fannl flal-Qur’an (Many editions. The first was published in 1945 
by Dar al-Ma‘arif, Cairo. Unless noted otherwise, this study uses the 14th edition published by 
Dar al-Shuruq, Cairo in 1993), 1 Iff.
16 Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fannl, 11-13, 25. See also Ibn Hisham, al-Slra al-Nabawiyya, eds. Mustafa 
al-Saqqa, Ibrahim al-Abyan, and ‘Abd al-Hafiz ShalabI (Cairo: Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi,
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is nothing but the magic from of old {in hadha ilia sihrun y u ’thar)}1 This last incident is 

reflected in the Qur’anic verse (Q. 74:21-24) thumma nazar, thwrnna ‘abasa wa basar, 

thumma adbara wa ’stakbar, fa-qala in hadha ilia sihrun y u ’thar “then he looked, then 

he frowned and showed displeasure, then he turned back and displayed arrogance. He 

said: This is nothing but magic from of old.”

These two stories demonstrate that foregrounding of language evokes the 

feelings of those who understand the Arabic language regardless of their beliefs. 

Consequently, for our purposes Muslims and non-Muslims can appreciate equally the 

literary beauty of the Qur’an. And it is for this reason that Mir suggests that, by 

considering the Qur’an as literature, Muslim and non-Muslim scholars can work 

together to study from the perspective of literary criticism the literary aspect of the 

Qur’an, a discipline which is still in its infancy. 18

The third component of literariness consists in reader’s (or hearer’s) response 

and interpretation of the literary text as the result of being defamiliarized and estranged 

with this foregrounding of language. While the relation between foregrounding and 

defamiliarization is quite clear, the third component, according to Miall and Kuiken, 

depends on the individual’s response to the literary text. 19 In the case of Qur’anic 

studies, some scholars are interested in the aesthetic aspect of the Qur’an, some in the 

rhetorical way of how the verse is structured to achieve its effect, some in the aural 

sound and other elements of literary structures.

1955), 342-346. For further discussion, see Issa J. Boullata, “Sayyid Qutb’s Literary 
Appreciation of the Qur’an,” in Literary Structure o f Religious Meaning in the Qur’an, 357.
17 Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fannl, 13-14, 25. See also Ibn Hisham, al-Slra al-Nabawiyya, 270-271.
18 Mir, “The Qur’an as Literature,” 63.
19 Miall and Kuiken, “What is Literariness?” 134.
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B. Literary Interpretation {al-Tafsir al-Adabl) o f the Qur’an

Based on the above discussion of the literariness of the Qur’an, in this section I 

will discuss the literary interpretation of the Qur’an. But again what do we mean by 

literary interpretation. There are writings which claim to be using a literary approach 

but do not provide a definition of what they mean by a literary approach.20 Others do 

not integrate Qur’anic studies and literary criticism in their discussion. The pioneering 

work in that direction is Literary Structures o f  Religious Meaning in the Qur’an 

(henceforth cited as LSRMQ) edited by Issa J. Boullata, which invites literary scholars 

and Qur’anic scholars to analyze and appreciate the Qur’an from a literary point of 

view .21 But as is the case with many edited books, which gather a collection of articles, 

despite the editor’s suggestion to the invited contributors to use recent literary theories 

in their analysis of the Qur’an, some of the articles do not represent that plan. In 

addition, since the book is similar to The Literary Guide to the Bible edited by Robert 

Alter and Frank Kermode,22 it is also victim to the same shortcoming — indicated by the 

editors of A Complete Literary Guide to the Bible -  “the volume offers no discernible or 

systematic literary method.” 23 These weaknesses are not to belittle the many 

contributions of LSRMQ but to encourage further studies on the topic.

20 This similar objection has been advanced by Ryken and Longman III in the case of literary 
commentary on the Bible in their book Complete Literary Guide to the Bible, 9-10.
21 See Boullata, “Introduction,” in LSRMQ, xi.
22 Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1987.
23 See Ryken and Longman, Complete Literary Guide to the Bible, 10.
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1. Literary Interpretation o f  the Qur’an: Perils and Pitfalls

Literary interpretation has not attracted the attention of many Qur’anic scholars, 

whether Muslim or non-Muslim. This may be because literary criticism -  to borrow 

Mark Allan Powell’s phrase24 — is still considered a “second language” by many of these 

scholars, who for the most part rely on philological and historical analysis. Before the 

appearance of LSRMQ, some non-Qur’anic scholars who had been trained in the field of 

history of religions attempted, out of a sense of “dissatisfaction with existing 

approaches” in the field to apply literary theory to the Qur’an.25 But the number of such 

studies is still small compared to the corresponding work being done in Biblical 

interpretation.

The variety of literary theory, furthermore, makes the adaptation of this new 

approach to the study of the Qur’an more difficult. Romanticism, New Criticism, 

Formalism, Structuralism, Post-structuralism, Reader-response criticism and 

Deconstruction are just some of the literary critical approaches available to Islamicists, 

who seem nevertheless to be largely unaware of them. M.H. Abrams’s classification of 

the four types of literary criticism fortunately assists us in understanding the different 

schools of literary theory.26 The first broad category of criticism, according to Abrams,

24 Powell, The Bible and Modem Literary Criticism: A Critical Assessment and Annotated 
Bibliography (New York: Greenwood Press, 1992), 3.
25 See, for example, Richard C. Martin, “Structural Analysis and the Qur’an: Newer Approaches 
to the Study of Islamic Texts,” Journal o f the American Academy o f Religion, Thematic Issue 
47, 4S (1979): 665-683; idem, “Understanding the Qur’an in Text and Context,” History of 
Religions 21 (1982): 361-384; Mohammed Arkoun, Lectures du Coran (Paris: Maisonneuve and 
Larose, 1982); Marcia K. Hermansen, “Pattern and Meaning in the Qur’anic Adam Narratives,” 
Studies in Religion/Sciences Religieuses 17, 1 (1988): 41-52; and other works mentioned in the 
latter article, especially p. 41 n. 1.
26 Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (New York: 
The Norton Library, 1958), 6-29.
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is mimetic, which views a literary work as imitating the world and evaluating it in terms 

of the accuracy of its representation. The second and third categories of criticism are 

pragmatic and expressive types. Pragmatic theory is reader-centered criticism that 

evaluates a literary work in terms of its effects on its readers, while expressive theory is 

author-centered criticism which evaluates a work in terms of its expression of the views 

and thought of its writer. Abrams calls the fourth category of theories the objective 

types of criticism that view a work as a world in itself.

These four types of criticism represent four elements surrounding the work itself,

i.e., the work, the universe, the writer, and the reader, which are illustrated by Abrams 

as follows:27

Universe

Wor!

AudienceArtist

The history of literary criticism has recently seen a shift of focus from author-

centered interpretation to reader-centered criticism. The latter argues that the role of the

reader is not only to re-produce but also to produce the meaning of the text. David

Jasper in his “Literary Readings of the Bible” nicely puts this theory as follows:

Reader-response criticism focuses on the reader as the creator of, or at the 
very least, an important contributor to, the meaning of texts. Rather than 
seeing ‘meaning’ as a property inherent in texts, whether put there by an 
author or somehow existing intrinsically in the shape, structure and 
wording of the texts, reader-response criticism regards meaning as 
coming into being at the meeting point of text and reader — or in a more 
extreme form, as being created by readers in the act of reading.28

27 Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, 6 .
28 Jasper, “Literary Readings of the Bible,” in The Cambridge Companion to Biblical 
Interpretation, ed. John Barton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 18-19. This
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9QMany Biblical scholars have applied this criticism to the Bible, and some argue 

that it is time for Qur’anic scholars to do the same. Rippin has actually proposed in his 

above-mentioned article that the future of Qur’anic studies lies in “situating the Qur’an 

at the focal point of a reader-response study,” 30 but this proposal has not attracted many 

Qur’anic scholars yet.

Perhaps, the major difficulty in applying literary theory31 is the resistance shown 

by Muslims to this approach. Many consider it to be secular in nature and, as such, insist 

that it cannot be applied to the divine text. It is true that the chief threat posed by 

literary theory is its challenge to the authority of the text. The Qur’an as the “sacred 

text” or the Word of God becomes subject, like all other literature, to any critical 

approach. Furthermore, different interpretive schools, whether feminist, Marxist, 

Liberation theology critics -  or “oppositional discourses” as Wolfgang Iser calls them32

quotation indicates that there are, at least, two types of reader-response theory: the conservative 
and the radical. See Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “The Reader in New Testament Interpretation,” in 
Hearing the New Testament: Strategies for Interpretation, ed. Joel B. Green (Michigan: Wm. B. 
Eerdamans Publishing Co. 1995), 301-328, especially 307ff.
29 Besides Jasper and Vanhoozer, see, for example, Edgar V. McKnight, The Bible and the 
Reader: An Introduction to Literary Criticism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985); Anthony C. 
Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics: The Theory and Practice o f Transforming Biblical 
Reading (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 1992), especially Chapter XIII. 
Cf. Stanley E. Porter, “Why Hasn’t Reader -  Response Criticism Caught on in New Testament 
Studies?” Journal o f Literature & Theology4, 3 (1990): 278-292.
30 Rippin, “The Qur’an as Literature,” 46; idem, “Introduction” in Approaches to the History o f 
the Interpretation o f the Qur’an, ed. A. Rippin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 3-4. See for 
instance Jane D. McAuliffe who reads Q. 3:7 in the light of reader-response theory in her “Text 
and Textuality: Q. 3:7 as a Point of Intersection,” LSRMQ, 56-76. Compare this with A. 
Neuwirth who, instead of using reader-response theory, analyzes the Qur’an in terms of 
communication process between speaker and listener (thus listener-response theory) in her, 
“Referentiality and Textuality in Surat al-Hijr: Some Observations on the Qur’anic “Canonical 
Process” and the Emergence of a Community,” LSRMQ, 143-172, especially, 145ff.
31 Some objections in applying literary criticism to the Bible, which are summarized by Powell, 
may also be appropriated to the Qur’an. See Powell, The Bible and Modern Literary Criticism, 
16-17.
32 Wolfgang Iser, The Range o f Interpretation (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 4.

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



www.manaraa.com

42 Chapter Two

-  will be tempted to attack the authority of the Qur’an as has been done to the Bible.33 

These oppositional critics challenge the ideology which, they believe, was implanted in 

the text by its author/s.34 Feminist readings, for instance, will dispute its “patriarchal” 

ideology, while materialist and Liberation theology critics will argue against the 

economic and political oppressions promoted by the text.

The argument of these different schools, furthermore, imply that the meaning of 

the text is indeterminate. It is the reader who creates the meaning and lends the text 

whatever sense it possesses, depending on his/her interest. If the interests of the readers 

are different, it is inevitable that the text will mean different things to different readers. 

Consequently, there is no one determinate meaning that the reader is bound to discover 

in the text. This position, according to Muslim critics, confuses believers who, instead 

of a variety of relative meanings, would like to have some concrete and objective thing 

to hold on to.

Reader-response theory, therefore, allows for a variety of readings. To the 

question, “Which of these readings is correct?”, literary scholars would say that there 

are no universal objective criteria to validate a reading. This conviction stems from the 

perception that objective interpretation is an expression of power. “Those in power,” 

writes Terence J. Keegan in his “Biblical Criticism and the Challenge of 

Postmodernism,” “whether political, economic, scholarly or religious, tend to justify

33 In the case of Biblical interpretation see, for example, Jasper, “Literary Readings of the 
Bible,” 28ff.; idem, “Literary Readings of the Bible: Trends in Modem Criticism,” in The Bible 
and Literature: A Reader, eds. David Jasper and Stephen Prickett (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 
1999), 57ff.; and Terence J. Keegan, “Biblical Criticism and the Challenge of Postmodernism,” 
Biblical Interpretation^, 1 (1995): 1-14.
34 Cf. Stephen Fowl, who challenges the claim that texts have ideologies, in his “Texts Don’t 
Have Ideologies,” Biblical Interpretation 3, 1 (1995): 15-34.
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their power by appealing to objective analyses that support the structured world they

dominate.” 35 In the case of interpretation, therefore, the authority that sanctions a

certain meaning and outlaws others lies in what Stanley Fish calls “interpretive

communities,” 36 that is, a group of individuals who share similar interpretive strategies

in reading. These interpretive strategies, however, apply only to certain interpretive

communities and cannot be imposed on others.

Despite the many objections leveled against the literary approach, however, it

can still be seen to offer many benefits for Qur’anic interpretation. It challenges, for

instance, the absolutists, who claim to know the true meaning and the true

interpretation of the text.37 In keeping with the concept of interpretive communities, it

can at the same time help to refute the subjectivists who would have the texts mean

only what fits their own interests. Werner G. Jeanrond in speaking about the crisis in

Biblical interpretation, argues that hermeneutics (I would add, literary theory too) is not

the cause of this crisis. He states:

Hermeneutics, the study of proper means of text-interpretation, is not the 
cause of the current crisis in biblical studies, rather it may point 
indirectly to some ways out of this crisis. Of course, it is true to say that 
hermeneutics has destroyed the claims to any total objectivity in biblical 
interpretation, theology and any other discipline of human knowledge.
But hermeneutics has equally invalidated the pretensions of any purely

35 Keegan, “Biblical Criticism and the Challenge of Postmodernism,” 1.
36 Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority o f Interpretive Communities 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980), 14, 16, 317; David J.A. Clines, 
“Possibilities and Priorities of Biblical Interpretation in an International Perspective,” Biblical 
Interpretation 1, 1 (1993): 79; David J.A. Clines, and J. Cheryl Exum, “The New Literary 
Criticism,” in The New Literary Criticism and the Hebrew Bible, eds. J. Cheryl Exum and 
David J.A. Clines (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), 19. In Qur’anic studies, see 
McAuliffe, “Text and Textuality,” 68-69.
37 In his discussion of the marketplace of interpretation, Iser places this absolutist view as the 
first trend, i.e., “monopoly of interpretation.” The second and third trends are “the conflict of 
interpretation,” and “oppositional discourses.” See Iser, The Range o f Interpretation, especially 
Chapter One.
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subjectivist approach to biblical texts, i.e. approaches based on nothing 
other than the conviction that one’s preferred theory of what the biblical 
text ought to say or stand for is just fine. Thus, it has become obvious 
that neither objectivist nor subjectivist ideologies of reading have helped 
the critical reader any further in her or his attempt to understand the 
potential of meaning in biblical texts, or indeed any other written or oral 
texts.38

Contemporary literary theory furthermore encourages readers continuously to 

search for new meanings of the text. Literary theory and other new approaches to the 

Qur’an can stimulate discussion of those areas that Mohammed Arkoun calls 

Vimpensable and Vimpense}9 They are “unthinkable” and “unthought o f ’ only because 

of the limitations of the available methods, or because of the ideological constraints that 

prevent one from studying an issue critically.

Finally, with Mir, I argue that the Qur’an is not exclusively a theological text; it 

is also literature. Even Sayyid Qutb once argued that three quarters (thalathat arba()  of 

the Qur’an consists of literature.40 Although one can raise the objection that the literary 

approach is limited in what it can do with the Qur’anic text, the same thing can be said 

of many other approaches.

2. Characteristics o f  the Literary Interpretation o f  the Qur'an

One important feature of all literary approaches is the study of a text in its 

present form. In discussing the Qur’an as literature, Mir, for example, argues in favor of

38 Jeanrond, “After Hermeneutics: The Relationship between Theology and Biblical Studies,” in 
The Open Text: New Directions for Biblical Studies? ed. Francis Watson (London: SCM Press 
Ltd., 1993), 85.
39 See Arkoun, Lectures du Coran, xiiff. See also Issa J. Boullata, Trends and Issues in 
Contemporary Arab Thought (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 81-82.
40 Qutb’s comment to the third edition of ai-TaswIr al-Fanrii, which is reprinted in the 14th 
edition, p. 254, See also idem, Mashahid al-Qiyama fl al-Qur’an (Many editions. The first is
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“taking the Qur’an in its finished form as a starting point for literary investigation.”41 

Does this means that one need not bother with -  as Stefan Wild calls it -- “the pre

history of the Qur’anic text” ?42 Wild for his part argues that the questions of influences 

and the genesis of the Qur’an are not of primary purpose for this approach.

In the case of Biblical interpretation, Jasper also states that instead of focusing 

on the context within which the Bible was written and had been understood, literary 

approaches are interested in the present text and its relation with the reader. “By 

focusing upon text rather than context,” argues Jasper, “these literary readings of the 

Bible claim to overcome the hermeneutical problem of the ‘two horizons’, that is, the 

gap between the ancient text and the modem reader.” 43 The latter, by looking at the 

literary qualities of the text, will find its power and meaning for the present context.

There is, however, a debate in Biblical interpretation about whether this 

synchronic approach neglects historical questions or vice versa. Ryken and Longman III, 

for example, argue in their Complete Literary Guide to the Bible that one of the pitfalls 

of the literary approach to the Bible is its refusal to concern itself with the question of 

history.44 The “shift of paradigm” — from historical to literary interpretation — 

furthermore points to the agenda of the latter as being that of moving away from such 

historical concern. John Barton, on the other hand, argues that even the historical-

published in Cairo in 1947; the second by Dar al-Ma‘arif, in 1953; and the seventh in 1981. 
Unless noted otherwise, this study uses the second edition), 8 .
41 Mir, “The Qur’an as Literature,” 53.
42 Stefan Wild, “Preface,” in The Qur’an as Text, ed. S. Wild (Leiden: Brill, 1996), viii.
43 Jasper, “Literary Readings of the Bible,” 27.
44 Ryken and Longman III, Complete Literary Guide, 26
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critical interpretation deals with literary issues of the text.45 In an attempt to bridge this

divide, Anthony C. Thiselton suggests that it is more constructive for Biblical

interpretation to blend both approaches “draw[ing] on the strength of each approach

while avoiding its distinctive weaknesses.”46 Similarly, Paul R. Noble in his “Synchronic

and Diachronic Approaches to Biblical Interpretation” 47 argues that even though these

approaches ask different questions of the text, they cannot ignore each other, because

they are studying the same text. Noble further explains this mutual relation:

The text was produced in a particular historical-cultural situation, 
knowledge of which is therefore indispensable for a sensitive synchronic 
reading; and conversely, historical reconstructions of what lies behind a 
text are dependent upon an accurate literary appreciation of the text’s 
final form.

In the case of literary interpretation of the Qur’an -  as we will see below — this 

debate does not seem to be pertinent, since the proponents of al-tafslr al-adabl propose 

that both approaches be used in Qur’anic interpretation.

A significant feature of literary interpretation lies in its focus on how  the text 

communicates, before even addressing what it says.49 Based on a linguistic model of oral 

language, literary theorists maintain that a text is a communication between addresser/s

45 Barton, “Historical-Critical Approach,” in The Cambridge Companion to Biblical 
Interpretation, 14.
46 Thiselton, “On Models and Methods: A Conversation with Robert Morgan,” in The Bible in 
Three Dimensions: Essays in Celebration o f Forty Years o f Biblical Studies in the University of 
Sheffield, eds. David J. Clines, Stephen E. Fowl, Stanley E. Porter (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1990), 341, 343.
47 Noble, “Synchronic and Diachronic Approaches to Biblical Interpretation,” Journal of 
Literature & Theologyl, 2 (1993): 130-148.
48 Noble, “Synchronic and Diachronic Approaches,” 132.
49 See Ryken, “The Bible as Literature: A Brief History,” in A Complete Literary Guide to the 
Bible, 6 6 ; idem, “Literary Criticism of the Bible: Some Fallacies,” in Literary Interpretations of 
Biblical Narratives, eds. Kenneth R.R. Gros Louis, with James S. Ackerman and Thayer S. 
Warshaw (Nashville, Tennessee: Abingdon Press, 1974), 27-28.
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and addressee/s.50 Literary studies, therefore, seek to examine the form and technique 

underlying work or works in question. If we take the articles in LSRMQ as an example, 

we find that interests range over a wide field, such as: the communication process in the 

Qur’an (A. Neuwirth and A. Johns) ;51 how the suras are constructed (“structural unity” 

in A.M. Zahniser’s and “formulaic feature” in A.T Welch’s articles) ;52 literary elements 

in the Qur’an (“irony” in Mir’s, “ellipsis” in Y. Rahman’s, m ajazin Kamal Abu-Deeb’s 

contributions) .53 As a literary text which has affected Muslims, some contributors look 

at how Muslim readers have responded to the literary beauty of the Qur’an (N. Kermani, 

M. Ayoub and Boullata).54And finally, since the Qur’an was originally recited orally, 

Michael Sells and Soraya Hajjaji-Jarrah examine the Qur’anic voice, whose meaning has 

had a great impact on its listeners.55 These articles suggest that how  the Qur’an is 

written is seen as an issue that takes precedence over what the Qur’an says.

50 Cf. Peter Dixon and Marisa Bortolussi, “Text Is Not Communication: A Challenge to a 
Common Assumption,” Discourse Processes 31,1 (2001): 1-25.
51 Neuwirth, “Referentiality and Textuality in Surat al-Hijr” 143-172; Johns, “Reflections on 
the Dynamics and Spirituality of Surat al-Furqan” 188-227.
52 Zahniser, “Major Transitions and Thematic Borders in Two Long Suras: al-Baqara and al- 
Nisa’, ”26-55; Welch, “Formulaic Features of the Punishment-Stories,” 77-116.
53 Mir, “Irony in the Qur’an,” 173-187; Rahman, “Ellipsis in the Qur’an: A Study of Ibn 
Qutayba’s Ta’wll Mushkil al-Qur’a n 277-291; and Abu-Deeb, “Studies in the Majaz and 
Metaphorical Language of the Qur’an: Abu ‘Ubayda and al-Sharif al-Radl,” 310-353.
54 Kermani, “The Aesthetic Reception of the Qur’an as Reflected in Early Muslim History,” 
255-276; Ayoub, “Literary Exegesis of the Qur’an: The Case of al-Sharif al-Radi,” 292-309; and 
Boullata, “Sayyid Qutb’s Literary Appreciation of the Qur’an,” 354-371.
55 Sells, “A Literary Approach to the Hymnic Suras of the Qur’an: Spirit, Gender, and Aural 
Intertextuality,” 3-25; Hajjaji-Jarrah, “The Enchantment of Reading: Sound, Meaning, and 
Expression in Surat al-‘Adiyat" 228-251.
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3. Literary Interpretation (al-Tafslr al-Adabl) o f  the Qur’an in Egypt

In discussing the literary interpretation of the Qur’an, this chapter focuses 

mainly on specific tafsm  written in Egypt. It will examine how they approach the 

Qur’an and whether they try to integrate Qur’anic studies and literary theory.

a. Amin al-Khufi (1895-1966)

The first modem Muslim scholar to employ a literary method in analyzing the 

Qur’an was Amin al-Khufi. He is even regarded by Katrin Speicher as this method’s 

spiritual father as well as the first to apply it (als ihr geistiger Vater und als der erste) . 56 

Khufi was in fact a literary critic who taught ‘ilm al-bayan and tafsir at the Faculty of 

Arts in Fu’ad I (then Cairo) University,57 and edited a monthly journal on Arabic 

literature called al-Adarf* from 1956 until his death in 1966. Al-Khufi broke new ground 

in proposing a new approach to Qur’anic studies based on a literary point of view.

In his book Manahij Tajdld f l al-Nahw wa al-Balagha wa al-Tafslr wa al-Adab, 

and especially in the section on al-Tafslr,59 al-Khufi argues against Muhammad ‘Abduh

56 See Katrin Speicher, “Einige Bemerkungen zu al-Hufis Entwurf eines tafsir a d a b l in 
Encounters o f Words and Texts: Intercultural Studies in Honor of Stefan Wild on the Occasion 
of His 6Cfh Birthday, March 2, 1997, Presented by His Pupils in Bonn, eds. Lutz Edzard and 
Christian Szyska (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1997), 4. Speicher’s dating of al-Khuli’s 
death should be corrected from 1967 to 1966. See Kamil Sa‘fan who writes that al-Khufi died on 
Wednesday, the ninth of March 1966. Sa‘fan, Amin al-KhuH (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al- 
‘Amma li al-Kitab, 1982), 300. In his study of contemporary tafsm' methodology, H’mida 
Ennaifer (Ahiriida al-Nayfar) places al-Khufi as one of the pioneers in modem era to reform 
tafsir. See Ennaifer, Les commentaires coraniques contemporains: Analyse de leurmethodologie 
(Rome: Pontificio Istituto di Studi Arabi e d’lslamistica, 1998), 74.
57 Before teaching at Fu’ad I University from 1928 to 1953, he taught Arabic language and 
literature at Madrasat al-Qada’ al-Sharl, Cairo, from which he graduated in 1920. From 1923- 
1927 he was appointed as the leader of the Egyptian studies mission (imam li-al-bi‘tha al- 
dirasiyya al-Misriyya) to Rome and Berlin. See Ennaifer, Les commentaires coraniques 
contemporains, 75.
58 Published by al-Umana’ (Madrasat al-Fann wa al-Hayat), Cairo.
59 al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdld f l al-Nahw wa al-Balagha, wa al-Tafsir wa al-Adab (Cairo: al-Hay’a 
al-Misriyya al-‘Amma li-al-Kitab, 1995), 203-243. The first edition was published in 1961 by
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(1849-1905) who opined that the main purpose of interpreting the Qur’an is to seek

guidance (al-ibtida’)  or to take benefit (al-intifa\) from its content.60 ‘Abduh’s

contention was that

Interpretation ( tafsir) ... is an understanding of the Book in terms of its 
[status as a] religion which guides people to wherever there is happiness 
in their worldly life and the hereafter. This is the highest aim of tafsir; 
any studies behind it are secondary to it or a tool to attain it.

(A l-tafslr... huwa fahm al-kitab min baytbu huwa din yarsbud al-nas ila 
ma fibi sa‘adatubum f l bayatibim al-dunya wa bayatibim al-akbira, 
fa ’inna badba buwa al-maqsid al-a ‘la minbu, wa ma war a ’a badba min al- 
mababitb tabi‘ labu aw waslla li-tabsllib) . 61

‘Abduh’s suggestion was a response to the confusion engendered by the plethora 

of different tafsm  aiming to elicit different aspects of the Qur’an, such as its structure, 

its legal aspects, its theological views, and so on. This variety of goals in interpreting 

the Qur’an, ‘Abduh argues, distracts the reader away from its true meaning (m a‘nabu al- 

baqlqi)- the meaning intended by the speaker of the speech (murad al-qa’i l  min al- 

qaw lf2-- which is a guidance for human beings.

Dar al-Ma‘rifa, Cairo. The section on “al-tafslr” was previously published in Da’irat al-Ma‘arif 
al-Islamiyya (an Arabic translation of Ef), 5: 348-374, as a response to Carra de Vaux, the 
author of “tafsir” in Ef,  IV: 1, 603-604. A section of al-Khuli’s “al-tafsir” — that on “Scientific 
Interpretation” -  has been translated and introduced into French by J. Jomier and P. Caspar, 
“L’Exegese scientifique du Coran d’apres le Cheikh Amin al-Khufi,” MIDEO4 (1957): 269-280. 
Besides commenting on and criticizing Carra de Vaux’s article on “tafsir,” al-Khufi also 
comments on other articles, like “Usui and Shari1 ah” by J. Schacht, “Tahrlf" by Fr. Buhl, etc. 
See the summary of these comments in Sa‘fan, Amin al-KhuIi, 165-183.
60 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdld, 229. According to Ennaifer, because of this “utilitarian” aim, 
‘Abduh does not engage with reforming the method of interpreting the Qur’an; his effort is 
limited at guiding Muslims to conform with the teachings of the Qur’an. See Ennaifer, Les 
commentaires coraniques contemporains, 36.
61_See ‘Abduh, “Muqaddimat al-TafsIr,” in Tafsir al-Manar (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al- 
‘Amma li-al-Kitab, 1972), 1:17. See also ‘Abduh, al-A‘mal al-Kamila li-al-Imam Muhammad 
‘Abduh, collected, edited and presented by Muhammad ‘Amara (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al- 
‘Arabiyya li-al-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1972), 4:9.
62 ‘Abduh, al-A‘mal al-Kamila, 4:15. See also al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdld, 226, Cf. the printed 
“Muqaddimat al-TafsIr” in Tafsir al-Manar 1:22 which does not use the word “al-qa’il”
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For al-Khufi, however, the main purpose of interpretation is, before anything 

else, to assert that the Qur’an is “the greatest Arabic book [with] the greatest literary 

influence” (kitab al-‘arabiyya al-akbar wa atbaruba al-adabl al-a‘zam).6* This fact, 

according to al-Khufi, is admitted by anyone who knows Arabic, be they Christians, 

pagans, naturalists, atheists, or Muslims. As a literary text, it follows that it can be 

approached from a literary standpoint, and that anyone with literary ability and a 

knowledge of the language, regardless of their belief, can undertake such endeavor. 

Literary study of the Qur’an, furthermore, does not primarily look at the text from any 

religious perspective {duna nazar ila ayyi i ‘tibar dlnl),64 nor does it seek guidance from 

it. Only after the completion of such a literary study can a reader go on to draw other 

conclusions from the text appropriate to his or her needs, such as legal, theological or 

ethical lessons, and so on.

This literary study of the Qur’an, according to al-Khufi, consists of two steps: 

dirasat ma bawla al-Qur’an and dirasat ma f l al-Qur’an.65 Here, it seems that al-Khufi is 

in agreement with Wellek and Warren who propose extrinsic and intrinsic approaches to 

literature.66 From these two aspects -  external and internal — we will see that al-Khufi 

does not see the literary approach to the Qur’an as being limited merely to the present 

text. The historical context in which the Qur’an originated, developed and was read has 

to be taken into account in literary study according to him. Furthermore, since the

63 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 229.
64 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdld, 230.
65 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdld, 233ff.
66 Wellek and Warren, Theory of Literature, l i f t  Cf. al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 258: manhaj 
khariji and manhaj dakhiliin literary study.
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Qur’anic text itself is not arranged chronologically, knowledge of its chronological order 

is fundamental to its literary analysis.

The study of what is external to the Qur’an, according to al-Khufi, includes a 

study of the background of the text: the circumstances of its revelation, its compilation, 

its variant readings and its many other aspects, all of which are known as the sciences of 

the Qur’an ( ‘ulum al-Qur’an). Al-Khufi shows a considerable awareness of the work in 

this field done by Western scholars,67 especially T. Noldeke’s (1836-1930) important 

study Geschichte des Qorans.68 Yet in addition to these particular background studies of 

the Qur’an (dirasa kliassa qailba min al-Qur’an), the external study of the Qur’an also 

includes general background study (dirasa ‘amma), that is the study of the physical and 

spiritual environments (al-bi’a al-maddiyya wa al-ma‘nawiyya) of the society of 

seventh-century Arabia in which the Qur’an was revealed.69 A knowledge of both the 

physical environment of Arabia (its land, mountains, sky, waters, and climate) and its 

intellectual milieu (its history, family structure, beliefs, and arts) is equally important to 

understanding the Qur’an. Because of this fact, al-Khuli argues:

67 Al-Khufi spent four years (1923-1927) in Europe (Rome and Berlin), where he learnt Italian 
and German and read Orientalist works. See Anwar al-Juncfi, al-Muhafaza wa al-Tajdid fl al- 
Nathr al-‘Arabial-Mu‘asir flM i’at ‘Am 1840-1940 (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Risala, 1961), 722. He 
also worked with H.A.R. Gibb and other scholars in the Majma' al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya to 
compose a dictionary of the Qur’an now published under the title Mu‘jam Alfaz al-Qur’an al- 
Karim (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-‘Amma, 1970), 2 vols. See J.J.G. Jansen, The 
Interpretation o f the Koran in Modern Egypt (Leiden: Brill, 1974), 61; Mohamad Nur Kholis 
Setiawan, “Literary Interpretation of the Qur’an: A Study of Amin al-Khufi’s Thought,” in al- 
Jami ‘ah: Journal o f Islamic Studies 61 (1998): 91.
68 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 234. Al-Khufi mentions that there were an attempt to translate this
work into Arabic, but due to “insignificant obstacles” ( ‘awa’iq tafiha), the project could not be 
published. See, Manahij Tajdld, 235. Based on al-Jundi’s account, Speicher thinks that it was 
possible for al-Khufi to read directly from the German edition. See Speicher, “al-Hufis Entwurf 
eines tafsir adabl,” 8 , n. 2 0 .
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As long as we mention the Rock (al-Hijij, the Sandhills (al-Ahqat% the 
Ayka, Madyan, the residences of Thamud and dwellings of ‘Ad, but do 
not know these places except as anomalous indications, it is not proper to 
say that we have understood the description the Qur’an gives of them and 
their people, or that we have grasped the intention of the Qur’an in 
speaking about them and about their people, so that finally the moral 
lesson of this story will not be clear and the wisdom and guidance 
expected (from it) will not be useful and effective.

(Wa ma dumna nadhkur al-Hijr, wa_al-Ahqaf, wa al-Ayka, wa Madyan, 
wamawatin Thamud, wamanazil ‘Ad, wanahnulana‘r i f ‘anhadhihial- 
amakin ilia tilka al-isharat al-sharida, fama yanbaghi an naqul innana 
fahimna w asf al-Qur’an laha wa li-ahliha, aw innana adrakna murad al- 
Qur’an min al-hadlth ‘anha wa ‘anhum, thumma lan takun al-‘ibra bi- 
hadha al-hadlth jaliyya wa la al-hikma wa al-hidaya al-marjuwwa mufida 
mu ’aththira)70

The second aspect of the literary method of interpretation, according to al-Khufi, 

is the intrinsic study of the Qur’an, that is to study the Qur’anic text itself,71 beginning 

with the meanings of its individual words and their etymology. In addition, their 

particular usage in the Qur’an should also be closely observed so as to ascertain whether 

their meaning is different therein. After these preliminary investigations, one can deal 

with the text’s composition (murakkabat), which involves a knowledge of grammar and 

rhetoric ( ‘ilm al-balagha).

To all of the above al-Khufi proposes in addition having recourse to psychology 

( ‘ilm al-nafs) and sociology ( ‘ilm  al-ijtim a‘)?2 In his article on “Perceiving the Literary

69 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 235. Al-Khufi also applies this same point in the study of Arabic 
literature. See al-Juncfi, al-Muhafaza wa al-Tajdid, 720; and al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 8 8 ff. and 
169ff. in his study of Arabic literature and Egyptian literature, respectively.
70 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 236.
71 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 237-241.
72 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 239-241. Cf. Setiawan, who does not include these two sciences as 
tools in al-Khufi’s literary approach. Setiawan, “Literary Interpretation of the Qur’an,” 93. 
Speicher includes al-tafsir al-nafsi as the third element of the literary approach. Her discussion, 
however, depends mainly on al-Khufi’s “al-tafslr” and does not refer to al-Khufi’s other articles 
in Manahij Tajdid or his other published works.
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Text” {fitadhawwuq al-nass al-adabi)J3 al-Khufi states that by using a literary approach 

he hopes to confirm the strong relationship between the literary text and ‘ilm  al-nafs. 

Since literature deals with expressions about beauty, it is very important to know the 

mentality of both the one who expresses this beauty and the one affected by it. In the 

case of tafsir, an interpreter has to know about human mental situations {harakat al-nafs 

al-basbariyya) in order to understand, for example, the reason why the Qur’an was able 

to persuade people to abandon their previous beliefs. How did the Qur’an win this 

battle, and what psychological approach did the Qur’an use in this emotional pursuit? 74

Commenting on different theories of the inimitability of the Qur’an, al-Khufi 

asserts that these are based on individual opinion, which is contradicted by other 

opinions. Most importantly, these theories are not based on literary study that analyzes 

the spiritual aspect.75 For al-Khufi, the inimitability of the Qur’an does not lie in its 

expressions, its words or its structure, but rather in its effect on the human psyche.76 

The repetition (takrai) in the Qur’an, for example, has been the object o f study by many 

Muslim scholars, but in al-Khufi’s view it represents one of the strongest means of 

persuasion available and the best method of firmly embedding ideas and beliefs in the 

human mind (al-takrar min aqwa turuq al-iqna‘ wa kbayr wasa’it  tarldz al-ra’y  wa al- 

‘aqida f l al-nafs al-basbariyya).71

73 Al-KhuH, Manahij Tajdld, 253.
74 Al-KhuH, Manahij Tajdid, 239, 253.
75 Al-KhuH, Manahij Tajdid, 152.
76 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdld, 154.
77 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdld, 159.
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Closely connected with the psychology of the addressee of the Qur’an, al-Khufi 

reminds an interpreter of the Qur’an of the importance of sociology ( ‘ilm al-ijtimaj™  

Literary study of the Qur’an has to benefit from sociology by understanding the 

condition of the people and their development. It is by this science that he/she will 

understand the Qur’anic manner of reasoning and its method of guiding people and 

reforming their lives.

It must be admitted that ‘Abduh, several years before al-Khufi, actually 

mentioned some of these points in his “Introduction to al-tafslr”19 This is one of the 

reasons why Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabl, the author of al-Tafslr wa al-Mufassirvn, 

considers ‘Abduh the first scholar to introduce literary studies to the Qur’an.80 Kate 

Zebiri, however, argues against characterizing ‘Abduh’s approach as literary. She 

reasons that although ‘Abduh has some similarities to al-Khufi, ‘Abduh did not follow 

up on his own suggestion.81 ‘Abduh’s tafsir, according to Zebiri, lacks philological and 

background analysis compared to al-Khufi’s. Furthermore, we may add, ‘Abduh and al- 

Khufi start from different pre-understandings. The former begins with the belief that 

tafsir is aimed at guidance, while the latter begins from the assertion that the Qur’an is a 

literary text, and that hence tafsir is a literary study of this literary text.

But, what most clearly distinguishes al-tafslr al-adabi — which al-Khufi calls 

“the tafsir of the day” (al-tafsir al-yawm) -  from other “traditional” tafsiis is its

78 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 240-241.
79 ‘Abduh’s list of conditions for conducting tafsir are: 1) knowledge of the meaning of the 
words; 2) knowledge of the Qur’an’s styles (asalib); 3) knowledge of human conditions ( ‘ilm 
ahwal al-bashar); 4) knowledge of the way people in the past were guided by the Qur’an; 5) 
knowledge of the Sira of the Prophet. See ‘Abduh, “Muqaddimat al-Tafsir,” 19-21. See also 
Kate Zebiri, Mahmud Shaltut and Islamic Modernism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 141.

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



www.manaraa.com

Literary Interpretation 55

proposal for thematic study {dirasa mawdu‘iyya). Based on the assumption that study 

of the Qur’an consists in studying the text in its unity, al-Khufi suggests that this unity 

can only be seen through a thematic approach to the Qur’an.82 He reasons that since the 

Qur’an often deals with the same subject in different places, an interpreter has to collect 

these related verses. In addition, he/she has to know their chronological order. Using 

this method, literary interpretation of the Qur’an, according to al-Khufi, can yield more 

thorough understanding of the Qur’an.

In the works that make up his Min Hady al-Qur’an, which were originally 

broadcast on radio to the Egyptian public beginning in 1941, al-Khufi put this approach 

into practice by discussing different topics, such as peace and Islam {al-Salam ... wa al- 

Islam), the Qur’an and everyday life {al-Qur’an ... wa al-Hayah), leaders and messengers 

{al-Qada ...al-Rusul), the Qur’anic oath {al-Qasam al-Qur’anl), Muhammad’s 

personality {Sbalchsiyyat Muhammad), and so on.84 Although these talks were intended 

for the general public, al-Khufi insists that in discussing the topics he follows the 

literary approach, the same approach that he taught at the university level. Al-Khufi sees 

at least three benefits resulting from this approach.85 First, literary study aims at 

understanding the spiritual and social direction of the Qur’an for human life {annaha 

taqsid ila al-tadbir al-nafs1 wa al-ijtima 7  f l al-Qur’an li-al-hayat al-insaniyya). The 

second benefit of literary study is that it strives to determine the meanings of the

80 Al-Dhahabl, al-TafsIr wa al-Mufassirun (Cairo: Maktabat Wahba, 1995, the 6th edition), 
2:588ff.
81 Zebiri, Mahm ud Shalt ut, 141.
82 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdld, 231-233.
83 The published works are Min Hady al-Qur’an: al-Qada ...al-Rusul (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘rifa, 
1959); Min Hady al-Qur’an: Fl Ramadan (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘rifa, 1961); Min Hady al-Qur’an: Fl 
Amwalihim ... MithaliyyaLaMadhhabiyya(Cairo: Dar al-Hanali-al-Tiba‘a, 1963).
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Qur’anic verses intended by their clear Arabic words, as they were understood by the 

Arabs at the time of revelation of the Qur’an (annaba ta ‘m id ila m a‘anl al-ayat al- 

Qur’aniyya allatl tu ’addlba alfazuba al-‘arabiyya al-mublna, kama kana yafhamuha abl 

al-‘arabiyya f l  ‘ahdnuzul al-Qur’an). This approach, al-Khufi argues, takes no notice of  

the meanings assigned to the words by the Batinls, the Sufis or many schools of kalam, 

but rather of their sense as this was understood by the prime authoritative speaker of the 

language, the Arabs (muluk al-kalam min al- ‘arab)}6 Finally, literary study follows the 

thematic approach because of the fact that different parts o f the Qur’an interpret each 

other (al-Qur’an yufassir ba‘duhu ba'dan) and that the arrangement of the Qur’an 

supports this approach.

When we consider the second benefit of the literary approach, we see that the 

purpose of literary study for al-Khufi is to understand the “original” meaning of the text 

as this was understood by those who received and heard the Qur’an for the first time.87 

He is quick to acknowledge that a knowledge of the author’s psychology can be of help 

in interpretation. In the case of the Qur’an, however, this is impossible since the author, 

God, is beyond such analysis,88 while in the case of other literature, al-Khufi follows the 

standard literary approach of his time. “Our understanding of the writer,” argues al- 

Khufi, “is one of the many stages in understanding literature and a step that has to be 

undertaken” (fabmuna li-al-adlb marbala min marabil fabm al-adab wa kbutwa la budda

84 See al-Khufi, Min Hady al-Qur’an: al-Qada. ..al-Rusul, 7-8.
85 Al-Khufi, Min Hady al-Qur’an: al-Qada . ..al-Rusul, 8-10.
86 Al-Khufi, Min Hady al-Qur’an: al-Qada ...al-Rusul, 9.
87 Jansen compares this approach with the principle of e mente auctoris. See his, Interpretation 
o f the Koran, 6 6 .
88 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 257.
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minha)P In adopting this position, al-Khufi showed how greatly influenced he was by 

the Romantic theory which understands the meaning of the text in terms of its 

“meaning” intended by the author.90 This can be explained, according to Nasr Abu Zayd, 

since Romanticism was the dominant literary theory at that time.91 In addition, al- 

Khufi’s psychological interpretation which emphasizes the relationship between the 

author’s personality and his/her work was an approach that he and his contemporaries

09taught in Cairo University.

Having maintained the literary study of the Qur’an, al-Khufi goes further by

insisting that, while the Qur’an is a literary text, its literariness is not an aim in itself. It

is a means to reform human life. In his Min Hady al-Qur’an, al-Khufi states:

We wish here to pause at this unity of the Qur’anic usage, and it is a 
literary pause in which we notice the horizons of the exquisite qualities 
of the fine speech, that this Qur’an -  the greatest Arabic book -  has 
brought. But this pause is not meant to be one [showing] art for art’s 
sake, rather art that is connected with the social purpose that is always 
intended by the Qur’an and that is the one that we aim at first and 
foremost in these talks. And if someone says that art does not necessarily 
take virtue as a subject matter, or that art is for art alone, we [on the 
other hand] do not adopt this view here ... and we do not think the 
Qur’an has adopted that either, because it considers its fine speech as a 
means to reform human life

89 Al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdid, 257.
90 See P. Ricoeur on Romantic hermeneutics in “The Task of Hermeneutics” and “What is a 
Text? Explanation and Understanding” published in Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, ed. 
John B. Thompson (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 43-62 and 145-164, 
respectively. For a discussion of Romanticism in the Arab world, see ‘Isa Yusuf Bullatah (Issa J. 
Boullata), al-Rumantiqiyya wa Ma‘alimuha fl al-Shi‘r al-‘Arabi al-Hadith (Beirut: Dar al- 
Thaqafa, 1960).
91 See Abu Zayd, “The Dilemma of the Literary Approach to the Qur’an,” unpublished paper 
presented at “Qur’anic Studies on the Eve of 21st Century,” in Leiden on June 10-12,1998.
92 See ‘Izz al-DIn Ismail, al-Tafsir al-Nafsi li-al-Adab (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1963), 14, who 
mentions Muhammad Khalaf Allah Ahmad, the author of al- Wijha al-Nafsiyya fi Dirasat al- 
Adab wa Naqdih, Ahmad Amin and al-Khufi. See also Pierre Cachia, “Psychology and Literary 
Criticism in Modem Egypt,” in A tti del Terzo Congresso di Studi Arabi e Islamici, Ravello 1966 
(Napoli: Istituto Universitario Orientale, 1967), 231-238.
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( Wa nurld hurt a li-naqif ‘inda hadhihi al-wahda li-al-isti‘mal al-Qur’anl, 
wa hiya waqfa adabiyya nushrif flha ‘ala afaq tara’i f  al-fann al-qawli 
alladhl dhahaba bill hadha al-Qur’an kitab al-‘arabiyya al-akbar, ‘ala 
annaha lay sat waqfa yurad minha al-fann li-al-fann, bal huwa fannuhu al- 
murtabit bi al-hadaf al-ijtim alalladhiyarm lilayhi al-Qur’an da’iman, wa 
alladhl nabtaghlhi awwala ma nabtaghl min hadhihi al-ahadlth. Fa-idha 
ma qala qa’ilun: inna al-fann la yaltazim al-fadlla mawdu‘an lahu, wa 
inna al-fann yurja li-al-fann wahdahu, fa-inna la na’khudh huna bi-hadha 
al-ittijah ... wa la nahsab al-Qur’an qad akhadha bih, Ii-annahu y a j‘al 
fannahu al-qawli wasila li-islah al-hayat al-bashariyya).93

From this statement we see that al-Khufi is of the opinion that literature has a 

message to convey. It is not merely art for the sake of art, but rather art that seeks to 

realize and reach an objective. This is known as “committed literature” (al-adab al- 

multazim).94 As literature, the Qur’an, for al-Khufi, uses its artistic expression to reform 

the society.

Al-Kliufi’s method influenced many scholars, among them Muhammad Ahmad 

Khalaf Allah, Bint al-Shati’, Shukfi Muhammad ‘Ayyad, and finally Nasr Hamid Abu 

Zayd. These “interpretive communities” belong to what may be called “the school of al- 

Khufi” in the literary approach to the Qur’an.95 An analysis of each of their styles will 

make this clear.

b. Muhammad Ahmad Khalaf Allah (1916-1998)

Khalaf Allah -  not to be confused with Muhammad Khalaf Allah Ahmad -  was 

the first of al-Khufi’s students to write a dissertation applying his master’s theory to the

93 Al-Khuli, Min Hady al-Qur’an: al-Qada ... al-Rusul, 10-11.
94 On al-adab al-multazim, see M.M. Badawi, “Commitment in Contemporary Arabic 
Literature,” in Critical Perspectives on Modern Arabic Literature, ed. Issa J. Boullata 
(Washington, D.C.: Three Continents Press, Inc., 1980), 23-44. .
95 One of al-Khuli’s students strongly criticizes al-Khufi’s ideas, especially his “regional 
approach” (al-manhaj al-iqliniJ) in the study of literature. See D. Semah, “al-Khufi, Amin (1895-
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Qur’an.96 His work entitled “al-Fann al-Qasasi fi al-Qur’an al-Karlm”97 was submitted 

to the Faculty of Arts, Fu’ad I (now Cairo) University in 1947. But, instead of being 

brought and defended before the Committee, it was decided that the dissertation was 

not proper to be defended (ghayru saliha li-al-munaqasha), even though, according to 

Khalaf Allah, the committee had never met, let alone coming to that decision.98

Since there have been many studies on Khalaf Allah’s case,99 what interests us 

more is first how he applied the literary approach to the Qur’anic narratives; and second 

how the Islamists responded to this method, since the case reappeared again almost 

forty-five years later to Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd (b. 1943). Compared to the other

1966),” in Encyclopedia o f Arabic Literature, eds. Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1998), 2: 443.
96 He wrote his M.A. thesis on Jadal al-Qur’an in 1942 under al-Khuli’s direction too.
97 This work has been printed four times. The first was published in 1951 by Matba‘at al-Nahda 
al-Misriyya, Cairo; the second was printed by the same publisher in 1957 with an addition of al- 
Khuli’s Foreword “Bayna Yaday al-Tarlkh,” dh-1. The third printing was issued in 1965by 
Maktabat al-Anglu al-Misriyya together with al-Khuli’s introduction to the third printing. The 
last print was published by Sina li-al-Nashr and al-Intishar al-‘Arabi (Cairo and Beirut) in 1999 
which includes the comment of Khalil ‘Abd al-Kanm, 363-508. Unless it is noted otherwise, this 
study is based on the fourth printing.
98 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 19. See also al-Khuli’s “Bayna Yaday al-Tarlkh,” in al-Fann 
al-Qasasi, (1957), t. The members of the committee were Prof. Ahmad Amin, Prof. Ahmad al- 
Shayib and Prof. Amin al-Khuli. See also the explanation (bayan) of ‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Azzam, 
the Dean of the Faculty of Letters, concerning the decision of the Committee in al-Risala 750 
(Nov., 17,1947): 1275-1276.
99 See, among others, J. Jomier, “Quelques positions actuelles de l’exegese coranique en Fgypte 
revelees par une polemique recente (1947-1951),” MIDEO (Melanges Institut Dominicain 
d ’Etudes Orientales du Caire) 1 (1954): 39-72; ‘Abdelhamld Muhammad Ahmad, “Die 
Auseinandersetzung zwischen al-Azhar und der modemistischen bewegung in Agypten von 
Muhammad ‘Abduh bis zur Gegenwart,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Universitat Hamburg, 1963), 55- 
64; Rotraud Wielandt, Offenbarung und Geschichteim Denken modemer Muslime (Wiesbaden: 
Frantz Steiner Verlag GMBH, 1971), 134-152; Marc Chartier, “Muhammad Ahmad Khalaf 
Allah et 1’ exegese coranique,” IBLA (Revue de l ’Institut des belles lettres arabes) 137 (1976): 
1-31; and Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, Contemporary Islam and the Challenge o f History (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1982), 46-53. In his unpublished paper “The Dilemma of 
the Literary Approach to the Qur’an,” Abu Zayd discusses Khalaf Allah’s thesis and controversy 
that surrounded the work.
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proponents of literary study of the Qur’an, it is against Khalaf Allah and Abu Zayd that 

the Islamists raised their fierce voices. 100

The one who condemned the dissertation severely was the group of the Azharite 

‘ulama’, called Jabhat ‘Ulama’ al-Azbar. In their open letter to the Egyptian President, 

the Competent Authorities of the Egyptian Republic and Muslims in general, published 

in Majallat al-Azhar, t h e y  consider Khalaf Allah’s dissertation to defame the Qur’an 

by saying that the Qur’anic narratives are not true, contradict each other, and are 

derived from the Old and New Testaments, Isra’iliyyat, Persian and Greek literatures. 

Furthermore, they claim that the writer has an opinion that the Qur’an is the artist’s 

speech who was influenced by emotion and imagination. In other words, they argue that 

the author asserts that the Qur’an is not the speech of God but rather the speech of 

Muhammad, the storyteller and artist. 102

They demand, as a consequence: the submission of dissertation to the Egyptian 

Great Mufti for approval, since he is the most competent authority on religious issues; 

the suspension of al-Khuli and Khalaf Allah from their jobs in the university until their 

cases are decided; and the expulsion from Egyptian universities and schools of anyone

100 Bint al-Shati” s and Shukn Muhammad ‘Ayyad’s works were fairly reviewed by Muhammad 
Ibrahim al-Fayuml, the Azharite professor, in “Manhaj Madrasat al-TafsIr al-Adabi,” Majallat 
al-Azharl2, 4 (Aug. 1999): 550-553 and idem, “Madrasat al-TafsIr al-Adabl,” Majallat al-Azhar 
72, 5 (Sept. 1999): 680-684. The author furthermore praises ‘Ayyad for clarifying and correcting 
the view of his mentor, al-Khuli, such as “the Qur’an is the greatest Arabic art” {farm al- 
‘arabiyya al-akbar), which, according to al-Fayuml, is not appropriate to be said regarding the 
Qur’an as it is not suitable to come from the mouth of the Shaykh. See “Madrasat al-TafsIr al- 
Adabl,” 684. It is worth noting that the author does not mention Khalaf Allah among the 
proponents of this school.
101 “Mudhakkira Marfu‘a min Jabhat ‘Ulama’ al-Azhar,” Majallat al-Azhar 19 (Muharram 
1367/1947): 86-91. See also al-Risala 750 (Nov. 17, 1947): 1279.
102 Jabhat ‘Ulama’, “Mudhakkira,” 86. It seems that their conclusion was based on Ahmad 
Amin’s evaluation of the dissertation which was published in al-Risala 744 (Oct. 6,1947): 1105- 
1106.
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deemed to be an apostate. If these demands are not met, they warn, “the Islamic 

judgment against the apostates is known” {fa-hukm al-Islam ‘ala al-murtaddin 

m a‘ruf).m

As was the case with the promotion of Abu Zayd to the rank of full 

professorship, which rank he obtained only after submitting other works, Khalaf Allah 

was finally awarded the Ph.D. degree for another dissertation entitled “Sahib al-Aghanl: 

Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahanl al-Rawiya” that he submitted in 1952.104 J. Jomier, Marc 

Chartier and others who studied Khalaf Allah105 do not mention the title of this second 

dissertation. The conclusion that “Sahib al-Aghanl” was Khalaf Allah’s substitute 

dissertation is based on al-Khuli’s “Foreword” to the published version of this thesis, 

which appeared in 1953, where he discusses “the case of al-Fann al-Qasasi.,106 Later on, 

in the second printing of al-Fann al-Qasasi (1957), al-Khuli refers the readers to the 

comment he made about “the case” in a muqaddima to the substitute dissertation of “al- 

Fann al-Qasasi” (fi muqaddimat al-risala al-badila ‘an risalat al-Fann al-Qasasi),101 

which is “Sahib al-Aghanl.”

In his introduction to al-Fann al-Qasasi' Khalaf Allah discusses both the reasons 

that attracted him to write on this topic; and the method that he follows. Among the

103 Jabhat ‘Ulama’, “Mudhakkira,” 90. See also the fatwa of Azharite scholars, represented by al- 
Shaykh al-Sharbim, al-Shaykh ‘Abd Allah ‘Amir, al-Shaykh ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Khitab and al- 
Shaykh Muhammad Abu al-Naja, which decrees that the dissertation makes its author and his 
supervisor infidels. Consequently, both have to be punished according to the Egyptian rules and 
regulation, which are based on Islam, the religion of the country. See al-Risala 752 (Dec. 1, 
1947): 1335.
104 The dissertation is published in 1953 by Maktabat Nahdat Misr, Cairo.
105 See note supra.
106 See al-Khuli, “Foreword,” to Sahib al-Aghanl, hamzah. My conclusion has been later 
confirmed by Abu Zayd in his unpublished paper “The Dilemma of the Literary Approach to the 
Qur’an.”
107 See al-Khuli, “Foreword,” to al-Fann al-Qasasi(1957), h.
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reasons that he mentions are his dissatisfaction with how the early mufassm  and the 

Orientalists have approached the topic. Some of the former classify the narratives of the 

Qur’an among the mutashabih verses or interpret them to fit their theological and 

philosophical views. They believe, however, that these narratives are historical facts 

{baqa’iq tankhiyya).m  The Orientalists, on the other hand, through their study of the 

style of the Qur’an and the latter’s method in developing and constructing the narrative, 

argue for the development of the author’s personality (i.e., Muhammad’s) in the Qur’an. 

And when the Qur’anic narratives contradict history, they would argue — as the 

dissenting Meccans argue in the Qur’an -  that someone provided Muhammad with the 

wrong information. 109

Having studied the literary approach under al-Khuli and read some views of 

Western scholars on literature and its history, some of which have been translated into 

Arabic, 110 Khalaf Allah argues for the difference between literature and literary history 

and between a historian of literature and an author of literature. According to Khalaf 

Allah, when a man of letters, a poet or a story-teller describes a historical event, he or 

she does not necessarily include all the actual details in his/her work. The writer has the 

freedom to select one event rather than another, to ignore historical elements like space 

and time, and to describe the event based on the common historical knowledge (al-

108 In his response to an objection written by “al-‘Abbas” in al-RisalaAl\ (Sept. 15,1947): 1017, 
Khalaf Allah asserts that there were two methods of interpretation of Qur’anic narratives: the 
traditional {salaf) and the modernist {khalaf). The former insists that any past event related by 
the Qur’an has taken place; the modernist, on the other hand, argues that these narratives used 
by the Qur’an for tamthll, to show the meaning behind the narratives. See Khalaf Allah, “Hawla 
Jadal fl al-Jami‘a,” al-RisalalA3 (Sept. 19,1947): 1068.
109 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasl, 37. See Q. 25:4 and the Qur’an’s response 16:103.
110 Khalaf Allah mentions Gustave Lanson’s book which has been translated by Muhammad 
Mandur, Manhaj al-Bahth f l Tankh al-Adab. This translation is published in al-Naqd al-Manhaji

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



www.manaraa.com

Literary Interpretation 63

mashhur al-mutadawal min al-ma‘arif al-tarikhiyya), since the purpose of the 

description is not historical. 111 The historian, on the other hand, describes the event by 

including all historical facts related to that. Al-Khuli, in his “Foreword” to al-Fann al- 

Qasasi, similarly differentiates between literary and historical exposition. Literary 

exposition is manifested in narrative and the art of literary speech (farm al-qawl al- 

adabi), while historical exposition is intended to determine or identify past events and 

examine their exactitude. Because of this difference, Khalaf Allah suggests that the 

Qur’anic presentation of past events belongs to the former type of exposition, i.e., 

literary, and not the historical. His thesis is that the intention of the Qur’anic narratives 

is not to deliver a history lesson, but rather an admonition and exhortation. 112

In order to support this thesis, Khalaf Allah sets forth the steps to which he 

abides in his study of the narratives in the Qur’an, following neatly the thematic 

approach of al-KhuH. 113 The first step involves collecting the texts (Jam ‘ al-nusus) that 

deal with the narratives. The second step is arranging these texts chronologically, basing 

himself on the Mushaf al-Malaki (Royal Edition of the Qur’an) 114 -  the one known as 

the Egyptian edition. Even though he admits that this dating is not a very 

comprehensive one, it is not possible to ignore. He clearly does not rely on Noldeke’s 

dating in Geschichte des Qorans. The chronological arrangement of the texts, according 

to Khalaf Allah, provides the internal and external development ( tatawwur dakhili wa

‘inda al-‘Arab wa Manhaj al-Bahth flal-Adab wa al-Lugha (Cairo: Dar Nahdat Misr, n.d.), 397- 
426. See, Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 38.
111 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 78.
1,2 Khalaf Allah, “Hawla Jadal fi al-Jami‘a,” 1067.
113 Cf. Jansen’s Interpretation o f the Koran, 15-16, n. 54, that compares Khalaf Allah’s 
exegetical method to the “typological” exegesis of the Old Testament.
114 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 44.
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kharijl) of the narratives. If in secular texts the former represents the development of the 

author’s feelings and thought and the latter the external development of literature in 

general and the text’s relation with past and later literature, 115 in the case of Qur’anic 

narratives, Khalaf Allah believes, this view has to be adjusted, since Muhammad is not 

the author of the Qur’an. However, following the lead of the previous ‘ulama’, who 

argued that the Qur’an shows evidence of incremental legislation (al-tadarruj E  al- 

tashrV), Khalaf Allah asserts that the Qur’anic narratives similarly developed during the 

span of more than twenty years in response to circumstances, 116 in other words, that the 

narratives in the Qur’an were revealed to serve the cause of Islamic propagation (al- 

da ‘wa al-Islamiyya), to explain its principles and beliefs and to defend the Prophet and 

the Qur’an. Therefore, Khalaf Allah continues, the internal development of the 

narratives may be represented with the development of theme or thought in the light of 

this principle of tadarruj.

In assessing the external development ( tatawwur kharijl) of the narratives and 

their relation to previous and later texts, Khalaf Allah refers to pre-Islamic texts and the 

tradition of the Prophet. However, he admits that he finds it difficult to identify the pre- 

Islamic narratives in particular.

The third step that he follows -  after collecting and then arranging the texts 

chronologically -  is to understand them literally (al-fahm al-harE) and literarily (al-fahm 

al-adabi). The literal understanding consists in studying the meaning of the words and

115 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasl, 44, 329.
116 Khalaf Allah, al-Farm al-Qasasi, 330.
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the overall style, while literary understanding seeks to identify the intellectual, 

emotional and artistic values in the texts (qiyam ‘aqliyya wa ‘atifiyya wa fanniyya)}X1 

Having collected these materials, Khalaf Allah finds that, when describing a past 

event, in many cases the Qur’anic narratives: 118 1) disregard specifying the exact time 

and place (zaman wa makan) of the event; 2 ) pay no heed to the names of the characters; 

3) do not take into account the temporal and natural order of the event (al-tartlb al- 

zamani wa al-tabll); and 4) discount mentioning the exact number of the characters 

involved. In the case of the ashab al-Kahf for example, the Qur’an does not clearly 

specify their number or the length of their stay in the cave, but instead variously 

estimates their number as falling between three alternatives: “They were three and their 

dog was the fourth,” “five and their dog was the sixth” or “seven and their dog was the 

eighth.” 119 At the end of the verse, the Qur’an merely adds “Say: “My Lord is best 

aware of their number”” (qulrabbi a ‘lamu b i-‘iddatibim). Similarly, although Q. 18:25 

mentions that the length of the stay in the cave lasted for three hundred years and an 

additional nine, the next verse begins with the same statement “Say: “Allah is best 

aware of how long they stayed.”

In addition to these phenomena, the Qur’an sometimes ascribes the same event 

to different characters, such as Q. 26:34 which attributes a phrase to Pharaoh (qala li  7- 

mala’i  hawlahu inna badba la-sabirun ‘allm), whereas in Q. 7:109 it is referred to the 

chiefs of Pharaoh’s people (qala ’l-mala’u min qawmi Fir‘awna inna badba la-sabirun

117 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 45. Lanson also suggests that the literal and literary meaning 
of the text to be identified in his Manhaj al-Bahth 410-411. See also Wielandt, Offenbarung und 
Geschichte, 137, n. 17.
118 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 80ff.
119 Q. 18:22.
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‘alim). Because of these factors, Khalaf Allah believes that the Qur’anic presentation of

the narratives is not historical but rather literary, overall.

Khalaf Allah defines artistic narrative {qissa fanniyya) as follows:

al-eamal al-adabi alladbi yakun natijata takbayyul al-qass li-bawaditb 
waqa‘at min batal la wujud labu aw li-batal labu wujud wa lah'n al- 
abdatb allatidarat bawlabu fial-qissa lam taqa ‘ aw waqa ‘at li-al-batal wa 
lakinnaba nuzzimat f l  al-qissa ‘ala asas fanni balaghi fa-quddima ba ‘duba 
wa ukkbira akbar wa dbukira ba‘duba wa budbifa akbar aw udifa ila al- 
waqi‘ ba‘d  lam yaqa‘ aw buligba f l al-taswlr ila al-badd alladbiyakbruj 
bi-al-sbakbsiyya al-tarikbiyya ‘an an takunamin al-baqa’iq al-‘adiyya wa 
al-ma’lufa w ayaj‘alubamin al-asbkbas al-kbayaliyyln 120

(a literary work that is the result of a story-teller’s imagination applied to 
events that happened to a hero who did not exist; or who existed but the 
event connected to him in the story did not occur; or did occur but was 
arranged in the story on a literary basis, such that some of it was put in 
the beginning and some more at the end, some of it mentioned and some 
of it left out, or there was added to the event something that did not 
occur, or there was exaggeration in the description to a degree that 
removed the historical personality from ordinary reality and transformed 
him/her into an imaginary person).

On page 182, Khalaf Allah further explains that the intention of an artistic narrative is 

to engross the reader or hearer’s emotion (yasta’tbir bi- ‘aw atif al-qari’ aw al-sami‘).

Based on this definition, Khalaf Allah studies the Qur’anic narratives to see 

whether the definition applies to them. In view of the wide variety of Qur’anic 

narratives, Khalaf Allah differentiates between three types: historical narrative (qissa 

tarlkbiyya), parabolic narrative (qissa tamtbiliyya), and legendary narrative (qissa 

usturiyya).m

The question in respect of historical narratives for Khalaf Allah is not whether 

the event really happened or not, but rather, whether the Qur’anic intention of the

120 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 152,198.
121 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 152ff.
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narration is to describe reality and history or to deliver exhortation ( ‘iza) and 

admonition ( ‘ibra)}11 Having studied these historical narratives, Khalaf Allah concludes 

that this kind of narrative is literary-historical (adabl tankbi), which means that “the 

Qur’an takes its narrative material from historical events but describes these literarily 

( ‘aid adabl) and conveys them compassionately {sawq ‘atifi), in order to explain their 

meanings, endorse their intentions and produce with them an effect whose impression 

on the soul is more tempting and rhetorical such that it captivates emotion and feeling” 

(ya ’khudh al-Qur’an mawadd al-qisas min abdath al-tafikb wa waqa’i ‘ib lakinnabn 

y a ‘riduba ‘ardan adabiyyan wa yasuquba sawq an ‘atifiyyan yubayyin al-ma ‘am wa

y u ’ayyid al-agbrad wa y u ’atbtbir biha al-ta’tbir alladbi y a j‘al waq‘aba ‘ala al-anfus

—  —  101  waq ‘an istibwa ’iyyan kbitabiyyan yastathlrminha al- ‘atifa wa al-wijdan).

The second type of narrative is parabolic (iamtblb).124 Contrary to the historical

narratives, whose event or character is historical, parabolic narratives describe an event

or character, which may or may not have existed, based on supposition (fard) and

imagination (kbayal'). Khalaf Allah asserts that previous mufassm  have considered this

kind of narrative as a parable (tamtbll) in their discussion. But some of them, because of

their inability to understand parable, classify the narratives under the heading of unclear

verses (mutasbabib).ns Other scholars, on the other hand, whom Khalaf Allah describes

as belonging to the category of later {khalaf) scholars, like al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144),

122 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 153.
123 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 155-156.
124 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 182ff.
125 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 183. Responding to the challenge of ‘Abd al-Fattah Badawl, 
an Azharite professor, to name past scholars who considered the narratives to fall into the 
category of mutashabih, Khalaf Allah in his “Hawla Jadal fl al-Jami‘a” mentions Muqatil, al-
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Fakhr al-DIn al-Razi (d. 1210) and ‘Abduh, understand that some narratives are of the

nature of a parable ( tamthll) in order to show the meanings behind them. ‘Abduh, for

example, asserts in his Tafslr al-Manar:

Wa amma tafslr al-ayat ‘ala tarlqat al-khalaf f l al-tamtbil fa-yuqal fih 
inna al-Qur’an kathiran ma yusawwir al-ma‘ani bi-al-ta‘bir ‘anba bi- 
slgbat al-su’al wa al-jawab aw bi-uslub al-bikaya li-ma fidhalika min al- 
bayan wa al-ta’tbir fa-huwa ya d ‘u biha al-adbban Hama wara’aha min al
ma ‘am, ka-qawlib ta ‘ala “yawma naqulu li-jabannama hal imtala ’ti wa 
taqulu hal min mazid. ” Fa-laysa al-murad anna Allah ta ‘ala yastafbim  
minba wa hiya tujawibub wa innama tam tbil li-sa ‘atiba wa kawniba la 
tadiq bi-al-mujrimin mabma katburu . . . 126

(Concerning the interpretation of verses on parable according to the later 
method, on the other hand, it is said that the Qur’an often describes the 
ideas with an expression using the structure of question and answer or the 
style of the story since there are clearness and efficacy in them. It (the 
Qur’an) calls the minds with these (expressions) to the meanings behind 
them, like His speech “On the day We shall say to the Hell: ‘Are you 
full?’, and it shall respond: ‘Is there more?’” (Q. 50:30). The meaning is 
not that God asks her and she replies to Him but rather [it is] a parable of 
its spaciousness and that it is not cramped with the evildoers whatever 
their number...)

Anticipating the objections of some readers of his book, Khalaf Allah makes it 

clear that he does not assert that God needs imagination in expressing His intention in 

the Qur’an. The imagination, on the other hand, is for the benefit of human beings since 

it is their custom to express their thoughts and feelings. 127

Contrary to the belief of many Muslims, Khalaf Allah insists that the Qur’an 

also contains ustura (pi. asatir) “legends,” the third type of narrative. 128 In his article on 

“Hawla al-Fann al-Qasasi fi al-Qur’an al-Karlm,” Khalaf Allah argues that ustura does

Tabari, al-Tabarsi, al-Amidi and al-Shawkarii. See Khalaf Allah, “Hawla Jadal fi al-Jami‘a,” al- 
Risala 750 (Nov. 17, 1947): 1268-1269.
126 See, Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 196. See the referred text in Tafslr al-Manar (Cairo: al- 
Hay’a al-‘Amma li-al-Kitab, 1972), 1:233.
127 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 188.
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not mean “lie, falsehood, myths or delusions” (kidhb, mayn, kburafat, awham), but 

rather the stories written by the ancients (asatlr al-awwalin)}29 Here, he refers to al- 

Tabari (d. 923), al-Zamakhshan and ‘Abduh who define asatlr as “that which was 

written by the ancients” (ma satarabu/katababu al-awwalun).130

In order to discover whether the Qur’an contains legends or not, Khalaf Allah 

collects all verses which bear the terms asatlr al-awwaHn. He finds that these verses (Q. 

6:25, 8:31-32, 16:24, 23:83-84, 25:5-6, 27:67-68, 46:17, 68:10-15, 83:10-13) are Meccan 

in origin and contain statements by unbelievers or those who did not believe in the 

Hereafter. 131 Furthermore, he finds in Q. 25:5-6 clear evidence of the existence of 

legends in the Qur’an. The verses state wa qalu asatlru ’1-awwalina ’ktatabaha fa-biya 

tumla ‘alayhi bukrata ’w-wa asllan. Qul anzalabu ’l-ladblya‘lamu ’s-sirrafi ’,s-samawati 

wa ’1-ardi innahu kana gbafura ’r-rablman (“And they said: ‘Tales of the ancients which 

he copied. They are dictated to him morning and evening.’ Say: ‘It was sent down by 

the One who knows the secret in the heavens and earth; He is indeed the Forgiving the 

Merciful’”).

Unlike al-Razi who takes the last verse as a response to the unbelievers’ 

statement and therefore denies the existence of the legends in the Qur’an, 132 Khalaf 

Allah argues that the discussion between the Qur’an and the unbelievers does not center

128 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasl, 198ff.
129 Khalaf Allah, “Hawla al-Fann al-Qasasi fl al-Qur’an al-Karim,” al-RJsala 745 (Oct. 13,1947): 
1121. Cf. Majma' al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya which defines al-asatlr: al-abatil wa al-akadhlb wa al- 
ahadlth la nizam laha in Mu‘jam Alfaz al-Qur’an al-Karlm, 1:38,
13° See al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan ‘an Ta’wll al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifa, 1986), 5:109; al- 
Zamakhshari, al-Kabshaf ‘an Haqaiq al-Tanzll wa ‘Uyun al-Aqawll fl Wujub al-Ta’w ll(Beirut: 
Dar al-Ma‘rifa, 1990), 3:88; al-Razi, al-Tafslr al-Kablr (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath, 1980), 
24:51.
131 Although Q. 8 is traditionally listed in Madinan suras, verses 30-36 are Meccan inserted in
Madinan sura. Noldeke, on the other hand, lists the whole Q. 8 as Madinan.
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on whether the Qur’an contains legends or not but rather on whether these legends come 

from Muhammad or from God. And the last verse clearly states in his eyes that the 

legend in question was sent down by God.

Having demonstrated that the Qur’an contains legends, Khalaf Allah goes on to 

assert that these legendary narratives can be considered one aspect of the Qur’an’s ija z, 

since it sets a precedent for Arab literary life (al-hayab al-adabiyya al- ‘arabiyya) by 

basing religious narratives on legends. Against the polytheists who happily accused the 

Qur’an of being the repository of legends, Khalaf Allah argues that they do not 

understand the meaning and intention of these legendary narratives in the Qur’an. They 

were inserted in the Qur’an, according to Khalaf Allah, to show that they are not from 

Muhammad but rather from God. 134 And against the Orientalists who also argue that 

because some of the Qur’anic narratives are based on legends it had to have been of 

temporal origin, Khalaf Allah argues that this does not invalidate the Qur’an, since 

legend is one of the characteristics of all the world’s literatures and great religions (sabil 

al-adab al-‘alamiyya wa al-adyan al-kubra). “We have to be pleased,” Khalaf Allah 

continues, “that the Qur’an has introduced traditions, prescribed rules, and preceded 

others in these aspects (sanna al-sunan wa qa“ada al-qawa‘id  wa sabaqa gbayrabu G 

badbibi al-mayadln).[35

It is quite understandable how these ideas had raised objections from many 

Muslims. Compared to the view of Qutb in the latter’s discussion on “al-Qissa fl al-

132 See al-Razi, al-Tafslr al-Kablr, 24:51.
133 See Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasl, 205. See also idem, “al-Ustura wa al-I‘jaz al-Qur’arii,” 
al-Risala 748 (Nov. 3, 1947): 1207.
134 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasl, 206
135 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasl, 209.
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Qur’an” in al-Taswlr al-Fannl' 136 Khalaf Allah’s ideas are more radical. Like Khalaf 

Allah, Qutb also believes that the Qur’an contains artistic narrative designed to produce 

an emotive effect (ta ’thir wijdanl) on the reader of or listener to the Qur’an. But these 

narratives are not art per se, for since the Qur’an, according to Qutb, is before anything 

else a book of religious propagation (kitab da‘wa dlniyya),137 these narratives are used as 

a means to disseminate religious objectives. Therefore, the religious and artistic goals 

are united in the Qur’anic expression. The Qur’an, Qutb concludes, “creates artistic 

beauty as a means for emotive effect, so that it (the Qur’an) can address the sense of 

religious emotion with the language of artistic beauty (yaj‘al al-jamal al-fanrii ad at an 

maqsudatan li-al-ta’thlr al-wijdanl, fa-yukbatib hassat al-wijdan al-dlniyya bi-lugbat al- 

jam al al-fanniyya)™

Although Qutb asserts that the Qur’anic narratives do not serve a historical 

purpose but rather one of religious instruction, claiming that the former is not among 

the primary objections of the Qur’an {anna al-badaf al-tankhl lam yakun min bayni 

abdaf al-Qur’an al-asasiyya) ,139 he does not insist on the ahistorical nature of the 

narratives as boldly as Khalaf Allah does. The latter makes a point of citing many 

historical facts that the Qur’anic narratives pass over in utter silence.

While Khalaf Allah calls the first type of narratives historical, Qutb dubs it qisas 

baqlqiyya{actual, real stories) . 140 Qutb presents Q. 2:127 about the story of Ibrahim and 

Ismael building the Ka‘ba as an example of this type. The verse in question states wa

136 See Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fannl, 143-215.
137 Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fannl, 143.
138 Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fanm, 143, 171.
139 Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fannl, 162.
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idh yarfa‘u Ibrahimu ’1-qawa‘ida mina ’1-bayti wa Ism allu rabbana taqabbal minna 

innaka ant a ’s-sanu‘u T- ‘afim (And when Ibrahim and Ismael raised the foundations of 

the House [they prayed] “Our Lord, accept [this] from us. Surely You are the All- 

Hearing, the Omniscent”). Commenting on this verse, Qutb asserts that the transition of 

the Qur’anic style from describing the story of the building of the Ka‘ba to the 

invocation that follows it makes the story alive and present, as if  we see the two of them 

building and praying right before us. 141

Khalaf Allah does not list this verse among his examples of historical narratives, 

but from his discussion of literary historical narrative we can assert that Khalaf Allah 

would not consider it as such since it does not give many historical details, such as time 

and place, or the reason for building the House. 142 This historical narrative is rather 

placed in the Qur’an for a literary purpose: that of moving the minds and emotions 

(tahrlk al-bimam wa al-nufus)m  of readers and listeners.

140 Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fannl, 57-58. Cf. Qutb, “al-Taswlr al-Fanm fi al-Qur’an al-Karim,” al- 
Muqtataf 74, 2 (Feb. 1,1939): 209, where he calls it qasas tarikhi
141 Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fannl, 57.
142 It is worth mentioning that Taha Husayn (1889-1973) had trouble with al-Azhar too when he 
stated in his book Fi al-Shi‘r al-Jahilithat the mentioning of the names Ibrahim and Ismafil in 
the Qur’an and the Torah does not necessarily prove their historical existence (wujuduhuma al- 
tankhi). See Husayn, Fl al-Shi‘r al-Jahili (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1926), 26. Due to the many 
objections, this point was removed in his Fl al-Adab al-Jahili (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1927). For 
the controversy around Fl al-Shi‘r al-Jahili, see Anwar al-Jundi, al-Ma‘arik al-Adabiyya fi al- 
Shi‘r wa al-Nathr wa al-Thaqafa wa al-Lugha wa al-Qawmiyya al-‘Arabiyya (Cairo: Matba‘at 
al-Risala, n.d.), 329-359; Ahmad, “Die Auseinandersetzung zwischen al-Azhar und der 
modemistischen bewegung,” 45-55.
143 Khalaf Allah, al-Fann al-Qasasi, 161.
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Another radical difference between Khalaf Allah’s discussion of Qur’anic

narratives with Qutb is that while the latter takes the parabolic narratives into account

in his survey, 144 he certainly rejects the possibility that these admit of legends.

Khalaf Allah’s discussion of the Qur’anic narratives might well be compared

with Robert Alter’s The A rt o f  Biblical Narrative}*5 The latter concludes that, unlike

historians who are bound to transmit the historical facts, the writers of the Bible (Alter

discusses the Hebrew Bible specifically) “exercised a good deal of artistic freedom in

articulating the tradition at their disposal,” and therefore he classifies the narratives as

“historicized prose fiction.” 146 He further argues that this kind of analysis does not

neglect the Bible’s religious character, but rather

focuses attention on it in a more nuanced way. The implicit theology of 
the Hebrew Bible dictates a complex moral and psychological realism in 
biblical narrative because God’s purposes are always entrammeled in 
history, dependent on the acts of individual men and women for their 
continuing realization. To scrutinize biblical personages as fictional 
characters is to see them more sharply in the multifaceted, contradictory 
aspects of their human individuality, which is the biblical God’s chosen 
medium for His experiment with Israel and history. 147

Like the objections against Khalaf Allah’s analysis of the ahistorical nature of 

the Qur’anic narratives, some scholars criticize Alter’s classification of Biblical 

narratives as fiction. John Barton, for example, although he admits the positive aspects 

of the literary approach to the Bible, cannot accept the implication of Activity in

144 Qutb, al-Taswlr al-Fannl, 52-56, 182. See also Qutb, “al-Taswlr al-Fanrii fi al-Qur’an al- 
Karim,” 209.
145 New York: Basic Books, 1981.
146 Alter, The Art o f Biblical Narrative, 24.
147 Alter, The Art o f Biblical Narrative, 12.
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Biblical narratives. 148 His main reason is that the modem conception of literature, which 

is characterized as “a fictional, or non-affirmative, or non-pragmatic, or hypothetical 

mode of discourse,” 149 cannot be applied to this ancient and divine text, the Bible. 

Furthermore, the Biblical narratives, Barton argues, cannot be considered fictional, since 

the narrator in those stories might be God.

So the objections raised against the use of literary criticism in Scripture studies 

center around the incompatibility of method with text. For literary scholars this 

criticism is not an issue since Scripture is a literary text. Whether their literary analysis 

distorts the latter or not, they will argue that it doesn’t, and they will assert instead that 

the literary approach fully respects the literary characteristics of the Scripture.

Some readers of Khalaf Allah’s al-Fann al-Qasasl, however, believed that it 

contradicted the Qur’an, and therefore could not accept it. As a consequence, Khalaf 

Allah had to write another thesis. As for al-Khufi, his supervisor — who continued to 

defend his student’s thesis and the freedom of research in general —, the University 

prohibited him from teaching and supervising the subject of Qur’anic studies; he was 

allowed only to teach Arabic grammar, rhetoric and literature. 150 This left his students 

with a difficult choice: either to write on Arabic literature under al-Khuli or to write on 

Qur’anic studies under the supervision of other scholars. Khalaf Allah took the first 

choice for his second dissertation.

148 Barton, “Reading the Bible as Literature: Two Questions for Biblical Critics,” Journal o f 
Literature & Theology 1, 2 (1987): 151.
149 Barton, “Reading the Bible as Literature,” 149. The definition of literature is quoted from 
J.A. Burrow’s Medieval Writers and Their Work: Middle English Literature and Its Background 
1100-1500 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982).
150 See Abu Zayd’s paper “The Dilemma of the Literary Interpretation of the Qur’an.”
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c. Shukri Muhammad ‘Ayyad (1921- 1999)

Another student of al-Kliufi who was also affected by the University’s decision 

was Shukri Muhammad ‘Ayyad. He was a well-known literary critic in the Arab world. 

Many of his writings deal with Arabic criticism and literature. During his period of 

study at Cairo University he was very much influenced by al-Khuli. ‘Ayyad wrote under 

al-Khufi’s direction his M.A. thesis in 1947 on “Min Wasf al-Qur’an: Yawm al-Hisab 

wa al-Din.” 151 Because of his desire to remain under al-Khufi’s supervision he shifted 

his interest to Arabic literature and wrote his Ph.D. dissertation on “al-Tarjama al- 

‘Arabiyya al-Qadima li-Kitab al-Shi‘r al-Aristi wa Ta’thiruha fi al-Balagha al- 

‘Arabiyya” in 1953. It is his M.A. thesis, which has been published under the title

  —  1 SO
Dirasat Qur’aniyya: Yawm al-Dm wa al-Hisab, that concerns us here, for it is in this

work that he applies al-Khufi’s literary approach to the Qur’an.

It is worth noting that ‘Ayyad’s Dirasat Qur’aniyya was not published until 1980

-  more than thirty years after its completion. The reasons for the delay may be due to

any number of factors, but among these one has to include the reaction to “the school of

literary interpretation,” especially after the appearance of Khalaf Allah’s dissertation

“al-Fann al-Qasasi” in 1947. Later on, commenting on Khalaf Allah’s case and the

people’s response to al-Khufi’s literary approach, ‘Ayyad says:

The agitators — enemies of reason -  raised an outcry over this method .... 
[Finally however] people came to know that the conservatives’ cry was 
not meant to serve religion. The call for literary study of the Qur’an was 
nothing but a call to exert efforts to understand the Clear Book in a way 
not restricted by old exegesis, most of which -  if  not all -  was connected 
with the myths of the ancient nations and the beliefs of the sects who

151 See Jamal Muqabala, Shukri ‘Ayyad (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-‘Amma li-al-Kitab, 
1992), 219.
152 Beirut: Dar al-Wahda , 1980.
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fought against one another. Rather, it (literary study) transcends that 
approach by employing modem methods of linguistic and literary 
analysis [and] by making use of contemporary knowledge in psychology 
and sociology

(Athara al-mushaghibun a ‘da’ al- ‘aql ma atbaru min dajlj hawla badba al- 
manhaj .... Fa-‘arafa al-nas anna siyah al-jamidin lam yakun khidmatan 
li-al-din, fama kanat al-da‘wa ila al-tafsir al-adabili-al-Qur’an al-kanm 
ghayr da‘wa ila badhlshay’min al-juhd f l fahm al-kitab al-mubin fahman 
la ya q if ‘inda budud al-tafasir al-qadlma allatiirtabatat m u‘zamuba -  in 
lam naqul kulluba — bi-asatir al-umam al-gbabira wa ‘aqa’id  al-firaq al- 
mutanabira, bal yatajawaz dhalik ila istikhdam al-asafib al-baditba f l al- 
bahth al-lughawl wa al-adabi must a fnan bi-ma‘arif a l-‘asr f i Urn al-nafs 
wa ‘ilm  al-ijtim a‘) .m

It was only in response to the suggestions of many of his colleagues, friends and 

students, as well as his impression that cultural life in the Arab world requires 

proponents of the literary approach to offer their contributions, that ‘Ayyad finally 

published his work without any changes to the content.

In an introduction to the work, where he discusses his method in analyzing the 

Qur’anic depiction of the Last Day, ‘Ayyad quotes extensively from al-Khufi’s article 

“al-tafsir” published in D a’irat al-Ma‘arif al-fslamiyya.154 Following al-Khufi, ‘Ayyad 

asserts that literary study of the Qur’an follows three steps, reflected in the chapter 

division of ‘Ayyad’s own work: a study of the meaning of the words; 155 a study of its 

style; 156 and a study of the individual and social goals of the Qur’an (dirasat al-maraim 

al-insaniyya wa al-ijtim aiyya min al-Qur’an)}51 This last step depends on that which 

al-Khufi puts under the heading of the physical and intellectual milieu surrounding the 

Qur’an.

153 See, Muqabala, Shukri ‘Ayyad, 23.
154 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 6-9.
155 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 23-75.
156 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 77-96.
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In the course of his discussion of the style of the Qur’an, ‘Ayyad argues against

Qutb’s concept of taswlr in his book al-Taswlr al-Fanni}5% According to Qutb, the

literary beauty of the Qur’an lies in its mode of expression, which Qutb calls taswlr. In

his al-Taswlr al-Fanm, Qutb explains this concept:

al-Taswlr huwa al-ada al-mufaddala 6  uslub al-Qur’an. Fa-buwa y u ‘abbir 
bi-al-sura al-mubassa al-mutakhayyala ‘an al-ma‘na al-dbibnl, wa al-bala 
al-nafsiyya, wa ‘an al-baditb al-mabsus, wa al-masbbad al-manzur wa ‘an 
al-namudbaj al-insanl wa al-tabl‘a al-basbariyya.159

(Taswlr is the preferred tool in the style of the Qur’an. It expresses with 
the perceptible imaginative description the intellectual meaning, the 
psychological state, the perceptible event, the visible scene, the human 
type, and human nature).

In ‘Ayyad’s understanding, Qutb’s concept of tasw lr- which is sometimes called 

tajslm/tasbkbls (embodiment or personification) or takbyll (imaginative 

representation) 160 -places an emphasis on expression via perceptible description, that is, 

a description which can be seen or heard. Although this kind of expression can convey a 

thought to the mind of the reader or listener, tajslm al-ma‘na (the embodiment or 

personification of an idea) is neither the basis nor the quintessence of literary activity 

(asla l-‘amalal-adabi wa lubabub).161 ‘Ayyad admits that human language often imitates 

external perceptible reality, but warns that this language is not the exact description of 

that reality; it is rather a reaction (rudud afal) of it. Therefore the writer, when using 

words to express his thought, depends on their emotional impact on the reader’s mind

157 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 97-118.
158 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 80ff. Although Qutb has another book treating the Last 
Day in the Qur’an, Mashahid al-Qiyama fi al-Qur’an, ‘Ayyad did not consult it, mainly because 
it was published in 1947 — the same date that he submitted his M.A. thesis.
159 Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fanni, 36. See also Boullata’s translation and extensive discussion of 
Qutb’s concept in “Sayyid Qutb’s Literary Appreciation of the Qur’an,” in LSRMQ, 356ff.
160 Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fanni, 7Iff.
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and not necessarily on that which influences it with perceptible description (al-adib bina

yastakhdim al-alfaz li-al-ta‘blr ‘an m a‘nabu y a ‘tamid ‘ala irtibatiba al-wijdaniyya f l

    —  —  —  1
dhihn al-sami‘, wa la y a ‘tamid bi-al-darura ‘ala ma tutblrub min suwar bissiyya). To

prove his point, ‘Ayyad takes the word death (mawt). When this word is heard, it does

not necessarily suggest the image of a dead person (mayyit)  in the mind of the listener;

rather, it is its emotive power that comes to mind.

The style of the Qur’an, consisting in devices such as tasbblb and is ti‘ara, 

according to ‘Ayyad, are similarly not intended to transmit palpable pictures (suwar 

bissiyya), but rather to show the hidden meaning behind the apparent ones. 163 He takes 

Q. 101:4-5, yawma yakunu ’n-nasu ka ’1-farasbi T-mabtbutb, watakunu ’l-jibalu ka 7- 

‘ibni T-manfusb, as an example. In Qutb’s analysis, ‘Ayyad argues, this more tangible 

description of the Last Day is more effective than an attempt to use mere pure ideas 

{ma‘anl mujarrada), such as if the verse were to be replaced with yawma yakunu ’n-nasu 

mutafarriqln muntasbirJn, wa takunu ’l-jibalu wabiyatan saqitata ’1-quwwa (On that day 

people shall become scattered and spread out and the mountains shall become weak and 

fall in strength) . 164

It is true that Qutb differentiates in his al-Taswir al-Fanni between a description 

that transmits an idea in its pure mental form (suratiba al-dbibniyya al-tajridiyya) and 

that in its personified form (sura tasbkhisiyya). Comparing these two ways of 

description, Qutb writes:

161 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 81.
162 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 81.
163 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 82.
164 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 82.
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The ideas of the first mode address the intellect and the consciousness, 
and arrive to them without their beautiful shade. In the second mode [on 
the other hand, the ideas] address the sensory perception and the emotion, 
and arrive to the soul through various ways: from the senses with 
imaginative description, from the sensory perception through the way of 
senses, and from the sentiment that is agitated by echoes and lights. The 
intellect becomes one way of their [ideas] many ways to the soul, and not 
their only single way

(Inna al-ma‘ahi E  al-tanqa al-ula tukhatib al-dhihn wa al-wa‘y ; wa tasil 
ilaybima mujarradatan min zilaliha al-janula. Wa E  al-tanqa al-thaniya 
tukhatib al-hiss wa al-wijdan, wa tasil ila al-nafs min manaEdb sbatta: 
min al-hawass bi al-takbyll, wa min al-hiss ‘an tarlq al-hawass, wa min 
al-wijdan al-munfa‘il  bi al-asda’ wa al-adwa’. Wa yakun al-dhihn 
manfadhan wahidan min manaBdhiha al-kathira ila al-nafs, la 
manfadhaha al-muEad al-wahid)}65

In Mashahid al-Qiyama -  another of Qutb’s work that ‘Ayyad did not consult -- the 

author consciously ignores Qur’anic verses which refer to the Last Day in abstract terms 

(mujairadan) as well as other verses which do not describe it in personifying or moving 

depiction (mashhad sbakhis aw mutaharrik) among his category of scenes of the Last 

Day (.mashahid al-Qiyama)}66 For him, only those verses that have graphic presentation, 

movement and rhythm {sura, haraka, Iqa‘)  are worthy of regard } 61

As for Q. 101:4-5, Qutb argues in his Mashahid al-Qiyama that the beauty o f this 

verse is in depicting graphically the smallness of people due to their large amount like

165 Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fanni, 242. Cf. Mashahid al-Qiyama, 8-9. The latter writes min al-hawass 
bi-al-tanasuq wa al-iqa‘ (harmony and rhythm) instead of min al-hawass bi-al-takhyil. Cf. idem, 
“al-Ma‘anI wa al-Zilal,” al-Risala 581 (Aug. 21, 1944): 690, where Qutb asserts that the 
expression that transmits abstract ideas belongs more to the nature of science, while the other 
belongs more to the nature of arts.
166 Qutb, Mashahid al-Qiyama, 10.
167 Qutb, Mashahid al-Qiyama, 10. Cf. Qutb, al-Naqd al-Adabi: Usuluh wa Manahijuh (Cairo: 
Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabi, 1960, the third edition), 38, where Qutb uses the criteria of “graphic 
presentations, traces and rhythms {suwar, zilal wa iqa‘). In his al-Naqd al-Adabi, Qutb also 
differentiates between the abstract form of the word and its personified form, and adds that 
compared to an ordinary writer who merely employs the abstract form of the word, “the skilled 
man of letters is the one who brings its [word] life to it and makes it diffuse a graphic picture
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al-farasb ai-mabtbutb.m  For ‘Ayyad, on the other hand, the strength of this verse does 

not lie in graphic description {taswlr), but rather in its mode of associating the meaning 

and senses o f humanhood {insiyya) with those of farasbiyya.169 While the term nas is 

usually seen as referring to mere human beings, it also contains other meanings, like 

transformation between strength and weakness; between knowledge and ignorance. The 

term farasb (moth), on the other hand, includes the sense of weakness, lightness, 

disunion and diffusion. However, when these two terms are joined together, they 

provide other meanings of insaniyya (humanhood), besides human, which may not for 

some reason have been seen as yet.

And yet though he criticizes Qutb’s concept of taswlr, this does not mean that 

‘Ayyad denies the Qur’anic style of depiction. What he is objecting to is Qutb’s 

assertion that taswlr is the basis of Qur’anic art {asas al-fann al-Qur’anl)}10 This 

assertion is rejected by ‘Ayyad because it is based on two suppositions. First is the 

belief that language is an imitation of a perceptible reality {al-lugba muhakat li-al-waqi‘ 

al-mahsus). If we refer to Abrams’ classification of the four types of criticism, 171 this 

criticism belongs to the mimetic types that view a literary work as an imitation of the 

world. For ‘Ayyad, on the other hand, language is a reaction or an expression of the 

author’s feeling; therefore, it falls under the expressive mode. If we study carefully

Qutb’s theory of art, however, we will find that he does not affirm the mimetic type but

rather asserts that language is an expression of feeling. In his book on literary criticism

and trace and draw a state and scene” {al-adlb al-mawhub huwa al-ladhiyarudd ‘alayh hayatah 
fa-yaj‘alub yashi“ suratan wazillan wa yarsum halatan wa mashhadan).
168 Qutb, Mashahid al-Qiyama, 6 6 .
169 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 83.
170 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 95.
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entitled al-Naqd al-Adabl, Qutb defines literary work as al-ta‘bir ‘an tajriba sbu‘uriyya 

f i  sura mubiya (an expression of feeling experience in an inspiring [verbal] form) . 172

The second supposition on which Qutb’s taswlr is based, according to ‘Ayyad, is 

his claim that ordinary expression mostly uses pure ideas (al-ta‘blr al-‘adi yagblub 

‘alayb al-tajrid),m  while the literati describe these ideas as consisting in graphic and 

moving presentation {taswlr). This is where ‘Ayyad disagrees with Qutb. For ‘Ayyad, 

taswlr is only one facet of Qur’anic style. Q. 50:19-29, for example, uses the stylistic 

devices of narrative {qissa) and dialogue {biwar). ‘Ayyad also considers takbyil to be 

another type, though unlike Qutb, who defines it as granting life to inanimate materials, 

natural phenomena and emotional states {kbal‘ al-bayab ‘ala al-mawadd al-jamida, al- 

zawabir al-tabi‘iyya wa al-infi‘alat al-wijdaniyya)}1A or on another occasion as 

“personifying abstract ideas” (tajsim al-ma‘nawiyyat al-mujarrada),115 ‘Ayyad 

understands takbyil as meaning to establish a picture -either material or spiritual -  in 

the mind of a listener, using a style that conveys to him that the described-thing is really 

taking place {taqrir al-wasf -  sawa’an a kana bissiyyan am m a‘nawiyyan -  fidbibn al- 

sam i‘, bi-uslub yusawwir labu anna al-sbay’ al-mawsuf waqi‘ f i ‘lan). This concept, 

according to ‘Ayyad, is known as bringing the imagination down to the level of reality 

{tanzil al-kbayal manzilat al-baqiqa).m  Speaking to inanimate materials (Jamadat) or 

attributing speech or action to them, as in the phrase idba zulzilati’ 1-ardu zilzalaba (Q. 

99:1), is an example of this concept of takbyil. Included in this category is the Qur’anic

171 Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, 6-29.
172 Qutb, al-Naqd al-Adabi, 7.
173 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 95.
174 Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fanni, 73.
175 Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fanni, 72.
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style of tajrld, that is when a speaker abstracts from himself a part or aspect of his own 

person to whom he speaks (an yujarrid al-mutakallim min nafsihi shakhsan akhar 

yukhatibub). There are many verses in the Qur’an that inform how the tongue, the 

hands, the feet, the eyes, the ears and the skin stand as witness (shabida ‘ala) or 

speak/are made to speak (qala/antaqa) of someone’s deed. 177

Whether the Qur’an employs the stylistic devices of narrative, dialogue, taswlr 

or takhyll in describing the Last Day, they serve, according to ‘Ayyad, the same 

purpose, i.e., to direct (tawjlh)  the reader/listener to the idea of sudden, drastic 

transformation -  in the lives of individual human beings, the life of a nation/community 

and the life of the world in its entirety (fikrat al-inqilab al-‘anlf al-mufaji’ sawa’an a 

kana dhalika al-inqilab f l hayat al-fard, am f l  hayat al-umma, am fl hayat al-dunya bi- 

asriha) ~ 178 on the Last Day. Verses of Q. 81:1-14, for example, describe the situation of 

the sun, stars, mountains, seas and sky in the Last Day, while those in Q. 80:33-42 

similarly portray the state of human beings with their families and friends. This device 

of directing attention is also aimed at producing a strong emotional effect {al-ta’thir al- 

wijdanl al-qawl) in the mind of the reader or listener.

In keeping with al-Khuli’s method of linking literary study with a psychological 

approach, ‘Ayyad investigates the Qur’an’s original purpose in describing the Last Day. 

This purpose, according to ‘Ayyad, is in fact manifold and consists of individual 

purposes and social purposes {marami insaniyya wa marami ijtimai'yya). Unlike the 

Orientalists -  ‘Ayyad mentions in particular Josef Horovitz in his Das koraniscbe

176 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 95.
177 See, for example, Q. 24:24, 36:65 and 41:20-21.
178 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Din wa al-Hisab, 85-87.
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Paradies179 — who refer the idea of the Last Day to the beginning of Muhammad’s sense 

of prophethood, ‘Ayyad refers the meaning to the physical and intellectual milieu of 

seventh-century Arabia and what effect it must have had on the human soul. 180

Psychologically, the description of the Last Day, like the coming of the Last Day 

(Q. 20:10, 54:1) or the reward and punishment promised to believers and unbelievers (Q. 

4:40, 64:9), respectively, maintains in the mind of the reader/listener that the Last Day 

may come at any time, and that everybody will be rewarded in accordance with their 

deeds.

As for the social purposes/ideas, ‘Ayyad sees them as reflecting the socio

economic circumstances of seventh-century Arabia, especially Mecca, the time and 

place of the Qur’an’s revelation. He observes that a certain wealthy tribe controlled the 

society of Mecca in that era. Islam then came to fight this societal structure, which was 

based on tribal allegiance and social hierarchy, and replaced this with a single religion, 

Islam, as its foundation. This idea, according to ‘Ayyad, is also reflected in the Qur’anic 

description of the Last Day. Thus Q. 34:37, for example, clearly states that descent and 

wealth cannot save one from punishment. Similarly verses of Q. 30:12-13 assert that not 

even one’s partner can help one on the Last Day.

From this discussion we see that the object of interpreting the Qur’an, according 

to ‘Ayyad, is to understand the Qur’anic text or the Qur’anic description of the Last 

Day on the basis of the meanings that Qur’anic words had in the minds of the Arabs 

living at the time of its revelation (idrak madlulat al-alfaz al-Qur’aniyya f l adhhan al-

179 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Dln wa al-Hisab, 20, 102.
180 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Dln wa al-Hisab, 102.
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‘arab waqta nuzvl al-Qur’an).m  And this can be achieved by analyzing the physical and 

intellectual milieu of seventh-century Arabia, and their effect on the human mind. 

Although he admits that the personality of the author is usually the principle (asas) in 

literary study for understanding the meaning of a literary work, ‘Ayyad suggests that 

referring the Qur’anic ideas to the historical context and to the first recipients’ 

understanding of the text would not deviate from that principle. 182 In literary theory and 

Biblical interpretation this meaning is known as “author’s intention” and “canonical 

meaning,” respectively. 183 The author’s intention is related to the historical meaning of 

the text in its original context. Among the proponents of authorial intention in literary 

theory is without doubt E.D. Hirsch. 184 In Biblical interpretation, Raymond E. Brown 

refers to the meaning that was understood by those who first received the text as 

“canonical meaning.” 185 There have been many objections leveled against this approach, 

as literary criticism has switched its attention away from the author. Unfortunately 

‘Ayyad could not benefit from this shift in his study of the Qur’an.

d. Bint al-Shati’ (1913-1998)186

Bint al-Shati’, whose actual name is ‘ A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman, also studied under 

al-KhuIi, who later became her husband. She was a prolific writer, even before she 

entered the university, and used the pseudonym Bint al-Shati’ in many of her writings.

181 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Dln wa al-Hisab, 119.
182 ‘Ayyad, Yawm al-Dln wa al-Hisab, 102.
183 See the next chapter for further discussion.
184 See especially his two books Validity in Interpretation (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1967) and The Aims o f Interpretation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1976).
185 See Brown, The Critical Meaning of the Bible (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1981), 32ff.
186 P. Starkey]s dating of Bint al-Shati”s death in 1974 has to be corrected. See Starkey, “’Abd
al-Rahman, ‘A’isha [Bint al-Shati’] (1912-74),” in Encyclopedia o f Arabic Literature, 1:18.
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Her dissertation in Cairo University did not focus on tafslr, but rather took the form of 

an edition of the work of Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arn (363-449) entitled Risalat al-Ghufran, 

written under the supervision of Taha Husayn, scholar of al-Ma‘arn himself, and 

submitted in 1950.187 Yet even though al-Khufi did not supervise this dissertation, the 

decision to edit Risalat al-Ghufran, admits Bint al-Shati’, was motivated by the method 

of al-Khufi which suggests that the task consists in “editing and respecting the texts, 

reading them reasonably and perceiving them thoroughly, based on the psychological 

understanding of the art/literature and of its authors” ( tahqlq al-nusus wa khidmatiha wa 

qira’atiha qira’atan mutafahhimatan wa idrakiha idrakan mutadhawwiqan qa’iman ‘ala

  1 Rft___________________________________ _ _
al-tafahhum al-nafsi li-al-fann wa asbabih). Her edition of Risalat al-Ghulran by the 

way won a prize from al-Majma‘ al-Lughawi in 1950.

Besides her interest in Arabic literature and women’s issues, 189 however, Bint al- 

Shati’ wrote extensively on Qur’anic interpretation, the best known of her works in this 

field being al-Tafslr al-Bayani f l  al-Qur’an (in two volumes) 190 and al-I‘ja z  al-Bayanlli- 

al-Qur’an.m  Having examined the materials for Arabic literature courses in many Arab 

universities, she was very surprised that the literary beauty of the Qur’an was not 

recognized as part of the curriculum. The discussion of this aspect was reserved for 

courses on tafslr or Islamic studies in general, and avoided entirely in courses on Arabic 

literature. For that reason, following in the footsteps of her professor al-Khufi, she

187 Bint al-Shati’, Risalat al-Ghufran li-Ablal-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arrl363-449(Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 
1950).
188 Bint al-Shati’, Risalat al-Ghufran, 11.
189 For a list of her main publications, see I.J. Boullata, “Modem Qur’an Exegesis: A Study of 
Bint al-Shati’s Method,” Muslim World64, 2 (1974): 103-104, n. 1.
190 Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1962, vol. 1 and 1968, vol. 2.
191 Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1987. This study uses the second edition published in 1999.
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sought to study the Qur’an as a literary text (nass adabl) and to apply a literary approach 

to this task.

Bint al-Shati’ states that the principle of literary interpretation of the Qur’an lies

in the thematic approach. In al-Tafslr al-Bayam, she writes:

al-asl G manhaj al-tafslr al-adabi -- kama talaqqaytubu ‘an sbaykbl — 
buwa al-tanawul al-m awdul alladbi ya&ugb li-dirasat al-mawdu‘ al- 
wahid Gb, fa-yajma‘ kulla ma G al-Qur’an ‘anbu, wa yabtadl bi-ma’lu f  
is ti‘malub li-al-alfaz wa al-asaGb, ba‘da tabdidal-dalala al-lugbawiyya li- 
kull dbaka. .. wa buwa manhajyakhtalif tamaman ‘an al-tarlqa al-ma ‘rufa 
G tafslr al-Qur’an suratan surat an, baytbuyu’kbadb al-lafz aw al-aya Gbi, 
muqtata‘an min siyaqib al-‘amm G al-Qur’an kullib, mimma la sabll 
m a‘abu ila al-ibtida’ ila al-dalala al-qur’aniyya li-alfazib aw istijla ’ 
zawabirib al-uslubiyya wa kbasa’isib al-bayaniyya192

(The principle in the method of tafslr adabl -  as I received it from my 
teacher (Amin al-Khufi) -  is thematic treatment193 which is devoted to 
the study of a single subject matter in it (the Qur’an); hence, it brings 
together all verses in the Qur’an (which speak) about it, and understands 
the words and the style in (their) common usage (of the Qur’an) after 
defining the linguistic meaning of each of them... It is a method which is 
totally different from the known method in interpreting the Qur’an 
chapter by chapter, where the word or verse in it (the Qur’an) is taken in 
isolation from the general context of the overall Qur’an. With this 
(chapter-by-chapter method) there is no way to being guided to 
understand the meaning of the Qur’an’s words, or to clarify its stylistic 
phenomena and rhetorical characteristics).

In addition to neglecting the specific and general context of a given word, many 

traditional tafsiis, according to Bint al-Shati’, were influenced by sectarian concepts 

reflecting the socio-political and historical concerns of the eras in which they were 

written. These interpretations which include theological polemics and isra’lliyyat 

materials, she continues, “are remote from the spirit of the original Arabic, distasteful to

192 Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafslr al-Bayam, 1: 10. Cf. al-Tafslr al-Bayanl, 2:7, where she includes 
specific context (siyaqkhass) in addition to general context.
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the eternal feeling o f the Qur’an and turning the text away from its literary nature” 

(baTda ‘an rub al-‘arabiyya al-aslla, mujafiya li-dbawq Qur’anlal-kbalid, mukhrija li-al- 

nass ‘an tabi‘atibi al-adabiyya).m  In order to avoid these mistakes, interpretation has to 

be based on the Qur’anic text alone -- al-Qur’an yufassir ba‘dubu ba’dan -  without 

having recourse to any source external to the text itself.

While many of the proponents of literary interpretation have applied this method 

to themes in the Qur’an as a whole, Bint al-Shati’ uses it in her al-Tafslr al-Bayanl to 

focus on the short chapters of the Qur’an, which she believes to have a thematic unity 

(wabdat al-mawdu). She also applied this method to the rhetorical inimitability of the 

Qur’an in her al-I‘ja z  al-Bayam. There have been several studies made of Bint al- 

Shati” s Qur’anic interpretation, 195 rendering any detailed discussion of her method here 

pointless. What is worth discussing, however, is whether she in fact applies the method 

of al-Khufi to the Qur’an, or does not. 196 In short, the question is: Does she or does she 

not integrate literary theory into Qur’anic studies?

Like al-Khufi, she believes that the purpose of interpreting the Qur’an is to reach 

the intended meaning, i.e., the original meaning of the Qur’an, which is why she opposes 

the role of a reader/interpreter’s subjectivity in coloring the interpretation. To discover 

this original meaning, she proposes steps that can be inferred from the statements

193 Although the term mawduT may be translated as either “objective” or “thematic”, here it is 
translated as thematic, since it corresponds to the method that al-Khufi proposes. Cf. Boullata, 
“Modem Qur’an Exegesis,” 104.
194 Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafslral-Bayanl, 1: 9.
195 See Jansen, The Interpretation o f the Koran, 68-76; Boullata, “Modem Qur’anic Exegesis;” 
and two M.A. theses written by Boullata’s students at McGill University: Muhammad Amin, “A 
Study of Bint al-Shati ”s Exegesis,” submitted in 1992; and Sahiron Syamsuddin, “An 
Examination of Bint al-Shati”s Method of Interpreting the Qur’an,” submitted in 1998. See also 
other studies mentioned in the latter, nn. 9-15 of pp. 3-6.
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quoted above and in her other works. 197 The first step in thematic treatment is to collect 

all Qur’anic verses related to the subject. The second step is to arrange all these verses 

chronologically. In her Muqaddima f i al-Manhaj, Bint al-Shati’ bases this arrangement 

on the criteria of place (makan) and time (.zaman) of revelation. It seems that her 

decisions as to whether a given verse was revealed in Mecca or Medina and whether it 

was the first or the last verse revealed, depends mainly on al-Zarkashi’s al-Burhan f i 

‘Ulum al-Qur’an198 and al-Suyuti’s al-Itqan f i ‘Ulum al-Qur’an}99

The social and political circumstances of seventh-century Arabia, which are 

often reported in the asbab al-nuzul materials, constitutes her next step. She warns, 

however, that most of these materials are based on guesses (wabm), because of which 

one verse may have two or three different sababs. Recognizing this difficulty, Bint al- 

Shati’ insists that the sabab of revelation is not to be understood as its real cause; the 

relation between sabab and revelation is not a cause-effect relation {sababiyya/‘illiyya), 

without which the verse would not have been revealed.200 In addition, for her, the 

important point concerning these “occasions of revelation” is in the generality of the 

words and not in the specificity of the occasion (al-‘ibra bi-‘umum al-lafz la bi-khusus 

al-sabab).201 As has been demonstrated by Boullata and others, Bint al-Shati’ treats

196 Jansen assumes that Bint al-Shati’s works on Qur’anic studies might be thought of as al- 
Khuli’s, had the latter had the chance to write tafslr. See Jansen, Interpretation of the Koran, 6 8 .
197 Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafslr al-Bayanl, 1:10, 2:7; idem, Muqaddima fi al-Manhaj (Cairo: Ma‘had 
al-Buhuth wa al-Dirasa al-‘Arabiyya, 1971), 132ff. See also Boullata, “Modem Qur’an 
Exegesis,” 104-105; Syamsuddin, “An Examination of Bint al-Shati”s Method,” 48-49; Amin, 
“A Study of Bint al-Shati”s Exegesis,” 36.
198 Ed. Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo: Matba ‘at ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1957), 4 vols.
199 Ed. Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo: Dar al-Turath, 3rd ed. 1985), 4 vols.
200 Bint al-Shati’, Muqaddima f l al-Manhaj, 133; al-Tafslr al-Bayanl, 1:14.
201 Bint al-Shati’, Muqaddima fi al-Manhaj, 134; al-Tafslr al-Bayanl, 1:14. See also, Boullata, 
“Modem Qur’an Exegesis,” 105.
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these traditional materials only if they can assist in discovering the meanings of 

words.202

The fourth and fifth steps consist in studying the linguistic meaning of the words 

and their usage in the Qur’an, respectively. Here Bint al-Shati’ admits that she has 

recourse to Arabic dictionaries and tafslr literature. These works were exploited in order 

to understand the sense or feeling of Arabic {hiss al-‘arabiyya) for words; how they are 

used in the Qur’an; and whether the Qur’an adds new meaning to them. As in her 

treatment of the asbab al-nuzul materials, she employs these classes of literature only to 

discover the original meanings of words. “We accept from them,” Bint al-Shati’ writes 

in her al-Tafslr al-Bayanl, “that (opinion) which is acceptable textually and 

contextually, and then we mention other opinions which are rejected by the text” 

{naqbal minha ma yahtamiluh nassan wa siyaq an, thumma yakun Iraduna li-al-aqwal al- 

ukhra allati la yaqbaluha al-nass).203

Finally, this thematic study demands that one pay attention to the specific 

context {siyaq kbass) of the words in each Qur’anic verse and sura, as well as to their 

general context {siyaq ‘amm) in the Qur’an as a whole.

And yet despite the elaborate structure and its author’s obvious sincerity, Bint 

al-Shati” s approach is best described as philological and rhetorical.204 This can be seen, 

for example, in her analysis of synonyms {taraduf) in the Qur’an.205 Basing herself on

202 See, Boullata, “Modem Qur’an Exegesis,” 106; Jansen, Interpretation o f the Koran, 71; 
Syamsuddin, “An Examination of Bint al-Shati”s Method,” 92-96.
203 Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafslr al-Bayanl, 2:8.
204 Jansen characterizes her work as having a philological viewpoint. See Jansen, Interpretation 
of the Koran, Chapter Four. ‘Ayyad similarly considers Bint al-Shati”s analysis to be more 
philological and rhetorical. See ‘Ayyad’s view in Muqabala, Shukri ‘Ayyad, 22.
205 See Bint al-Shati’, al-I‘jaz al-Bayam, 210ff.
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the maxim “[there is] no word in it (the Qur’an) whose place can be taken by another 

word” (ma min lafz fih yumkin an yaqum ghayruh maqamah),206 she asserts that there 

are no true synonyms in the Qur’an. To prove this thesis, she surveys all passages in the 

Qur’an where words that are understood to have the same meaning occur. For example, 

in her study of the words qasam and half, which are said to be synonyms, Bint al-Shati’ 

finds that in the Qur’an these words do not have the same meaning. Having studied the 

thirteen places where the word half occurs, she comes to the conclusion that, unlike 

qasam, this h alf connotes the oath that will be broken, and so is never attributed to 

God.207

Besides this philological approach, Bint al-Shati’ analyzes the rhetorical 

expression of the Qur’an. Her discussion of the passive voice and passive forms of verbs 

definitely falls into this category. Having collected all the verses related to the 

description of the Last Day, Bint al-Shati’ finds that these verses are either referred to 

in the passive voice or in passive forms (mutawa‘a) and in metonymic predication {isnad 

al-hadath bi al-majaz).208 The reason for this, she argues, is to show the idea of 

spontaneity ( tilq a l) and to convince the reader/listener that the world at that time is 

prepared for an important event -  one that requires no order [to execute it] or agent [to

206 See Bint al-Shati’, Muqaddima flal-Manhaj, 136.
207 See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafslr al-Bayam, 1:148-149; idem, “The Problem of Synonyms in the 
Light of Quran,” in Proceedings of the Twenty-Sixth International Congress o f Orientalists 
(New Delhi: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1970), 4:186. See also Boullata, “Modem 
Qur’an Exegesis,” 109-110; Amin, “A Study of Bint al-Shati”s Exegesis,” 8 6 ; Syamsuddin, “An 
Examination of Bint al-Shati”s Method,” 51, n. 190.
208 Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayanl, 1:69.
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put it into execution] (al-iqna‘ al-nafsi bi-anna al-kawn kullah muhayya’yawm a’idhin 

li-al-badath al-khatlr, famayubtaj fibila  amr w alaila  fa ‘il).209

Similarly, Mir, in his preliminary study of this topic in the Qur’an,210 sees the 

passive voice as signifying passivity and lack of power on the part of the subject. In the 

case of the Qur’anic depiction of the Last Day, the phenomenon serves to convey “the 

total passivity and pliability of the creation in the hands of God.” 211

If I am to evaluate Bint al-Shati” s method in the light of the present literary 

criticism, I would categorize hers as belonging to the type of text-centered criticism of 

literature. Even though she consulted tafsm  and asbab al-nuzul literature in 

commenting on the Qur’an, in the final analysis these are only supplementary. Her 

“close reading” of the text, however, and especially her insistence on interpreting the 

Qur’anic verse on the basis of the other parts of the text are the core of her approach.

e. Sayyid Qutb (1906 -1966)

Besides al-Khufi and his disciples, there have been other scholars who proposed a 

literary approach to the Qur’an. Qutb, as we have seen above, was one of them. But, 

while some of the students of al-Khuli ran into trouble with Islamists when applying 

this method to the Qur’an, Qutb won their support and became one of their most 

influential ideologues.

209 Bint al-Shati’, al-TafsIr al-Bayam, 1:70.
210 Mir, “Passives in the Qur’an: Preliminary Notes,” in Literary Heritage of Classical Islam: 
Arabic and Islamic Studies in Honor o f James A. Bellamy, ed. Mustansir Mir in collaboration 
with Jarl E. Fossum (Princeton, New Jersey: The Darwin Press, Inc., 1993), 169-179.
211 Mir, “Passives in the Qur’an: Preliminary Notes,” 174. The author does not mention Bint al- 
Shati”s works, however.
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It is worth mentioning that in discussing Qutb’s ideas, special attention has to be 

paid to the edition dates of his books, because, as has been maintained by many 

scholars,212 Qutb used to revise his books many times and consequently add or change 

his ideas. In addition, the development of his thought has to be taken into consideration 

too.

Like the followers of al-Khufi, Qutb argues that the literary beauty of the Qur’an

has to be ascertained before other purposes of interpretation. In his al-Taswir al-Fanni f i

al-Qur’an, the first edition of which was published in 1945,213 Qutb states that he wrote

this book neither to assert the religious sanctity of the Qur’an nor to propagate Islamic

teachings, but rather:

li-najid ba‘da dbalik kullib badba al-jamal al-fannl al-kbalis, ‘unsuran 
mustaqillan bi-jawharih, kbalidan f i al-Qur’an bi-dbatib, yatamallabu al- 
fann f i ‘uzla ‘an jan fi‘ al-mulabasat wa al-agbrad. Wa inna badba al-jamal 
la-yutamalla wabdab fa-yughnl, wa yunzar f i tasawuqib ma ‘a al-agbrad 
al-diniyya fa-yartafi‘ f i al-taqdl/14

212 Many scholars of Qutb usually refer to the changes between different editions of Qutb’s FI 
Zilal al-Qur’an. See, for example, Adnan A. Musallam, “The Formative Stages of Sayyid Qutb’s 
Intellectual Career and His Emergence as an Islamic Da‘iyah, 1906-1952,” (Ph.D. dissertation, 
the University of Michigan, 1983), 231; ‘Abd Allah ‘Awad al-Khabbas, Sayyid Qutb al-Adlb al- 
Naqid (Jordan: Maktabat al-Manar, n.d. [1983?]), 313; Mhd. Syahnan, “A Study of Sayyid 
Qutb’s Qur’an Exegesis in Earlier and Later Editions of His Fi Zilal al-Qur’an With Special 
Reference to Selected Themes,” (M.A. thesis, McGill University, 1997). Different editions of 
his other books, however, show changes and additions too. See, for example, William E. Shepard 
who studies different edition of Qutb’s al-‘Adala al-Ijtima‘iyya fi al-Islam in Sayyid Qutb and 
Islamic Activism (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996), xviii-ff.; and Musallam, “The Formative Stages,” 
192. See also Kristiyan Tslska (Christian Szyska), “Hawla Mafhum ‘al-Adab al-Multazim’ ‘inda 
Udaba’ al-Harakat al-Islamiyya,” in al-Karmil (Abhath fi al-Lugba waal-Adab)20 (1999): 36, n. 
15.
213 Unfortunately, I could not consult this first edition. This book was developed from his 
articles in al-Muqtatafm 1939 and al-Risala in 1944-1945 on the same subject. See Musallam, 
“The Formative Stages,” 130-137; Boullata, “Sayyid Qutb’s Literary Appreciation,” in LSRMQ, 
355, 368, nn. 9-10; Sayyid Bashir Ahmad Kashmiri, ‘Abqan al-Islam Sayyid Qutb: al-Adlb al- 
‘Imlaq wa al-Mujaddid al-Mulham fi Daw’ Atharih wa Injazatib al-Adabiyya (Cairo: Dar al- 
Fadila, 1994), 280-281.
214 Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fanni, 24. In his article “al-Taswir al-Fanrii fi al-Qur’an al-Karim” 
published in al-Muqtataf 94, 2 (Feb. 1, 1939): 206-207, Qutb clearly states that he would like to 
treat the Qur’an as a literary text (kitab adabi). Commenting on the editor of al-Muqtataf who
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(in order that we may find after all these [discussions of the sanctity of 
the Qur’an and goals of Islamic teachings] the pure artistic beauty, a 
distinct element in itself, eternal in the Qur’an, which is enjoyed by art in 
isolation of all interests and purposes. Indeed this beauty can be enjoyed 
in itself and is sufficient, (but when) it is seen in its connection with 
religious purposes (its) value increases).

Here we see that literary interpretation, according to Qutb, involves studying the 

Qur’an from an artistic perspective only {al-wijba al-fanniyya al-babta). According to 

Qutb, the primary aim of art is to produce emotive influences, to spread artistic pleasure 

with this influence, to raise the hidden life with this experience, and to feed the 

imagination with depiction {fa-wazifat al-fann al-ula biya itbarat al-infi‘alat al- 

wijdaniyya, wa isba(at al-Jadbdba al-fanniyya bi-badbibi al-itbara, wa ijasbat al-bayat 

al-kamina bi-badbibi al-infi‘alat, wa tagbdbiyat al-khayal bi-al-suwai).215 And this 

artistic aim, continues Qutb, is to be found in the Qur’anic styles of expression, which 

he calls, taswir, takbyil and tasbkbis.

Commenting on Qutb’s claim that none before him has attempted to study the 

Qur’an based on a literary approach,216 Bint al-Shati’ wrote in al-Ahram that this 

method was taught in Cairo University, a comment that Qutb denied, challenging her to 

name the work advocating this approach217 In the third edition of al-Taswlr al-Fami, 

published in 1953, however, Qutb admits that only later -  after the first edition was 

published -  did he learn that al-Khufi had taught his students in the Faculty of Arts

suggested to him that the Old and New Testaments have been studied literarily in the West, 
Qutb asserts that the Qur’an with its unique style is more appropriate {awla) for that literary 
approach.
215 Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fanni, 242
216 See, Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fanni, 9.
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aspects of this approach (nawahl min hadha al-ittijah)?n This note is curiously not

“710found in the later editions that I have consulted.

Qutb relates in his al-Taswlr al-Fannl the story of how he finally “found” the 

Qur’an (laqad wajadtu al-Qur’an), the Qur’an that is pleasant and beautiful (al-ladhldh 

al-jatml).220 Unlike the Qur’an of plain aspect (al-sura al-sadhija) surviving in his 

childhood imagination or the difficult and complicated Qur’an ( ‘usr mu'aqqad) that he 

read in Qur’anic commentaries, the Qur’an that he eventually discovered was attractive 

in its style of expression.

Having found this Qur’an, and having at the same time found in himself the 

rebirth of the Qur’an (mawlid al-Qur’an min jad ld)221 Qutb set out to make known this 

discovery to the public through articles that he published in al-M uqtataf22 and al- 

Risala222 which were finally republished in book form entitled al-Taswlr al-Fannl f i  al-

217 Qutb’s counter-argument was published in his article “Mabahith ‘an al-Taswir al-Fanrii fi al- 
Qur’an,” al-Risala 620 (May 21, 1945): 529. See also al-Khabbas, Sayyid Qutb, 307; Kashmiri, 
‘Abqan al-Islam, 298.

218 See al-Taswir al-Fanni, the third edition, n.d. [1953?], 9, n. 1. Since I could not consult the 
second edition, I am not so sure if Qutb wrote this note for that edition. The dating of the third 
edition in 1953 is based on Qutb’s own note in this edition where he says that the second edition 
of Mashahid al-Qiyama “appears in this year, 1953” (tasdur fi hadha al-'am, 1953). See al- 
Taswir al-Fanni, the third edition, p. 113, n. 1.
219 However, in his “postscript” to the third edition of al-Taswir al-Fanni, he gives some hints 
that some students of the Qur’an and teachers in many schools (universities ?) apply this literary 
approach to the Qur’an too. See the reprinted postscript in the 14th edition (1993), 254.
220 See al-Taswir al-Fanni, 8 .
221 Qutb, al-Taswir al-Fanni, 10.
222 Qutb, “al-Taswlr al-Fanrii fi al-Qur’an al-Karlm,” al-Muqtataf 94, 2 (Feb. 1,1939): 206-211; 
idem, “al-Taswlr al-Fanrii fi al-Qur’an al-Karlm,” al-Muqtataf 94, 3 (March 1, 1939): 313-318.
223 Qutb, “al-Ma‘anl wa al-Zilal,” al-Risala 581 (Aug. 21, 1944): 690-693; “Baqiyya fi al-Ma‘anl 
wa al-Zilal,” al-Risala 583 (Sept. 4, 1944): 728-731; “al-Taswlr al-Fanrii fi al-Qur’an,” al-Risala 
601 (Jan. 8 , 1945): 43-45; “al-Tanasuq al-Fannl fi Taswlr al-Qur’an,” al-Risala 611 (March 19, 
1945): 278-281.
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Qur’an in 1945. Excluded from the latter were Qutb’s discussions of taswlr in pre-

774Islamic poetry, Islamic poetry, the Old Testament and the poetry of Western poets.

In 1947, Qutb applied his theory of taswlr and expanded his discussion of 

Qur’anic depiction of the Last Day in al-Taswlr al-Fannl into a separate book, entitled 

Mashahid al-Qiyama f i  al-Qur’an.225 Implementing his main theory of taswlr, which 

Qutb asserts to be “the preferred tool in the style of the Qur’an,” he collects in this work 

150 scenes {mashahid) of the Day of Resurrection taken from 80 suras (both Meccan and 

Madman), and arranges them chronologically.226 Qutb consciously uses the term 

mashhad (scene) because it is only those verses which have a personified and moving 

scene {mashhad shakhis aw mutaharrikf27 that he discusses, while other verses which 

describe the Last Day in abstract form he ignores.

As was the case with his first book, the aim in writing Mashahid al-Qiyama was 

also purely artistic {hadaff huna hadaf fanni khalis mahd)}2% Because of this literary- 

oriented interest, he was criticized by Hasan al-Banna (1906-1949), the Supreme Guide 

of the Muslim Brotherhood, for ignoring the religious aspect of the Qur’an.229 There 

were also other scholars who criticized Qutb for applying secular ideas to the divine 

text, such as applying the criteria of poetry, like taswlr and takhyil, to the Qur’an, or

224 These are discussed in “al-Ma‘arii wa al-Zilal” and “Baqiyya fi al-Ma‘am wa al-Zilal”, 
respectively. They are included in Qutb’s al-Naqd al-Adabi, 22-30.
225 In the seventh edition of Mashahid al-Qiyama, Qutb advises the reader to read his al-Taswir 
al-Fanni before proceeding to Mashahid al-Qiyama, since the former explains the theoretical 
framework of the Qur’anic way of expression to which the latter book extensively refers. See 
Qutb, Mashahid al-Qiyama (1981), 229. This advice, which constitutes his postscript {kalima fi 
al-khitam), does not exist in the second edition. I believe that this was added by Qutb beginning 
with the third or fourth edition.
226 Qutb, Mashahid al-Qiyama, 10.
227 Qutb, Mashahid al-Qiyama, 10.
228 Qutb, Mashahid al-Qiyama, 12.
229 See, Musallam, “Formative Stages,” 138-139.
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treating infallible prophets (al-ma‘sum) like ordinary people.230 It is worth mentioning 

that in his third edition of al-Taswir al-Fannl published in 1953, when arguing against 

the objection of his use of the term “art” {farm) to the Qur’an, Qutb asserts that he does 

not mean thereby that the Qur’an is fictitious, invented or based on mere imagination 

(al-mulaffaq, al-mukhtara‘ aw al-qa’im ‘ala mujarrad al-khayal), but that the term art 

attributed to the Qur’an means “beauty in presentation, order in execution and 

efficiency in production” (Jamal al-‘ard, tanslq al-ada’ wa bara‘at al-ikbraj)P1

Many scholars classify Qutb’s al-Taswlr al-Fanni and Mashahid al-Qiyama as 

falling within his “pre-Islamist” phase.232 Christian Szyska notes that Qutb’s 

understanding of art or literature changed with his publication of al-‘Adala al- 

Ijtim a‘iyya f i al-Islam in 1949.233 This work on social justice in Islam has been 

considered by many234 as Qutb’s first Islamist book. However, if  we compare the first

230 See Najib Mahfuz’s and ‘Abd al-Latif al-Subki’s reviews of al-Taswlr al-Fanni in al-Risala 
616 (April 23, 1945): 433 and al-Risala 620 (May 21, 1945): 542, respectively. See also Qutb’s 
response in al-Risala 620 (May 21,1945): 527 and ibid., 621 (May 28, 1945): 569-570.
231 See Qutb’s postscript to the third edition which is reprinted in the 14th edition of al-Taswlr 
al-Fanni, 255.
232 Other scholars use the category of “Muslim secularist” like Shepard, Sayyid Qutb and Islamic 
Activism, xvi, n. 13; “pre-Islamic” like Ronald Nettler, “A Modem Islamic Confession of Faith 
and Conception of Religion: Sayyid Qutb’s Introduction to the Tafsir, Fi Zilal al-Qur’an, ” 
British Journal o f Middle Eastern Studies 21, 1 (1994): 102; “secularisme neutre” like Olivier 
Carre in ‘“A L ’Ombre du Coran’ Revisite: Les lendemains possibles de la pensee de Sayyid 
Qutb et du ‘Qutbisme’,” Arabica 48 (2001): 87. See also Boullata, “Sayyid Qutb’s Literary 
Appreciation,” in LSRMQ, 354. Cf. Leonard Binder and John Calvert who argue that Qutb’s 
Islamism has started from his conception of the aesthetic appreciation of the Qur’an; thus from 
his work of al-Taswir al-Fanni. See Binder, Islamic Liberalism (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1988), 170-205; and Calvert, “Qur’anic Aesthetics in the Thought of Sayyid Qutb,” 
Religious Studies and Theology 15, 2-3 (Dec. 1996): 61-76. Musallam dates Qutb’s commitment 
to Islam in 1947, especially with the publication of the Islamic journal al-Fikr al-Jadid. See 
Musallam, “Formative Stages,” 187-191.
233 Szyska, ’’Hawla Mafhum ‘al-Adab al-Multazim’,” 36-37. She admits that she could not 
consult the first edition of this book but relies rather on the later edition, 1980. According to 
Shepard, al-‘Adala al-Ijtima‘iyya was written in 1948 but was published in 1949. It has been 
republished, with many changes, five times during Qutb’s life time.
234 See, for example, Shepard, Sayyid Qutb and Islamic Activism, x.
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and later editions of al-‘Adala al-Ijtima‘iyya, we will find that at least until the third 

edition, which was published in 1952, Qutb’s understanding of art and its role in society 

is almost the same as that expressed in other books like al-Naqd al-Adabl. In the latter, 

Qutb asserts that literary writing is an expression of feeling experience in inspiring 

verbal form (al-ta‘blr ‘an tajriba sbu'uriyya f i sura mubiya)235 whose purpose is to 

produce an emotional effect in other souls (mutbJra li-al-infi‘al al-wijdani f i nufus al- 

akharin).236 In earlier editions237 of al-‘Adala al-Ijtima‘iyya, the author also states that 

literature has the strongest influence in creating the inward emotional idea of life and 

adds that “therefore we must be careful to select what Western literature we present to 

our youth, whether in Arabic or European languages.” 238

It was only with the later editions of al-‘Adala al-ijtim a‘iyya that Qutb applies 

his radical Islamist ideology to the role of literature/art.239 The above quoted statement 

is replaced in the later edition with “therefore we need a literature that derives from the 

Islamic conception and so it is perhaps well that we speak in some detail about the 

program for Islamic literature.” From this point on, Qutb discusses the Islamic 

conception of literature. He argues that literature and other arts stem from “a specific 

conception of life” ( tasawwur m u‘ayyan li-al-bayab), and that Islam is a particular 

conception of life. Comparing literature written according to an Islamic conception with

235 Qutb, al-Naqd al-Adabl, 7.
236 Qutb, al-Naqd al-Adabl, 8 .
237 Editions 1-3, according to Shepard. See Shepard, Sayyid Qutb and Islamic Activism, 335, no. 
182.
238 See Qutb, al- ‘Adala al-Ijtima‘iyya fi al-Islam (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 1952, third 
edition), 255. The translation is Shepard’s. See Shepard, Sayyid Qutb and Islamic Activism, 
335, no. 182. Cf. John B. Hardie’s translation in Sayed Kotb, Social Justice in Islam (New York: 
Octagon Books, 1970), 257.
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that written otherwise, Qutb states that literature in the former sense does not depict the 

moments of human weakness nor does it adorn them. It speaks rather to renew and raise 

individual and social life.240

FI Zilal al-Qur’an is Qutb’s other work that deals specifically with the Qur’an, 

besides al-Taswir al-Fanni and Mashahid al-Qiyama. The tone and the purpose of the 

former, however, are very different from the latter. Written originally for the periodical 

al-Muslimun of Safid Ramadan, a prominent member of the Muslim Brotherhood, and 

during the phase when Qutb was in constant contact with the Muslim Brotherhood, the 

main purpose of Fi Zilal was not literary but rather religious: to revolutionize society, to 

condemn the society of jahiliyya and to call for an Islamic one. This is apparent 

especially in the later editions of F i Zilal al-Qur’an.241

This does not mean that Qutb ignores the literary aspect of the Qur’an in his 

tafsir. As has been noted by Boullata, Qutb still addresses the topic of taswlr, often 

refers to his two books dealing with the artistic beauty of the Qur’an, and even 

introduces a new literary concept, i.e., the coherent unity of the Qur’anic sura and of the 

Qur’an as a whole.242 As in the earlier books, in his introduction to the first edition of 

Fi Zilal, Qutb asserts that he tries to express the sense of artistic beauty of the Qur’an.

239 According to Shepard’s study, in the fifth and later editions of al-‘Adala al-Ijtima‘iyya, Qutb 
adds more than twenty paragraphs to his discussion of art/literature. See Shepard, Sayyid Qutb 
and Islamic Activism, 308-312.
240 See Shepard, Sayyid Qutb and Islamic Activism, 310-311, nos. 191-197. In al-Naqd al-Adabl, 
Qutb also notes that, having been influenced by the Islamic conception, he does not agree with 
those who describe weaknesses in life. See Qutb, al-Naqd al-Adabl, 30, n. 1. Since his aim in the 
latter book is to present the theory of literary criticism in general, he does not go into detail 
explaining the Islamic conception of literature.
241 For the story of Qutb’s writing of Fi Zilal, see al-Khabbas, Sayyid Qutb, 311-313; Kashmiri, 
‘Abqari al-Islam, 313-315. See also Syahnan, “A Study of Sayyid Qutb’s Qur’an Exegesis in 
Earlier and Later Editions of His Fi Zilal al-Qur’an," especially Chapter Three.
242 See Boullata, “Sayyid Qutb’s Literary Appreciation,” 362ff.
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Similarly, he insists that he does not want to deal too much with linguistic, theological 

and legal analysis that could “conceal the Qur’an from my soul and my soul from the 

Qur’an” ( tahjub al-Qur’an ‘an ruhl wa tahjub ruhl ‘an al-Qur’an).2Ai

In the later editions of FI Zilal, however, Qutb introduces his tafslrby presenting 

his Islamist “confession” -  to use Ronald Nettler’s term244 -  as the result of his 

experience of “living” in the shade of the Qur’an.245 In the introduction, where most 

authors usually discuss the method adopted in approaching a subject, Qutb lays his 

religious thought and ideas of the Islamic society which is based on “God’s 

method/system” {manhaj Allah) as compared to the jahiliyya society.

It is interesting to study the key terms Qutb uses in this introduction, and on 

which he elaborates later in his whole commentary. But, before discussing these key 

terms, one cannot fail to see the transition of expression from “I have found the Qur’an” 

(laqad wajadtu al-Qur’an) in Qutb’s earlier book FI al-Taswlr al-Fannl to “I have lived 

in the shade of the Qur’an” ( ‘ishtu f i zilal al-Qur’an) in his introduction to FI Zilal?A(> 

This change is to remind readers that the author has moved from an earlier stage to the 

next stage that he regards as the higher one, where he hears God speaking to him 

(yatahaddatb ilayya)}6,1 By presenting this new maqam, it is as if Qutb would like to

243 See Qutb, FI Zilal al-Qur’an (Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 1953), 1:6. Henceforth, 
this will be referred as Fi Zilal 1st edition.
244 See Nettler, “A Modem Islamic Confession of Faith,” 104. Olivier Carre discusses Qutb’s 
theology as represented in Fi Zilal in his “Elements de la ‘aqida de Sayyid qutb dans Fi zilal al- 
qur’anStudia Islamica 91 (2000): 165-197.
245 See Qutb, “Muqaddima,” of Fi Zilal al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Shuruq, 1988, the 15th edition), 
1:11-18. Henceforth, this will be referred Fi Zilal 15th edition. For a detailed study of the 
muqaddima of the later edition see Nettler, “A Modem Islamic Confession of Faith,” 104-114.
246 See Qutb, Fi Zilal lf>h edition, 1:11. In Fi Zilal 1st edition, 1:5-7, Qutb relates how he finds 
in himself the hidden desire {raghba kbaGyya) to live in the shade of the Qur’an before he finally 
lived in it. He also hopes by writing this commentary that others will follow him.
247 See Qutb, “Muqaddima,” of Fi Zilal 15th edition, 1:11.
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compare his experience with that of Prophet Muhammad when the latter received the 

revelation.

Having lived and tasted the favor (niina) of living in the shade of the Qur’an, 

Qutb looks down from a high place ( ‘uluww) on the jahiliyya -  an important key term 

for Qutb -  of the world. The ignorance of the jahiliyya, according to Qutb’s decisive and 

conclusive conviction (yagJn jazim  hasim)}41 is due to people’s turning away from God 

and from the Qur’an’s appeal to rule according to God’s system (al-ihtikam ila manhaj 

AIM ).249

These are the strong messages that Qutb introduces in his tafsir and they are 

prevalent throughout it. In order to see the development of Qutb’s thought from his 

earlier books on Qur’anic artistic beauty to his Qur’anic commentary, I will discuss 

Qutb’s treatment of the narratives in the Qur’an. Much as in his al-Taswlr al-Fannl 

where Qutb asserts that the Qur’an -  before anything else -  is the book of religious 

propagation (kitab da‘wa dlniyya), because of which the narratives are used in the 

Qur’an to propagate the religious call and to strengthen it, such as to assert the 

revelation and the prophethood, the unity of God, the power of God or the consequence 

of good and bad deeds, in his commentary Qutb also insists that the Qur’an is the book 

of propagation. In the latter, however, Qutb adds that the Qur’an is also the book of a 

way of life (.manhaj al-hayah)?50 With this important term, Qutb would like to insist 

that the narratives be used to promote the essence of faith conception {haqiqat al- 

tasawwur al-lmanl) and to compare it with other foreign concepts ( tasawwvrat dakhlla).

248 See Qutb, FI Zilal l j h edition, 1:15.
249 See Qutb, “Muqaddima,” of FI Zilal l j h edition, 1:15.
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In his discussion of the story of God’s appointment of Adam as His khalifa in the world, 

Qutb concludes:

Wa min hadha al-tarf nastati1 an nudrik ahammiyat al-qasas al-Qur’anl f i 
tarklz qawa‘id  al-tasawwur al-Islarru wa idah al-qiyam allatl yartakiz 
‘alayha. Wa hiya al-qiyam allatl taliq b i-‘alam sadir ‘an Allah, muttajih 
ila Allah, sa ’ir ila Allah f t nihayat al-mataf. ‘A qd al-istikhlaf fihi qa’im  
‘ala talaqqi al-huda min Allah wa al-taqayyud bi-manhajih ft al-hayah.
Wa mafraq al-tariq fihi an yasma ‘ al-insan wa yu tT  lima yatalaqqahu min 

Allah, aw an yasma ‘ al-insan wa y u ti‘ lima yumllhi ‘alayh al-shaytan. Wa 
laysa hunaka tariq thalith .. imma Allah wa imma al-shaytan, imma al- 
huda wa imma al-dalal, imma al-haqq wa imma al-batil, imma al-falah wa 
imma al-khusran .. Wa hadhihi al-haqiqa hiya allatl y u ‘abbir ‘anha al- 
Qur’an kulluh, bi-wasfiha al-haqiqa al-ula allatl taqum ‘alayha sa ’ir al- 
tasawwurat wa sa ’ir al-awda‘ f t  ‘alam al-insan?51

(From this point we can understand the importance of the Qur’anic 
narratives in setting up the principles of the Islamic conception and in 
clarifying the values on which [the Islamic conception] is based. They are 
the values that agree with the reality emanating from God, aiming to God 
and progressing to God at the end of the trip. The contract of appointing 
the khalifa in the world is based on the acquisition of guidance from God 
and the acceptance of His system in life. The crossroad in it is for the 
people either to listen to and obey what they receive from God or to 
listen to and obey what Satan disposes them to. There is no the third 
road: either God or Satan; either guidance or misguidance; either truth or 
error; either success or loss .... This truth is the one that the whole 
Qur’an expresses as the first truth on which are based all other 
conceptions and principles in man’s world)

Furthermore, we can see the development of Qutb’s view of the literary 

character of the Qur’an over the course of his career. In his early article on “al-Taswir 

al-Fanni fi al-Qur’an al-Kanm,” published in al-M uqtataf (March 1, 1939), when 

discussing the four schools of literary criticism -  Classicism, Romanticism, Positivism 

and Realism —, Qutb believes that the literary structure of the Qur’an falls in the 

category of Romanticism, adding that “it (the Qur’an’s Romantic style) surely existed

250 See Qutb, FI Zilal 15th edition, 1:55. In FI Zilal 1st edition, 1:28, the term manhaj al-hayah is 
not mentioned.
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earlier than the appearance of this school in Europe and in the East” (wa in kana huwa
        —  7

sabiqan li-zuhur hadha al-madhhab fiAwrubba wa f i al-Sharq tab ‘an).

However, with the changing of historical, political and intellectual contexts 

during which Fi Zilal was written, Qutb developed an increasingly radical vision of the 

Qur’an as literature. Historically, as we mentioned above, Qutb wrote this tafsir during 

his close involvement with the Muslim Brotherhood. In fact, the large part of F i Zilal 

was written and rewritten when he was in jail. Adding to these is the fact that in the 

1950s the concept of commitment (iltizam ) in literature appeared in the discussion of 

literary criticism. As a result, not only do we see Qutb’s tafsir political but also, and 

above all, his view of the Qur’an as a political document.253

By holding the Qur’an as a political document, Qutb always tries to interpret his 

socio-political situations in relation to the Qur’anic stories and sees that the sole 

solution of the present crisis is to return to the Qur’an. James Barr calls this appeal to 

the Scripture the “theoretic model,” 254 since it believes that the Scripture has revealed 

the divine way (manhaj ilahi) the society ought to live. It is no wonder then that in his 

interpretation of the Qur’an, Qutb correlates the story in the Qur’an to the present 

situations.255 Take, for example, his analysis of the pre-Islamic jahiliyya which, 

according to him, also prevails in modem times. According to Qutb, jahiliyya means 

submitting to the sovereignty of human beings, which is not in accordance with the

251 See Qutb, Fi Zilal lFh edition, 1:61. This statement is not found in the l sl edition.
252 See Qutb, “al-Taswlr al-Fanrii fi al-Qur’an,” al-Muqtataf 94, 3 (March 1,1939): 318.
253 1 borrow the term from James Barr’s “The Bible as a Political Document,” in his Explorations 
in Theology 7: The Scope and Authority o f the Bible (London: SCM Press, 1980), 91-110.
254 See Barr, “The Bible as a Political Document,” 94.
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Islamic way (al-manhaj al-Islanu). According to this definition, the term jahiliyya does

not connote a historical period which has passed but one that continues to re-appear

whenever society deviates from the Islamic way, either in the past or in the future. In his

FI Zilal al-Qur’an, Qutb writes:

Wa al-jahiliyya laysat fatra tankhiyya; innama hiya hala tujad kullama 
wujidat muqawwimatuha f i wad‘ aw nizam  .. wa hiya f i sanumiha al- 
ruju‘ bi al-hukm wa al-tashri‘ ila ahwa’ al-bashar, la ila manhaj Allah wa 
shafi’atih f i  al-hayat?56

(And jahiliyya is not a historical period; but rather a state that exists 
whenever its constituents exist in a situation or system .. The core of 
these [constituents] is the recourse in judgment and legislation to the 
whims of human beings, and not to the way of God and His legislation in 
life)

The “correspondence” between the two kinds of jahiliyya, according to Qutb, 

consists in living on the basis of a human system; and, therefore, the only way out of 

this situation is to return to God’s system and His legislation.257 I call this type of 

interpretation, following Tim Gorringe’s analysis in Biblical interpretation, “political 

interpretation of the Qur’an.” The next chapter will discuss the basis of this kind of 

interpretation and Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd’s criticism of Qutb’s interpretation. For now, 

it may suffice to say that with Qutb, especially in his later works, we see the stress on 

the role of the reader/interpreter in giving and creating the meaning of the text.

255 Clodovis Boff calls this method “correspondence of relationships” as quoted by Tim Gorringe 
in his “Political Readings of Scripture,” in The Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation, 
74.
256 Qutb, FI Zilal l j h edition, 2:891.
257 On Qutb’s discussion of jahiliyya, see also Boullata, Trends and Issues, 58-62. See also Al 
Makin’s thesis on “Modem Exegesis on Historical Narratives of the Qur’an: The Case of ‘Ad 
and Thamud according to Sayyid Qutb in his Fi Zilal al-Qur’an (M.A. thesis, McGill University, 
1999), which analyzes Qutb’s interpretation of ‘Ad and Thamud in their historical context and 
their significance in the contemporary situation.
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Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd’s Hermeneutical Theory

Because of the many objections raised against the literary approach to the 

Qur’an in Egypt, as we have discussed in the previous chapter, it was not applied much 

after the time of Muhammad Ahmad Khalaf Allah. Many students under Amin al- 

Khufi’s direction -  either for fear of the consequences or due to a shift in interests -  

wrote instead on Arabic literature. 1 Khalaf Allah, Bint al-Shati’ and Shukri Muhammad 

‘Ayyad wrote their dissertations on al-Raghib al-Isfaharil’s al-Aghani, al-Ma‘arfi’s 

Risalat al-Ghufian and the Arabic translation of Aristotle’s book on poetics, 

respectively. And if literary interpretations of the Qur’an were attempted, such as by 

Bint al-Shati’, they were more philological.2

However, in 1980s Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd revived al-Khufi’s tradition. Although 

he did not study directly under al-Khufi, Abu Zayd has consistently asserted that he 

belongs to that tradition. In his works, he clearly states that he is applying a literary 

approach to the Qur’an in response to al-Khufi’s call to study the Qur’an as a literary 

text.3 The purpose of this chapter is to analyze and systematize his approach. It will also

1 Besides, al-Khufi was prevented from teaching tafsir and allowed only to teach Arabic 
literature.
2 Khalaf Allah has also written some works on the Qur’an, such as al-Qur’an wa Mushkilat 
Hayatina al-Mu‘asira (Cairo: Maktabat al-Anglu al-Misriyya, 1967), al-Qur’an wa al-Dawla 
(Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-‘Arabiyya li-al-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1981), and al-Usus al-Qur’aniyya 
li-al-Taqaddum (Cairo: Kitab al-Ahafi, 1984). However, he does not use literary approach in 
these works. Marc Chartier has indicated in his “Muhammad Ahmad Khalaf Allah et l’exegese 
coranique,” IBLA (Revue de 1’Institut des belles lettres arabes) 137 (1976): 1-31, especially p. 
16ff, that they tend to be apologetic.
3 See, for example, Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass: Dirasa fi ‘Ulum al-Qur’an, 4lh ed. (Beirut: al- 
Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1998), 10, 19.
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examine his ideas in the light of present developments in Qur’anic studies and

hermeneutics. Abu Zayd situates his project within the context of al-turath wa al-tajdld

(Islamic heritage and renewal) and attempts to re-read and re-interpret Islamic turath by

employing new methods. To quote his own words:

wa idha kurma la nastatV an natajahal hadha al-turath wa nusqitahu min 
hisabina, fa-itmana bi-nafs al-qadar la nastatV an nataqabbalahu kama 
huwa, bal ‘alayna an nuida siyaghatahu fa-natrah ‘anhu ma huwa ghayr 
mula’im li- ‘asrina wanu’akkid fihi al-jawanib al-Ijabiyya wanujaddidaha 
wa nasughaha bi-lughatin munasibatin li- ‘asrina.4

(If we cannot ignore this heritage and deprive it of our consideration, at 
the same time we cannot accept it as it is. But we have to seize again its 
formulation: expelling from it that which is not fit for our own time, 
confirming its positive aspects, renewing them, and reformulating them 
in a language suitable for our time).

This project will be studied within the context of Western Qur’anic studies and 

the hermeneutical tradition, and within the context of modem Muslim scholarship.

A. Abu Zayd’s Presuppositions

In his article entitled “Tafsir from Tabari to Ibn Kathir” Norman Calder (1950- 

1998) writes that “[t]he qualities which distinguish one mufassir from another lie less in 

their conclusions as to what the quranic text means than in their development and 

display of techniques which mark their participation in and mastery of a literary 

discipline.” 5 In other words, the methods employed by mufassm  may be considered 

more important than the result. It is also often said that different conclusions in

4 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 16. Andrew Rippin also sees that Mafhum al-Nass, “raises 
methodological issues ... about the understanding of the Kur’an within contemporary times.” 
See Rippin, “Tafsir,” E f  10:87.
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interpretation are mainly due to the variety of methods used by interpreters.6 But, aside 

from methods, the presuppositions adopted by interpreters are often far more influential 

in producing varying results than disagreements over method. Scholars frequently differ 

in their assessment of the same text. In the case of the Qur’an, for example, the 

Ash'arites assumed its eternity, while the Mu‘tazilites were convinced of its 

createdness. Among Western scholars of the Qur’an, John Wansbrough operated on the 

presupposition that the present Qur’an was the product of editorial efforts some hundred 

years after the prophet, while the traditional views suppose it to be the text left by 

Muhammad and published by the caliph ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan (d. 656).7

5 Calder, “ Tafsir from Tabari to Ibn Kathir: problems in the description of a genre, illustrated 
with reference to the story of Abraham,” in Approaches to the Qur’an, eds. G.R. Hawting and 
Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London and New York: Routledge, 1993), 106.
6 J. Wansbrough writes in his Quranic Studies “Results are, after all, as much conditioned by 
method as by material.” See his Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods o f Scriptural 
Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 91. In a review of Josef van Ess’s 
Anfange muslimischer Theologie,” he also says “Method not merely conditions results, it may 
be selected to produce them.” See Bulletin o f the School o f Oriental and African Studies 43 
(1980): 361. See also Issa J. Boullata’s review of Quranic Studies in Muslim World 61 (1977): 
307.
7 Except J. Burton who argues that the final text of the Qur’an was produced by Muhammad 
himself. See his The Collection o f the Qur’an (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977). 
For a summary of different theories of the collection of the Qur’an, see A.T. Welch, “al-Kur’an,” 
E f 5:404-406; Angelika Neuwirth, “Koran,” in GrundriB der arabischen Philologie, ed. H. Gatje 
(Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 1987), 2: lOlffi; Claude Gilliot, “Coran: Les 
recherches contemporaines,” in Encyclopaedia Universalis, ed. Jacques Bersani (Paris: 
Encyclopaedia Universalis, 1995), 6 : 547ff. Wansbrough’s thesis has led to many responses 
either to dismiss or to support his argument. I just would like to mention the recent ones: The 
special issue on “Islamic Origins Reconsidered: John Wansbrough and the Study of Islam,” in 
Method and Theory in the Study o f Religion 9, 1 (1997), ed. Herbert Berg; Berg, The 
Development o f Exegesis in Early Islam: The Authenticity o f Muslim Literature from the 
Formative Period (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), especially pp. 78-84; Jawid A. 
Mojaddedi, “Taking Islam Seriously: The Legacy of John Wansbrough,” Journal o f Semitic 
Studies 45, 1 (Spring 2000): 103-114; and Rippin, “Introduction. The Qur’an: Formative 
Interpretation,” in The Qur’an: Formative Interpretation, ed. A. Rippin (Aldershot, Hampshire: 
Ashgat Publishing Limited, 1999), xi-xxvii, especially xiv-xvii. See also the list of reviews of 
Wansbrough’s works in Berg, The Development o f Exegesis in Early Islam, 101-102, nn. 90-93.
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Presuppositions are involved in every aspect of the relationship of the interpreter 

to his text. Scholars commonly differentiate between presuppositions and prejudice; 

presupposition is the philosophical or theological starting point which an interpreter 

takes, while prejudice consists in personal factors which affect the judgment of the 

interpreter.8 No one is more eloquent in his explanation of presupposition than the 

German theologian and hermeneut Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1967). In his influential 

work “Is Exegesis Without Presuppositions Possible?” Bultmann declares that “there 

cannot be any such thing as presvppositionless exegesis"9 because every one is 

conditioned by his/her individuality, biases and interests. In his other article “The 

Problem of Hermeneutics,” he argues that to demand that an interpreter silence his 

subjectivity and individuality is a false ideal because it will destroy the very condition 

of interpretation, which is a “life relation” between interpreter and subject. 10 Bultmann, 

however, distinguishes presuppositions from prejudices. Exegesis, according to him, 

must be without prejudices, in that the latter must not decide in advance what the 

results of exegesis should be, or manipulate the text to confirm a particular opinion. 11 

Commenting on the danger of prejudice in interpretation, Bultmann warns: “Every

8 Graham N. Stanton, “Presuppositions in New Testament Criticism,” in New Testament 
Interpretation: Essays on Principles and Methods, ed. I. Howard Marshall (Exeter: The 
Paternoster Press, 1977), 61.
9 Rudolf Bultmann, “Is Exegesis Without Presuppositions Possible?” in idem Existence and 
Faith: Shorter Writings of Rudolf Bultmann, selected, translated and introduced by Schubert M. 
Ogden (Cleveland and New York: The World Publishing Company, 1966, 5th printing), 290. 
(italics in the original).
10 Bultmann, “The Problem of Hermeneutics,” in idem, Essays Philosophical and Theological 
(London: SCM Press Ltd, 1955), 255. See also, p. 241, 242 and especially p. 252 where he 
defines presupposition to mean “a previous living relationship to the subject, which directly or 
indirectly finds expression in the text and which guides the direction of the enquiry.” See also, 
“Exegesis Without Presuppositions?” 293, 294, 295.
11 Bultmann, “Exegesis Without Presuppositions?” 289; and idem, “The Problem of 
Hermeneutics,” 255.
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exegesis that is guided by dogmatic prejudices does not hear what the text says, but only 

lets the latter say what it wants to hear.” 12 Pre-understanding, on the other hand, is an 

open assumption which will hear the text speak and be criticized or corrected by it 

during the encounter with the text.13

With this view in mind, we will identify Abu Zayd’s presuppositions in his 

interpretation of the Qur’an. Agreeing with hermeneuts and semioticians — he mentions 

Y. Lotman specifically -  Abu Zayd argues that the existence of a variety of methods 

and analytical-critical trends in the study of literary texts is due essentially to differing 

views in defining the nature of the text (ikhtilaf f i tahdid mahiyyat al-nass).H His 

proposal is that “the Qur’an is a text like any other text.” In his book Mafhum al-Nass, 

for example, he states that the Qur’an is a linguistic text (nass lugbawl),15 related to 

(yantanu) a specific culture or context.

He acknowledges that treating the Qur’an as a text is not his own idea, but was 

proposed previously by Amin al-Khufi who called the Qur’an “the greatest Arabic book” 

(kitab al-‘arabiyya al-akbar).16 Al-Khufi, however, according to Abu Zayd, was unable to 

pursue the ramifications of this idea. The contentious nature of his claim led to the 

removal of al-Khufi from his post of professor of tafsir at Cairo University, as well as to 

the university’s refusal to examine the thesis of al-Khuli’s pupil, Khalaf Allah, as it was 

first submitted, because he had applied his mentor’s idea.17 No one knows better than

12 Bultmann, “Exegesis Without Presuppositions?” 290.
13 Ibid.
14 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 19.
15 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 9,10, 18,19, 25 etpassim.
16 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 10, 19. See al-Khufi, Manahij Tajdld fi al-Nahw wa al-Balagha 
wa al-Tafsir wa al-Adab (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-‘Amma li-al-Kitab, 1995), 229, 230.
17See previous chapter.

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



www.manaraa.com

Abu Z ayd’s  Hermeneutics 109

Abu Zayd himself how much courage it requires to pursue such a course, 18 one which 

can sometimes cost a person his life. But for the sake of scientific awareness (intaj wa ‘y  

‘ilnu) of the turath (Islamic heritage), Abu Zayd has been willing to run that risk. 

However, he does not claim to hold the absolute truth nor does he deny the possibility 

that his own ideology (what he calls tashwlsh IdiyulujI) might color his study. It is only 

through continuous awareness (w a‘y  da’im) of the danger of such biases, he insists, 

coupled with the maximum effort to decrease their influence, that one can avoid falling 

into the abyss of ideological analysis (mahawl al-tahlllat al-ldiyulujiyya)}9

Because he holds the view that the Qur’an has to be considered a text like any 

other, Abu Zayd does not see the need to have a special or “sacred” hermeneutics to 

uncover the Qur’an’s meanings. On the contrary, he insists that as a text it can be 

interpreted by any modem critical approach. This view was bitterly condemned by many 

scholars, especially the Islamists, since in their view the Qur’an is superior to all other 

texts, being unique and therefore to be studied differently.20 This was not the first time, 

to be sure, that such criticism has been directed at a scholar who would apply “secular” 

critical methods to their Scriptures. Even in the fields of Old and New Testament

18 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 17.
19 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 23.
20 This assumption is mainly based on the idea of ija z  (the miraculous nature) of the Qur’an. On 
ijaz, see, for example, Issa J. Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur’an: i jaz  and 
Related Topics,” in Approaches to the History o f the Interpretation o f the Qur’an, ed. Andrew 
Rippin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 139-157. Rippin observes that many Muslims perceive 
the use of critical methods in the study of the Qur’an as an “attack from the outside.” See 
Rippin, “The Qur’an as Literature: Perils, Pitfalls and Prospects,” British Society for Middle 
Eastern Studies Bulletin 10, 1 (1983): 41. On argument against non-Muslims’ interpretation of 
the Qur’an, see Muhammad Abdur-Rauf, “Outsiders’ Interpretations of Islam: a Muslim’s Point 
of View,” in Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies, ed. Richard Martin (Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press, 1985), 179-188. For further objections to the study of the Qur’an, see now 
David Marshal, God, Muhammad and the Unbelievers. A Qur’anic Study (Richmond, Surrey: 
Curzon, 1999), Iff.
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scholarship, there are still some scholars who insist that inasmuch as it is the Word of

God, Scripture should not be the subject of human investigation or at least has to be

approached by a special method. “It is bad hermeneutics,” they argue, “if we do not

interpret the Bible on its own terms, regardless of the question whether we are

personally convinced of the Bible’s divine status.” 21

Contrary to this “conservative” view which insists that Scripture should not be

treated like any other writing, “liberal” thinkers argue that the fact that the text is

believed to have a divine origin and an authoritative status for a particular group of

adherents should have no influence at all on interpretation. There is no “sacred

hermeneutics” nor is there privilege given to these texts because of their authority. On

the contrary, they must be treated like any other text.22 Charles M. Wood, for example,

makes the following interesting comment on the liberal position on this issue:

[T]he fact that scripture is authoritative for a community does not mean 
that it must be regarded as authoritative by its interpreters, or that it 
must be interpreted as an authoritative text. Interpreters within or outside 
the community whose scripture it is may for various reasons disregard its 
authority — that is, disregard its character as scripture -- on the grounds 
that for their particular purposes its authoritative character is either 
irrelevant or inadmissible.23

21 T.E. van Spanje, “Contextualisation: Hermeneutical Remarks,” Bulletin o f the John Rylands 
University Library o f Manchester 80, 1 (Spring 1998): 204. See also Sandra M. Schneiders, The 
Revelatory Text. Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture (New York: Harper 
Collins Publishers, 1991), 22 who sees similar objections from some Protestants. She also finds 
some Catholics arguing that since the Bible is the Church’s book, it is not subject to scholarly 
discussion and that only the hierarchical Magisterium are the authoritative interpreters of that 
Book.
22 Charles M. Wood, “Hermeneutics and the Authority of Scripture,” in Scriptural Authority and 
Narrative Interpretation: Essays on the Occasion o f the Sixty Fifth Birthday o f Hans W. Frei, 
ed. Garrett Green (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 4. The terms “conservative” and “liberal” 
are Wood’s.
23 Ibid., 6 .
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It seems clear that Abu Zayd goes along with this liberal view, and that he would 

also agree with Bultmann’s assertion that “[t]he interpretation of biblical writings is not 

subject to conditions different from those applying to all other kinds of literature.” 24 In 

his Naqd al-Khitab al-Dirii, Abu Zayd asserts his belief that religious texts are linguistic 

texts whose forms are the same as those of other texts in the culture {anna al-nusus al- 

diniyya nusus lughawiyya sba’nuba sba’n ayyatnusus ukbraflal-tbaqafa).25 Their divine 

origin, continues Abu Zayd, does not mean that they need a specific method suited to 

their specific divine nature, for if this were so it would imply that religious texts are 

beyond human understanding, except for those who have been granted a special power 

by God enabling them to understand them, and, as such, they are closed {mustagbliqa) 

for ordinary people.26 Against those who object to the application of human 

understanding and method to divine texts, Abu Zayd argues that since the Author of the 

Qur’anic text [God] may not be subjected to scientific research, His Speech/Word which 

operates in human language, is directed at human beings and is therefore linked closely 

to a specific context and culture, is certainly an appropriate field of study. And as such, 

it is subject to human understanding and method.27

Another consequence of assuming the Qur’an to be a linguistic text, besides the 

effect of treating it as any other text, is that any qualified scholar, regardless of his/her 

religion, is equally capable of studying it. In an interview conducted by Navid Kermani, 

Abu Zayd states that the reason why he treats the Qur’an as a text in the Arabic 

language is in order that Muslims, Christians and atheists alike can study the Qur’an

24 Bultmann, “The Problem of Hermeneutics,” 256.
25 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dinl(Cairo: Sina li-al-Nashr, 1992), 197.
26 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dlm, 197.
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because Arabic culture is united with it .28 Abu Zayd does not attempt to clarify this 

reason further, but if  we may follow the argument of Graham N. Stanton, the author of 

“Presuppositions in New Testament Criticism,” who addresses a similar issue in New 

Testament studies, the argument appears to be more logical, and one with which, I 

think, Abu Zayd would agree. Stanton argues that since interpretation involves dialogue 

with the text, the interpreter’s belief is not at issue. The most important aspect of 

interpretation, however, is “willingness and readiness to run the risk that the pre

understanding with which he comes to the text may well be refined or completely 

renewed. He must be prepared to be interpreted by the text. That is the necessary 

presupposition with which he must attempt to operate.” 29

A corollary of this argument is that dialogue between the scholars is possible 

regardless of their faith. David W. Atkinson, for example, argues in his “Religious 

Dialogue and Critical Possibilities” that the “openness” initiated in modem critical 

theory may liberate a student of religion from exclusivism and allow him to learn other 

possibilities from other traditions.30 Reporting on the Conference on “Qur’anic Studies 

on the Eve of the 21st Century” held in Leiden on June 10-12, 1998, where Western and 

Muslim scholars were invited to present their thoughts on the current state of the 

discipline, Abu Zayd -  who had organized the conference -  concludes that: “[T]he old

27 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 27.
28 “Ich behandele den Koran als Text in arabischer Sprache, den der Muslim ebenso wie der 
Christ oder Atheist studieren sollte, weil sich in ihm die arabische Kultur vereinigt.” Navid 
Kermani, “Die Affare Abu Zayd: Eine Kritik am religiosen Diskurs und ihre Folgen,” Orient 35, 
1 (1994): 28-29. The complete interview has been published under the title “Die Befreiung des 
Korans: Ein Gesprach mit dem agyptischen Literaturwissenschafitler Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid,” in 
Abu Zaid, Islam undPolitik: Kritik des religiosen Diskurses, trans. Cherifa Magdi (Frankfurt am 
Main: dipa-Verl., 1996), 191-213.
29 Stanton, “Presuppositions in New Testament Criticism,” 69.
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cliches of orientalists versus Muslims seem very much to be a thing of the past,” 31 

observing that these scholars came together in dialogue without difficulty. Dialogue, he 

states, can only be disrupted when one party claims to have the absolute truth and 

rejects the other.

Besides assuming that the Qur’an is a linguistic text, Abu Zayd presupposes that 

it is also a cultural product (muntaj thaqafi)}1 This understanding is based on the 

argument that since the Qur’an took shape ( tashakkal) during a period of more than 

twenty years in a specific context and culture, the latter obviously had a role in shaping 

( tashldl)  the former.33 He finds additional support for his view in the process of 

revelation itself. He argues that when God revealed the Qur’an to His messenger, He 

chose a human language as the code for revelation. And given that a language cannot 

exist in isolation from its culture since the latter is embodied (tajassad) in language, it is 

therefore impossible to separate the text from its cultural context.34

At the same time, Abu Zayd argues in Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini for the humanity 

of the text (bashariyyat al-nass).35 He does not, however, go so far as to say that the 

Qur’an is a “human product” as John B. Gabeel and co-authors, for example, argue in 

the case of the Bible in their book The Bible as Literature.36 Abu Zayd denies that the 

Qur’an is man-made, stating only that it uses human language in its expression. Here he

30 Atkinson, “Religious Dialogue and Critical Possibilities,” Religious Studies and Theology 12, 
2-3 (Sept. 1992): 26-27.
31 Abu Zayd, “Qur’anic Studies on the Eve of the 21st Century,” in ISIMNewsletter 1/98, 46.
32 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 24,
33 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 26.
34 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 24.
35 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Drn, 197,198, 206.
36 John B. Gabeel, Charles B. Wheeler, and Anthony D. York, The Bible as Literature: an 
Introduction, fourth edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), x.
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seems to echo Toshihiko Izutsu’s (1914-1993) words, which clearly must have

influenced Abu Zayd’s understanding of the Qur’an as a linguistic text:

And Revelation means in Islam that God “spoke”, that He revealed 
H im self through language, and that not in some mysterious non-human 
language but in a clear, humanly understandable language. This is the 
initial and the most decisive fact. Without this initial act on the part of  
God, there would have been no true religion on earth according to the 
Islamic understanding of the word religion.

It is no wonder then, that Islam should have been from the very beginning 
extremely language conscious. Islam arose when God spoke. The whole 
Islamic culture made its  start with the historic fact that man was 
addressed by God in a language which he him self spoke. This was not a 
simple matter of God’s having “sent down” a sacred book. It meant 
primarily that God “spoke.” And this is precisely what ‘Revelation’ 
means. Revelation is essentially a linguistic concept

To prove the humanity of the text, Abu Zayd makes a comparison between Jesus 

and the Qur’an.38 Both, according to Abu Zayd, are identified as kalam Allah in the 

Qur’an. Q. 4:171, for example, declares Jesus to be God’s messenger and His Word 

{Rasulu Tlahi wa kalimatuhu). Similarly Q. 3:45 conveys the good news to Maryam 

about God’s Word whose name is ‘Isa {Inna ’llaha yubashshiruki bi-kalimati ’m-minhu 

’smuhu T-masIhu ‘Isa ’bnu Maryama). As for the Qur’an, Q. 9:6 clearly states that it is

37 Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran: Semantics o f the Koranic Weltanschauung (Tokyo: The 
Keio Institute of Cultural and Linguistic Studies, 1964), 152. (Italics is added)
38 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini, 195-196. See also Stefan Wild, ““We have sent down to 
thee the book with the truth . . Spatial and temporal implications of the Qur’anic concepts of 
nuzul, tanzil, and ’inzal,” in The Qur’an as Text, ed. Stefan Wild (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996), 137. 
This kind of comparison has also been made by W.C. Smith in “Some Similarities and 
Differences between Christianity and Islam,” in The World of Islam: Studies in Honour o f 
Phillip K  Hitti, ed. J. Kritzeck and R. B. Winder (London: Macmillan, 1959), 47-59, especially 
56-58. Josef van Ess has documented other scholars who have done the same comparison in his 
Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra: eine Geschichte des religiosen 
Denkens im friihen Islam (Berlin; New York: de Gruyter, 1997), 4:604, n. 1. Cf. Rein Femhout, 
“The Bible as God’s Word: A Christological View,” in Holy Scriptures in Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam, eds. Hendrik M. Vroom and Jerald D. Gort (Amsterdam-Atlanta: Editions Rodopi 
B.V., 1997), 57-68, where he argues that Jesus is the Word of God that becomes flesh and the 
Bible the Word of God which becomes scripture.
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the speech of God: wa in ahadu ’m-mina ’1-musbrildna ’stajaraka fa-’ajirhu hatta

yasma'a kalama ’llahi “If anyone of the polytheists comes to you seeking your

protection, protect him so that he may hear God’s speech (kalam Allah). ”

Furthermore, as the Speech of God, the Qur’an was sent down to Muhammad,

just as Jesus was “conveyed to Maryam” alqaha ila Maryam (Q. 4:171). In both cases,

Gabriel played the role of mediator coming in the form of a perfect man (basharan

sawiyyan) to Maryam (Q. 19:17), and in the form of a Bedouin (a ‘rabi) in the case of

Muhammad.39 Basing himself on these verses, Abu Zayd concludes that both Words of

God materialize (tajassad) into tangible form (shakl malmus): into a created being in

the case of Jesus, and into a linguistic text using human language in the case of the

Qur’an.40 The humanity of the text in the case of the Qur’an is due to its relation with

the language and culture of a particular historical period.41

In his interview with Kermani, Abu Zayd further notes this comparison:

Jesus im Christentum: 1st er ein Gott oder ein Mensch? Das ist ein 
Problem in der christlichen Theologie. Jesus, das Fleisch und das Blut, 
der geboren wurde an einem bestimmten historischen Moment und 
getotet wurde an einem anderen historischen Moment, der in Nazareth 
lebte: Dieser Jesus ist ein Mensch. Dieser Jesus ist der, den wir kennen.
Der Koran, den wir kennen, ist arabische Sprache. Die arabische Sprache 
ist eine geschichtliche Sprache. Der Koran wurde verkundigt an einem 
bestimmten historischen Moment.42

(Jesus in Christianity: Is he a God or a human being? This is a problem in 
Christian theology. The flesh and blood Jesus, who was bom at a certain 
historical time and died at another, lived in Nazareth -  this Jesus is a 
human being. This Jesus is the one we know. The Qur’an, which we

39 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini, 196.
40 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini, 196. Sometimes he says the word of God is manifested 
(tatajalla') in the human language.
41 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini, 198, 206.
42 Kermani, “Die Affare Abu Zayd,” 31.
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know, is Arabic. The Arabic language is a historical language. The 
Qur’an was revealed at a certain historical time)

On another occasion, to prove the close relationship between the Arabic 

language and the Qur’an, Abu Zayd refers to the distinction made by the linguist 

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) between langue and parole. This reference points 

again to Abu Zayd’s debt to Izutsu, who discussed this issue in an article which Abu 

Zayd made use of.43 The Qur’an, according to Izutsu, represents the parole or speech- 

aspect of Saussurian terminology, while the Arabic language, used as a code-system for 

communication, is its langue-side.44 While it is recognized that every community has its 

own langue, the Qur’an clearly asserts that Arabic constitutes its own code Inna 

j a ‘alnahu qur’anan ‘arabiyyan la ‘allakum ta ‘qiluna “We have made it an Arabic Qur’an 

that you may understand” (Q. 43:3) .45

The dependence of the Qur’an on the language of the Arabs confirms for Abu 

Zayd that the Qur’an is closely related to Arab culture and society. This relation is 

further shown in the fact that its verses reflect the historical period of Muhammad, as 

represented, for example, in the asbab al-nuzul, the M akld and Madam verses, etc.46

43 The article to which Abu Zayd refers is “Revelation as a Linguistic Concept in Islam,” in 
Studies in Medieval Thought, Journal o f the Japanese Society of Medieval Philosophy 5 (1962). 
The article is now reprinted in God and Man in the Koran, Chapter VII on “Communication 
between God and Man (II) -  Linguistic Communication -,” 151-197.
44 See Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran, 152ff. for the discussion of the parole-aspect of the 
Qur’an, and 185ff. for the langue-side,.
45 See also Q. 12:2 Inna anzalnahu qur’anan ‘arabiyyan la ‘allakum ta ‘qiluna.
46 This issue will be discussed below. Abu Zayd seems to agree with the author of “al-Kur’an” in 
E f who also argues that the relation between the Qur’an and Muhammad is so close “that one 
cannot be fully understood without the other.” See Welch, “al-Kur’an,” E f 5:402. See also 
Welch’s “Muhammad’s Understanding of Himself. The Koranic Data,” in Islam’s 
Understanding o f Itself, eds. R.G. Hovannisian and Speros Vryonis (Malibu, California: Undena 
Publications, 1983), 15-52. Wansbrough, however, would argue against this historical account. 
See the latter’s argument in Rippin, “Literary Analysis of Qur’an, TafsJr, and Sira: The 
Methodologies of John Wansbrough,” in Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies, 151-163. See
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These are some of the reasons used by Abu Zayd to argue for the context’s role in 

shaping the text. However, he asserts that the relation between text and context is 

dialectical (jadaliyya), in that, not only does context shape the text but the latter also 

shapes the context and becomes the producer of culture (muntij li-al-thaqafa).47 In this 

latter situation, the Qur’an serves as subject (fa‘il)  and the culture as its object 

(munfa ‘il).Ai The role of the text in shaping the culture may be represented in the 

existence of a plethora of Islamic turath works which were produced by continuously re

reading the text and re-interpreting its meaning.

B. What is a Text? 49

Having stated his assumption that the Qur’an is a text, Abu Zayd goes on to 

define and explain the nature of Qur’anic text in general. He suggests that before an 

attempt can be made at interpretation, “one must first define the nature of the text and 

examine the laws that govern the study of that text -  not every interpretation is 

permissible.” 50

In his writings, Abu Zayd reports that many Islamists criticized him for 

describing the Qur’an as a text. He tells of the case of an al-Azhar University professor 

who protested against the use of the word ‘text’ in reference to the Qur’an. The 

professor’s argument was that:

also Rippin, “ Muhammad in the Qur’an: Reading Scripture in the 21st Century,” in The 
Biography o f Muhammad: The Issue o f the Sources, ed. Harald Motzki (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 
298-309.
47 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 24.
48 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 178.
49 It should be kept in mind that nass, which is usually translated as “text,” means also in this 
discussion “literary text.”
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lam na‘r if  f l  tarlkh al-umma man samma kalam Allah bi-ghayr ma 
sammahu Allah min suwar wa ayat, wa lam na‘r if  anna ahadan min al- 
‘ulama’ tanawal al-Qur’an min haythubuwa nass, li- ’anna hadha minima 

yusta ‘adhu bi ’Hah minhu, wa innama tanawaluhu flku lli hal min haythu 
buwa tanzilmin Allah.5'

(We have not seen in the history of the [Islamic] community anyone 
describe the Qur’an other than by the names that God himself used such 
as swwar ([Qur’an] chapters) and ayat (verses); similarly we do not know 
of any [Muslim] scholar who dealt with the Qur’an as a text (nass), 
because this is what is prohibited by God. They instead dealt with it as 
tanzil (revelation) from God).

Abu Zayd, however, argues that to refrain from treating the Qur’an as a text or 

to disregard its textuality will lead to the fixation of its meaning. “When the meaning is 

frozen and fixed,” Abu Zayd warns, “an authority emerges to claim itself as the only 

guardian power of Islam.” 52 This authority then will manipulate the meaning of the 

Qur’an to suit its own agenda and reject other possible interpretations.

1. The Semantic Meaning of Nass

As with the English term “text,” derived from the Latin word text us meaning 

texture, structure, construction (whose root verb texo means to weave or compose) ,53 its 

Arabic counterpart, nass or nassa comes to mean to fix, lay down, compose, determine,

50 Abu Zayd, “The Modernisation of Islam or the Islamisation of Modernity,” Cosmopolitanism, 
Identity and Authenticity in the Middle East, ed. Roel Meijer (Richmond: Curzon, 1999), 84.
51 Quoted by Abu Zayd in al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa: al-Fikr al-Dlnl bayna Iradat al-Ma‘rifa 
wa Iradat al-Haymana (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1995), 153; idem, “The 
Textuality of the Koran,” in Islam and Europe in Past and Present (Leiden: NIAS, 1997), 43; 
idem, “Divine Attributes in the Qur’an. Some Poetic Aspects,” In Islam and Modernity. Muslim 
Intellectuals Respond, ed. John Cooper, Ronald L. Nettler and Mohamed Mahmoud (New York: 
I.B. Tauris, 1998), 192.
52 Abu Zayd, “Textuality,” 43; idem, “Divine Attributes,” 192.
53 See Jorge J.E. Gracia, A Theory o f Textuality: The Logic and Epistemology (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 1995), 7.
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arrange, set up or provide.54 Abu Zayd, however, observes that in the classical period the 

term nass had a different meaning. In his research into the many usages of the term 

found in Lisan al-‘Aiab of Ibn Manzur (1232-1311)/5 he concludes that the main idea of 

nass is obviousness and clarity (al-zuhur wa al-inkishaf).S6 Abu Zayd observes that in 

Islamic turatb the meaning of nassa has developed from the perceptible connotation 

(dalala hissiyya) into a semantic one (dalala ma ‘nawiyya), and finally into a technical 

term (istil ah); hence, from “to raise,” or “to lift” as in nassat al-zabya jidaha (the female 

gazelle raised her neck) or minassa (the raised platform) to nassa al-rajula meaning to 

ask someone about something, until finally coming to mean “to provide” or “to 

specify.” 57 This development of meaning, however, still points to the idea of 

obviousness and clarity.

In the sciences of Qur’an, as well as in usul al-fiqh, according to Abu Zayd, the 

word nass refers to the clear verses of the Qur’an (ayat muhkamat) that need no 

explanation. As an illustration, he shows that al-ShafiT (d. 820) in al-Risala defines al- 

nass as al-mustaghna Shi bi al-tanzil ‘an al-ta’w il (the revelation which does not need 

interpretation) .58 Similarly, al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144), in his interpretation of Q. 2:7 uses

54 Hans Wehr, A Dictionary o f Modem Written Arabic (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1979), 
fourth edition, 1135.
55 See Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘Arab (Beirut: Dar Sadir and Dar Beyrut, 1956), 7 on “S”: 97-99 
(nasasa).
56 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 150.
57 Abu Zayd, “Textuality,” 44; idem, “Divine Attributes,” 192; idem, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al- 
Haqlqa, 150: (a) al-dalala al-hissiyya:rafa'a (b) al-intiqal min al-hissi: nass al-umur =shadlduha 
(c) al-intiqalila al-ma ‘nawi: nassa al-rajula = sa ’alahu ‘an shay’hattayastaqsiya ma ‘indahu fd) 
al-dukhul ila al-istilahi: tawqlf wa ta ‘yin.
58 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 151. Abu Zayd refers to al-Risala, ed. Ahmad 
Muhammad Shakir (Cairo: Maktabat wa Matba'at Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi wa Awladih, 
1940), 14.1 do not find on that page the term -nass but rather bayyin. On page 21, however, in 
his discussion of Kayfa al-Bayan, al-Shafifi describes nass as bayyin. See also Majid Khadduri’s 
translation of Risala (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1961), 62 and 6 8 , respectively.
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the term nassa to refer to al-mubkam al-wadib al-bayyin alladhllayabtaj al-ta’w ll as an 

opposite of al-mutashabib.59 Abu Zayd further observes that, based on Q. 3:7 Huwa 

Tladbl anzala ‘alayka T-kitaba minbu ayatu ’m-mubkamatun bunna ummu ’l-kitabi wa 

ukbaru mutasbabihatun,60 verses of the Qur’an are divided by early Muslim scholars of 

the Qur’anic sciences into four semantic levels. Those in the first category are called al- 

nass, meaning the clearest verses. The second category is that of al-zabir, which are less 

clear since there are two possibilities for their meanings, of which the apparent meaning, 

however, is the more appropriate. The third category is that of al-mu’awwal 

(metaphorical) verses, i.e., verses whose hidden meaning is more appropriate than their 

apparent. The fourth and the last level is al-mujmal(the general) .61

With these observations, Abu Zayd is trying to show that the term nass was 

widely used in the classical period to connote “clarity” and “obviousness.” He is not 

certain, however, when and how this term came to take on its modem sense, i.e., the 

whole text.62 He does note that, based on his study of Ibn Khaldun’s (1332-1406) al- 

Muqaddima, Aristotle’s book on logics was once called al-Nass “the Text,” 63 and that

59 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 154 (Instead of Q. 2:17, it should read Q. 2:7. See al- 
Zamakhsharl, al-Kashsbaf(Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, n.d.), 50).
60 Many scholars have studied Q. 3:7. See, for example, Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 149ff.; 
Leah Kinberg, “Muhkamat and Mutashabihat (Koran 3/7): Implication of a Koranic Pair of 
Terms in Medieval Exegesis,” Arabica 35 (1988): 143-172; Michel Lagarde, “De l’ambiguite 
(mutasabih) dans le Coran: tentatives d’explication des exegetes musulmans,” Quademi di studi 
arabi 3 (1985):45-62; and recently Jane D. McAuliffe, “Text and Textuality: Q. 3:7 as Point of 
Intersection, ” in Literary Structures o f Religious Meaning in the Qur’an, ed. Issa J. Boullata 
(Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), 56-76.
61 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan fl ‘Ulum al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo: Dar al- 
Turath, 1985), 3:8. See, Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 179; idem, “Textuality,” 44.
62 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 157.
63 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 158. Cf. F. Rosenthal’s translation of al-Muqaddima 
in Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History (New York: Pantheon Books Inc., 
1958), 3:139 where, instead of al-Nass, the word al-Fass is written, which is translated as 
“Text.” See also M. Quatremere’s reprinted edition of Muqaddimatu Ibn Khaldun (Beirut:
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Ibn Rushd (d. 1198) summarized that “Text” ( Talakbls Ibn Rusbd li-al-Nass).M The 

attribution of Nass to a book on logic, speculates Abu Zayd, may have been due either 

to its clarity in comparison with Aristotle’s other books (which yielded different 

interpretations) or to its concentration on the general principles {qawanln kulliyya) 

which regulate the process of reasoning and analogy.65 With this observation, Abu Zayd 

would like to argue that the meaning of nass then has developed from its classical 

connotation to its modem sense of “the whole book.”

The distinction between the modem sense and the classical one of the term nass 

is very important for Abu Zayd, because it is essential to his argument against the 

Islamists’ understanding of the maxim la ijtibada Srna fihi nass “there is no ijtibad 

where there is a nass” In his M a‘alim f l al-Tanq, Sayyid Qutb writes:66 fa-’in kana 

bunaka nass fa-al-nass buwa al-bakam wa la ijtibad m a‘a al-nass. Wa in lam yakun 

bunaka nass fa-buna ya jl’ dawr al-ijtibad (If there is nass, the nass is the rule and there 

is no interpretation with nass. If there is no nass, then comes the role of interpretation). 

Qutb and other Islamists after him understand the term nass here to imply the whole 

text of the Qur’an, which consequently allows them to reject any interpretation of 

Scripture but a literal one. Abu Zayd, on the other hand, understands this term to refer

Maktabat Lubnan, 1970), 3:110. However, TarJkb al- ‘Allama Ibn Khaldun (Beirut: Maktabat al- 
Madrasa wa Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnanl, 1961), 1:910 writes al-Nass.
64 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqiqa, 158. Cf. Quatremere’s edition and Tarikh where they 
read respectively al-Fass and al-Qass. See Muqaddimatu Ibn Khaldun, 3:217 and Tarikh, 1:999.
65 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqiqa, 158.
66 Qutb, Ma‘alim fi al-Tariq(Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1988), 105.
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only to the muhkamat, the other verses falling outside this category may still need 

interpretation.67

Many scholars, however, would raise an objection to Abu Zayd’s identification 

of a text as the whole book {kitab kamil), because they would argue that even a one-line 

written statement, such as “There is no change,” might be considered as a text. Paul 

Ricoeur simply defines a text as “any discourse fixed by writing.” 68 In other words, it is 

the fixation of speech into writing that makes a text. Jorge J.E. Gracia in his A Theory 

o f Textuality: The Logic and Epistemology has tried to provide a comprehensive 

definition of text. “A text is,” according to Gracia, “a group of entities, used as signs, 

which are selected, arranged, and intended by an author in a certain context to convey 

some specific meaning to an audience.” 69 These definitions indicate that the concept of 

text does not have to comprehend the complete book.

2. The Qur’an as Text

Why is the Qur’an called a text by Abu Zayd? Or to put it another way: What is 

the textuality of the Qur’an in his opinion? While there are many names used to 

designate the Qur’an, Abu Zayd asserts that the terms wahy “revelation” and risala 

“message” are its central designations, especially in his effort to define text. 

Acknowledging his debt to linguist Roman Jakobson’s (1896-1982) analysis of literary

67 Abu Zayd, “Divine Attributes in the Qur’an,” 193. See also ‘Adil Dahir’s discussion of this 
formula in his “al-La Ma'qul fi al-Harakat al-Islamiyya al-Mu‘asira,” MawaqifSl (1992): 40- 
101 , especially 80ff.
68 Ricoeur, “What is a Text? Explanation and Understanding,” in idem, Hermeneutics & the 
Human Sciences, ed. John B. Thompson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 145.
69 Gracia, A Theory o f Textuality, 4.
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text, Abu Zayd sees a text as a form of communication or revelation act.70 In every

communication act, Jakobson writes:

[t]he ADDRESSER sends a MESSAGE to the ADDRESSEE. To be 
operative the message requires a CONTEXT referred to (“referent” in 
another, somewhat ambiguous, nomenclature), seizable by the addressee, 
and either verbal or capable of being verbalized; a CODE fully or at least 
partially, common to the addresser and addressee (or in other words, to 
the encoder and decoder of the message); and, finally, a CONTACT, a 
physical channel and psychological connection between the addresser and 
the addressee, enabling both of them to enter and stay in communication.
71

Following Jakobson, Abu Zayd sees the Qur’an as a form or an act of 

communication, wahy, comprised of six factors: a message (risala), an addresser 

(mvkhatib/mursil'), an addressee (mukhatab/mustaqbil), a contact ( ‘alaqat ittisal), a code 

{shiffa/nizam lughawl) and a context ( waqi‘ wa thaqafa).12 From these elements, we may 

venture to describe his notion of text as “a message sent by an addresser to an addressee 

in a certain context through a contact using a special code,” although Abu Zayd does 

not put it this way. And in the case of the Qur’an, it is a message sent by God to His 

messenger through revelation in a certain context using the Arabic language.73

It seems, however, that in his discussion of wahy, Abu Zayd does not bother to 

differentiate between literary communication and day-to-day communication,74 despite 

the fact that the implications of this difference are very important, especially in the

70 Abu Zayd clearly follows Jakobson’s analysis. See Mafhum al-Nass, 25. Cf. Jakobson, 
“Linguistics and Poetics,” Style in Language, ed. T. Sebeok (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 
1960), 350-377.
71 Jakobson, “Linguistics and Poetics,” 353.
72 See especially, Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 24, 25.
73 Abu Zayd does mention that the Qur’an is risala tumaththil ‘alaqat ittisal bayna mursil wa 
mustaqbil min khilal shifra awnizam lughawl See, Mafhum al-Nass, 24.
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activity of interpretation. For one thing, in literary communication the addresser and the 

addressee are not co-present but belong to different periods of time.75 Where there is no 

dialogue or conversation in the form of question and answer between the writer and the 

reader, there is only one-way communication. In the words of Ricoeur, in a literary text 

“[t]he reader is absent from the act of writing; the writer is absent from the act of 

reading. The text thus produces a double eclipse of the reader and the writer. It thereby 

replaces the relation of dialogue, which directly connects the voice of one to the hearing 

of the other.” 76 In the face-to-face communication, on the other hand, there is a 

possibility of checking and correcting the understanding from both parties in an act of 

communication (speaker and audience/I and you) through dialogue. Barbara A. Holdrege 

considers the relation between speaker and audience to be a personal one, since it 

involves face-to-face contact, while the relationship between the author and the reader 

is impersonal, in that the former has been replaced by the text he/she wrote.77 In other 

words, in literary communication, the relationship is between the reader and the 

impersonal text.

Another distinction present between these two kinds of communication is the 

fact that in a literary text the context or the referent to which the addresser refers may 

be unknown to the reader.78 In dialogic communication, on the other hand, both parties 

“are present not only to one another, but also to the situation, the surroundings and the

74 Ricoeur has discussed the transformation of Jakobson’s six factors of oral communication to 
written text. See his Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus o f Meaning (Fort Worth, 
Texas: The Texas Christian University Press, 1976), 26-37.
75 Cesare Segre, Introduction to the Analysis o f the Literary Text, translated by John 
Meddemmen (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1988), 4.
76 Ricoeur, “What is a Text? Explanation and Understanding,” 146-147.
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circumstantial milieu of discourse.” 79 It is therefore important to find the reference and 

the context, which the author sometimes inserted in the text during the process of 

interpretation.

Before the Qur’an was canonized, it was communicated orally. Western scholars 

have intensively studied its oral aspect. William A. Graham, for example, argues in his 

works for the importance of the spoken form of the Qur’an over its written aspect.80 

Others, like Arthur Jeffery,81 Richard Bell,82 Tilman Nagel83 and Gregor Schoeler,84 have 

studied the transformation from the oral aspect of the Qur’an to the written kitab. Abu 

Zayd is aware of the oral aspect of the Qur’an,85 but since, I would argue, his concern is 

with the interpretation of the Qur’an and the dialectical relation between text and

77 Barbara A. Holdrege, Veda and Torah: Transcending the Textuality o f Scripture (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1996), 418-419.
78 Segre, Introduction, 4; Ricoeur, “What is a Text? Explanation and Understanding,” 147-148.
79 Ricoeur, “What is a Text? Explanation and Understanding,” 148.
80 Graham, “Qur’an as Spoken Word: An Islamic Contribution to the Understanding of 
Scripture,” in Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies, ed. Richard C. Martin (Tucson: The 
University of Arizona Press, 1985), 23-40; idem, “Scripture as Spoken Word,” in Rethinking 
Scripture: Essays from a Comparative Perspective, ed. Miriam Levering (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1989), 129-169; and idem, Beyond the Written Word: Oral 
Aspects o f Scripture in the History o f Religion (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993), especially part 3. See also Holdrege, Veda and Torah: Transcending the 
Textuality o f Scripture. These scholars admit their debt to Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s works on 
the Qur’an and other Scriptures. See, for example, the latter’s book What is Scripture: A 
Comparative Approach (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993).
81 Jeffery, The Qur’an as Scripture (New York: Russell F. Moore Company, 1952).
82 W. Montgomery Watt, Bell’s Introduction to the Qur’an (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1977), 30ff.
83 Nagel, “Vom ‘Qur’an’ zur ‘Schrift’-Bells Hypothese aus religionsgeschichtlicher Sicht,” Der 
Islam 60(1983): 143-165.
84 Schoeler, “Schreiben und Veroffentlichen. Zu Verwendung und Funktion der Schrift in den 
ersten islamischen Jahrhunderten,” Der Islam 69,1 (1992): 1-43. See also its abridged version in 
English, “Writing and Publishing. On the Use and Function of Writing in the First Centuries of 
Islam,” ArabicaAA, 3 (1997): 423-435.
85 See Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 52-55; idem, “Divine Attributes,” 190-191; and his review of 
Graham’s Beyond the Written WordinDie Welt des Islams 35,1 (1995): 150-152.
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context, he focuses mainly on the written text and discusses wahy, the oral 

communication, in an attempt to prove the textuality of the Qur’an.

3. Elements o f Text

It should be pointed out that the communication process in the Qur’an is very 

complex. Many Western scholars of the Qur’an have expressed doubts on God being the 

speaker of the revelation, since it is not clearly indicated in the Qur’an. Besides, God is 

referred to in the Qur’an not only as “I” but also as “He” and “We.” 86 Similarly, 

Muhammad is sometimes addressed as “you” or “he/him.” As a believing Muslim, 

however, Abu Zayd holds an orthodox view on this issue as it will be shown in the 

discussion below.

a. The Addresser

The sender of the message or its addresser is usually called the author. In the 

case of the Qur’an, the author of its message is believed to be God. But in the process of 

wahy, God did not send His message directly to the addressee (mukhatab/mustaqbil), 

Muhammad, but used an intermediary, an angel. This understanding is based on the 

verse of the Qur’an (Q. 42:51) wa ma kana li-basharin ayyukallimahu ’llahu ilia wahyan 

aw m i ’w- wara’i  hijabin awyursila rasulan fa-yuhiya bi-idhnihlma yasha’ “And it is 

not given to any man that God speaks to him, unless by revelation, or from behind a 

veil, or that He sends a messenger so that he reveals whatever He will by His leave.”

86 See the discussion on this in Welch, “al-Kur’an,” 402ff.; Neal Robinson, Discovering the 
Qur’an: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text (London: SCM Press Ltd., 1996), 224ff. Cf. 
Rippin, “Muhammad in the Qur’an.”
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The communication between God and Muhammad, according to Abu Zayd, is of the 

third type in this list, i.e., through an angel/messenger who is later identified as Gabriel.

Although the communication is achieved through a mediator, however, the 

Qur’an expressly compels this mediator to reveal on the basis of God’s permission bi- 

’idhnihi ma yasha’} 1 Furthermore, some scholars have argued on the basis of the “qul- 

passages” that the Qur’an is the Word of God and Muhammad acted only as the 

“mouthpiece.” 88 Rein Femhout in his Canonical Texts writes that “[t]he term ‘say ’, 

used explicitly or implicitly converts the personal expression of Mohammed and the 

prayer of believers into the words of Allah himself.” 89

To illustrate the process of communication, Abu Zayd draws the following 

schema:90

God

tanzil

AngelProphet

wahy

87 See also Q. 2:97 nazzalahu ‘ala qalbika bi-’idhni ’llahi. See Wild, “We Have Sent Down to 
Thee the Book,” 146.
88 See Welch, “al-Kur’an,” 422-423. Cf. Matthias Radscheit, “Word of God or Prophetic 
Speech? Reflections on the Quranic QuZ-Statements,” in Encounters of Words and Texts. 
Intercultural Studies in Honor o f Stefan Wild, eds. Lutz Edzard and Christian Szyska 
(Hildsheim; Zurich; New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1997), 33-42.
89 Femhout, Canonical Texts: Bearers o f Absolute Authority. Bible, Koran, Veda, Tipitaka 
(Amsterdam - Atlanta, GA: Editions Rodopi B.V., 1994), 23.
90 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 41.
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Kermani, however, redraws this to include a vertical line between God, angel and 

Prophet.91

God

tanzil

Angel

wahy

ProphetPeople

i ‘ lam/balagh/indhar

Following Kermani, I also would like to add that if  we analyze carefully the 

terms used to indicate communication from God to angel and from angel to Muhammad, 

the extension of the vertical line, between the angel and Muhammad might be justified. 

Those terms are tanzil and wahy. Stefan Wild has discussed extensively the distinction 

between these two terms saying: “whereas wahy may ocasionally also be used for 

interhuman communication, tanzil and ’inzal are never used in this way but are reserved 

for divine communication with man.” 92 Furthermore, Wild convincingly argues that 

tanzil indicates the concept of sending from “above” to “below.” That is why in Abu 

Zayd’s original scheme we find a vertical line between God and angel indicating this 

process.

The relation between angel and human (Muhammad), however, can also be 

drawn in vertical line. Besides the fact that they both are ontologically different beings

91 Kermani, Offenbarung als Kommunikation: Das Konzept wahy in Nasr Hamid Abu Zayds 
Mafhum an-nass (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1996), 59, 80.
92 Wild, “We Have Sent Down to Thee the Book,” 138; Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran, 153.
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and communicate to each other through wahy, which, according to Izutsu’s analysis 

“occurs in an extraordinary situation, and ... is always accompanied by a sense of 

secrecy and mysteriousness, ” 93 the Qur’an also employs the term tanzil ox other forms of 

this word to indicate their communication. Q. 26:192-194, for example, has wa innahu 

la-tanzilu rabbi j - ‘alarmna nazala bihi \'r-ruhu ’1-anunu ‘alaqalbika“And verily this is a 

revelation (tanzil) of the Lord of the Universe, which the Faithful Spirit has brought 

down (nazala bi) upon your heart.” Similarly Q. 16:102 states qul nazzalahu ruhu 7- 

qudusimi ’r-rabbika b i-’l-haqqi li-yuthabbita lladhina amanu wa huda ’w-wa bushra li- 

j-muslinuna “Say, the Holy Spirit has brought it down (nazzala) with truth from your 

Lord, to confirm those who believe and to be guidance and good tidings to those who 

have surrendered.” To these verses indicating the tanzil process from the angel to 

Muhammad, we may add Izutsu’s observation that the inspiration received by the poet 

was felt to be something “coming down” (nuzul) from above.94

Concerning the belief in the pre-existence of the Qur’an, which is based on the 

assumption that before the Qur’an was sent down to Muhammad, it was kept in “a 

preserved Tablet” f l lawhin mahfuz(Q. 85:22) and also on the tradition which narrates 

that the Qur’an was written on the Tablet in Arabic script such that the size of each 

letter was as big as mountain Qaf,95 is rejected by Abu Zayd. Taking the position that

93 Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran, 153, 158ff. See also Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 31, 32, 
38, 40 etc. On p. 38, Abu Zayd writes that the communication between human and jinn or angel 
is surrounded by secrecy and obscurity; communication which cannot be understood by the third 
party ittisalmahut bi al-sirriyya wa al-ghumud, ittisal la yutah li-taraf thalith an yudrikahu. The 
extraordinariness of the communication between angel and human lies firstly, in their 
ontological difference; and secondly in the special code-system between the two which is known 
only to both but not to the third party. Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 38. See also Izutsu, God and 
Man in the Koran, 156.
94 Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran, 170-171.
95 See, for example, al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 1:126.
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the Qur’an is a cultural product, Abu Zayd argues that the conception of its eternal pre

existence invalidates the dialectical relation {ihdar li-jadaliyyat al- ‘aJaqa) between text 

and context.96 Here, Abu Zayd seems to voice in a new way the idea of the Mu'tazilites 

concerning the Qur’an.97

The Mu‘tazilites, as is known, have argued against the Ash‘arites over the nature 

of the Qur’an.98 The latter believed that the Qur’an, as the Speech of God, is eternal 

(qadlm), since it belongs to the essential attributes (sifat dhatiyya) o f God, like His 

Knowledge, His Ability and His Will. They differentiated between God’s inner speech 

{kalam nafsi) in heaven, which is eternal, and the revealed Qur’an on earth (kalam lafzl)

96 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 42.
97 Some scholars, like Jabir ‘Asfur, consider him to be Neo-Mu‘tazilite. See ‘Asfur, “Mafhum al- 
Nassv/a al-I‘tizal al-Mu‘asir,” in Hawamish ‘alaDaftar al-Tanwlr(Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi 
al-‘ArabI, 1994), 35-60. See also Shukn Muhammad ‘Ayyad, “Fahm al-Qur’an,” in idem, al- 
Qafz ‘ala al-Ashwak: Tatblq al-Shari‘a wa Siyaghat al-Hadir (Cairo: Asdiqa’ al-Kitab, 1991), 
37. In an interview conducted by Moch. Nur Ichwan, Abu Zayd admits the influence of the 
Mu‘tazilites on his thinking. See Ichwan, “A New Horizon in Qur’anic Hermeneutics: Nasr 
Hamid Abu Zayd’s Contribution to Critical Qur’anic Scholarship,” (M.A. thesis, Leiden 
University, 1999), 128-129.
98 I will discuss the debate here in general, since even within one school there is a variety of 
opinions. What is important here is just to indicate the distinction between the two schools and 
how they relate to the thesis of Abu Zayd. For a more detailed discussion, see J.R.T.M. Peters, 
God’s Created Speech: A Study in the Speculative Theology of the Mu‘tazili QadI 1-Qudat Abu 
1-Hasan ‘Abd al-Jabbar bn Ahmad al-Hamadanl (Leiden: Brill, 1976); Josef van Ess, “Verbal 
Inspiration? Language and Revelation in Classical Islamic Theology,” in The Qur’an as Text, 
ed. Stefan Wild (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 177-194; idem, Theologie und Gesellschaft, 4:612ff. It is 
worth mentioning that Mohammed Arkoun was surprised and disturbed by van Ess’s comment 
in his article “Verbal Inspiration” concerning his preference to discuss the “orthodox” view 
instead of the Mu‘tazilites’ ideas. The disturbing comment of van Ess is: “I do not want to put 
the Islamic view of history upside down. This would be something for the Muslims themselves 
to do,” van Ess, “Verbal Inspiration?” 181. This argument, according to Arkoun is scientifically 
unacceptable, since “la verite historique conceme les droits de l ’esprit humain a pousser toujours 
plus loin les limites de la connaissance; la pensee islamique, comme toutes les autres traditions 
de pensee, ne peut que beneficier d’une telle posture epistemologique.” See Arkoun’s review of 
The Qur’an as Text in Arabica 45, 3 (1998): 275; idem, al-Fikr al-UsuH wa Istihalat al-Ta’sll 
Nahwa Tarikh Akhar li-al-Fikr al-Islaml, trans. Hashim Salih (London: Dar al-Saql, 1999), 33- 
35; and idem and Udo Steinbach, “Foreword,” in The Islamic World and the West: An 
Introduction to Political Cultures and International Relations, ed. Kai Hafez, translated from the 
German by Mary Ann Kenny (Leiden: Brill, 2000), xi-xii.
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which is an expression ( ‘ibara) of it. The Mu‘tazilites, on the other hand, argued that 

God’s Speech belongs to God’s factual attributes (sifat afal), and that any action 

produced by these qualities is created." Furthermore, they argued that the Qur’an, 

though it be the original speech of God, could not be eternal, since it differs in quality 

from the essential attribute of God; the essential attribute is eternal while the Qur’an, 

produced by the factual attribute, is created.

The implication of the createdness of the Qur’an for Abu Zayd is that it does not 

belong to the metaphysical world and can thus be studied. The perception ( tasawwui) of 

the pre-existence of the Qur’an, on the other hand, carries with it two important 

implications. First, it insists on the sacrality of the text and thus transforms it from a 

linguistic text, which is subject to human understanding, to an imaginary text (nass 

taswlrl). Second, since the real Qur’an is the one in the mind of God, any effort to 

understand the text is rendered very difficult for it has to conform to the meaning which 

is in the mind of God. 100

b. The Addressee/s

God sent the message via Gabriel to Muhammad as the addressee (al-mustaqbil' 

al-mukbatab, al-mutalaqql). But the communication in the Qur’an does not stop with 

Muhammad. The latter was then required to convey the message to others through 

tabligb “transmission,” as is implied in the verse ya ayyuba ’r-rasulu balligb ma unzila 

ilayka m i ’r-rabbika wa i  ’l-lam ta fa l fama ballagbta risalatabu, “O messenger, convey 

that which has been sent down to you, for if  you don’t you have not transmitted His

99 Abu Zayd, al-Ittijah al-‘AqIi fl al-Tafsir, 4th edition (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 
1998), 181.
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message” (Q. 5:67). That is the reason why revelation in Islam, according to Izutsu, is a 

four-person-relation concept (God—»Gabriel—»Muhammad—»Other People) . 101 Abu Zayd 

asserts that Muhammad, as the first addressee (al-mutalaqql al-awwal), has to transmit 

the message to others. Only by virtue of transmitting the revelation is Muhammad 

called rasul, apostle; he remains nothing but a nabl as long as he does not execute it .102 

This distinction, however, does not seem to support his other distinction of the 

revelation of the Qur’an between the “earlier” and the “later” verses. The Meccan 

verses, according to Abu Zayd, are those that were revealed during his prophecy, the 

Medinan during his apostleship. 103 The requirement to transmit the message, however, 

was in effect not only in the later phase, but during the Meccan period too. 104

Muhammad’s role as a receiver and transmitter parallels that of Gabriel who was 

a receiver and transmitter of the message from God. The final end or goal of 

communication however is people. And since the final addressee is people, it follows 

that the code-system used to communicate this message should employ the code-system 

understood by these addressees. The variety of addressees in the communication is 

recorded in the Qur’an; they are described as ya ayyuba ’n-nasu, ya ayyuba ’lladblna 

amanu etc. An understanding of the variety of the addressees is useful during the 

process o f interpretation.

100 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 43.
101 Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran, 179.
102 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 56. See also Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran, 179.
103 See discussion infra.
104 For more discussion on the distinction between nabl and rasul, see Willem A. Bijlefeld, “A 
Prophet and More Than a Prophet? Some Observations on the Qor’anic Use of the Term 
‘Prophet’ and ‘Apostle,” Muslim World59 (1969): 1-28; Welch, “Muhammad’s Understanding 
of Himself,” 42-45; W.M. Watt, Muhammad’s Mecca: History in the Qur’an (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 1988), 75-80.
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c and d. The Contact and the Code

According to the Qur’an, there are only three types of verbal communication 

between God and human beings. These three types are clearly stated in Q. 42:51, where 

it says wa ma kana li-basharin ay yukallimahu ’llahu ilia wabyan aw m i ’w waia’i 

hijabin aw yursila rasiilan fa-yuhiya bi-idhnibi ma yasba’ “And it is not given to any 

man that God speaks to him, unless by revelation or from behind the veil or that He 

sends a messenger so that he reveals whatever He will by His leave.” So the various 

manners of communication are numerous, and include wahy, from behind the veil, and 

through a messenger. The first type is that of God’s inspiration to Moses’ mother in Q. 

28:7 wa awbayna ila ummi Musa an ardi^ihi “We inspired the mother of Moses: “Suckle 

him (Moses);” or to the bee {nabl) wa awha rabbuka ila ’n-nabli ani ’ttakhidhi mina 7- 

jibali buyutan “And the Lord inspired the bee: “Take the mountains as shelter” (Q. 

16:68), while the second type of communication is represented in God’s dialogue with 

Moses. According to the Qur’an, Moses is the only man to whom God speaks directly: 

wa kallama ’llahuMusa takliman (Q. 4:164).

Abu Zayd further notes some particular differences in both forms of 

communication. While the first uses a special code — speech without sound or unnatural 

language {bi-sbifra ghayr sawtiyya, bi-lugba ghayr al-lugha al-tabViyya) -  the second 

uses natural speech easily understood by Moses. In addition, the first kind of 

communication orders the addressee to act accordingly (imperative form), while the 

second comes in the form of dialogue, and is not so abrupt.105

105 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 40-41.
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As for the third kind of God’s communication with humans, this consists in 

revelation through a mediating angel. The question is how communication occurs 

between these two ontologically different beings. To answer this, we might accept the 

conditions perceived by Jakobson, i.e., that in order for the addresser and addressee to be 

able to communicate, they first have to use a code understandable to both parties, and 

second, there must be a physical or psychological connection between the two. Early 

Muslim scholars have discussed this issue, especially in the context of the Qur’anic 

sciences, under the heading E  kayEyyat inzalih “On the manner of sending it down.” 106 

Commenting on the disagreement of Muslim scholars over the “why” and “how” lying 

behind its transmission, Wild notes: “This is, of course, what theology was often about: 

disagreeing on perfectly straightforward things, i.e., things which did not pose a 

problem to the primary audience of the Qur’anic message.” 107 But, that is exactly where 

the issue of interpretation comes in. The primary addressee/s did not have a problem 

since they understood the context and knew the referent, or if they did not understand 

they could go directly to Muhammad for an answer. When the Qur’an was fixed in 

writing and read by later readers, they had to search for this context in order to 

understand the text better.

Concerning the code-system used for communication, whether between God and 

angel or between angel and Muhammad, there are at least two opinions in the Qur’anic 

sciences.108 The first is that Gabriel came down to Muhammad with ideas (m a‘am) and 

then Muhammad expressed them in the Arabic language. The second opinion is that the

106 See, for example, al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 1:116ff.
107 Wild, “We Have Sent Down To Thee The Book,” 151.
108 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 1:126. See also Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 42-45.
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angel brought the ideas and expressed them in Arabic. It further says that the 

“inhabitants in the sky” (ahl aJ-sama’) read it (the Qur’an,) in Arabic. As for the contact 

between angel and Muhammad, early Muslim scholars opined that the communication 

came through transformation ( tahawwul)  on both sides: either that Muhammad was 

transformed from his human shape (inkhala ‘a min al-sura al-bashariyya) to an angelic 

one (malakiyya), or that the angel took on a human form.109 This is actually based on the 

Prophetic tradition where the Prophet responds to the question of al-Harith b. Hisham 

concerning the manner of revelation: “Sometimes, it comes to me like the ringing of a 

bell. This is the most painful. When it leaves me I understood what he said ( wa ‘aytu ma 

qala). At other times, the angel appears to me in the form of a man. He talks to me and I 

understand what he says (fa-yukallimunl wa a 7 m ayaqul)”m

To explain this phenomenon, Abu Zayd refers extensively to Ibn Khaldun who 

has discussed it in his al-Muqaddima. Ibn Khaldun notes the stylistic distinction 

between the two transformations. The first case uses the perfect tense wa qad wa ‘aytu 

ma qala, while the present tense a 7  ma yaqulu appears in the second. This stylistic 

distinction, according to Ibn Khaldun, discloses the manner of receiving a revelation. 

When Muhammad received the revelation in the first manner, it seems that he lost 

consciousness. But as soon as that state was over, i.e., when he returned to his 

humanity, he realized (wa‘a)  that the revelation had just come to him. On the other 

hand, the present tense is used in the second type of revelation, where the angel came to

109 Al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 1:125. See also Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 46.
110 Ahyanan ya ’tlhl mithla salsalati ’1-jarasi wa huwa ashadduhu ‘alayya fa-yufsamu ‘annl wa 
qad wa‘aytu ‘anhuma qala wa ahyanan yatamaththalu liya ’1-malaku rajulan fa-yukallimunl fa- 
’a lm a  yaqulu. See Sahlh al-Bukhan 1:2. Other references, see Concordance et indices de la
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him in the form of a human, to indicate that the angel spoke directly to Muhammad and 

the latter understood what the former said. 111

Another conclusion that might be drawn from this tradition is that the speech 

that was imparted to Muhammad during his transformation into angelic form was a sign 

of speech (ramz min al-kalam) or a mysterious noise (dawi), meaning that the 

communication was not linguistic communication {ittisal ghayr lughawl). During the 

transformation of the angel into human form, on the other hand, the communication 

used the linguistic system of the addressee. 112 This tradition finally suggests that not 

only did the communication between the angel and Muhammad take on an auditory 

form {sam ), but also a visual one {ru’ya).

The transformation of Muhammad to the level of angel, according to Abu Zayd, 

however, was not a literal physical transformation {tahawwul flzlql), but rather occurred 

through imagination {khayal). This is where Abu Zayd introduces the philosophers’ and 

sufis’ discussion of prophecy. 113 According to them, a prophet can grasp the revelation 

through his imaginative faculty {fai'liyyat al-khayal). This faculty is greater in the 

prophet than in philosophers, mystics or ordinary people. Compared to philosophers and 

mystics, the prophet does not need training to increase the power of his imaginative 

faculty but has this granted to him by God. In ordinary people, by contrast, this faculty 

can only be performed in a limited time, especially during sleep.

tradition musulmane, eds. A.J. Wensinck, J.P. Mensing, J. Brugman (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1969), 
7:261.
111 See Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 48. See also Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran, 176-177; 
Rosenthal, The Muqaddimah, 1:200-201.
112 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 47. See also, Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran, 177.
113 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 49. On prophecy, see for example, Fazlur Rahman, Prophecy in 
Islam: Philosophy and Orthodoxy {London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1958), 30ff.
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e. The Message

The fifth factor in communication is the message, by which is meant utterance, 

enonce. Early Muslim scholars have discussed “what it is that was sent down,” whether 

the utterance was in letter and spirit {lafz wa ma ‘na) or just the spirit which was then 

put into words by Muhammad in Arabic. The Prophetic tradition discussed above at 

least suggests that Muhammad received both of them. He received the spirit during his 

transformation into an angelic state, and both lafz and m a‘na during his encounter with 

the angel who transformed himself into a human being. In agreement with Ibn Khaldun, 

Abu Zayd also concludes from the tradition that the message received by Muhammad 

may be seen in fact as twofold: the message he received when he was a prophet (nabl) 

and the other during his role as messenger (rasul).m  This distinction, according to Abu 

Zayd, is supported by the opinions of Muslim Qur’an scholars and also through the 

analysis of the historical background against which Muhammad received the message. 

Al-Suyuti (d. 1505) in his Itqan relates an opinion regarding the beginning of 

Muhammad’s mission, that the first Qur’anic verse revealed in the phase of prophecy 

was iqra ’ bi ’sm i rabbika (Q. 96), and the first verse o f his apostleship ya ayyuba 7- 

muddaththir (Q. 74) . 115 The difference between the two, continues Abu Zayd, results 

from the fact that during the first phase, Muhammad’s role was to warn people (indbai), 

to fight against the past traditions and to draw attention to the new belief, while in the 

second phase his mission was to build a new society. 116

114 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 46,47. See also Rosenthal, The Muqaddimah, 1:200.
115 Awwalu ma nazala li-al-nubuwwa: iqra ’ bi ’smi rabbika, wa awwalu ma nazala li- al-risala: 
ya ayyuha ’1-muddaththir. See al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 1:70. See also Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 
48.
116 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 77.
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This division came later to be known as that between MakJdand Madam verses. 

Abu Zayd, however, does not agree with earlier Qur’anic scholars who simply saw a 

place (makan) as the criterion for distinguishing between the early and later verses, i.e., 

that MakH  verses were revealed in Mecca and Madam ones in Medina. Instead he 

proposes a distinction based on the context and features of the text itself, i.e., its 

contents and structure. The context here means the two historical periods which are 

divided by Muhammad’s hijra (migration) to Medina. Therefore, Meccan verses are 

those revealed before his hijra and the Medinan those revealed after it, even if these 

verses were revealed in Mecca or Medina.117 But, as Abu Zayd admits, since the 

historical evidence from the opinions of Companions and Followers is not sufficient to 

help us in distinguishing these of verses, this criterion has to be supported by other 

means, such as from the text itself.

The content and the structure of the text, according to Abu Zayd, might be 

useful as criteria in distinguishing between the Meccan and Medinan verses. Ibn 

Khaldun, for example, notes the variations in the length of verses, and asserts that 

Medinan verses are longer than Meccan ones. According to Abu Zayd, this is due to the 

fact that during the period of prophecy the important thing was to warn and influence 

people. This could be achieved by using a condensed and rhythmic language (murakkaz 

wa muwaqqa),m and did not need long verses. During the period of apostleship, on the 

other hand, the purpose was not only to influence but also to create and educate the new 

society. The readiness of the addressee to receive revelation was also a criterion for the 

relative length of the verses. Ibn Khaldun asserts that in the earliest period Muhammad

117 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 77.
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found it difficult to receive revelation, but when he had grown accustomed to this kind 

of experience — first through repetition and finally through visions — he was able to 

receive longer verses than the earlier ones.

Besides the length of the verses, Western scholars have discussed other criteria 

to distinguish the M akld and Madam verses and to determine the chronological order of 

the Qur’an.119 Theodor Noldeke’s distinction is the most widely known and is the one 

adopted by most non-Muslim scholars. Noldeke, who follows Gustave Weil, does not 

think that the migration to Medina represents the dividing point where the style of the 

Qur’an changes. He reasons that the change of style from the Meccan to the Medinan 

period developed gradually. Therefore, he divides the Meccan verses into three groups: 

the First, the Second and the Third Meccan verses, based on their internal style. There 

are nevertheless many scholars who still follow the traditional division between Meccan 

and Medinan verses.120

f. The Context

The context is, according to Abu Zayd, the most important element of the text. 

Not only does this factor provide a window into the dialectical relationship between a 

text and the circumstances that gave rise to it, but it also serves as a referent for later 

readers during their interpretation of the text. Gracia has pointed out that the term 

“context” is composed of ‘text’ and the prefix ‘con,’ which literally means “with (the)

118 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 80.
119 See the review in Welch, “al-Kur’an,” 416ff.; Neuwirth, “Koran,” 100; Helmut Gatje, The 
Qur’an and Its Exegesis, Trans. A.T. Welch (Oxford: Oneworld, 1996), 28ff.; Robinson, 
Discovering the Qur’an, 76ff.
120 Wild, for example, thinks that Noldeke’s division is arbitrary and demonstrates trinitarian 
view of history. Wild, “We Have Sent Down to Thee the Book,” 149.
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text,” indicating that which comes with and accompanies a text. 121 In the case of the 

Qur’an, this includes God, Gabriel, Muhammad, the Arabs, and the spatial and historical 

circumstances of the time.

As we saw in the case of the distinction between Meccan and Medinan verses, 

the historical phases experienced by Muhammad shaped the structure and even the 

content of the Qur’an. Much of this is revealed in the asbab al-nuzul literature, 

considered by Abu Zayd as the most important source for uncovering the relation 

between text and context. 122 This relation is of course made more complicated by the 

fact that the Qur’an was revealed not all at once but piecemeal (munajjam).

When discussing the tanjim of the Qur’an, previous scholars usually ascribed the 

reasons for it to the personality of Muhammad particularly his illiteracy (umim), and 

that the fact that sending down the Qur’an piecemeal would strengthen Muhammad’s 

heart li-nutbabbita bibl fu’adaka (Q. 25:32). For Abu Zayd, the reason applies too to the 

others to whom this scripture was addressed, even more perhaps than to Muhammad, 

since the latter was merely a transmitter whereas the final goal of communication was 

the Arabic-speaking community of Hijaz. 123 In other words, the spreading of the 

revelation over twenty years has to be seen in the context of the Arabs too who, like 

Muhammad, were still dependent on oral tradition and memorization.

Scholars o f ‘ulum al-Qur’an usually, basing themselves on the Qur’anic verses 

“Verily, We sent it down on the Night of Power” (Q. 97:1) and “The month of

121 Gracia, A Theory o f Textuality, 27.
122 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 97. On asbab al-nuzul, see Rippin, “The Exegetical Genre Asbab 
al-Nuzul: a Bibliographical and Terminological Survey,” Bulletin o f the School o f Oriental and 
African Studies 48, 1 (1985): 1-15; and idem, “The Function of Asbab al-Nuzul in Qur’anic 
Exegesis,” Bulletin o f the School o f Oriental and African Studies 51 (1988): 1-20.
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Ramadan wherein the Qur’an was sent down to be guidance to the people” (Q. 2:185), 

distinguish two processes in tanzil: the first was the sending down of the whole text on 

the Night of Power from the Lawh al-Mahfuz to the lowest heaven (al-sama’ al-dunya), 

while the second involved Gabriel’s delivering it piece by piece to Muhammad over a 

period of more than twenty years. 124 This interpretation is rejected by Abu Zayd on the 

grounds that the structure of the verse anzalnahu “We sent it down,” which takes the 

past form, would contradict the claim of the pre-existence of the text in the Preserved 

Tablet. 125 How could the Qur’an, Abu Zayd asks, which is eternally recorded on the 

Preserved Tablet use the past tense in declaring that it was sent down before its 

existence on the Lawh Mahfuz? 26

The pre-existence of the Qur’an, continues Abu Zayd, also contradicts the 

doctrine of naskh.127 The latter implies that “some verses were replaced by others,” and 

thus challenges the eternity and unchanging nature of the Qur’an. However, unlike some 

Muslim scholars who believe that naskh is applied to three categories: naskh al-tilawa

123 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 98-99.
124 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 100-101.
125 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 101-102. It should be noted that for Abu Zayd, Lawh Mahfuz, as 
is the case with the words kursi and ‘arsh in the Qur’an, has to be interpreted metaphorically. 
See al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 69.
126 The Ash'arites would interpret the verb anzalna to indicate a future (istiqbal), while the 
Mu‘tazilites would interpret it as the starting of revelation (ibtida’). See also al-JubbaTs 
interpretation of this verse in Daniel Gimaret, Une lecture mu‘tazilite du coran: Le Tafslr d ’Abu 
‘A ll al-Djubba 7 (m. 303/915)partiellement reconstitue a partir de ses citateurs (Louvain-Paris: 
Peeters, 1994), 97. “Cela veut dire que chaque annee, lors de la nuit de la Determination, Dieu a 
fait descendre jusqu’au ciel inferieur la partie du Coran qu’Il voulait, cette annee-la, reveler au 
Prophete.”
127 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 102, 117ff. For the discussion of naskh, see David E. Powers, 
“The Exegetical Genre nasikh al-Qur’an wa mansukhuhuin Rippin, Approaches to the History 
of the Interpretation o f the Qur’an, 117-138. See also the discussion on the contradiction 
between naskh and the eternity of the Qur’an in Daniel Brown, “The Triumph of Scripturalism: 
The Doctrine of Naskh and Its Modem Critics,” in The Shaping of an American Islamic
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duna al-hukm; naskh al-hukm duna al-tilawa; and naskh al-tilawa wa al-hukm, Abu 

Zayd only considers the second type.128 Abu Zayd sees the main goal of naskh as being 

to introduce an element of contextuality into the law and therefore the reason why the 

abrogated verses are still kept in the Qur’an, he argues, is that its regulations can be 

revived when the context commands it (hukm al-mansukb yumkin anyafridahu al-waqi‘ 

marratan ukhra)}29

For Abu Zayd, the concepts of the occasions of revelation and of abrogation are 

proof of the relation of the Qur’an to its context. It does not mean, however, that the 

meaning of the Qur’an has to conform to that context, because, as we will see below, 

Abu Zayd differentiates between the historical meaning of the Qur’an and its 

significance. The historical meaning is that represented by the historical context, while 

its significance lies in its meaning for the present.

4. Some Features o f  Qur’anic Textuality

Besides defining nass, Abu Zayd indicates some other textual features of the 

Qur’an. He states “If the textuality of the Qur’an is to be asserted, it should be asserted 

by the Qur’an itself, as any text explicitly or implicitly exposes its own nature.” 130 It 

must be stated again that Abu Zayd’s effort in textualizing the Qur’an by defining it as 

a form of “communication act” and in demonstrating its textual features is to insist on

Discourse: A Memorial to Fazlur Rahman, eds. Earle H. Waugh and Frederick M. Denny 
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 55ff.
128 For one thing, Abu Zayd does not accept ilgha’ (oblivion) and izala (omission) as the 
meaning of naskh.
129 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 120.
130 Abu Zayd, “Divine Attributes,” 195.
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its being subject to interpretation. In his Mafhum al-Nass he pronounces that 

interpretation is the other side of text (al-ta’w ll buwa al-wajh al-akbar li-al-nass).m

Some of the features of the textuality of the Qur’an may be seen from, firstly, 

the process of revelation. Revelation is an act of communicating a message; and the 

Qur’an, which is essentially a message, is also a text needing to be interpreted. The 

structure of the Qur’an is another feature of its textuality. Abu Zayd notes that the 

structure of the Qur’an is not the same as its chronological order (tartib al-nuzul). The 

present order, which is called tartib al-tilawa (the order of recitation), according to Abu 

Zayd, has an impact in “partially demolishing the historical and occasional context of 

every portion of revelation.” 132 Another feature of its textuality is the Qur’anic 

declaration that it includes clear verses (muhkamat) and ambiguous verses 

(mutashabibat).

From these features, it can be understood that the Qur’an as a text can be 

interpreted in a variety of ways. In tafslr literature, we find that some exegetes have 

invariably discovered a correlation (munasaba) between verses and suras in the structure 

of the Qur’an. Similarly, they disagree in identifying which verses are to be considered 

muhkamat and which ones mutashabibat. It is in such features that we find the most 

interactivity between interpreter and text. At the same time, however, none of these 

findings can be considered final or fixed. It is simply the case that understanding the 

text may vary from one reader to another, from one place to another, and from one 

period to another.

131 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 9, 219. See Wild, “Die andere Seite des Textes: Nasr Hamid 
Abu Zaid und der Koran,” Die Welt desIslams2>l> (1993): 256-261.
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5. H istoricity o f  the Text

By stating that the Qur’an is an act of communication, it (as Cesare Segre has 

pointed out in his Introduction to the Analysis o f  the Literary Text in the case of literary 

communication) “automatically brings to the fore its links with the culture, and the 

perspective thereby established is a historical one. The codes employed by the addresser, 

and his motivations as well, derive from the cultural context within which he is inserted, 

while the addressee will have recourse to the codes at his disposition in order to 

interpret the text.” 133

Similarly, Andreas Meier, who studies Abu Zayd’s Mafhum al-Nass, deduces 

five theses that result from considering a text to be a linguistic text. He writes:

1. Religiose Texte sind sprachliche Texte. Sie sind nach den gleichen 
Structuren und Regeln aufgebaut wie jeder andere sprachliche Text.

2. Religiose Texte sind, als sprachliche Texte, menschliche Texte. Sie 
sind an die allgemeinen Bedingungen menschlichen Denkens und 
menschlicher Sprache und Kommunikation gebunden.

3. Religiose Texte sind, als menschliche Texte, Produkte menschlicher 
Kultur. Sie verdanken sich in ihrer Entstehung einem bestimmten 
kulturellen Kontext, durch dessen spezifische Merkmale sie inhaltlich 
und formal gepragt werden.

4. Religiose Texte sind, als Produkte menschlicher Kultur, historische 
Texte. Sie sind wie jedes andere Erzeugnis menschlicher Kultur den 
Bedingungen von Zeit und Raum unterworfen.

5. Religiose Texte sind, als historische Texte, Gegenstand der 
Erforschung durch historisch-kritische Wissenschaften anhand der 
iiblichen Methoden, wie sie auf alle anderen historischen Texte auch 
angewandt werden.134

132 Abu Zayd, “The Qur’an: God and Man in Communication,” Inaugural speech during the 
presentation of Clevering Professor 2000-2001 in Leiden University.
133 Segre, Introduction to the Analysis of the Literary Text, translated by John Meddemmen 
(Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1988), 116.
134 Andreas Meier, “Gotteswort in Knechtsgestalt -  ein islamischer Luther in Agypten? N.H. 
Abu Zaids provokante Koranexegese als sakulare Reform des Islam,” in Begegnungen zwischen 
Christentum und Islam, ed. Hans-Christoph GoBmann (Ammersbek bei Hamburg: Verl. An der 
Lottbek, 1994), 64.
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(1. Religious texts are linguistic texts. They are constructed according to 
the structures and rules as every other linguistic text.

(2. Religious texts, as linguistic texts, are human texts. They are 
associated with the general condition of human thought and human 
speech and communication.

(3. Religious texts, as human texts, are products of human culture. They 
owe their genesis to a certain cultural context, through whose specific 
characteristics they are substantially and formally shaped.

(4. Religious texts, as products of human culture, are historical texts.
They are, like every other product of human culture, subjected to the 
conditions of time and space.

(5. Religious texts, as historical texts, are the subject of research through 
the historico-critical sciences using the standard methods, as these are 
applied also to all other historical texts.)

Abu Zayd defines historicity as “the occurrence in time” (al-huduth fi al- 

zaman)P5 Following the Mu‘tazilites, Abu Zayd argues that the Qur’an is the speech of 

God and as such may be considered as one of God’s attributes of action {sifat al-afal). 

Everything produced by these attributes is muhdath (created), meaning it is created in 

separate moments {lahazat) of history. Concerning the Preserved Tablet {Lawh Mahfuz), 

which is believed to contain the Qur’an before it was sent down, is also considered by 

Abu Zayd as created. If it is eternal, how could be there many eternal beings besides 

God? Abu Zayd asks hypothetically. 136 The extended time frame of the piecemeal 

revelation {tanjlm), the occasions of revelation, and the concept of naskh contain some 

further proofs of the historicity of the Qur’an. 137

The belief in the historicity of the Qur’an, for Abu Zayd, leads to the 

fundamental consequence that, since the prescriptions of the Qur’an are very much 

linked to seventh-century Arabia, some of these prescriptions can no longer be applied

135 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 71.
136 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqiqa, 72.
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in the present context. The changing of the context, therefore, invites new 

interpretation. This re-interpretation has to be performed not only with regard to the 

text of the Qur’an, but also to other elements in the turath of Islam, since these too are 

conditioned by the socio-historical context.

C. Abu Zayd’s Method of Interpretation

For Meier, the concept of the text as an historical artifact requires that a scholar 

use “the historical-critical sciences [which] are the usual method (historisch-kritisch 

Wissenschaften anhand der iiblichen Methoden)” in studying it . 138 This of course is valid 

on the whole but it must be qualified, since this method has been criticized by many 

scholars in recent years. Often applied in Qur’anic studies as well as in Biblical 

interpretation, it is an approach that -  to use the criteria outlined by John Barton139 — 

examines the genesis, original meaning and historical reconstruction of the text, all of 

which questions are now considered passe, having been surpassed by the “new 

paradigm.” 140 Robert Morgan, the author of Biblical Inteipretation, for example, has 

criticized the historical-critical method on the grounds that “historical reconstruction of 

biblical persons, events, and traditions is an entirely legitimate activity, but possibly

137 Wild, through his discussion of the terms tanzll, inzal and nuzul, has demonstrated the 
temporality and historicality of the revelation. See Wild, “We Have Sent Down To Thee The 
Book,” especially 146ff.
138 Meier, “Gotteswort in Knechtsgestalt,” 64.
139 John Barton, “Historical-Critical Approach,” in The Cambridge Companion to Biblical 
Interpretation, ed. John Barton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 9ff.
140 Barton, “Historical-Critical Approach,” 12. Barton and Robert Morgan even call this “new 
paradigm” a “breakthrough” in Biblical interpretation that is “characterized as a shift in the 
focus of interest from past persons, events, traditions, literary forms, and conventions, to the 
now available texts and their impact upon present-day readers and hearers.” See Morgan and 
Barton, Biblical Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 221.
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less fruitful for theology than the newly emerging literary approaches.” 141 Wild also 

observes “a definite and irrevocable shift of attention” in Qur’anic studies. 142 What all 

these scholars mean is that there has been a paradigm-shift in Biblical interpretation as 

well as in Qur’anic studies from a diachronic approach which examines the world behind 

the text to a synchronic one which takes a text as it is now available in its final form and 

evaluates its impact upon readers. In other words, the latter approach focuses on the 

world both within and in front o/the text, not the one that lies behind it.

Nevertheless, as has been quite convincingly argued by Barton, the historical- 

critical approach focuses on more than just the diachronic aspect of the text -  it also 

takes in its synchronic side. Historical approaches, continues Barton, “are predominantly 

literary in their interests ... to untangle the complex interrelationships within and 

between complex texts.” 143 To see how the text had influenced the early scholars as well 

as how they received and interpreted the text is a historical study which produces a 

history of interpretation. Finally, he proposes that the defining characteristic of Biblical 

interpretation is its “critical” tendency to ask questions unrestrictedly about the 

meaning of the text without fear o f authority. 144

Abu Zayd’s approach might best be described as a critical study too. Not only is 

he critical of the Islamic turath, but also of other authorities -  whether that of the 

official discourse of Islam {al-khitab al-dlnl) or that of the modernists. As he states:

141 Morgan and Barton, Biblical Interpretation, 203.
142 Wild, “Preface,” of The Qur’an as Text, viii. See also Issa J. Boullata, “Introduction,” in 
Literary Structures o f Religious Meaning in the Qur’an, ed. Issa J. Boullata (Richmond, Surrey: 
Curzon Press, 2000), x.
143 Barton, “Historical-Critical Approach,” 14.
144 Barton, “Historical-Critical Approach,” 18-19.
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It is time now for a re-examination and transition to the period of 
liberation, not only from the authority of the texts, but also from every 
authority which hinders human journey in our world. We must undertake 
this (liberation) now and immediately before the flood sweeps us away.

(Ana awan al-muraja‘a wa al-intiqal ila marhalat al-taharrur, lam in suit at 
al-nusus wabdaba, bal nun kull suit a ta ‘uq maslrat al-insan f t ‘alamina.
‘Alayna an naqum bi-badba al-an wa fawran qabla an yajrufana al-tufan)
145

And this critical attitude is equipped by a variety of methods ranging from historical and 

textual interpretations to literary theory, such as hermeneutics, discourse analysis and 

semiotics.

1. The Meaning of the Text

There are at least three factors which are seen as determining the meaning of the 

text: the author, the text and the reader. 146 The author-centered interpretation (Romantic 

criticism) seeks to uncover the authorial intention, while the text-centered interpretation 

(New Criticism; Structuralism) asserts that the meaning can be found from the structure 

of the text. Finally, the reader-centered interpretation, usually known as reader-response 

theory, argues that it is the reader who creates and gives meaning to the text. 147

In his discussion of the author of the Qur’an, Abu Zayd has argued that God as 

well as the divine pre-existence of the Qur’an are questions that lie beyond human

145 See Abu Zayd, al-Imam al-Shafii wa Ta’sis al-Idiyulujiyya al-Wasatiyya (Cairo: Sina li-al- 
Nashr, 1992), 110.
146 See Walter Vogels, Interpreting Scripture in the Third Millennium: Author-Reader-Text 
(Ottawa: Novalis, 1993), lOff. For a discussion in literary criticism, see M.H. Abrams, The 
Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1953), 3-29.
147 For a general survey of reader-centered interpretation, see S.R. Suleiman, “Varieties of 
Audience-Oriented Criticism,” in The Reader in the Text: Esseys on Audience and 
Interpretation, eds. S.R. Suleiman and! Crosman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981),
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reason. It is therefore impossible, argues Abu Zayd, to search for the meaning of the text 

in the authorial intention. He does not go so far as to say that the author is dead; he 

merely argues that reason cannot conceive of the metaphysics of God. And yet Abu 

Zayd may not be aware of the consequences of this judgment for the interpretation of 

other historical texts, especially in view of his opinion that the Qur’an is a text like any 

other text. On the surface he seems to echo the argument of Ricoeur concerning 

authorial intention. With his theory of text Ricoeur asserts that when speech is fixed in 

writing, the text becomes autonomous from its author and the latter’s intention. 148 This 

is because, by contrast with oral communication where the interlocutor can query the 

speaker directly, in the case of a text, we — as the reader — cannot speak directly to the 

writer to ask his intention. Even if  we happen to meet the author, Ricoeur argues “we 

experience a profound disruption of the peculiar relation that we have with the author in 

and through his work.” 149 That is why Ricoeur used to consider the author as already 

dead, and instead that we read only his posthumous works, regardless of whether he is 

still alive or not.

Having stated that the meaning of the text cannot signify the authorial intention, 

Abu Zayd similarly argues that neither can it be left to the text to speak of its meaning. 

In his many writings he often quotes the statement of ‘All b. Abi Talib (d. 661) al- 

Qur’an khattun masturun bayna daffatayn la yantuqu innama yatakallamu bihi ’r-rijalu 

“The Qur’an is a script written between two covers; it does not speak, but people speak

3-45; and the many different approaches of this theory represented by the articles in that 
volume.
148 Ricoeur, “Phenomenology and Hermeneutics,” in idem, From Text to Action: Essays in 
Hermeneutics II, trans. Kathleen Blarney and John B. Thompson (Evanston, Illinois: 
Northwestern University Press, 1991), 32.
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through it.” 150 In Biblical interpretation, Morgan equates texts with the dead men and 

women who “have no rights, no aims, no interests. They can be used in whatever way 

readers or interpreters choose. If interpreters choose to respect an author’s intentions, 

that is because it is in their interest to do so.” 151 In other words, it is the reader who 

gives meaning to the text.

Abu Zayd, however, does not agree with the view that the meaning of the text is 

constructed by the reader alone. He says that in the process of interpretation, the text is 

not a silent object that can be carried in any direction by any active reader. The relation 

between the reader and the text is not the relation of ikhda‘ (forcing the text to submit 

to the reader) on the part of the reader and khudu‘ (submission) on the part of the text. 

Rather, the relation between the two is dialectical (Jadaliyya).'$1

This dialectical relation between reader and text reminds us of the method 

proposed by recent scholars of literary theory and philosophical hermeneutics. 153 

Wolfgang Iser, for example, in his The Implied Reader: Patterns o f  Communication in 

Prose Fiction Rom Bunyan to Beckett, argues that the meaning of the text “is not given 

by the text itself; [but] it arises from the meeting between the written text and the

149 Ricoeur, “What is a Text?” 147.
150 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dinl, 56, 74, 87; al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 113. See also an 
interview with Muhammad Husayn in “D. Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd Yatahaddath: Fahm al-Nass 
bi-al-Hayah La Fahm al-Hayah bi-al-Nass,”A<7a6 wa Naqd 10 (May 1993): 71. Abu Zayd refers 
to Tankh al-Tabari: Tarlkh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk, ed.Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo: 
Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1979), 5:66 “wa hadha ’1-qur’anu innama huwa khattun masturun bayna 
daffatayni, la yantuqu, innama yatakallamu bihi ’r-rijalu”. See also G.R. Hawting’s translation 
in The History o f al-Tabari. The First Civil War (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1996), 17:103.
151 Morgan and Barton, Biblical Interpretation, 1.
152 Abu Zayd, Falsafat al-Ta’wil: Dirasa fl Ta’wil al-Qur’an ‘inda Muhylal-Din Ibn ‘Arab!, 3rd 
edition (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1996), 6 .
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individual mind of the reader with its own particular history of experience, its own 

consciousness, and its own outlook.” 154 Ricoeur also speaks of the dialectic between the 

world of the text and the world of the reader. 155 The world of the text is the text’s 

claims, the horizon which it opens to the reader and the possibilities that it displays. 

This world of the text then encounters another world, that is, the world of the reader and 

his horizon of expectations.

As for how this dialectical relation operates, however, the debate still rages. The 

main question is: How do they meet? How does the reader construct the meaning from 

the text? James L. Machor has summarized this debate in his article “The Object of 

Interpretation and Interpretive Change,” 156 where he observes at least three groups: 

those who argue that the text possesses intrinsic formal features from which readers 

build meaning; others who propose that the reader constructs meaning through filling 

the gaps or blanks in the text; and finally, a third group that asserts the immanent 

meaning of the word. Abu Zayd, I believe, would advocate the ideas of the first group in 

constructing meaning/significance from the original meaning.

153 For an overview of this method, see Marcel Dumais, “Sens de l’ecriture. Reexamen a la 
lumiere de l’hermeneutique philosophique et des approaches litteraires recentes,” New 
Testament Studies 45 (1999): 317ff.
154 Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader: Patterns o f Communication in Prose Fiction from 
Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), 284.
155 See “World of Text, World of Reader,” in A Ricoeur Reader: Reflection & Imagination, ed. 
Mario J. Valdes (Toronto: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), 492ff.
156 See James L. Machor, “The Object of Interpretation and Interpretive Change,” Modem 
Language Notes (MLN) 113 (1998): 1126-1150, esp. 1128ff.
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2. Ma \ha (Meaning) and Maghza (Significance)

Unlike Ricoeur, who sees the text as emancipated, or to use his important term 

“distanciated,” from the author, the original context and the first addressee, 157 (because 

of which the reader can “re-contextualize” the text), Abu Zayd still finds it an important 

prior step to know the historical meaning (dalala tm khiyya) of the text. He is aware of 

the historical dimension of the text and thus its historical distance (al-bu‘d al-tankhi) 

from the contemporary reader, but the latter cannot jump to contextualize the text 

without understanding the original meaning of it. It is through a diachronic approach, by 

studying how the first generation understood the text, that the historical meaning of the 

text will be revealed. But, this meaning is not the final one for Abu Zayd. It needs to be 

followed with another step, which is to find its significance (maghza) in the present 

context, or if  we may use the distinction made by Biblical scholar Krister Stendahl 

between “what it m eant”in the past and “what it means”in the present context. 158

Surprisingly, Abu Zayd’s distinction between ma ‘na and maghza was adopted 

from E.D. Hirsch’s distinction between ‘meaning’ and ‘significance. ’ 159 It is “surprising” 

because Hirsch was the main proponent of authorial intention while Abu Zayd is himself

157 See Ricoeur, “The Hermeneutical Function of Distanciation,” in idem, From Text to Action: 
Essays in Hermeneutics, II, Trans. Kathleen Blarney and John B. Thompson (Evanston, Illinois: 
Northwestern University Press, 1991), 83ff.
158 Stendahl, “Method in the Study of Biblical Theology,” in The Bible in Modem Scholarship, 
ed. J. Philip Hyatt (New York: Abingdon Press, 1966), 196-209, esp. 199ff. See also Dumais, 
“Sens de l’ecriture,” 316, n. 16.
159 See, for example, Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 229; Naqd al-Khitab al-DInl, 116ff.; 
Ishkaliyyat al-Qira’a wa Aliyyat al-Ta’wil(Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1994), 6,48, 
152; Dawa’ir al-Khawf: Qira’a fl Khitab al-Mar’a (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabl, 
1999), 303; “The Textuality,” 51; “Divine Attributes,” 200. For Hirsch’s distinction see, 
Validity in Interpretation (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1967), 8 , 209-244; 
idem, The Aims of Interpretation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 1-13 and 17-49. 
Kermani argues that Hirsch’s distinction was originated from G. Frege’s between ‘Sinn’ and
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against it. 160 The latter has therefore had to make some adjustments to Hirsch’s

distinction. Let us see first how Hirsch distinguishes between the two. In his Validity in

Interpretation Hirsch writes:

Meaning is that which is represented by a text; it is what the author 
meant by his use of a particular sign sequence; it is what the signs 
represent. Significance, on the other hand, names a relationship between 
that meaning and a person, or a conception, or a situation or indeed 
anything imaginable” 161

He further confirms that the author’s meaning, which is represented in the text, is 

unchanging and reproducible; 162 its significance, on the other hand, changes.

While Abu Zayd accepts Hirsch’s attribution of the stable nature of meaning and 

the changing character of significance, ‘meaning’ in Abu Zayd’s hermeneutics is not 

that imposed by the author, but the historical meaning as understood by the first 

addressees of the text. It is the canonical meaning -  to use Raymond E. Brown’s 

classification of meaning -  that Abu Zayd refers to. In his The Critical Meaning o f  the 

Bible, Brown distinguishes between literal meaning which meant to its author, 

canonical meaning which meant to those who first accepted it as Scripture, and 

contemporary meaning which means today. 163 As has been pointed by Kevin J.

‘Bedeutung’. See Kermani, Offenbarxmg als Komunikation, 12, n. 51. Hirsch himself admits that 
he adopted it from Frege, see Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation, 211.
160 Scholars have criticized Hirsch’s distinction of ‘meaning’ and ‘significance.’ See for the list 
of the critics in Paul R. Noble, The Canonical Approach: A Critical Reconstruction o f the 
Hermeneutics o f Brevard S. Childs (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995), 190, n. 9.
161 Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation, 8 .
162 Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation, 216.
163 Brown, The Critical Meaning o f the Bible (London-, Geoffrey Chapman, 1981), 32ff. Noble 
calls the historical meaning “the text’s intentional context,” that is the meaning that relates to 
linguistic, social and cultural context when and where the author produces that text. See 
Canonical Approach, 197
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Vanhoozer, Brown’s third classification should not be considered as meaning but rather 

as significance. 164

To support his distinction between historical meaning and significance, Abu 

Zayd examines the meaning of ta ’w il itself and analyzes the verses of the Qur’an which 

contain that term.165 He detects two different usages of the word.166 The first he derives 

from the verb ala al-shay’u — y a ’ulu -  awlan wa m a’alan, which has the sense of raja ‘a 

(to return) . 167 On this basis ta ’wil, which is the verbal noun of the second form of ala, 

may be understood to mean, “ to cause something or phenomenon to return to its 

original causes” (irja‘ al-shay’ aw al-zahira ... ila ‘ilaliha al-ula wa asbabiha al- 

asliyya) . 168 In Mafhum al-Nass, Abu Zayd says that ta ’wil means to uncover the hidden 

meaning (al-dalala al-khafiyya) of an event, which means to reveal its real causes, to 

disclose its roots/origins.169 It is in this sense that the prophet Yusuf reveals the “origin” 

and the “source” of the food before it is served in the passage qala la ya  ’tlkum ata ‘amun 

turzaqanihi ilia nabba’tukuma bi-ta’wllihl qabla an y a ’tiyakuma (Q. 12:37) “He said: 

the food which you are given shall not come unto you but I shall tell you its 

interpretation (source) before it comes unto you.” Similarly, the interpretation of events

164 Vanhoozer, Is There Meaning in This Text?: The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality o f 
Literary Knowledge (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 1998), 279, n. 293.
165 Abu Zayd finds that the word ta ’wil is mentioned seventeen times in the Qur’an, while tafsir 
only once. This explains that ta ’wil was used more often than tafsir in the past. See Abu Zayd, 
Mafhum al-Nass, 226.
166 See Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 229ff.; Naqd al-Khitab al-Dinl, 1 lOff.; al-Nass, al-Sulta, al- 
Haqiqa, 167ff. Abu Zayd’s discussion of the semantic meaning of ta ’wil is based on Ibn 
Manzur’s Lisan al-‘Arab, “a-w-1,” 11:32-40. Cf. I. Poonawala, “Ta’wll,” Ef, 10:390-392.
167 Ibn Manzur, Lisan al- ‘Arab, 11:32.
168 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dlnl, 110. This definition is taken from Lisan al-‘Arab of Ibn 
Manzur.
169 Irma ma ‘na al-ta ’wil al-kashf ‘an al-dalala al-khafiyya li-al-aFal.. Anna al-kashf ‘an al-dalala 
al-khafiyya al-batina li-al-afal -aw ta ’wiluha - ma ‘nahu al-kashf ‘an asbabiha al-haqiqiyya, wa
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or dreams ( ta ’w ll al-ahadlth or al-ahlam) comes to mean revealing their real cause, such 

as in Q. 12:6 wa kadhalika yajtablka rabbuka wa y u ‘allimuka min ta ’wIJi 1-abaditb 

“Thus your Lord will prefer you and will teach you the interpretation of events.” 170

The second meaning of ta ’wll derives, according to Abu Zayd, from ala al- 

shay’—awlan wa iyalan which means to put something in order and to manage it 

{aslaliahu wa sasabu).111 Here, ta ’wil means to arrive at a goal through the exercise of 

care, management and improvement (al-wusul ila al-gbaya bi-al-ri‘aya wa al-siyasa wa 

al-islab).m The term ta ’wll in the Qur’an also used to mean ‘aqiba, the outcome, the 

end, the result. For example, Q. 17:35 wa awfu ’1-kayla idba kiltum wa zinu bi T-qistasi 

’1-mustaqlmi dhalika khayru ’w wa absanu ta ’wllan “Fill the measure when you 

measure, and weigh with right balance; that is good and better in the end” or Q. 4:59 ya 

ayyuba ’1-ladhlna amanu a ti‘u ’llaha wa a tl‘u ’r-rasula wa uli 1-amri minkum ... dhalika 

khayru ’w- wa absanu ta ’wllan “O you who believe! Obey God and obey the messenger 

and those of you who are in authority ... that is better and more seemly in the end.”

Based on his study of ta ’wil, Abu Zayd asserts that the process of contextual 

interpretation (al-qira’a al-siyaqiyya) has to follow two steps: the first is to return 

{.ruju')  to the meaning in its historical and cultural context (tarikbiyyat al-dalala); and 

the second, to arrive to the significance {maghza) of the meaning in the present

al-kashf ‘an asbabiha al-haqiqiyya bi-mathabat al-kashf‘an al-usul. Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 
229.
170 Muhammad Asad in his The Message of the Qur’an (Gibraltar: Dar al-Andalus, 1980), 337, n. 
10 refers to al-Razi who points out that in this context the term hadlth (saying) is synonymous 
with hadith (event).
171 Ibn Manzur, Lisan al- ‘Arab, 11:36.
172 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dlni, 111; Mafhum al-Nass, 230.
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context. 173 The historical meaning is firm while its significance is changeable depending 

on the context. He further states that the maghza has to be based on the historical 

meaning and is closely related to the latter.

3. Contextual Reading ofthe Qur’an

As has been noted above, in order to discover the historical meaning of the text, 

a diachronic approach or a historico-critical study might be employed. In the discipline 

of usul al-fiqh, the genres of asbab al-nuzul, nasikh wa mansukh, and “early and later” 

verses (makld wa madani), are commonly used. But more than that, according to Abu 

Zayd, the text has to be studied in the socio-historical context (al-siyaq al-tarlkhl al- 

ijtimaT) of seventh-century Arabia, during which time the Qur’an was sent down. 

Knowledge of this context is very important because it will reveal, for example, whether 

the laws or regulations in the text were originally prescribed by Islam or whether they 

were essentially pre-Islamic socio-religious customs later accepted and developed by 

Islam.174

In addition to the socio-historical context there are contexts to be considered 

when interpreting the Qur’an. First is what Abu Zayd calls the “external context” {siyaq 

khariji) of the text. While the socio-historical context may also be regarded as the 

external context, that is, in terms of the text’s relation with the world surrounding it, 

the context of address (siyaq al-takhatub), or in the case of the Qur’an the context of

173 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 230; Naqd al-Khitab al-DIni, 115ff.; Isbkaliyyat al-Qira’a, 6 . 
Compare with Fazlur Rahman’s Double movement: 1. To move from the specific of the Qur’an 
to the “eliciting and systemizing of its general principles, values and long-ranged objectives;” 2 . 
- to take these general principles and formulate specific views which deal with contemporary 
situations. See infra.
174 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 202; al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 100-101.

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



www.manaraa.com

Abu Zayd’s Hermeneutics 15?

“sending down” {siyaq al-tanzll), is what truly constitutes the external aspect of the 

text.175 Parts of this context are the addresser of the text and its addressee. Included in 

the latter are the different addressees of the revelation, such as Muhammad, the wives of 

the Prophet, women in general, the believers, the Ahl al-Kitab or “People of the Book,” 

etc. And since the process of tanzll took more than twenty years to complete, the asbab 

al-nuzul (occasions of revelation), nasikh wa mansukh (abrogating and abrogated 

verses), and the concept of m akldand madaniverses may be considered as vital tools for 

understanding the external context of the text.

Besides this context however, there are internal contexts {al-siyaq al-dakhili) as 

well, such as the text’s chronological order {tartib al-nuzul). The present Qur’an is not 

arranged chronologically, and while it is not known for certain why this is the case, 

nevertheless in the process of interpretation, a knowledge of this chronological order is 

useful. Abu Zayd observes that simply knowing that this is the case will help one 

understand, that the same word used in different places in the Qur’an does not always 

have the same meaning, because the meaning of its word had to have developed over a 

period of twenty years. An historical reading of the text can uncover the development of 

this meaning within the text from the earlier verses to the later. Sequential reading 

{qira’a tatabu‘iyya), that is, a reading that follows the present order of the Qur’an, on 

the other hand, will uncover the influential meaning of the whole text of the Qur’an. 176 

Modem methods of interpreting the Qur’an, according to Abu Zayd, have to combine 

these two dimensions of reading.

175 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqlqa, 101.
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The context of presentation {siyaq sard) and the linguistic structure (al-tarJdb al- 

lughawi) of the text are other levels of internal context that have to be looked at during 

interpretation. The former determines whether the text in question is describing the 

situation of previous generations or is instituting a new law; whether in the context of 

“incitement and intimidation” ( targhib wa tarhib) or in the context of “promise and 

threat” (w a‘d  wa w ald)}11 The linguistic structure consists of the grammatical 

structure (al-tarJdb al-nahwl) and literary styles, such as ellipsis {hadhf), repetition 

(takrir), etc. The analysis of this linguistic structure, according to Abu Zayd, is not only 

used to understand the meaning of that structure, but also to uncover the meaning of the 

unmentioned (al-maskut ‘anbu) in the text. What he means by the unmentioned is the 

meaning beyond the structure.178

While all these internal and external contexts, which are called by Gracia 

‘historical context,’ might be used to recover the historical meaning of the text, a 

contextual reading has to proceed to a second step, that is, to see the significance of this 

meaning in its ‘contemporary context. ’179 Significance involves the relevance or the 

importance of the text’s meaning. It is here, I think, where the reader plays a greater 

role. It is true that the reader also has a part to fulfill in discovering the historical 

meaning of the text, but since this meaning is determinate and stable, his role ends after

176 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 203. Cf. Hassan Hanafi who has discussed the advantages and 
disadvantages of “longitudinal commentaries” of the Qur’an. See Hanafi, “Method of Thematic 
Interpretation of the Qur’an,” in The Qur’an as Text, 195-211, esp. 195-197.
177 Abu Zayd, Dawair al-Khawf, 204.
178 Abu Zayd, al-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqiqa, 108-109.
179 Gracia differentiates between ‘historical contexts’ and ‘contemporary contexts.’ The 
historical is the circumstances that affect meaning of the text at the time of its production, 
while the contemporary is those circumstances of the contemporary readers. See Gracia, A 
Theory of Textuality, 30, 218. Gracia, however, does not see internal context as part of the 
context.
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discovering it. Finding the significance of that meaning, on the other hand, varies from 

one reader to the other, from one socio-historical context to the other. This will produce 

an endless process of interpretation and a diversity of interpretations, since the 

significance of the text differs from one person to another, from one time to another, 

depending on the development of the meaning of the language, on the one hand, and the 

changes in the socio-political context on the other. 180

One of the strongest objections made to this theory is the charge of relativism, 

since absolute truth is held to be an illusion. Abu Zayd, however, provides some general 

principles to facilitate valid interpretation. “The awareness of the difference between 

the original contextual ‘meaning’ which is almost fixed because of its historicity and the 

‘significance’ which is changeable - in addition to the awareness of the necessity that 

the significance is to be firmly related and rationally connected to the meaning, will 

produce a more valid interpretation. It is only valid, however, as long as it does not 

violate the above mentioned methodological rules in order to jump to some ‘desired’ 

ideological conclusions.” 181

This principle, for Abu Zayd, can lead to objectivity in interpretation. But it is 

not an absolute objective, since it will stand in the way of other possible interpretations 

-  a far from desirable situation in that, as he himself admits, he cannot claim to be privy 

to absolute truth. The kind of objectivity that he is proposing is contextual objectivity 

or cultural objectivity, 182 a quality that is objective for specific contexts but not for all 

contexts.

180 Abu Zayd, “al-Manhaj al-Nafl fl Fahm al-Nusus al-DIniyya,” al-Hilal (March 1992), 56.
181 Abu Zayd, “Divine Text,” 200-201.
182 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 240.
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4. Ta’wil and Talwm

Basing himself on the distinction between m a‘na and maghza and on the two- 

steps of interpretation, Abu Zayd criticizes the Islamists’ and many modernists’ 

understanding of the Qur’an. The former, according to our author, either ignore the 

historical meaning of the text, or if  they do understand it as it was understood by the 

earlier generation, they stick to it and do not contextualize it for any new situations 

encountered. The latter, on the other hand, arguing that historical meanings are passe, 

jump directly to the present context.

a. The Islamists

In his book Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini, Abu Zayd outlines the five mechanisms 

(aliyya) of the Islamists’ method of thinking:

1. Unification of thought with religion and elimination of the distance 
between subject and object.

2. Interpretation of all phenomena by referring all of them to the first 
principle or the first cause, whether those phenomena are social or 
natural.

3. Dependence on the authority of the past or the turath, and that is after 
converting the heritagial texts (nusus turathiyya), which are 
secondary texts, to the primary texts. [These secondary texts] enjoy 
an awful amount of sacredness, no less -in  many cases- than the 
primary texts.

4. Mental certainty and an absolute settled-kind of thinking which 
rejects any different thought, except if  the difference is in particulars 
and details but not in principles or basis.

5. Abandonment and ignorance of the historical dimension, which 
manifests itself in crying over the wonderful past, whether it is the 
golden age of the Rightly-Guided Caliphate or the Turco-Ottoman 
caliphate. 183

183 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini, 14; “The Modernisation of Islam or the Islamisation of 
Modernity,” 83. Cf. Edward Said’s translation in The Politics o f Dispossession (London: 
Vintage, 1995), 409-410.
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(1. al-tawhld bayna al-fikr wa al-cfin wa ilgba’ al-masafa bayna al-dhat 
wa al-mawdu‘.

2. tafsir al-zawahir kulliha bi-raddiba ja tm ‘an ila mabda’ aw ‘ilia ula 
tastawl fldhalika al-zawahir al-ijtima‘iyya aw al-tabl‘iyya.

3. al-i‘timad ‘ala sultat al-salaf aw al-turath, wa dhalika ba‘da tahwil al
ii usus al-turathiyya--wa hiya nusus thanawiyya- ila nusus awwaliyya 
tatam atta‘ bi-qadr ha’il min al-qadasa la taqill -  f i kathlr min al- 
ahwal -  ‘an al-nusus al-asliyya.

4. al-yaqln al-dhihnl wa al-hasm al-fikrl al-qat 7  wa rafd ayy khilaffikn - 
min thamma- ilia idha kana f i al-furu‘ wa al-tafasil duna al-usus wa 
al-usul.

5. ihdar al-bu‘d  al-tankhi wa tajahuluh, wa yatajalla hadha f i al-buka’
‘ala al-madi al-janul yastawi f i  dhalik al- ‘asr al-dhahabi li-al-khilafa 
al-rashlda wa ‘asr al-khilafa al-turkiyya al- ‘uthmaniyya.)

Although these mechanisms are inter-connected with each other, what concerns 

us the most here is the third and the fifth theses, 184 i.e., their dependence on the 

authority of the past and the turath, and their ignorance of the historical dimension, 

considerations which bring them to believe that the past practices of seventh-century 

Arabia are to be applied in the present situation.

According to Abu Zayd, the main mistake of the Islamists is their claim that 

history moves and develops from the best to the worst. They believe that the period of 

seventh-century Arabia was the best ever and that the further it is from that period, the 

worse that era is. This belief is based on the Prophetic tradition khayru umrnatl qaml 

thunmia ’l-ladhlna yalunahum thumma 1-ladhina yalunahum (The best of my 

community are [those living in] my period, and then those who will follow them, and 

then those who follow them) . 185 Due to this claim they try to relate the meaning of the 

text {ma‘na al-nass) and its significance merely to the period of the golden age, ignoring

184 Abu Zayd discusses these five devices of thought in Naqd al-Khitab al-Dinl, 14-58.
185 For the reference of this hadlth, see Concordance 2:96. See also Sahih al-Bukhari: The 
Translation o f the Meanings o f Sahih Al-Bukhari, by Muhammad Muhsin Khan (Chicago: Kazi 
Publications, 1978), 5:2.
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later developments and socio-political change. 186 By limiting the meaning of the text as 

understood and interpreted by the earlier generations, they unconsciously, Abu Zayd 

argues, transform this interpretation into belief ( ‘aqida),ni or to use the above theses: 

they identify religious thought (al-fikr al-dim) with religion {din), and transform these 

turath interpretations into primary texts. What is more problematic about this process is 

that when the equation of interpretation with religion has been made, the former takes 

on the status of authority, which is exempt from criticism, and which can only be 

understood by the “men of religion” {rijal al-dln).

As an example of this kind of interpretation, Abu Zayd discusses the Islamists’ 

central idea of jahiliyya and hakimiyya. The pre-Islamic term jah l is identified by Abu 

Zayd as “obedience to the power of emotion and self-surrender to the power of 

sentiment without appealing to the composure of reason and the power of logics” {al- 

khudu‘ li-satwat al-infi‘al wa al-istislam li-quwwat a l-‘atifa duna al-ihtikam ila razanat 

al- ‘aql wa quwwat al-mantiq).m Jahl is behavior that is not based on reason or logic. 

Izutsu through a semantic analysis of this term in his Ethico-Religious Concepts in the 

Qur’an, refers to this attitude as the “implacable, reckless temper of the pagan Arabs.” 189 

As the opposite of jahl, Abu Zayd does not juxtapose the term ‘ilm, as proposed by the 

Arab linguists, or hilm, as suggested by I. Goldziher and Izutsu, but rather an “appeal to 

the decision of reason and logic” {al-ihtikam ila al-‘aql wa al-mantiq).

186 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 223.
187 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 222.
188 Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini, 54.
189 Izutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an (Montreal: McGill University Press, 1966), 
28.
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By confirming his thesis that texts initially address a specific historical context

whose meaning can be known through the study of its structure and its language, and

that this historical meaning is open to extended interpretation as long as this extension

does not violate the original meaning, Abu Zayd argues that the term jahiliyya  points to

the same meaning as jahl. After the coming of Islam, jahiliyya came to connote a

historical period before Islam, while continuing to have the meaning of a “state of ja h l”

where people are controlled by emotion. This contrasts with the Islamic period in which

people should operate on the basis of reason and logic.

Islamists, however, according to Abu Zayd, ignore this historical meaning and

define jahiliyya instead as “opposition to the reign of God” and thus to the hakimiyyat

Allah.190 According to Sayyid Qutb, the main theorist of the Islamists, jahiliyya, means

submitting to the sovereignty of human beings, which is not in accordance with Islamic

method (manhaj Islatm). According to this definition, the term jahiliyya  does not

connote a historical period which has passed but one that continues to re-appear

whenever society deviates fiom the Islamic method, either in the past or in the future. 191

In his FIZilal al-Qur’an, Qutb writes:

Wa al-jahiliyya laysat fatra tarikhiyya; innama hiya hala tujad kullama 
wujidat muqawwimatuha f i wad‘ aw nizam .. wa hiya f i satmmiha al- 
ruju‘ bi al-hukm wa al-tashri‘ ila ahwa ’ al-bashar, la ila manhaj Allah wa 
sharl‘atih f i  al-hayah192

190 Sayyid Qutb’s defmiton quoted by Abu Zayd, Naqd al-Khitab al-DM, 55. According to 
Shahrough Akhavi, hakimiyyat Allah (divine sovereignty) is an inaccurate translation of 
Mawdudi’s phrase hukumat- ilahiyya (divine government). Both of them are not identical. See 
Akhavi, “The Dialectic in Contemporary Egyptian Social Thought: The Scripturalist and 
Modernist Discourses of Sayyid Qutb and Hasan Hanafi.” International Journal o f Middle East 
Studies 29 (1997): 396, n. 7.
191 On Qutb’s discussion of jahiliyya and hakimiyya, see also Issa J. Boullata, Trends and Issues 
in Contemporary Arab Thought (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 58-62.
192 Qutb, FIZilal al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Shuruq, 1988), 2:891.

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



www.manaraa.com

164 Chapter Three

(And jahiliyya is not a historical period; but rather a state that exists 
whenever its constituents exist in a regulation or system .. The core of 
these [constituents] is the recourse in judgment and legislation to the 
whims of people, and not to the method of God and His legislation in 
life)

Similarly, their understanding of the hakimiyya of God, which is based on Q. 

5:44,45,47, is contrary to the historical meaning of the latter texts. The Islamists 

translate the word hukm in those verses as ‘to rule’ or ‘to govern,’ so that Q. 5:44 wa 

ma ’1- lam yahkum bima anzala ’llahu fa-ula’ika humu ’1-kaEruna is translated as 

“Whoever does not rule/govem  by what God has sent down, they are disbelievers.” The 

historical meaning of that term, however, is “to judge,” which is based on the sabab al- 

nuzul o f the verse where it is said that the verse was revealed in connection with the 

Jews’ refusal to accept certain prescriptions of the Torah. 193

In addition to this willful ignorance of the historical meaning of the text, the 

Islamists, according to Abu Zayd, do not believe in the historicity of the Qur’anic 

prescriptions but argue that these prescriptions are eternally valid and have to be applied 

literally. Their maxim is “Wherever there is a text {nass) there is no room for 

interpretation.” But, as has been argued by Abu Zayd, the term nass here should be 

understood as meaning the clear verses of the Qur’an and not its entire text. 194 

Furthermore, he argues, the prescriptions in the Qur’an are conditioned by their

193 See al-WahicG al-NIsaburl, Asbab al-Nuzul (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1982), l l l -  
l l  2. See also William E. Shepard, “Muhammad Sa‘id al-‘Ashmawi and the Application of the 
Shari'a in Egypt,” International Journal o f Middle East Studies 28 (1996): 39-58, esp. 44.
194 See discussion supra.
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historical context and therefore many of them are out of date or have to be reinterpreted 

in the light of new contexts. 195

b. The Modernists

Not only does Abu Zayd criticize the Islamists’ method of interpreting the text, 

he also takes issue with the ideas of some modernists. He, for example, criticizes 

Muhammad Shahrur’s method of interpretation and considers his al-Kitab wa al-Qur’an: 

Qira’a M u‘asira,m as an example of talwln (biased and tendentious reading), which 

ignores the historical meaning of the text, 197 and suppresses the text for direct 

pragmatic purposes (agbrad nafiyya mubashira), i.e., to force the text to speak of 

contemporary ideas.

Shahrur differentiates in this same work between the concepts al-Kitab, al- 

Qur’an, al-Furqan and al-Dbikr.m This distinction is founded on the distinction between 

Muhammad’s function as Prophet and Messenger. The Book (al-Kitab) in reality 

contains two books: the book of prophecy (nubuwwa) which includes information and 

news, which distinguishes between right and wrong, and the book of apostleship (risala) 

which comprises legal matters. Basing himself on Q. 3:7, Shahrur contends that the

195 See more on this in Michel Hoebink, “Thinking about Renewal in Islam: Towards a History 
of Islamic Ideas on Modernization and Secularization,” Arabica 46, 1 (Jan. 1999): 29-62, 
especially 53ff.
196 Shahrur, al-Kitab wa al-Qur’an: Qira’a Mu'asira (Cairo and Damascus: Sina li al-Nashr and 
al-Ahali, 1992).
197 Abu Zayd, “Limadha Taghat al-Talflqiyya ‘ala Kathir min Mashru'at Tajdld al-Islam?” al- 
Hilal (Oct. 1991): 18-27; idem, “al-Manhaj al-Naffi fl Fahm al-Nusus al-Dlniyya,” al-Hilal 100, 
3 (March 1992): 54-60.
198 Shahrur, al-Kitab wa al- Qur’an, 37. See also Wael B. Hallaq, A History o f Islamic Legal 
Theories: An Introduction to Sunni usul al-flah (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
246ff.; Roxanne D. Marcotte, “Le reformisme islamique revisite: înterpretation de Shahrur 
(1938 -) et la condition feminine,” Studies in Religion/Sciences Religieuses 28, 4 (1999) 437-
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book of risala includes clear verses, called in The Book Unrni al-Kitab, while that of 

nubuwwa contains the ayat mutashabibat. The former are subject to ijtibad  in socio

economic contexts, except for those verses on ritual worship, ethics and hudud (literally, 

limits, i.e., punishments), while the latter is subject to interpretation ( ta ’wil). In addition 

to the composition of clear and ambiguous verses, al-Kitab also includes a third part, 

which is not mentioned in Q. 3:7 but rather in Q. 10:37, i.e., the tafsll al-kitab -  verses 

which belong neither to the clear nor to the ambiguous verses but which aim to explain 

the content of The Book. 199

Out of this trio, al-Qur’an, according to Shahrur, falls into the second category, 

ayat mutashabibat, i.e., those verses which Muhammad received as a Prophet. Before 

this part of al-Kitab was sent down to Muhammad, it pre-existed in the Preserved 

Tablet (al-Lawh al-Mahfuz) encoded in such a way as to be beyond human perception. 

The process of revelation, Shahrur asserts, consisted of two steps: inzal and tanzil. First, 

it was sent down by God in one time in the Night of Power. This inzal does not mean 

that the Qur’an was sent down from the Lawh Mah fuz to the Sama’ al-dunya; rather, it 

means that God moved this Qur’an from the state of being unknown to that of being 

known by making it (Ja‘ala) in the Arabic language (Q. 12:2; 43:3). After the process of 

inzal, the Qur’an was then sent down progressively (tanzil) by Gabriel to Muhammad 

over a period of about twenty-three years.200

It is interesting to note that the Night of Power, when the Qur’an is supposed to 

have been sent down {inzal) and made Arabic, for Shahrur, did not have a specific time

464; and Peter Clark, “The Shahrur Phenomenon: a Liberal Islamic Voice from Syria,” Islam and 
Christian-MuslimRelations7, 3 (Oct. 1996): 337-341.
199 Shahrur, al-Kitab wa al- Qur’an, 38.
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frame, such as a specific night during the month of Ramadan. According to him, the 

Qur’anic verse laylatu ’1-Qadri khayru’m min alfi shahrin should not be translated as 

“The Night of Power is better than a thousand months”; rather, he understands shahr to 

be equivalent to shuhra, “reputation” or ishhar“proclamation,” and the term alfto mean 

to “combine separate things.” With this definition of the terms, Shahrur asserts that the 

above verse has to be understood as “the proclamation of the Qur’an is better than all 

other proclamations united together” {ishhar al-Qur’an khayr min kull al-ishharat al- 

ukhramu’allafa kulluha ba‘duha min ba‘d).20]

Unlike the Qur’an, which pre-existed in the Lawh al-Mahfuz and had to follow 

the process o f inzal and tanzil, the other parts o f The Book, i.e., Umm al-Kitab and 

Tafsll al-Kitab, were not kept in the Tablet but were sent down to the Prophet directly 

from God. In addition, while the Qur’an strictly speaking does not have asbab al-nuzul 

(since it would have been revealed whether requested or not {su’ila am lam yu s’al)),202 

the Umm al-Kitab, consisting of verses concerning laws and regulations, has the sabab 

of revelation.203

These are just some examples of Shahrur’s linguistic analysis of the terms in the 

Qur’an, which, according to Abu Zayd, ignore the historical meaning of these terms.204 

His differentiation between muhkam as belonging to messenger and mutashabih to 

prophet, as well as his distinction between al-Kitab and al-Qur’an, ignore the contextual

200 Shahrur, al-Kitab wa al- Qur’an, 152-153.
201 Shahrur, al-Kitab wa al- Qur’an, 153.
202 Shahrur, al-Kitab wa al- Qur’an, 154.
203 Shahrur, al-Kitab wa al- Qur’an, 159.
204 Wilfred Madelung also notes that Shahrur’s theory stands on “unsound philology.” See
Madelung’s review of Hallaq’s A History of Legal Theories, in Journal o f the Royal Asiatic
Society 8 (1998): 268.

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



www.manaraa.com

168 Chapter Three

meaning (dalalat al-siyaq) of the text, its occasions of revelation and the interpretations 

of early Muslim scholars, in order to advance his own reading of the text.

In the final analysis, both methods of interpretation -  Qutb and Shahrur —, 

argues Abu Zayd, are based on ideological biases, themselves founded on pre-judgment 

(al-afkar wa al-ru’a al-musbiqa), which direct interpretation. In both cases, the text 

becomes the object {maful bib) and the ideology its subject (fa‘il'). And in both cases, 

they ignore the nature of the text and its levels of context.205

5. Abu Zayd, Fazlur Rahman (1919-1988) and Mohammed Arkoun (b. 1928)

In order to appreciate Abu Zayd’s originality and his contribution to the modem 

approach in Qur’anic interpretation, it is important to compare his method with those of 

other modem Muslim scholars. In the following, I will discuss Fazlur Rahman’s and 

Mohammed Arkoun’s approaches to the Qur’an, which resemble Abu Zayd’s insofar 

that they too have proposed the application of more modem interpretive methods to the 

Qur’an. Perhaps the first Muslim scholar to use modem hermeneutics in this field, 

Rahman’s ideas were likewise intensely opposed by traditional Muslims, and he had no 

choice but to leave his country and move to the West where the more liberal academic 

atmosphere allowed him greater freedom of speech.206 However, this did not prevent him 

from objectively challenging and criticizing Western attitudes and values. Yet another 

similarity between these scholars -  and perhaps the most important one -  just as Abu

205 Abu Zayd, ai-Nass, al-Sulta, al-Haqiqa, 115.
206 On responses to Rahman, see, for example, his “Some Islamic Issues in the Ayyub Khan Era,” 
in Essays on Islamic Civilization Presented to Niyazi Berkes, ed. Donald P. Little (Leiden: E.J. 
Brill, 1976), 284-302. See also Donald L. Berry, “The Thought of Fazlur Rahman as an Islamic 
Response to Modernity,” (Ph.D. dissertation, the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1990), 
55-59.
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Zayd insists on defining revelation before interpreting the Qur’an, Rahman and Arkoun 

too place an emphasis on understanding the meaning of revelation.207

The traditional position on this issue is reflected by Abdullah Saeed, who, in his 

“Rethinking ‘Revelation’ as a Precondition for Reinterpreting the Qur’an: A Qur’anic 

Perspective”208 argues against a redefinition of the traditional concept of revelation 

{wahy), stating that “a revision of the theory of Revelation in Islam is unwarranted; ... 

because ... a careful and literal reading of the linguistic evidence available, primarily in 

the Qur’an, does not support such a revision.” 209 He further argues that if the purpose is 

to make the Qur’an interpretable for the modem time, it is not the definition of 

revelation that has to be revised, but rather the method of interpretation.

I believe that Abu Zayd, Rahman and Arkoun would contest Saeed’s thesis. 

Their determination to redefine wahy and regard it in human and historical terms is 

meant to challenge the existing concept of the term that has dominated the Muslim 

world and to revive ones that have previously been banned and buried in Islamic history. 

In addition, contrary to Saeed’s assumption, their attempt to revise the concept of 

revelation is based on their own understanding of the Qur’an.

a. Fazlur Rahman’s Theory of Double Movement

Basing himself on Q. 26:194 nazala bihi ’r-ruhu ’1-anunu ‘ala qalbika li-takuna 

mina ’1-mundhirln (The Faithful Spirit has brought it (revelationI tanzil) down upon

207 Cf. Farid Esack, Qur’an, Liberation & Pluralism: An Islamic Perspective o f Interreligious 
Solidarity against Oppression (Oxford: Oneworld, 1998), 63-73; and Richard C. Martin and 
Mark R. Woodward with Dwi S. Atmaja, Defenders o f Reason in Islam: Mu'tazilism from 
Medieval School to Modern Symbol (Oxford: Oneworld, 1997), 200-2006.
208 In Journal o f Qur’anic Studies 1, 1 (1999): 93-114.
209 Saeed, “Rethinking ‘Revelation’,” 95.
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your heart that you may be among the wamers), Rahman argues in his major work Islam

that the Qur’an is both the Word of God and the word of Muhammad.210 It is this

statement that has led to many objections on the part of his fellow-countrymen in

Pakistan. Despite however the opposition he faced, Rahman retained this conviction till

the end of his life. Commenting on this attitude in later years, Rahman states:

I defended the idea of the verbal revelation of the Qur’an, which is the 
universal belief. However, it seemed to me that the standard orthodox 
accounts of revelation give a mechanical and extemalistic picture of the 
relationship between Muhammad and the Qur’an—Gabriel coming and 
delivering God’s messages to him almost like a postman delivering 
letters. The Qur’an itself says that the Angel “comes down to the heart” 
of Muhammad. I stated that the Qur’an is entirely the Word of God 
insofar as it is infallible and absolutely free from falsehood, but, insofar 
as it comes to the Prophet’s heart and then his tongue, it was entirely his 
word.211

In Islam & Modernity: Transformation o f  an Intellectual Tradition, Rahman 

asserts further that this concept of revelation constitutes the basis of his project of 

Islamic intellectualism.212 Unaware of the importance of this idea, Waheed Hussain 

criticizes Rahman’s proposal.213 Differentiating between the concepts of social practice 

and interpretive method in his analysis, Hussain questions how and why Rahman’s idea 

of the Qur’an as “the divine word literally revealed to the Prophet Muhammad” could 

become a practical interpretive method for interpreting the Qur’an.214 This question 

might not have arisen if  Hussain had understood Rahman’s motive in speaking in these

210 Rahman, Islam, 2nd edition (Chicago and London: the University of Chicago Press, 1979), 31, 
33.
211 Rahman, “Some Islamic Issues in the Ayyub Khan Era,” 299. See also Berry, “Dr. Fazlur 
Rahman (1919-1988): A Life in Review,” in The Shaping o f an American Islamic Discourse, 41.
212 Rahman, Islam & Modernity: Transformation o f an Intellectual Tradition (Chicago and 
London: The University of Chicago Press, 1984), 1-2.
213 See Hussain, “Interpreting the Tradition: The Modernist Argument and the Sources of 
Islam,” The American loumal of Islamic Social Sciences 18, 1 (Winter 2001): 1-15.
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terms, which was to challenge and refute the Ash‘arite and the Hanbalite dogma, which 

claimed that the Qur’an was not only the Word of God but also the “uncreated” and 

eternal Word of God -  a concept that has long dominated Muslim thought. The latter 

view, according to Rahman, insists on the “otherness” of the Qur’an and the 

“externality” of the Prophet in the process of revelation, neither of which solutions gives 

role to the Prophet Muhammad. The Mu'tazilites, on the other hand, to whom 

Rahman’s idea refers, maintained the Prophet’s involvement in revelation.

The Prophet’s implication in the revelatory process, argues Rahman, is attested 

to in the Qur’an which states that the revelation was sent down to the heart of 

Muhammad (Q. 26:194) and that Muhammad’s speech was a revelation (Q. 53:3-4). 

Further proof of Muhammad’s involvement might be seen from the fact that many of 

the Qur’anic verses deal with the historical context of Muhammad. “The Qur’an,” for 

Rahman, “is the divine response, through the Prophet’s mind, to the moral-social 

situation o f the Prophet’s Arabia.” 215

It is on this concept of revelation that Rahman bases his theory of interpretation. 

Rahman approaches the Qur’an through an attempt to understand it in its socio- 

historical setting. According to him, each of the Qur’an’s pronouncements on social, 

moral, political and economic matters, had a background “rooted in the flesh and blood 

ofhistory.” 216

214 Hussain, “Interpreting the Tradition,” 10.
215 Rahman, Islam & Modernity, 5. For more discussion on this, see Ebrahim Moosa’s 
“Introduction” to Rahman’s Revival and Reform in Islam: a Study o f Islamic Fundamentalism, 
ed. Moosa (Oxford: Oneworld, 2000), 13.
216 Rahman, “Islam: Legacy and Contemporary Challenge,” in Islam in the Contemporary World, 
ed. Cyriac K. Pullapilly (Notre Dame: Cross Road Books, 1980), 409.
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The purpose of this historical approach is to determine the worldview or 

Weltanschauung o f the Qur’an which, according to Rahman, is ethical in nature. By 

applying this method, it is possible to distinguish between prescription and description 

in the Qur’an, between Qur’anic legal provisions and their objectives or ends, and 

between historical circumstances and essential Islamic principles.

Rahman is however best known for his “double movement” approach to 

interpreting the Qur’an. The first movement is to move from the present situation to the 

time in which the Qur’an was revealed. This enables the interpreter to evaluate the verse 

in the context of its socio-historical background, allowing him or her to grasp the 

purpose and original intention of the verse. The second movement is an attempt to 

interpret the ramifications of the verse in the face of the present socio-cultural 

situation.217

The first o f these two movements, according to Rahman, consists of two steps. 

To understand the meaning of a given verse, the interpreter should study the historical 

situation surrounding its revelation. This step implies the absolute necessity of knowing 

the social and religious life of Arabia on the eve of Islam as well as its customs and 

institutions. In the light of this socio-historical background, it is then possible in the 

second step to derive general moral-social objectives from specific texts.

After determining these objectives, the scholar is ready to move from the general 

view achieved in the first movement to apply these Qur’anic principles to society in the 

context of contemporary socio-historical situations. This requires a careful study of the 

present situation in order to implement correctly Qur’anic values.

217 Ibid., 415; Rahman, Islam & Modernity, 6ff.
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According to Ebrahim Moosa in his introduction to Rahman’s posthumous book 

Revival and Reform in Islam, Rahman’s theory of double movement is a condensation of 

E. Betti’s (d. 1968) four canons that guide the exegete to reach and reproduce the 

original meaning of the text.218 It is true that Rahman prefers Betti’s “objectivity” 

theory to Gadamer’s.219 Like Betti, Rahman argues that an interpreter can reach 

objectively the original meaning of the Qur’an. Unlike Betti, however, Rahman believes 

that this original meaning does not lie in the mind of the author but rather in the 

historical context to which the text/the Qur’an responded.220

b. Abu Zayd’s Contextual Approach

In comparison with Rahman, Abu Zayd proposes an even more logical and 

systematic theory of revelation. First, he asserts his understanding of the humanity and 

historicity of revelation by referring to the Qur’anic text and comparing the human 

manifestation of the Qur’an with that of Jesus as maintained by the Qur’an. Next, his 

critical study of the traditional Qur’anic sciences provides him with more proofs of the 

spatial and temporal aspects of revelation. Abu Zayd’s application of Jakobson’s theory 

of literary communication, as well as that of Saussure’s differentiation between langue 

and parole, to the concepts of wahy as well as to Arabic language and the Qur’an, 

discloses further the involvement of humanity and culture in forming the revelation.

218 Moosa, “Introduction,” 19.
219 See Rahman, Islam & Modernity, 8ff. Cf. Earle H. Waugh, who mistakenly assumes that 
Rahman is closer to Gadamer whose position is that original meaning cannot be uncovered. See 
Waugh, “Beyond Scylla and Kharybdis: Fazlur Rahman and Islamic Identity,” in The Shaping of 
an American Islamic Discourse, 21. Cf. Tamara Sonn, “Fazlur Rahman and Islamic Feminism,” 
in The Shaping o f an American Islamic Discourse, 126.
220 Rahman, Islam & Modernity, 8 .
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In his inaugural lecture as Cleveringa Professor in Leiden University, Abu Zayd 

explores this issue further. He distinguishes between three aspects of the Qur’an: its 

content, language, and structure. Although the content of the Qur’an is from God, Abu 

Zayd argues, it is expressed in human language, and therefore it is correlated with 

cultural and historical contexts.

As for the structure of the Qur’an, Abu Zayd sees the human dimension of 

revelation in the fact that the Qur’an was revealed piecemeal (munajjam), as well as in 

the process of the canonization of the Qur’an. Inasmuch as it was revealed portion by 

portion, the Qur’an responded to the needs and demands of the community. Another 

aspect of the human involvement with the Qur’an consists in the human effort to 

collect, arrange and canonize the content of the Qur’an.

In terms of theory of interpretation, on the other hand, Abu Zayd’s contextual 

approach to the Qur’an seems to be close to the double movement theory of Rahman. 

Though it is not quite clear whether Abu Zayd was influenced by Rahman’s works, he 

does after all allude to double movement in speaking of the double meaning of the term 

ta ’w lland its use in the Qur’an. He also discusses more comprehensively the different 

kinds of contexts -  external and internal -  that assist one in understanding the meaning 

and significance of the Qur’an.

c. Arkoun’s Strategies o f Deconstruction

In the course of his discussion, Abu Zayd asserts that since the Qur’an is a 

linguistic text (nass lughawl), the linguistic method is the only method (al-manhaj al- 

wahld) that may usefully be applied to the study of the Qur’an, that it is “the only
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possible method in terms of its appropriateness with the topic of the study and its 

subject matter” (innahu al-manhaj al-wahld al-mumkin min haythu tala’umuh m a‘a 

mawdu‘ al-dars wa maddatih).221 However, it can be argued that this reduces the text to 

only one of its aspects, and closes the door to other perspectives which may yield 

valuable insights. When one claims that a particular method is the most authoritative 

one, one destroys the view of hermeneutics itself which admits different kinds of 

methods. Mohammed Arkoun for one rejects single-minded approaches to the study of 

the Qur’an, and instead recommends a variety of approaches drawing from the 

humanities and social sciences.222

Like Rahman and Abu Zayd, Arkoun starts his project by discussing the notion 

of revelation. In his Rethinking Islam: Common Questions, Uncommon Answers, 

Arkoun writes:

The question of revelation is more delicate, especially if one wishes to 
get beyond and renew “orthodox” teachings piously repeated within each 
of the monotheistic traditions. It is not a matter of ignoring or 
overturning these teachings; the science of religions today seeks rather to 
understand the theological and historical genesis of them, their 
ideological and psychological functions, their semantic and
anthropological limits and inadequacies.223

What Arkoun wishes to accomplish by this deconstruction is to understand the 

reasons for the dominance of the orthodox view and its limitations, and to uncover other 

conceptions that have been forgotten. Defending himself against the charge of using

221 Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 25, 27.
222 For his program, see Lectures du Coran (Paris: Maisonneuve and Larose, 1982), especially 
“Bilan et perspectives des etudes coraniques,” v-xxxiii. This article has been translated into 
Arabic “Hisab KhitamI li-al-Dirasat al-Qur’aniyya wa Afaqiha,” in Muhammad Arkun, al-Fikr 
al-Islamil: Qira’a ‘Ilmiyya (Beirut: Markaz al-Inma’ al-Qawml, 1987), 245-283.
223 Arkoun, Rethinking Islam: Common Questions, Uncommon Answers, transl. and edited by 
Robert D. Lee (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1994), 30,
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Western ideas and methods in his studies, Arkoun maintains that the concept of a 

human and historical text with regard to the Qur’an is to be found in the Islamic 

heritage itself. He refers to the Mu‘tazilite concept of the createdness of the Qur’an, 

stating that this concept implies that the Qur’an is in need of human mediation (wisata 

basbariyya).224 By declaring that the Qur’an is created, it asserts that the Qur’an is 

manifested in human language, i.e., the Arabic language, and that human beings have 

the duty to understand and interpret it.

Arkoun differentiates between several levels of the Qur’an.225 The first is the 

Word of God that is related to the Heavenly Book, expressed in the Qur’an as al-Lawh 

al-Mahfuz, “the Preserved Tablet” (Q. 85:22) and Umm al-Kitab “Archetypal Book” (Q. 

43:3). The second level is the Qur’anic discourse which is the oral transmission of this 

Word to Muhammad. This Qur’an, which is also called by Arkoun “the prophetic 

discourse” (al-khitab al-nabawJ),226 involves a discourse between three principal actors: 

God as the addresser, the Prophet as the first addressee, and men as the second 

addressee. The latter are those who accompanied the Prophet and heard the Qur’an 

directly from him. This oral discourse was then transformed into a text (mushaf), and 

finally elevated into the Official Closed Corpus. The transformation from oral discourse 

to written text, according to Arkoun, has three important implications: (1) radical 

changes to the linguistic and semiotic process in the Qur’anic discourse; (2) the

224 Arkun, “al-Mumkin al-Tafklr flh/wa al-Mustahil al-Tafldr flh fi al-Fikr al-Islaml al-Mu‘asir,” 
an interview by Hashim Salih in Qadaya fi Naqd al-‘Aql al-Dlnl: Kayfa Nafham al-Islam al- 
Yawm (Beirut: Dar al-Tali‘a, 1998), 278-279.

225 See Arkoun, “The Notion of Revelation: From Ahl al-Kitab to the Societies of the Book,” 
Die Welt des Islams 28 (1998): 62-89.
226 Arkun, al-Fikr al-UsuII wa Istihalat al-Ta’sll: Nahwa Tarikh Akharli-al-Fikr al-Islaml, trans. 
Hashim Salih (London: Dar al-Saqi, 1999), 30.
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attribution of sacrality to the written text; and (3) the increasing role of written culture 

at the expense of oral culture.227

In the light of these three levels, Arkoun sees Ash'arite and Hanbalite theology 

as having assimilated the mushaf with the transcendent Word of God, ignoring the 

successive processes of oral transmission and its transformation into a text. The 

Mu'tazilites, on the other hand, maintained the createdness of the Qur’an in its oral 

transmission to the Prophet in the Arabic language and in its specific historical context.

Besides the above implications, the role of oral discourse in the formation of the 

text makes the Qur’an available to everyone, and makes it possible to be interpreted. It 

follows, therefore, Arkoun argues, that during the interpretation of the Qur’an, one has 

to consider these three levels of the Qur’an, especially the shift from the oral discourse 

to the written. In the former, particular attention has to be paid to the role of metaphor 

and the semiotic structure of the Qur’anic discourse. In addition, the interpreted 

corpuses, which derive from the Official Closed Corpus, have to be taken into 

consideration in the process of interpretation.

Arkoun admits that his approach, which he calls “anthropology of the past” 

(antrubvlujiyya li-al-madi), following the French scholars Georges Duby, Alphonse 

Dupront and Jacques Le Goff, is still in a state of formation, and still at the level of 

theory.228 However, this theoretical concept, which incorporates linguistic and

227 Arkoun, “The Notion of Revelation,” 75.
228 Arkun, al-Fikr al-UsuIi wa Istihalat al-Ta’sll, 43-44. See for example, Jacques Le Goff, The 
Medieval Imagination, transl. by Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1985).
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anthropological analysis of the Qur’an, according to Arkoun, has been successfully 

implemented by Jacqueline Chabbi in her Le Seigneur des tribus: l ’lslam deMahomet?19

This approach begins with the archeological excavation (al-hafi al-arkiyulujl) of 

the meaning of a word, its genesis and its genealogy through history from the past till 

the present. It further analyzes this word as it is used in the Qur’an, by relating it to the 

socio-political context of seventh-century Arabia. Finally, the analysis of this word is 

extended to any works of turath, such as annals or chronicles, collections of Prophetic 

traditions, biographies of the Prophet and his companions, compendia of Isra ‘iliyyat, 

and Qur’anic exegeses, which discuss the word in question.230 Here we can see the 

influence of the post-structuralist scholars, especially Michel Foucault (1926-1984). The 

latter, in his The Archeology o f  Knowledge has suggested that an object of discourse 

“exists under the positive conditions of a complex group of relations.” 231 It is therefore 

necessary, Foucault suggests, to analyze an object in its relation to other objects and to 

define its difference.

Arkoun argues that the purpose of this archeological analysis is not to determine 

the truthfulness or untruthfulness of a given account, but rather to deconstruct the social 

imaginaire which has been formed and structured by the phenomenon of the mushaf. It 

seems that it is on this basis that Arkoun’s deconstruction theory lies; that is, to 

consider the social imaginaire as the field of study. In his Rethinking Islam Today, 

where he outlines the strategies of his theory, Arkoun states:

229 Paris: Noesis, 1997.
230 See Arkun, al-Fikr al-UsulI wa Istihalat al-Ta ’sill, 52-55.
231 See Foucoult, The Archeology o f Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 45. In 
Rethinking Islam, Arkoun refers to this as the theory of intertextuality.
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There is no possibility to interpret the whole literature derived from those 
Scriptures without taking into account the representations of Salvation 
perpetuated in the behaviors and the thinking activity of all believers, so 
that all history produced in the Societies of the Book is legitimized and 
assimilated by the imaginaire of Salvation, not by any “rational” 
construction. The theological and juridical systems elaborated by so- 
called “reason” are also related to the imaginaire of Salvation.232

As a historian of religious thought, Arkoun finds that this kind of approach, 

which studies the religious literature as the result of the believers’ imaginaire, is richer 

than the philological approach that searches for lexical and thematic influences. On a 

practical level, however, Arkoun has not yet applied this theory comprehensively to 

interpret Qur’anic verses related to contemporary issues, such as the role of women, for 

instance.

6. Interpretation o f Women’s Status and Their Rights

In this last section I will look at Abu Zayd’s application of his hermeneutics to 

the issue of women. This issue, according to Valerie J. Hoffman, is the most sensitive 

and critical of all the issues in Islamic law and the one most in need of re-interpretation 

in a modem context.233 Abu Zayd himself has dedicated two books to this issue,234 a 

clear indication of the importance he attaches to this topic. His discussion has to be seen

232 Arkoun, Rethinking Islam Today (Washington D.C.: Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, 
Georgetown University, 1987), 21.
233 See Hoffman, “Qur’anic Interpretation and Modesty Norms for Women,” in The Shaping of 
an American Islamic Discourse, 89. See also Azizah al-Hibri, “A Study of Islamic Herstory: or 
How Did We Ever Get into This Mess?,” in Women’s Studies International Forum 5, 2 (1982): 
207-219; republished in Women and Islam, ed. Azizah al-Hibri (Oxford, New York: Pergamon 
Press, 1982), 207-219, esp. 216ff.
234 Abu Zayd, al-Mar’a fiKhitab al-Azma (Cairo: Dar al-Nusus, 1995); and Dawa’ir al-Khawf 
(1999). The first book, according to the author, was “for unknown reasons” not widely 
distributed and available; in fact it was the only book published by Dar al-Nusus. For this reason 
the book was republished with additional articles in the second book. See Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al- 
Khawf, 12-13,
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in the context of other discourses -  and especially the discourse of ‘crisis’ (khitab al- 

azma) as he calls it -  that seek to overcome the problems surrounding the Arabo-Islamic 

heritage. This is why in his studies he feels it necessary to relate, study and criticize 

these interpretations of the turath.

There are many issues affecting women, but in this section I will concentrate on 

the issues of equality between men and women, polygamy, inheritance and hijab. The 

selection of these topics is due to the controversial nature of the issues and the differing 

views of Muslim scholars, both past and present, in commenting on the Qur’anic verses 

related to these subjects.235 More importantly I hope to show how Abu Zayd’s method of 

interpretation applies to women’s issues,236 and how it differs from the approaches taken 

by other modem Muslim scholars on these topics.237

a. Abu Zayd’s Interpretation

Abu Zayd first of all establishes a principle by which all issues affecting women 

must be seen and analyzed. This is the thesis that one goal (maqsad)  out of the many

235 Many scholars have reviewed traditional as well as modem Muslim thinkers’ views on these 
issues, see for example, Hoffman, “Qur’anic Interpretation and Modesty Norms for Women,” 
89-121; idem, “Polemics on the Modesty and Segregation of Women in Contemporary Egypt,” 
International Journal o f Middle East Studies 19 (1987): 23-50; Sheila McDonough, “Modem 
Muslim Qur’an: Commentaries in Relation to Gender Roles and Distinctions,” Religious Studies 
and Theology 1, 2-3 (May-Sept. 1987): 56-69; Barbara Freyer Stowasser, Women in the Qur'an, 
Traditions, and Interpretation (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), chapter 
ten; idem, “The Hijab. How a Curtain Became an Institution and a Cultural Symbol,” in 
Humanism, Culture & Language in the Near East. Studies in Honor o f Georg Krotkoff, ed. 
Asma Afsaruddin and A.H. Mathias Zahniser (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1997), 87- 
104; “Gender Issues and Contemporary Quran Interpretation,” in Islam, Gender, & Social 
Change, eds. Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and John L. Esposito (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1998), 30-44.
236 Stowasser notes that Abu Zayd’s al-Mar’a fi Khitab al-Azma is polemical in nature. See 
Stowasser, “Gender Issues and Contemporary Quran Interpretation,” 42.
237 1 limit my discussion to Rahman’s approach, since Arkoun has not yet dealt with this issue in 
detail. See Rethinking Islam, Chapter 13 on “women,” 63.
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intended by the Qur’anic discourse is that of the equality between men and women (al- 

musawat bayna al-rajul wa al-mar’a).2™ Compared to the Torah, where Hawwa’ (Eve) is 

pictured as the means by which Satan was able to seduce Adam into eating from the 

forbidden tree, the Qur’anic text clearly states that Adam and Hawwa’ were equally 

responsible and liable to punishment. It was the early mufassiis, argues Abu Zayd, who 

inserted these Torah stories and other isra’lliyyat into their interpretations o f the 

Qur’an.239 The Qur’anic text, moreover, asserts that both Adam and Hawwa’ were 

created from the same soul, nafs wahida (Q. 4:1, 7:189), which again is contrary to the 

Torah which considers Hawwa’ to be a part of Adam, and it likewise states that they 

have equal religious duties, rewards and punishment (Q. 3:195,4:124,9:71-72,16:97).

Abu Zayd does not refer directly to the Biblical story of the creation of Hawwa’ 

(Eve) and the fall of Adam, but we can refer to Riffat Hassan, a Muslim feminist who 

discussed it a some years ago in her “Equal before Allah? Woman-Man Equality in the 

Islamic Tradition.” 240 In that article she argues that, unlike Genesis 2:18-24, where it is 

clearly stated that woman was taken from man (implying that Adam was God’s first 

creation), the Qur’anic text speaks of “Adam and za w j” (Q. 2:35, 7:19) which, 

according to Hassan, means that Adam was not the first human being and that “he” was 

not necessarily a male. She further argues that the story that woman was created from a 

man’s rib entered into Islamic tradition through Hadith literature in the early centuries

238 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 207.
239 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf,_207. In “Hawwa’ bayna al-Dln wa al-Ustura,” he discusses al- 
Tabari’s account on “the fall of Adam and Hawwa’” from Paradise. See Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 17- 
24. On Isralliyyat, see Gordon D. Newby, “Tafsir Isra’iliyyat,” in “Studies in Qur’an and 
Tafsir,” ed. Alford T. Welch, Journal o f the American Academy of Religion: Thematic Issue 47, 
4 (December 1979): 685-697; Roberto Totolli, “Origin and Use of the Term Isra’lliyyat in 
Muslim Literature,” Arabica 46 (1999): 193-210.
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of Islam.241 As for the “fall” of Adam and his subsequent expulsion from the Garden of 

Eden (Genesis 3), Hassan states that the Qur’an does not regard woman as responsible 

for this, but assigns the sin to both the sexes, and therefore commands that both should 

fall (ihbita, Q. 20:123, sometimes in the plural form ihbitu, Q. 2:36, 7:24).

The assumption that woman was created from Adam’s rib and that the former 

was the cause of the fall is usually cited in support of female inferiority. Abu Zayd, 

however, rejects this argument saying that it is not based on the Qur’an but rather on 

the mythical depictions (tasawwurat usturiyya/khurafiyya) found in many early tafsm, 

especially the Tafsir of Tabari. And yet this does not mean, according to our author, that 

this and other early tafsm are of no use today. They contain after all the beliefs and 

thoughts of their time, and it is the task of the present generation to read and study 

rationally this turatb without sacralizing it and accepting it blindly as the truth.242

Having stated his thesis that gender equality is based on “fundamental” verses 

(nusus asasiyya) of the Qur’an, Abu Zayd admits that there are some “exceptional” 

verses (nusus istithna’iyya) which seem to distinguish between men and women and 

legislate inequality. The latter, however, have to be interpreted in the light of the

240 Riffat Hassan, “Equal before Allah? Woman-Man Equality in the Islamic Tradition,” Harvard 
Divinity Bulletin (January-May 1987): 2-4.
241 Ibid. See also her unpublished work “Is Islam a Help or Hindrance to Women’s 
Development?”; and “Challenging the Stereotypes of Fundamentalism: An Islamic Feminist 
Perspective,” Muslim World 91, 1&2 (Spring 2001): 55-69, especially 59-62. See also Jane I. 
Smith and Yvonne Y. Haddad, “Eve: Islamic Image of Woman,” Women’s Studies International 
Forum 5, 2 (1982): 135-144; republished in Women and Islam; MJ. Kister, “Legends in Tafsir 
and Hadith Literature: The Creation of Adam and Related Stories,” in Approaches to the 
History o f the Interpretation of the Qur’an, 82-114, especially 110-114. Kister and Newby argue 
that these stories were transmitted by qussas in early Islam to tafsir and hadith literature. See 
Kister, “Legends in Tafsir and Hadith Literature,” 83; and Newby, “Tafsir Isra’iliyyat,” 689.
242 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 23.
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fundamental verses.243 In addition, they have to be understood against many levels of 

context before their significance can be discovered. Q. 16:58-59, for example, describes 

how the birth of a baby girl in the pre-Islamic period was considered evil and something 

to be ashamed of:

Wa idba bushshira abaduhum bi T-untba zalla wajbubu muswadda ’w-wa 
buwa kazlmim. Yatawara mina ’1-qawmi min su’i  ma busbsbira bibl a 
yumsikubu ‘alabunin am yadussubu f i ’t-turabi

(If one of them receives the news of the birth of a female, his face 
becomes darkened, and he is filled with suppressed anger. He hides 
himself from the group because of the evil that was announced to him: 
whether he should keep it in shame or bury it in the dust).

These verses, Abu Zayd argues, have to be seen in the context of contest (siyaq 

sijaD) ,244 that is, a context where the Qur’an was intended to oppose and change a given 

situation. And this is clearly stated at the end of the verse in the words ala sa’a ma 

yabkvmuna “Verily, evil is what they judge.”

Similarly he finds other verses which tend to refer to females as inferior, such as 

the statement of Maryam’s mother who had vowed (nadbartu) to dedicate what was in 

her belly to God, but on finding it to be female exclaimed that she delivered a female, 

implying that a female was unsuitable for her nadhr. God, however, contradicts this 

attitude and says wa Tlahu a ‘lamu bi-ma wada‘at “Allah knows best what she delivered” 

(Q. 3:35-36).245

243 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 90-91. See also Stowasser, “Gender Issues and Contemporary 
Quran Interpretation,” 42.
244 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 207-211.
245 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 211. Loren D. Lyberger has also argued that this story — or 
theater as she calls it ~  can be seen as a revolt against patriarchal claims to authority. See her 
“Gender and Prophetic Authority in the Qur’anic Story of Maryam: A Literary Approach,” The 
Journal o f Religion 80, 2 (April 2000): 240-270, esp. 241-243.
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It is in the context of description {siyaq wasf) too, Abu Zayd argues, that the 

ayat al-qiwama (Q. 4:34) has to be understood.246 There are those who argue that it is an 

Islamic regulation that men should be managers of women, supporting their view by 

quoting that part of the verse which states that God prefers men over women: bi-ma 

faddala ’llahu ba‘dahum ‘ala ba‘din. Abu Zayd, however, argues that this verse has to be 

seen as describing an existing situation, and that the preference for men over women is 

not a divine absolute decree {qadr ilahlmutlaq) but a statement of what must be altered 

in order to conform to the original goal of the Qur’anic discourse on women, which is to 

promote equality.247

In addition to this argument, Abu Zayd offers another, asserting that the 

linguistic meaning of qiwama is to undertake socio-economic responsibilities {al-qiyam 

bi-tahammul al-mas’uliyya al-iqtisadiyya wa al-ijtimafyya), which can be assumed by 

any party able to do so, whether man or woman, or taken on as a joint responsibility. 

The Qur’anic text therefore signifies that the only considerations in granting qiwama ox 

“guardianship” should be the precedence (afdaliyya) and ability (qudra)  to give infaq 

(expenditure), irrespective of gender.248

This contextual understanding of the ayat al-qiwama has further repercussions 

for the status of women in the Qur’an, especially for the issue of inheritance. Since 

qiwama is based on whosoever is best able to give infaq, the portion of inheritance 

ought to be interpreted accordingly. Abu Zayd observes that the asbab al-nuzul of Q. 

4:7-11 relate to the practice of inheritance before Islam, according to which legacies

246 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 212.
247 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 214.
248 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 214.
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were not given to women but only to males who were able to go into battle. Later, Islam 

was to give a “legal share” nasib mafrud (Q. 4:7) to a woman from her father and 

husband and also the inheritance of kalala from her brother and sister (Q. 4:12, 4:176). 

This alone was proof that Islam provided new rights for women.

Furthermore, Abu Zayd notes that, unlike the pre-Islamic custom where 

maleness functioned as a criterion of value (m i‘yar al-qima),249 in Islamic inheritance the 

portion of the female is the basis (asl)  for regulating the male’s portion. Instead of 

asserting // ’1-imtha nisfu hazzi ’dh-dbakar “for the female half the male’s portion/’ the 

text states li ’dh-dhakari mitblu hazzi 1-unthayayni “for the male the equivalent of the 

portion of two females” (Q. 4:11). This statement, for Abu Zayd, introduces an 

important significance (maghza hamm) in a socio-historical context where being a male 

used to be the sole criteria. The change of this criterion from male to female was 

designed to affirm the principle of equality with which the Qur’anic chapter of al-Nisa’ 

begins.250

The historical context of this verse, Abu Zayd argues, clearly shows the Qur’anic 

goal of legislation (tashrT), which was to control the male’s share of an inheritance by 

setting an upper limit which must not exceed twice the female’s share — this after 

setting a minimum limit on the latter by stipulating that this may not be less than half 

the share of a male. Any interpretation which seeks to determine the share within these

249 Abu Zayd, Daw a ’ir al-Khawf, 232.
250 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 232.
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two limits is an interpretation that affirms equality,251 while any that insists on the letter 

of scripture is an affront to this principle.

It would also be wrong to assert on this basis that a woman’s value is half of a 

man’s. This error is repeated in the question of the value of woman as witnesses. Basing 

themselves on Q. 2:282, they argue that the witness of one man is comparable to the 

witness o f two women in the judicial court. But that verse, argues Abu Zayd, does not 

eternally legislate a ratio of two (women) for one (man) in shahada; rather, it describes 

specifically a case of financial transaction (m u‘amala maliyya) with which women at the 

time were not familiar. Now that the context has changed, and women participate in all 

aspects of work and life, their experience equals that of men and sometimes surpasses 

them in some aspects. It is therefore meaningless to assert that a woman’s value as a 

witness is half that of a man.252

As for polygamy, Abu Zayd argues that both the context of revelation and the 

linguistic structure of the text clearly confirm that the command to practice polygamy 

was not intended as a permanent legal decree (amr tashrV da’im), but was appointed for 

a definite time (m u’aqqat). The Qur’anic verse which allows polygamy (Q. 4:2-3) was 

revealed in Medina after the battle of Uhud (625), in which conflict so many Muslim 

men had died. In order to deal with an unexpected situation (mawqif tan’’),253 which had

251 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 233-234. Although Shahrur has a different thesis on muhkam 
and mutashabih, he reaches the same result as Abu Zayd on this issue. On Shahrur’s analysis of 
inheritance, see Hallaq, A History o f Islamic Legal Theories, 249. In another article, Shahrur 
asserts that the Qur’anic verse li ’dh-dhakari mithlu hazzi ’1-unthayayni is not talking about 
inheritance but on bequest (wasiyya). He supports his argument by stating that the term hazzis 
used only in the case of bequest, while inheritance employs the term nasib. See Abu Zayd, 
Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 234, n. 28.
252 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 235.
253 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 217.
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resulted in there being a great many orphans, the Qur’an allowed Muslims at that time

to engage in polygamy.

An additional, indirect cause of the revelation of this verse was the fact that

having more than one wife was a pre-Islamic custom which imposed no limit on the

number of wives. Islam therefore attempts to limit this number to four but only under

certain strict conditions. First it is permissible only in emergency situations and

secondly the husband has to do justice to all his wives (Q. 4:3). Muhammad ‘Abduh,

with whose views on polygamy Abu Zayd on the whole agrees, argues that in the final

analysis the practice o f polygamy is strictly forbidden {muharram qat 7) because of the

risk of failing to do justice. Here he follows ‘Abduh who had based himself on another

Qur’anic verse, wa lan tastatVu an ta ‘dilu bayna ’n-nisa’i  wa lawbarastum  “You will

not be able to do justice among [your] wives even if  you desire [to do it]” (Q. 4:129).254

The other issues relating to women were those of hijab and ‘awra. These issues

depend mainly on the interpretation of Q. 24:30-31:

Qul li T-mu’minina yaghuddu min absaribim wa yahfazu furujahum 
dhalika azkalabuminna ’llahakhabiru ’m-bima yasna‘una 
Qul li T-mu’minati yaghdudna min absarihinna wayahfazna furujahunna 
wa la yubdlna zinatahunna ilia ma zahara minha wa ’1-yadribna bi- 
khumurihinna ‘ala juyubihinna wa la yubdlna zinatahunna ilia li- 
bu‘ulatihinna aw aba’ihinna ...

(Tell the believing men to avert their eyes and to preserve their chastity; 
that is purer for them. God knows what they are doing.
And tell the believing women to avert their eyes and preserve their 
chastity and not to show their adornment except that which is apparent

254 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 220-221, n. 15. Abu Zayd’s quotation of Q. 4:129 misses 
tastatVu an. ‘Abduh’s view on polygamy has been included by Helmut Gatje in his The Qur’an 
and Its Exegesis: Selected Texts with Classical and Modem Muslim Interpretations, Trans, and 
edited by Alford T. Welch (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), chapter 12, 248ff. 
(esp. 248-250)
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and to draw their head shawls over their bosoms and not to show their 
adornment except to their husbands, their fathers,...)

Two concepts are particularly in need of elaboration: first the term ‘awra, and 

second khimar. What constitute the private parts of women has long been debated by 

scholars. Some argue that ‘awra refers to the whole body of a woman. Others 

differentiate between the apparent part {zlna zahira), which is made visible to all by 

God, such as the head, feet and hands, and the hidden part, called juyub, that is, the 

parts both between the breasts and armpits and between the pudenda and buttocks.255 

For Abu Zayd, however, ‘awra is not a fixed stable concept, but one that is clearly 

connected with cultural structures in their socio-historical context.256 This implies that it 

is the custom or specific culture which defines the ‘awra, and that its definition for this 

specific custom may not be generalized for other cultures.

On the issue of hijab, Abu Zayd states that it is not a matter that deserves heavy 

scrutiny either from those who propose to “imprison” women in a dress where only the 

eyes may be left showing, or from those who argue that women are not obligated to 

adopt a particular form of dress at all. This issue, argues Abu Zayd, has emerged as an 

important one only because of the various modem Islamic political movements, 

especially in Iran since the Revolution, where women are veiled from head to foot, 

representing an Islamic symbol refuting the Pahlavi’s “Westoxicated” symbols.257

Thus, like the concept of ‘awra, argues Abu Zayd, the notion of hijab is clearly 

connected to a custom ( ‘ada). What is considered as ‘awra in a particular society must

255 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 237.
256 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 237.
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therefore be covered and veiled. The consequence of this interpretation is that the 

veiling of any part of a woman’s body depends on custom ( ‘ada), which may vary from 

one society to another. Similarly, the individual garment used to cover the woman’s 

body may be modified in accordance with the customs and culture of the woman’s 

societal background.

b. Rahman’s Interpretation

Having outlined his method of interpreting the Qur’an, Rahman asserts that the 

basic elan of the Qur’an is a moral value system with an emphasis on monotheism and 

social justice.258 According to Rahman, Qur’anic teachings on the subject of women are 

part of its effort to strengthen and ameliorate the condition of the weaker elements of 

society in pre-Islamic Arabia - orphans, slaves, the poor, women - people who had 

suffered abuse from the correspondingly stronger elements in the society.259

Rahman insists that the Qur’an declares equality between men and women. He

writes:

On the question of the rights o f women, the modernist contended that the 
Koran had not only improved their status, but had granted them virtually 
equal rights with men. Some even claimed that the Koran made women 
the equal of men in all essential respects, that certain inequalities that 
had existed in Islam were largely due to social custom - much of which 
was anti-Islamic - and that some of these inequalities were due to 
misperceptions of the purposes of the Koran by medieval Muslim 
lawyers. Modernists thus distinguished between the principles, values, or

257 Abu Zayd, Dawa’ir al-Khawf, 236. On the issue of the decree on women veiling imposed by 
the Iranian government, see Afsaneh Najmabadi, “Feminism in an Islamic Republic,” in Islam, 
Gender & Social Change, 60-61.
258 Rahman, Islam, 32.
259 Rahman, “The Status of Women in Islam: A Modernist Interpretation,” in Separate Worlds: 
Studies o f Purdah in South Asia, eds. Hanna Papanek and Gail Minault (Columbia, Missouri: 
South Asia Books, 1982), 286; idem, “The Status of Women in the Qur’an,” in Women and 
Revolution in Iran, ed. Guity Nashat (Boulder, Co.: Westview Press, 1983), 37.
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objectives of the Koran, on the one hand, and some of its legal solutions, 
on the other.260

The inferior position of women in modem times, Rahman claims, results from 

social conditions rather than from the moral teachings of the Qur’an. He asserts that the 

verse of the Qur’an which reads “men are managers of women” is a description of the 

way things generally happened in Mecca in the sixth and seventh centuries rather than a 

prescription for the ordering of society. It is a description of functional superiority, not 

inherent superiority.261 At that time and in that place, Rahman argues, men were the 

“primary socially operative factors and bread winners,” 262 charged with the 

responsibility of paying the household expenses. Due to their economic role in the 

society, men were entitled to a position as “managers over women.” This title, however, 

is not inherent in the nature of the sexes but rather a socio-economic function, which 

may change with the changing of function. “There is nothing inherently unchangeable 

about these roles,” Rahman affirms, “when justice so demands, change is Islamically 

imperative.” 263

In this interpretation as well as in other cases, Rahman does not follow the literal 

meaning of the Qur’an but stresses the principles of socio-economic justice and 

egalitarianism which, according to Rahman, are reflected in each verses of the Qur’an. 

“To insist on a literal implementation of the rules of the Qur’an,” he reasons, “(and)

260 Rahman, “Roots of Islamic neo-Fundamentalism,” in Change and the Muslim World, ed. 
Philip H. Stoddard, et al (Syracuse, NY, Syracuse University Press, 1981), 30.
261 Tamara Sonn, “Fazlur Rahman’s Islamic Methodology,” Muslim WorldSI, 3-4 (1991): 212- 
230, especially 222.
262 Rahman, “The Status of Women in Islam,” 294; idem, “The Status of Women in the Qur’an,” 
44.
263 Ibid., 297.
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shutting one’s eyes to the social change that has occurred ... is tantamount to 

deliberately defeating its (the Qur’an’s) moral-social purposes and objectives.” 264

In evaluating the collections of hadlth used by traditionalists, Rahman is 

especially cautious, and rejects some of them because, according to him, they are mostly 

post-Prophetic hadlths projected back to the Prophet.265 The hadlths which state that 

women are inherently inferior to men, for example, or those which require a woman to 

worship her husband are, for Rahman, unreliable, since they contradict the moral 

message of the Qur’an.

Consequently, Rahman states that the Qur’an advocates neither the veil nor the 

segregation of women, but merely insists on sexual modesty. He also insists that in the 

Prophet’s time women did not veil their faces nor were the sexes segregated. As for Q. 

33:33, which instructs women to stay at home, Rahman takes it to apply especially to 

the Prophet’s wives who were the Mothers of the believers,266 who had a special position 

and function beyond that of ordinary women. “O wives of the Prophet, you are not like 

any other women” (Q. 33:32).267

In his interpretation of the hijab verses wa layubdina zinatahunna illam a zahara 

minha, Rahman explains that the adornments which are naturally exposed (wa zahara 

minha) include the face and half of the forearm as well as cosmetics or jewelry including

264 Rahman, Islam & Modernity, 19.
265 Rahman has studied extensively this issue in his Islamic Methodology in History (Islamabad: 
Islamic Research Institute, 1984), especially chapter two.
266 Rahman, “The Status of Women in the Qur’an,” 41.
267 Stowasser differentiates between Q. 33:53 and Q. 33:59-60. While the former is restricted to 
the Prophet's wives, the latter is concerned with individual female appearance when outside of 
the home and applies to all Muslim women. See Stowasser, “The Hijab. How a Curtain Became 
an Institution and a Cultural Symbol,” 93-94.
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rings, bangles, rouge, and so on.268 Similarly, for Rahman, the verses wa ’1-yadribna bi- 

khumurihinna ‘ala juyubihinna and yudnina ‘alayhinna min jalabibihinna clearly prove 

that women are not required to cover their faces.269

As we have seen, Abu Zayd’s method of interpretation and the theory behind it 

resemble those of Rahman. Both began their projects by reviving the Mu'tazilite 

doctrine of “the created Qur’an” through a redefinition of the concept of revelation. 

Their theories of interpretation, which are based on the historical dimension of the text, 

follow almost the same steps as well. Although Rahman took his hermeneutics from 

Betti and Abu Zayd from Hirsch, both came to the same conclusion: that there is a 

distinction between “historical values” and “moral values” or between “historical 

meaning” and “significance,” and that it is possible to arrive objectively at the historical 

meaning. Despite this similarity, however, there is no evidence that the latter influenced 

Abu Zayd, who makes no reference whatsoever to Rahman in any of his works.

268 Rahman, “The Status of Women in the Qur’an,” 40; idem, “The Status of Women in Islam,” 
291.
269 Ibid.
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Responses of Egyptian Islamists to Nasr Hamid Abu 
Zayd’s Ideas and Method of Interpretation

Confrontation between liberal and Islamist thinkers has been a marked feature of 

the Islamic landscape in the 20th century. 1 Both groups, with their respective methods of 

interpretation and proposed solutions, have been struggling to respond to the challenge 

of modernity. In most Muslim societies, however, modernist and liberal ideas are often 

condemned and declared heretical.2 One case in point is that of Professor Nasr Hamid 

Abu Zayd, a distinguished scholar of Islamic studies and Arabic literature at Cairo 

University, who has authored several books and numerous articles on Qur’anic 

interpretation and other religious issues. However, voices in certain Islamist quarters 

have charged that his theories and ideas are unorthodox and that they amount to heresy

1 It is quite difficult to define liberal and Islamist thinkers categorically, and scholars have 
utilized different terms to denote these traditions. Charles Kurzman, for example, gives three 
types of interpretation of Islam: the customary Islam or traditionalist; the revivalist Islam or 
Islamist and the liberal Islam. See Kurzman (ed.), Liberal Islam: a Source Book (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1998), 5ff. Salwa Ismail, while examining the Islamist movement in Egypt, 
distinguishes between radical Islamism and conservative Islamism. See Ismail, Radical Islamism 
in Egypt: Discursive Struggle (Montreal: Inter-University Consortium for Arab Studies, 1994); 
idem, “Confronting the Other: Identity, Culture, Politics, and Conservative Islamism in Egypt,” 
International Journal o f Middle East Studies 30 (1998): 199-225; and idem, “Religious 
‘Orthodoxy’ as Public Morality: The State, Islamism and Cultural Politics in Egypt,” Critique 
(Spring 1999): 25-47. In this study, Islamist thinkers, mostly refer to the conservative or 
moderate Islamists, which include the “official Islam” as represented by al-Azhar and the 
Egyptian Mufti, the “peripheral ‘ulama’,” and Islamist lawyers. For “peripheral ‘ulama’ ” see 
Malika Zeghal, “Religion and Politics in Egypt: The Ulema of al-Azhar, Radical Islam and the 
State (1952-94),” International Journal o f Middle East Studies 31 (1999): 371-399. Liberalists, 
on the other hand, are those who oppose the establishment and propose intellectual openness.
2 See Kurzman’s Introduction to Liberal Islam, “Liberal Islam and Its Islamic Context,” Liberal 
Islam, 12ff.
3 See bibliography infra.
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and apostasy.4

To be sure, this is not the first time that modernist ideas have faced censure in 

Egypt. Previous thinkers, like Taha Husayn, Muhammad Ahmad Klialaf Allah and 

others, have undergone similar attack. Taha Husayn’s book Fi al-Shi‘r al-Jahili 

published in 1926, was banned because of the alleged heretical ideas it contained. He 

was charged with questioning the Qur’anic account that Ibrahim and IsmaTl built the 

Ka‘ba. Only after the removal of references to this and other ideas was the book allowed 

to be published under the new title Fi al-Adab al-Jahili.s Similarly, in 1947-1951 

Muhammad Ahmad Khalaf Allah’s dissertation entitled “al-Fann al-Qasasi fi al-Qur’an 

al-Karim” was rejected by the examining committee on the grounds that the ideas 

exposed in it contravened Islamic teachings.6 In June 1992, moreover, a few months 

before the case of Abu Zayd, Dr. Faraj Fuda was assassinated by a member of the 

Jama‘a Islamiyya, and two years later, another assassination attempt was made on the 

life of Nobel Prize laureate, author, Najib Mahfuz.

In this chapter I will discuss how Egyptian Muslim scholars responded to Abu 

Zayd’s ideas and methods and why they replied in the manner that they did. It would be 

prudent, however, to outline the historical background to what is usually called the 

“Abu Zayd Case” (Qadiyyat Abu Zayd).7

4 On apostasy, see Rudolph Peters and Gert J.J. de Vries, “Apostasy in Islam,” Die Welt des 
Islams 17 (1976-1977): 1-25.
5 See, for example, Pierre Cachia, Taha Husayn: His Place in the Egyptian Literary Renaissance 
(London: Luzac, 1956), 59-62; Mohammed Nowaihi, “Towards a Reappraisal of Classical 
Arabic Literature and History: Some Aspects of Taha Husayn’s Use of Modem Western 
Criteria,” International Journal o f Middle East Studies 11 (1980): 189-207; Donald Malcolm 
Reid, Cairo University and the Making of Modem Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990), 121-2.
6 See Chapter Two supra.
7 Fauzi M. Najjar’s article “Islamic Fundamentalism and the Intellectuals: The Case of Nasr
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A. The “Abu Zayd Case”

1. Taqnr ‘Ihm

The affair began when on May 9,1992, Abu Zayd applied to Cairo University for 

promotion (tarqiya)  to full professorship ( ustadh). He submitted two of his books, al- 

Imam al-Shafi7 wa Ta’sls al-Idiyulujiyya al-Wasatiyya8 and Naqd al-KJiitab al- 

D ln falong with eleven other academic papers, 10 to the Standing Committee of 

Academic Tenure and Promotion. This body consisted of 13 professors who then 

appointed three of its members — Dr. Shawql Dayf, Dr. ‘Abd al-Sabur Shahln and Dr. 

‘Awnl ‘Abd al-Ra’uf — to deliver reports on Abu Zayd’s works. A few days into the

Hamid Abu Zayd,” British Journal o f Middle Eastern Studies 27, 2 (2000): 177-200 was 
published after I finished writing this chapter and presented draft paper of it at Middle East 
Studies Association (MESA) Annual Meeting in Washington D.C. November 19-22, 1999.
8 Cairo: Sina li-al-Nashr, 1992.
9 Cairo: Sina li-al-Nashr, 1992.
10 “al-Kashf ‘an Aqni‘at al-Irhab: Bahthan ‘an ‘Almaniyya Jadida.” Adab wa Naqd 58 (June 
1990): 40-50;
“Thaqafat al-Tanmiya wa Tanmiyat al-Thaqafa.” al-Qahira 110 & 111 (Dec. 1990 & Jan. 1991): 
23-28;
“al-Turath bayna al-Istikhdam al-Nafi wa al-Qira’a al-Tlmiyya.” Adab wa Naqd 79 (March
1992): 51-70;
“Qira’at al-Turath fi Kitabat Ahmad Sadiq Sa‘d.” Presented at a conference and in the press; 
“Ihdar al-Siyaq fi Ta’wllat al-Khitab al-Dlnl” Presented at a conference and in the press; 
“Muhawalat Qira’at al-Maskut ‘Anhu fi Khitab Ibn ‘Arab"!.” al-Hilal 100, 5 (May 1992): 24-33; 
“Maftium al-Nass: al-Dalala al-Lughawiyya.” Ibda‘4 (April 1991): 99-106;
“al-Ta’wll fi Kitab Sibawayh.” Alif: Journal o f Comparative Poetics 8 (1988);
“The Perfect Man. A Textual Analysis.” Journal o f Osaka University o f Foreign Studies 77 
(1988): 111-33;
“Foreword” Inazo Nitobe. al-BushldoRuh al-Yaban. Baghdad: Da’irat al-Shu’un al-Thaqafiyya 
al-‘Amma, 1990;
“Markabat al-Majaz: Man Yaquduha? Wa Ila Ayna?” Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics 12 
(1992): 50-74.
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process, however, Dr. Dayf resigned his appointment, and another committee member,

Dr. Mahmud ‘AH Makld, was appointed in his place.11

In his report ( taqrh), Dr. Makld, professor in the Arabic Department at Cairo

University and former supervisor of Abu Zayd’s dissertation (following the death of the

latter’s assigned supervisor, Dr. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Ahwahi), wrote:

... [I]n terms of the value (of these works), they represent mature thought 
(fikr nadij), ability for deep analysis, breadth of reading and commitment 
to the scientific method. And while we disagree with him over some of 
his views ... we see in this scholarly production (al-intaj), in general 
terms, a rational enlightened orientation (ittijah ‘aqlani mustanir), and 
when he criticizes aspects of our past heritage ( turath)  he does not offer 
any view except after deep and conscientious study and after wide 
reading on this heritage....

(wa amma min nahiyat al-qlma fa-innaha tumaththil fikr nadij wa qudra 
‘ala al-tahlil al-‘aniiq wa sa ‘at ittila ‘ wa iltizam  bi-al-manhaj al-iinu al- 
sarim, wa idha kunna qadikhtalafha m a‘ah f i ba‘d  wijhat nazarih ... fa- 
innana nara f i hadha al-intaj bi-shakl ‘am ittijah ‘aqlani mustanir wa idha 
kana yantaqidjawanib min turathina al-qadim fa-innahu Jayubdira ’y  ilia 
ba ‘da dirasa mustafida wa‘iya wa ba ‘da ittila ‘ wasi‘ ‘ala hadha al-turath 
...)n

Similarly, Dr. ‘Abd al-Ra’uf, professor in the Faculty of Linguistics, stated that 

“[h]e (Abu Zayd) in each of his works reaches an idea and unveils it with complete 

consciousness (w a‘y  tamm), deep understanding and earnest scientific method (fahm

11 See HanafI al-Mihlawi’s interview with ‘Abd al-Sabur Shahin, “Azma fi Jami‘at al-Qahira (2). 
Dr. ‘Abd al-Sabur Shahin: Li-hadhihi al-Asbab Rafadtu Tarqiyat Dr. Nasr,” al-Akhbar (April 7,
1993). Compare with Abu Zayd’s account of Dr. Dayfs resignation. According to Abu Zayd, 
Dayf resigned on October 22, 1992 because his health condition could not help him to review 
the diverse aspects and many-sided fields of Abu Zayd’s academic outcome (anna al-intajghazir 
wa muta ‘addidal-jawanib wa mutasha ‘‘ib al-majalat, wa anna muraja ‘athadha al-intaj tahtajila 
juhd la tus ‘ifuh ‘alayh zurufuh al-sihhiyya). See Abu Zayd, al-Qawl al-Mufid fi Qadiyyat Abu 
Zayd (Cairo: Maktabat Madbuli, 1995), 73.
12 Makld, “al-Intaj al-‘Ilmi li-al-Duktur Nasr Hamid Rizq Abu Zayd al-Murashshah li-Darajat 
Ustadh,” al-Qahira 125 (April 1993): 65.
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‘artuq bi-jiddiyya ‘ilm iyya)”n

The third report, however, was unfavourable to Abu Zayd. Dr. Shahin, professor

of Arabic literature in the Dar al-‘Ulum Faculty, for his part charged Abu Zayd with

violating Islamic orthodoxy teaching on the Qur’an, the Prophet Muhammad, his

companions, angels, and other points of Islamic doctrine. 14 He claimed, for example,

that Abu Zayd calls on Muslims to liberate themselves from the texts of the Qur’an and

Sum a in his book al-Imam al-Shafil}5 The offending passage in this book reads:

It is time now for a re-examination and transition to the period of 
liberation, not only from the authority of the texts, but also from every 
authority which hinders human journey in our world. We must undertake 
this (liberation) now and immediately before the flood sweeps us away.

(Ana awan al-muraja‘a wa al-intiqal ila marhalat al-tabarrur, la win suit at 
al-nusus wabdaba, bal min kull suit a ta ‘uq maslrat al-insan f i  ‘alamina.
‘Alayna an naqum bi-badba al-an wa fawran qabla an yajrufana al- 
tu fa n f

On the basis of this passage, Shahin claimed that Abu Zayd promotes abandonment of 

the Qur’an and Sunna and dependence on reason alone.

In his evaluation of the second book, Naqd al-Kbitab al-Dini}1 Shahin concluded 

that not only does Abu Zayd strongly defend (yudafi‘ bi-barara) Marxism and acquit it 

of the accusation of heresy, but that he also staunchly supports Salman Rushdi and his

13 wa huwa fi kull hadhihi al-a‘mal yatanawal al-flkra allati ya‘riduha bi-wa‘y  tamm wa fahm 
‘amlq bi-jiddiyya ‘ilmiyya. See ‘Abd al-Ra’uf, “al-A‘mal al-Tlmiyya al-Mutaqaddim bi-ha 
Duktur Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd li-al-Husul ‘ala Darajat Ustadh bi-Qism al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya 
bi-Kulliyyat al-Adab Jami‘at al-Qahira,” al-Qahira 125 (April 1993): 71.
14 Shahin, “Taqrir ‘an Intaj Tlirii,” al-Qahira 125 (April 1993): 72-78. See also, Shahin, Qissat 
“AbuZayd” wa Inhisar al- ‘Almaniyya fi Jami‘at al-Qahira (Cairo: Dar al-I‘tisam, 1994), 19-33.
15 Ibid., 73.
16 See Abu Zayd, al-Imam al-Shafi% 110. In the preface to Qissat “Abu Zayd” wa Inhisar al- 
‘Almaniyya, Shahin describes Abu Zayd as a Marxist and a secularist writer who calls for 
emancipation from the texts of the Qur’an and Surma, and for dependence on reason.
17 This book is now in its third edition, published both by Sina li ’1-Nashr and Maktabat
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book The Satanic Verses, while severely criticizing al-Azhar. 18 At the end of his report, 

Shahin concluded with the comment that some of Abu Zayd’s works feature a “mixture 

of thought, ideology, criticism, radicalism and controversy,” and that they therefore 

require reinvestigation ( i ‘adat al-nazar) and purification (tanqiya) . 19

Although the two reports by Makld and ‘Abd al-Ra’uf were favourable towards 

Abu Zayd and urged his promotion to the rank of full professor, the Committee of 

Academic Tenure and Promotion, after an interval of seven months, concurred with 

Shahin’s negative report and denied Abu Zayd’s application for advancement on 

December 3, 1992. Of the committee’s thirteen members, seven voted to deny him the 

promotion while six voted in favor of it.20

The report of the Academic Tenure Committee was, however, challenged in the 

deliberations (.mulahazat)  of the Arabic Department Council {majlis qism al-lugha al- 

‘arabiyya) and the Faculty of Arts Council {majlis kulliyyat al-adab) o f Cairo 

University, on the grounds that the Academic Tenure Committee had overstepped its 

original task {al-muhimma al-asliyya), which was to examine only the scholarly works

Madbuli, with a new preface from the author related to the “the case of Abu Zayd.”
18 Shahin, “Taqrir ‘an Intaj Tlirii,” 73-74.
19 Ibid., 78. In his evaluation of Abu Zayd’s book al-Imam al-Shafil, Shahin condemned the 
writer for holding deviating views (ara’ munharifa) which it was not suitable to ascribe to the 
great Imam.
20 Members of the Committee were Dr. Muhammad Mustafa Haddara, Dr. Ahmad Haykal, Dr. 
Shawql Dayf, Dr. Mahmud Fahml HijazI, Dr. Kamal Bashar, Dr. Nablla Ibrahim, Dr. ‘Abd al- 
Salam ‘Abd al-‘Azlz, Dr. Mahmud ‘All MakkI, Dr. ‘Abd al-Sabur Shahin, Dr. ‘Awnl ‘Abd al- 
Ra’uf, Dr. Ramadan ‘Abd al-Tawwab, Dr. Mahmud Dhihrii and Dr. Sayyid al-Nassaj. See al- 
Ahram (April 21, 1993). According to Annette Heilmann based on her interview with Mustapha 
Kamil al-Sayyid, Egyptian sociologist, most of these members were graduated from Dar al- 
‘Ulum. See Annette Heilmann, “Der politische und religiose Diskurs in Agypten am Beispiel der 
Affare Abu Zayd* (M.A. thesis, Berlin Free University, 1996), 48. See also idem, “Die Affare 
Abu Zayd und der Begriff der ‘Ethik der Toleranz’ in der heutigen politischen Diskussion in 
Agypten,” in Staat und Zivilgesellschaft in Agypten, ed. Ferhad Ibrahim (Munster; Hamburg: 
Lit, 1995), 147.

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



www.manaraa.com

Responses to Abu Zayd 199

of a candidate and not his/her theological convictions (jawanib i ‘tiqadiyya).21 The 

academic report, according to these Councils, was thus transformed from a scholarly 

evaluation into a theological inquisition, a process which cast doubt on the candidate’s 

beliefs and pronounced judgment on the depth of his religious faith.22 In their mulahazat 

the councils also criticized the report for its intolerance and its dismissal of different 

opinions as theological deviations (inhiraf i ‘tiqadi')P Besides, the Council raised 

procedural concerns regarding the report, since the Academic Tenure Committee had 

spent seven months in drafting it, rather than the prescribed period of one to two months 

at the maximum. In addition, although the report insisted that it reflected the views of 

all members of the committee, it was not, in fact, signed by all the latter.24 On the other 

hand, the Council observed that Abu Zayd’s works were “characterized by a wealth of

21 The Arabic Department Council consisted of Dr. Yusuf ‘Abd al-Qadir Khulayf, Dr. Mahmud 
‘All Makld, Dr. Nablla Ibrahim, Dr. Sayyid HanafI Hasanayn, Dr. Mahmud Fahml HijazI, Dr. 
Ahmad ‘Ali MursI, Dr. Jabir ‘Asfur, Dr. Taha Wadi, Dr. Shawqi Riyad, Dr. ‘Abd Allah al- 
Tatawl, Dr. Ahmad Shams al-Din al-Mihjaji, and Dr. Sulayman al-‘Attar. See Jabir ‘Asfur, 
“Mulahazat Asatidhat Aqsam al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya ‘ala al-Taqrir al-Khass bi-Tarqiyat Nasr 
Hamid Abu Zayd,” al-Qahira 125 (April 1993): 80.
22 Ibid. See also the report of the Faculty of Arts Council which regarded some of the terms used 
by the Academic Tenure Committee as implying judgment on the candidate’s religious beliefs, 
such as “kalam ashbah bi-al-ilhad, ” “hadha ra ’y  kafir wa mardud, ” “hadha kufr sarlh, ” “inna al- 
bahith wada ‘a nafsah mirsad li-kull maqulat al-khitab al-dhu, hatta walaw kallafahu dhalikinkar 
al-badlhiyyat aw inkar ma ‘ulima min al-din bi-al-darura.” See “Taqrir al-Lajna allatl 
Shakkalaha Majlis al-Kulliyya li-al-Nazar fi Mawdu1 Tarqiyat al-Duktur Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd 
ila Darajat Ustadh bi-Qism al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya wa Adabiha,” al-Qahira 125 (April 1993): 95.
23 Ibid., 93.
24 Ibid., 79. Sayyid al-Nassaj was one of the members who did not sign the report. See Tariq al- 
Nu'man al-Qadi, “Musadarat al-‘Aql wa Sina‘at al-Irhab,” Adab wa Naqd (May 1993): 29. 
Makld, the writer of the positive report, although he signed the final report to support the 
democratic tradition based on majority voting in the Academic Tenure Committee, finally 
withdrew his signature, since some expressions bearing the accusation of heresy in the report 
were not replaced as promised. See ‘Abla al-Ruwaynl’s interview with Makld, “Li-Hadha 
Waqqa‘tu ...wa li-Hadha Taraja‘tu,” al-Akhbar (April 14, 1993), reproduced in al-Qawl al- 
Mufld, 240-246. According to Ahmad ‘Abd al-Mu‘tI HijazI, four members of the committee 
from the department of Arabic refused to agree with the form and the content (shakl wa 
madmun) of the report. See, HijazI, “Lakin Jahilta fa-Qulta Inna JamTa Man Yahwa Khilaf
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information, earnestness, diversity and scholarly originality” (yattasim bi-al-gbazara wa 

al-jidda wa al-tanawwu‘ wa al-asala al-‘ilmiyya), and that he had benefited from 

adopting new methods and contemporary sciences as his analytical tools. For these 

reasons, the Council, after reviewing the report of the Academic Tenure Committee and 

Abu Zayd’s works, came to the conclusion in its meeting of December 7,1992 that Abu 

Zayd’s academic record qualified him for promotion, both quantitatively and 

qualitatively (kamman wa kayfan), to the rank of full professor in the Arabic 

department.25

The Faculty of Arts Council, in its turn, formed on December 19, 1992 a 

committee, comprised of Dr. Mustafa Suwayf, Dr. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Hamuda, Dr. Hasan 

Hanafi and Dr. Jabir ‘Asfur, to pursue further the matter o f Abu Zayd’s promotion.26 In 

its report, the Faculty Committee commented on the original Academic Tenure 

Committee report which described Abu Zayd’s works as non-academic and confined to 

unscholarly journals of limited circulation.27 The Faculty Committee, however, 

challenged this view, arguing that: all his works fell within the field of Arabic criticism 

and grammar, and Islamic Studies; they brought together the required scholarship 

qualities (tajma‘ al-sifat al-‘ilmiyya al-matluba) to the subject; and were published in 

refereed journals (majallat ‘ilm iyya muhakkama), or even republished in many editions

Hawaka Laysa bi-‘Alim,” al-Ahram (April 07,1993), republished in al-Qawl al-Mufld, 179-186, 
especially 185.
25 Ibid.
26 See, “Taqrir al-Lajna allati Shakkalaha Majlis al-Kulliyya,” al-Qahira 125 (April 1993): 94. 
Cf. Najjar, “The Case of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd,” 179 who does not differentiate between the 
Arabic Department Council and the Faculty of Arts Council.
27 See, Shahin, Qissat “AbuZayd” wa Inhisar al-‘Almaniyya, 20. The two articles, which, when 
submitted to the Academic Tenure Committee, were still in press, have been published since. 
They are “Qira’at al-Turath wa Turath al-Qira’a (fi Kitabat Ahmad Sadiq Sa‘d),” Adab wa 
Naqd 87 (Nov. 1992): 31-36; and “Ihdar al-Siyaq fi Ta’wilat al-Khitab al-Dirii,” al-Qahira 122
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in the Arab countries (besides having often been previously presented in academic
■JO

conferences).

It is important to note that even though the debate over Abu Zayd’s promotion 

had taken place within the walls of the university and that the University Council had 

yet to deliver its verdict, some aspects of the case were already public consumption. 

Fahmi Huwaydl, the journalist and essayist, wrote on December 8 , 1992 in a review for 

al-Ahram of the Arabic edition of Fran5ois Burgat’s L ’Islamisme au Maghreb to which 

Abu Zayd had contributed a preface,29 that the latter “began to be very allergic toward 

Islam itself and very hostile to Islamist phenomenon” (bada’a shadid al-hasasiyya iza ’a 

al-Islam dhatih wa shadid al-‘ada’ li-al-zahira al-Islamiyya)?° In another article dated 

January 26,1993, Huwaydi wrote that Abu Zayd believed in the theory of the historicity 

of the Qur’anic text which, in HuwaycG’s eyes, contradicted religious dogma.31 He also 

accused Abu Zayd of regarding Islam as a historical or nearly folkloric phenomenon 

{ i ‘tabara al-Islam tarlkhiyyan aw aqrabu ila al-fulklur). By this time, the decision of the 

Academic Tenure Committee had officially been made public, and being himself in 

disagreement with Abu Zayd’s views, Huwaydi wrote in this article that he understood 

the reason why the Academic Tenure Committee refused the promotion of Abu Zayd.32

In his response sent to al-Ahram, which, ignored by that newspaper, had to await 

publication until April 1993 when it appeared in al-Qahira 125, Abu Zayd condemned

(Jan. 1993): 87-115.
28 See, “Taqrir al-Lajna allafi Shakkalaha Majlis al-Kulliyya,” 95.
29 See Abu Zayd’s review “al-Islam al-SiyasI fial-Maghrib .. Nazra Muhayida,” al-‘Arabi406 
(Sept. 1992): 198-202.
30 Huwaydi, “Dars fi al-Tajarrud wa al-Insaf,” al-Ahram (Dec. 8 , 1992); reprinted in al-Qahira 
125 (April 1993): 40.
31 Huwaydi, “Qadiyya Mun'adima wa Musaraha Wajiba,” al-Ahram (Jan. 26, 1993); reprinted in
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Huwaydi for bringing the story of his failed promotion to public, since, according to 

Abu Zayd, the decision of the Academic Tenure Committee was not final. The report 

awaited evaluation by, respectively, the Arabic Department Council, the Faculty of Arts 

Council and finally the University Council. Supplying the information regarding his 

application to the public, Abu Zayd feared, would influence the final decision, 

especially since the accusation of Huwaydi, according to Abu Zayd, had raised some 

doubts as to his beliefs.

Huwaydi’s understanding of Abu Zayd’s theory of the historicity of the Qur’an 

seems derived from his reading of the debates surrounding the latter’s book Mafhum al- 

Nass, published in 1990.34 This book has sparked fierce debate in Egypt. A professor at 

al-Azhar university,35 Muhammad Fayid Haykal, for example, described the writer as 

“possessed” ( tamallakathu) by materialist ideas from which he was not able to liberate 

himself.36 This was, according to Haykal, clearly demonstrated in Abu Zayd’s discussion 

of the dialectics between the text of the Qur’an and culture, a dialectics in which the 

text takes on the shape of the culture (yatashakkal bi-ha), even as it shapes the culture 

(yushakkiluha)?1 Another long review of the book was written by ‘Abd al-Jafil al- 

Shalabi and published over four days in the daily newspaper al-Jumhuriyya. Shalabi

al-Qahira 125 (April 1993): 47.
32 Ibid., 48.
33 Abu Zayd, “Min al-‘Unf al-Mustatir ila al-‘Unf al-‘Alarii,” al-Qahira 125 (April 1993): 49.
34 Mafhum al-Nass: Dirasa f i ‘Ulum al-Qur’an. First published in Cairo by al-Hay’a al-Misriyya 
al-‘Amma, 1990. The edition used in this study is the fourth printing published in Beirut by al- 
Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 1998.
35 Malika Zeghal has indicated in her study of how al-Azhar has exercised its role since the 
1980s to intervene and censure the intellectuals’ productions. See Zeghal, Gardiens de Vislam: 
les oulemas d ’Al Azhar dans 1’Egypte contemporaine (Paris: Presses de la Fondation nationale 
des sciences politiques, 1996), 313ff.
36 Ahmad Fayid Haykal, “Dirasat al-Nass al-Qur’arii ‘ala al-Tanqa al-Yasariyya: Naqd Kitab 
Mafhum al-Nassal-Azhar 64, 3 (Sept. 1991): 271.
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argued against the usage of many foreign terms, such as ideology and text in the work; 

for him the Arabic language does not need to borrow such expressions, just as Islamic 

thought can do without Russian or Western concepts. “Islamic life and Islamic thought,” 

he continues, “developed, renewed and attempted to suit the currents of life and 

benefited from the civilization of the past, all of which were within an Islamic 

framework.” 38

Ironically, the work Mafhum al-Nass, which in its type-written draft submitted 

to an Academic Tenure Committee appointed to deliberate on Abu Zayd’s promotion to 

the rank of assistant professor (ustadh musa‘id) in 1987, was accepted at the time.39 

Afterwards, however, some members of the Committee, such as Ramadan ‘Abd al- 

Tawwab, accused the author of Mafhum al-Nass of plagiarism and of being influenced 

by orientalists. There was also accusation of takflr against the book, which Shahin 

claimed of defending before the Shaykh of al-Azhar.40

As for the appointment of Abu Zayd to the rank of full professor, the third 

council, i.e., the Council of Cairo University, headed by the president and vice-president 

of the university, namely Dr. Ma’mun Salama and Dr. Muhammad al-Jawhafi,

37 Ibid., 275.
38 ‘Abd al-Jalil al-Shalabl “‘An Mafhum al-Nass,” al-Jumhuriyya 26, 27, 28, 29 May 1991; 
republished in al-Qahira 125 (April 1993): 32-36. “Anna filughatina al-‘arabiyya mayughnina 
‘an isti ‘arat alfaz aw ta ‘birat ghafiba ‘alayha kama anna fikrana al-Islamima yughnl ‘an isti ‘arat 
fikr rusi aw gharbi ayyan kana naw'uh wa la ya ‘nihadha anna al-Islam yahul duna al-tajdid aw 
yunkir al-tatawwur. Fa-al-hayat al-Islamiyya wa al-fikr al-Islami tatawwar wa tajaddad wa 
hawala an yula’im bayna nafsih wa bayna tayyarat al-hayat wa istafada min hadarat al-sabiqin 
wa kull dhalikkana fiitarislami. ”p. 36.
39 See, Jamal al-GHitarii, “FI Sarriim al-Mas’ala,” al-Akhbar (April 14, 1993), republished in al- 
Qawl al-Mufid, 190-192, especially p. 191.
40 See Abu Zayd, al-Qawl al-Mufid, 46-56. Abu Zayd, however, does not believe in Shahm’s 
claim, since if he was able to find so many kufr ideas in his Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini and al-Imam 
al-Shafi% which discuss the religious discourse and al-ShafiTs works, he should easily have 
found kufr ideas in his Mafhum al-Nass which discusses the Qur’an. See Abu Zayd, al-Qawl al-
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respectively, had the final say in the matter. Yet in spite of the favorable reports from 

the other two members of the Academic Tenure Committee, as well as those of the 

Arabic Department and Faculty of Arts Councils, the University Council voted on 

March 18,1993 to refuse Abu Zayd’s promotion.41

As soon as the final decision was delivered, the news broke in the media. Some 

major Cairo newspapers, such as al-AJbram, al-Akhbar, and al-Ahall and the weekly al- 

Musawwar printed on the 31st of March 1993, the decision of the University Council 

together with comments from well-known intellectuals. Similarly, journals of al-Qahira, 

Adab wa Naqd and al-Mujtama‘ al-M adm ibrought out in April 1993 and May 1993 

special issues devoted to the qadiyyat Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd.

In their comments, most intellectuals focused less on the question of whether 

Abu Zayd should or should not have been be promoted, and more on the decision of the 

University Council to approve the report of the Academic Tenure Committee, which 

was regarded by many as giving in to “intellectual-terrorism” {al-irhab al-fikri) which 

restricts the freedom of opinion and belief. Ghali Shukrl, the editor of al-Qahira, for 

example, wrote in an article entitled “Qadiyyat Nasr Abu Zayd,” published in al-Ahram 

(March 31, 1993), that the decision of the committee resembled the legal judgments 

(haythiyyat) of mahakim al-taftlsh (the courts of inquisition) in Medieval Europe which 

searched for the intentions and motivations of a scholar and labeled him/her as an

Mufid, 46-51.
41 The Center for Human Rights Legal Aid (CHRLA). “From Confiscation to Charges of 
Apostasy: The Implications of the Egyptian Court Decision Ordering the Divorce of Dr. Nasr 
Hamed Abu-Zeid from His Wife, Dr. Ibtihal Younis.” Dossier: Women Living Under Muslim 
Laws 14/15 (1995): 34. This article, as well as other reports concerning “Abu Zayd Case” are 
available in the Center’s homepage at http://www.chrla.org/7avdindx.htm
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unbeliever (takfir) when they were not satisfied.42 In an article that appeared on the 

same day in al-Akhbar, its editor Jamal al-Ghitam questioned if  there is a difference 

between those who level charges of heresy at thinkers or lecturers in the university and 

the extremists who use the weapon and accuse others of kufr:43 Similarly, Farida al- 

Naqqash, in her “al-Irhab Yukaffir Ustadhan,” published in al-Ahall on the same day, 

compared the case of Abu Zayd with that of Taha Husayn. She compared the reaction of 

Alnnad Lutfi al-Sayyid, president of the university in Taha Husayn’s day, in defending 

the latter against outside criticism, to that of Ma’mun Salama, the president of Cairo 

University in Abu Zayd’s time, who approved a report generated from within the 

university, which accused one of its own members of kufri44

Besides these and other comments available in the newspapers condemning the 

report, about fifty professors from the Faculty of Arts wrote a memo {mudhakkira) to 

the Ministry of Education and the President of the university, stating their objection to 

the decision of the University Council which, instead of defending the philosophy of the 

university and the right of its members to undertake ijtihad, approved a false accusation 

which was not supported by any real, material proof45 Similarly, the students of Cairo

42 See Ghali Shukri, “Qadiyyat Nasr Abu Zayd,” al-Ahram (March 31, 1993). This article has 
been collected in al-Qawl al-Mufld, 169-173. See also Muhammad Musa, “wa al-Dawla Aydan 
...Tattahim al-Mufakkirlnbi-al-Ilhad,” al-Yasar!>9 (May 1993): 28.
43 Jamal al-Glutarii, “Mas’alat al-Duktur Nasr,” al-Akhbar (March 31, 1993), republished in al- 
Qawl al-Mufid, 164-166. See especially, pp. 165-166.
44 Farida al-Naqqash, “al-Irhab Yukaffir Ustadhan,” al-Ahall (March 31, 1993), republished in 
al-Qawl al-Mufid, 166-168. See especially, p. 168.
45 The memo states: Innana na'taridya sayyid1 ‘ala ma intaha ilayhi majlis al-jami‘a wa duna 
munaqasha mawdu‘iyya li-taqrlr mashkuk flmisdaqiyyatih wa dafl‘ih, wa duna anya’khudh fi 
al-i‘tibar taqrir majalis ‘ilmiyya jami'iyya laha ihtiramuha. Saddan li-dhara’i ‘ ra’a al-ba‘d 
armaha akthar ahammiyatan min al-hirs ‘ala al-falsafa allati qamat al-jami‘a ‘ala asasiha wa al- 
hifaz ‘ala karamat abna’iha wa haqqihim fl al-ijtihad wa istijabatan li-ittihamat batila la yaqum 
dalil maddl haqiqi ‘ala sihhatiha. See Jamal al-Ghiltani, “‘Ala Hamish al-Hiwar,” al-Akhbar 
(April 7,1993), republished in al-Qawl al-Mufld, 176.
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University collected 500 signatures on a petition from students in the Faculties of 

Economics, Political Science, Law, Aits, and Dar al-‘Ulum, and sent it to the President 

of Egypt himself, requesting that he re-examine the decision to refuse the promotion. 

They argued that this decision seriously endangered the practice of ijtihad and freedom 

of research.46

Meanwhile, at the other end of the spectrum of reaction, Mustafa Mahmud, 

Jamal Badawl and Tharwat Abaza defended the Academic Tenure Committee and its 

decision. Badawl, the editor of al-W afdnewspaper, replied to the comments made by 

Ghali Shukrl in the same newspaper on April 8 , 1993. Approving the concern shown by 

the university over the food for thought (al-ghidha’ al-‘aqli) served to its students, 

Badawl wrote that it is the right of the university to protect its students from ideas that 

are harmful to their religious beliefs and not to support any thought which defames 

religion under the cover of freedom of opinion 47 Mustafa Mahmud, formerly a Marxist 

but by then tending towards the Islamist camp, wrote an article entitled “Ma‘a ‘Abd al- 

Sabur Shahin,” published in al-Ahram (April 10, 1993), in which he copied almost 

verbatim Shaliin’s report, approving it and calling those who supported Abu Zayd “the 

camp of old atheists” (qabllat al-shuyu‘iyy7n al-qudama) .48

Tharwat Abaza, a deputy of the People’s Council ( waldl majlis al-sha‘b) and 

president of the Writers Union (Ittihad al-kuttab) of Egypt, was one of those who

46 See Qism al-Tahqlqat: Jarldat al-Ahali, “al-Irhab Yuhaddid Akbar Qila‘ al-Fikr fi Misr,” al- 
AhaU(April 07, 1993), republished in al-Qawl al-Mufid, 112.
47 See Badawl, “al-Irhab fi al-Jami‘a ... wa Qissat Abu Zayd,” al-Wafd (April 08, 1993), 
republished in Shahin, Qissat Abu Zayd wa Inhisar al-‘Almaniyya, 93.
48 See Mahmud, “Ma‘a ‘Abd al-Sabur Shahin ...,” al-Ahram (April 10, 1993); republished in 
Shahin, Qissat Abu Zayd wa Inhisar al-‘Almaniyya, 87.
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explicitly leveled the charge of heresy and apostasy against Abu Zayd.49 He wrote in al- 

Ahram that keeping Abu Zayd at the university would endanger religion (ihdar li-al-dln) 

and the future of the students who learned from him.50 In an interview with the editor of 

‘Aqldati, a newspaper whose main mission, as is reflected in its title, is to counter the 

secularists, Abaza described Abu Zayd not as a secularist but as an atheist and apostate; 

therefore, his dismissal (tard)from  the university was compulsory.51

The decision of the University Council was surely welcome news to Shahin, 

author of the negative report in the Academic Tenure Committee, as well as the Friday 

preacher and imam (prayer leader) at his mosque ‘Amr b. al-‘As. In his Friday sermon 

for April 2, 1993, Shahin defended himself, his academic report and the Academic 

Tenure Committee against the smears of those who supported Abu Zayd. Responding to 

the allegation that the report employed poor language (raldk), he told those present at 

the mosque that the members of the Academic Tenure Committee were experts (asatln)  

in the Arabic language and Islamic thought, and therefore could not be criticized on that 

score. He furthermore declared that no more eloquent a writer existed than himself. 

Finally, in the same sermon he insisted that Abu Zayd would never be promoted to the 

rank of professor unless he submitted other academic records.52

In addition to the controversy surrounding the report and its content, there was 

also debate over the procedure involved in evaluating the promotion. Lutfl al-KhuII, 

Muslim socialist, for example, wanted to know not only why the members of the

49 See Abaza, “Hadhar al-Ahram (April 19, 1993); republished in Shahin, Qissat Abu Zayd 
wa Inhisar al-‘Almaniyya, 123-126, especially p. 125.
50 Ghali Shukrl, “Khitab al-Takflr al-Mu‘asir,” al-Watan al-‘Arab!(May 21,1993).
51 See Ahmad Subhi Mansur, “Tahunat al-Takflr fi al-Suhuf al-Misriyya wa Hiwar ma‘a Sadiq 
‘Aziz,” al-Qahira (July 1993): 215.
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Academic Tenure Committee accepted the one negative report instead of the two 

positive ones recommending promotion, but also the rationale of the members of the 

University Council in accepting the report of Shahin and neglecting the reports of the 

Department and of the Faculty of Arts Councils.53

Dr. Muhammad Biltaji Hasan, at the time the Dean of the Dar al-‘Ulum Faculty 

and a member of the Cairo University Council, responded that the reports submitted by 

the Arabic Department and the Faculty of Arts Councils were not commensurate (/a 

yukafi’ani) with the report of the Standing Committee of Academic Promotion and 

Tenure, since the latter was comprised of great scholars from all Egyptian universities.54 

As such, he argued, when a contradiction arises between the reports of Councils and that 

of the Academic Tenure Committee, the resolution (qarai) is based on the Committee’s 

report, unless the Councils can uncover some contradiction in the Academic report 

itself.55 Shahin also argued that the reports of the Department and Faculty Councils do 

not have the prerogative to evaluate the applicant’s academic works.56 The 

responsibility for evaluating these works, according to him, lies in the hands of the 

Academic Tenure Committee and the University Council.

Others, however, held a different view of the procedure. Hazim Hashim, al- 

Wafd’s journalist, argued that the usual procedure in the event of differences between 

the reports submitted by academic committee and departmental or faculty councils, is

52 Musa, “wa al-Dawla Aydan .. .Tattahim al-Mufakkirln bi al-Ilhad,” 29.
53 Lutfi al-Khufi, “Kitab Sayyidina aw Jami'at al-Qahira,” al-Ahram (April 07, 1994); 
republished in Abu Zayd, al-Qawl al-Mufld, 228-239. See especially p. 236.
54 See “Taqrir Dr. Muhammad al-Biltajl fi “Qadiyyat” Abu Zayd Yakshif Akhta’ Fiqhiyya wa 
Tarikhiyya Khatira,” in al-Sha‘b (April 16, 1993); republished in Shahin, Qissat Abu Zayd wa 
Inhisar al-‘Almaniyya, 37. However, the content of Biltaji’s report, was missing in Shahln’s 
book.
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that the University Council accepts the opinion of the Councils of the Department and 

the Faculty, as was the case with three other candidates for promotion within the 

Faculty of Arts of Cairo University. These candidates — Muhammad ‘Uthman, Ahmad 

Hamdl Ibrahim, ‘Afaf al-Manufl — were promoted to the rank of professor in spite of 

reports submitted by the Academic Tenure Committee rejecting their applications.

In response to Shahin’s claim that the reports of the Departmental Council and 

the Faculty Council had no bearing on the evaluation of Abu Zayd’s academic record, 

al-Ghitahl argued that the opinions of the Academic Tenure Committee, the 

Departmental Council and Faculty Council, are all istisharl (consultative). The final 

decision on promotion, according to him, is the Council of University.58

The research department of the newspaper al-Ahall discovered further data on 

the procedure used in the case of Abu Zayd. They found that his promotion, instead of 

being discussed in the regular periodic meeting (al-jalsa al-dawriyya al- ‘adiyya) of the 

University Council leading up to the 31st of March 1993, was rather examined in an 

unscheduled emergency session (jalsa tari’a istithna’iyya) on March 18, 1993, when the 

main item on the agenda was the intention of the government of Sudan to take over the 

branch of Cairo University situated in Khartoum. The case of Abu Zayd was added to 

the agenda at the last minute. Because of this sudden change, some members of the 

University Council insisted on having more time to read the reports, but the President of

55 Ibid.
56 See his interview with al-MihlawI in al-Akhbar {April 7,1993).
57 Hazim Hashim, “al-Maghdub ‘Alayhim fl al-Jami‘a,” al-Wafd(April 6 , 1993); republished in 
al-Qawl al-Mufld, 99-102, especially p. 100. Compare this with Abu Zayd’s understanding of the 
procedure: If the report of the Faculty Council agrees with that of the Department Council, the 
University Council has to take the report of the Department even if it contradicts the Academic 
report. See al-Ahram (June 19, 1995).
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the University refused to read or discuss the reports.59

Abu Zayd himself has presented his own account of the case. In his interview 

with Annette Heilmann, Abu Zayd offered the opinion that the decision to accept the 

one negative evaluation instead of the other positive reports was largely motivated by 

the Council’s fear of defending a person who had been accused of heresy. Another factor 

working against him, claimed Abu Zayd, was that the President of Cairo University 

himself, Dr. Ma’mun Salama, is believed to be an ‘Islamist’ sympathizer.60 In his book 

al-Qawl al-Mufid f i Qadiyyat Abu Zayd, a collection of articles related to the case, Abu 

Zayd expands on this account. In the month of February 1993, one month before the 

University Council’s decision, Abu Zayd apparently had a meeting with the president of 

the university and his vice-president. At this meeting, these latter expressed their fear of 

the consequences for Abu Zayd if  the university promoted him to the rank of full 

professor. In the words of the vice-president, Muhammad al-Jawhari, “What advantage 

is it to you if  you are promoted, and then one of them kills you.. . ? ” 61

Similarly, on March 8 , 1993, ten days before the final decision, Dr. Hasan 

Hanafi, who was appointed as intermediary (wasJt) between the president o f the 

university and Abu Zayd, offered Abu Zayd three options to resolve the case. First, he 

could submit a written complaint (sbakwa) to the president of the university regarding 

the accusation of heresy in the academic report, and ask him to resolve the problem 

through tabqiq (verification). Second, given the refusal by Dar al-‘Ulum and its

58 al-Ghitarii, ‘“Ala Hamish al-Hiwar,” al-Akhbar (April 7, 1993), republished in al-Qawl al- 
Mufid, 175-178, especially p. 177.
59 Qism al-Tahqlqat: Jaridat al-Ahall, “al-Irhab Yuhaddid Akbar Qila‘ al-Fikr fi Misr,” al-Ahafi 
(April 07,1993), republished in al-Qawl al-Mufid, 107-112, especially, p. 108.
60 See Heilmann, “Der politische und religiose Diskurs in Agypten,” 89.
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professors to countenance the promotion, he could accept “the refusal of promotion”

( ‘adam al-tarqiya) with a promise from the president and the people in Dar al-‘Ulum 

that they would promote him on his second try. The third option was al-rafd wa al- 

muqawama (refusal of the promotion and Abu Zayd’s continued resistance to this 

refusal), and thus leaving the matter up to the public. If this last option was chosen, Abu 

Zayd had to understand its consequences.62

Abu Zayd rejected the first option, on the grounds that the Committee had 

accused him of heresy and that the “verification process” was simply another form of 

mahakim al-taftlsh, which he refused to countenance. As for the second option, Abu 

Zayd questioned the guaranty {daman) of those promising to promote him in the second 

attempt. Was it absolutely guaranteed that he would be promoted? Abu Zayd told 

Hanafi that he could not trust the promises o f the people of Dar al-‘Ulum, unless the 

president of the university were willing to write and sign an official letter stating his 

promise and the expected date of the promotion.63 He further continued that he did not 

care what decision the university administration {idarat al-jami‘a) came to since, he 

argued, the two reports of the Department and Faculty Councils had authoritatively 

promoted him. Since Abu Zayd did not choose the first or the second option, he was left 

with the third option: to leave the case to the public. As a result, the case was discussed 

publicly both in the media and in mosques.

61 See Abu Zayd, al-Qawl al-Mufid, 23-24.
62 Ibid., 38-40. See also Khalid Salim, “Wajhan li-Wajhin: Dr. Nasr Abu Zayd wa Dr. Khalid 
Salim: ‘al-Dirasa al-Manhajiyya ‘Allamatrii Ihtiram al-Dhat fi As‘ab al-Zuruf,” in al-‘Arab7450 
(May 1996): 70 which records the president’s promise: da‘ al-amryamurr hadhihi al-marra li- 
’alla nastathir masha‘ir asatidhat kulliyyat Dar al-‘Ulum, wa al-Islamiyyun fl al-jami‘a 

yuhaddidun bi-ish ‘aliha naran, wa laka minni wa ‘d sharafbi-tarqiyatika ba ‘da al-sayf.
63 Ibid., 40.
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This chain of events suggests that the University Council decided to refuse the 

promotion of Abu Zayd due to the insistence of the elite of Dar al-‘Ulum and the fear of 

the consequences for Abu Zayd. But, as we shall see later, the refusal o f the University 

to promote Abu Zayd, was tantamount to an agreement with the report, and hence 

constituted on an accusation of apostasy against Abu Zayd.

The opposition of Dar al-‘Ulum to the Arabic Department historically might be 

dated back to the time of Taha Husayn. The Faculty of Dar al-‘Ulum used to criticize 

and charge professors of the Faculty of Arts of unbelief.64 Ahyaf Sinno also sees that 

“the case of Abu Zayd” uncovers the hidden dispute (al-khilaf al-kamin) between the 

Arabic Department and Dar al-‘Ulum at Cairo University.65 Most of the reports used by 

the Islamist lawyers in the lawsuit against Abu Zayd, as will be seen below, were 

prepared by Dar al-‘Ulum professors.

Besides this opposition, in a broader context the affair indicates a battle between 

conservatives and liberalists. This conflict, according to Ami Ayalon, signifies “the 

historic struggle over Egypt’s cultural identity.” 66 The two traditions have clashed on 

numerous occasions, usually in intellectual debate,67 but sometimes violently. Faraj 

Fuda, liberal thinker who criticized Islamic extremism, was assassinated in June 1992. 

In the trial of Fuda’s assassin, Muhammad al-Ghazafi, an Islamist thinker who in 

January 1992 sat against Fuda in a public debate, argued before the court that a

64 Abu Zayd, al-Qawl al-Mufld, 25. _
65 Sinno, “Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd fi Ba‘d Atharih,” al-Mashriq (Jan-June, 1997): 129.
66 Ami Ayalon, Egypt’s Quest for Cultural Orientation (Tel Aviv: The Moshe Dayan Center for 
Middle Eastern and African Studies, Tel Aviv University, 1999), 9.
67 See, for example, Nancy E. Gallagher. “Islam v. Secularism in Cairo: An Account of the Dar 
al-Hikma Debate,” Middle Eastern Studies 25, 2 (1989): 208-215; Bassam SA Haddad, “Islamic 
Liberals and Secularism,” The Arab Studies Journal (Fall 1993): 26-31.
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secularist must be punished by death, because he/she represented a danger to society.

It is against this background that we have to read the Abu Zayd affair. His application 

for promotion to the rank of professor was submitted one month before the murder of 

Fuda and his case was brought to the court at almost the same time when Muhammad 

al-Ghazali issued his fatwa in the trial of Fuda.

2. The Legal Case Against Abu Zayd

The case of Abu Zayd did not end with the rejection of the promotion. Some 

Islamists in fact brought a legal action against him in the Giza Court of First Instance 

(Mahkamat al-JIza al-Ibtida’iyya) on May 17, 1993. The plaintiffs, who included 

Muhammad Sairnda ‘Abd al-Samad, ‘Abd al-Fattah ‘Abd al-Salam al-Shahid, Ahmad 

‘Abd al-Fattah Ahmad, Hisham Mustafa Hamza, Usama al-Sayyid, ‘Abd al-Muttalib 

Muhammad Ahmad Hasan, and al-Mursi al-MursI al-Mahdi, demanded the dissolution 

of Abu Zayd’s marriage to Ibtihal Yunis, claiming that the marriage of an apostate 

(which they accused him of being), to a Muslim woman was void.69 They based their

68 Fauzi Najjar, “The Debate on Islam and Secularism in Egypt,” Arab Studies Quarterly 18, 2 
(1996): 1-21. On Fuda’s ideas see Bassam SA Haddad, “The Assassination of Fuda,” The Arab 
Studies Journal (Spring 1993): 16-19; Meir Hatina, “On the Margins of Consensus: The Call to 
Separate Religion and State in Modem Egypt,” Middle Eastern Studies 36,1 (Jan. 2000): 35-67, 
especially 55ff. On al-Ghazafi’s testimony and its reactions, see Ahmad al-Siyufi, Muhakamat 
al-Murtaddln (Cairo: s.n., 1994).
69 For a discussion of the ruling of the court, see Baudouin Dupret, “A propos de l’affaire Abu 
Zayd, universitaire poursuivi pour apostasie,” Monde arabe, Maghreb-Machrek 151 (January- 
March 1996): 18-22; idem and Jean-Noel Ferrie, “Participer au pouvoir, c’est edicter la norme: 
sur l’affaire Abu Zayd (Egypte, 1992-1996),” Revue frangaise de science politique 47, 6 (1997): 
762-765; idem and Jean-Noel Ferrie, “For interieur et ordre public, ou comment la 
problematique de l’Aufklarung peut permettre de decrire un debat egyptien,” in Droits et 
societes dans lemonde arabe, eds. Gilles Boetsch, Baudouin Dupret et Jean-Noel Ferrie (Aix-en- 
Provence: Presses universitaires d’Aix-Marseille, 1997), 193-215; Kilian Balz, “Eheauflosung 
aufgrund von Apostasie durch Popularklage: der Fall Abu Zayd,” Praxis des Intemationalen 
Privat- und Verfahrensrechts (1996): 353-356; idem, “Submitting Faith to Judicial Scrutiny
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accusation on the reports of Muhammad BiltajI Hasan, dean of the Dar al-‘Ulum faculty, 

Ismael Salim ‘Abd al-‘Al, assistant professor of comparative law in the same faculty, 

and Mustafa Shak‘a, who studied Abu Zayd’s works al-Imam al-Shafiland Mafhum al- 

Nass, respectively.

It would be worthwhile to present the contents of these reports in brief. In his 

report, BiltajI explained that he had detected two faults in Abu Zayd’s al-Imam al- 

Shafil: bitter hostility ( ‘adawa shadlda) towards the Qur’an and Sunna, and a complex 

ignorance (Jahala mutarakiba) of the subject of Islamic law.70 BiltajI observed Abu 

Zayd’s “hostile attitude” to the Qur’an in the latter’s call for liberation from it which he 

took to be a sign of disbelief in the scriptural canon and its laws and regulations. 

Furthermore, Abu Zayd’s accusation that the Companions and Imam al-ShafH 

displayed fanaticism for the Quraysh dialect in the canonization of the Qur’an was 

regarded by BiltajI as a debasement ( tahqh) and attack (hujum) against the Companions 

and the great Imam. On the other hand, Abu Zayd’s argument that the classification of 

hadlth into mutawatir, mashhurmd ahad was developed by al-ShafH, continued BiltajI, 

was a sign of his ignorance of the subject.

Mustafa Shak‘a, who was asked by the Shaykh of al-Azhar to review Abu Zayd’s 

al-Imam al-Shali7  and Mafhum al-Nass, wrote that from the first page of the former 

book, the author was dedicated (mukarras) to attacking every one of the sacred aspects 

of Islam (al-muqaddasat al-Islamiyya), to spreading prejudice against them {tahamul 

‘alayba) and to devaluing them in such a strong way as to resemble insanity {al-nayl

through the Family Trial: The “Abu Zayd Case”,” Die Welt des Islams31, 2 (1997): 135-55; and 
George N. Sfeir, “Basic Freedoms in a Fractured Legal Culture: Egypt and the Case of Nasr 
Hamid Abu Zayd,” Middle East Journal 52, 3 (1998): 402-14.
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minba bi-tarlqa badda tushbib al-junun). “This book,” he continued, “is regarded as one 

of the most fiercely biased books against Islam, the Qur’an and Sunna (yu‘addu abadan 

min asbadd al-kutub bamlat an ‘ala al-Islam wa al-Qur’an wa al-Sunna)?1 As for the 

second book, Shak‘a commented that Mafbum al-Nass proposes deviant views liable to 

corrupt the beliefs o f its readers and any potential students o f Cairo University who 

might want to study the book. These deviant views, according to Shak'a, include the 

idea that the Prophet Muhammad participated in producing (intaj) the Qur’an, that 

Islam does not have a fixed objective meaning (mafbum mawdu 1 muhaddad), that Islam 

is an Arab religion (dm ‘arabl) and that the Qur’anic sciences are a regressive heritage 

(turatb raj7), all leading to the decadence of Islam.72 He also regarded Abu Zayd as 

having falsely submitted the structure of the Qur’an to modem secular method, while 

arguing at the same time that the Qur’an has no need of lending itself to any analytical 

method.73

IsmaTl Salim, on the other hand, wrote a book entitled N aqdM ata‘in NasrAbu 

Zayd f i al-Qur’an wa al-Sunna wa al-Sababa wa A ’immat al-MusIimJn,14 in which he 

discussed and refuted the views of Abu Zayd. Salim classified his disapproval with Abu 

Zayd’s works into two aspects: form (sbakl)  and content (mawdu j.  The first aspect 

includes his criticism of Abu Zayd for not having started his books with basmala and 

bamdala, while arguing that anything which does not begin with a bamdala is effectively

70 See “Taqrir Dr. Muhammad al-Biltaji fi “Qadiyyat” Abu Zayd/’ al-Sha ‘b (April 16, 1993).
71 Shak'a, “Taqrir ‘an Kitab: al-Imam al-Shafil wa Ta’sls al-Idiyulujiyya al-Wasatiyya” in 
Qissat “Abu Zayd” wa Inhisar al- ‘Almaniyya, 60.
72 Shak'a, “Taqrir ‘an Kitab: Mafhum al-Nass: Dirasa f i ‘Ulum al-Qur’an ” in Qissat Abu Zayd 
wa Inhisar al- ‘Almaniyya, 81.
73 Ibid., 80.
74 Cairo: al-Mukhtar al-Islaml, 1993.
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mute (aqta'). Similarly, he criticized Abu Zayd who, when mentioning the name of  

Muhammad, did not follow it with the eulogy of salla ’llahu ‘alayhi wa sallam and very 

seldom called him a prophet (al-nabi) or a messenger (rasul). He also found that Abu 

Zayd did not use the usual predicate karlm (noble) or ‘azlm (great) when mentioning the 

Qur’an75

In terms of content, Salim described the various views of Abu Zayd under such 

headings as: attacks against the Qur’an;76 attacks against the Sunna?1 attacks against 

the Companions;78 attacks against the a ’immat al-muslinun;79 and an accumulation of 

mistakes (akhta’ mutarakima wa mutarakiba)}0 In addition to the criticisms raised by 

Biltaji and Shak'a, Salim claimed that Abu Zayd sees the Qur’an as an inappropriate 

tool for solving present and future problems, and as being incompatible with reason, 

which is why he calls upon Muslims not to seek legal judgment in the Qur’an ( ‘adam al- 

ibtikam ila kitab Allah). His attacks on Sunna include, among others, his view that the 

Sunna is not revelation (wahy) but rather human interpretation; and his doubts regarding 

the mutawatir hadlth.

It should be noted that in his book Salim demanded a ban on the distribution and 

teaching of Abu Zayd’s works, his suspension from the teaching profession, and the 

application to Abu Zayd and others who attack Islamic beliefs of the legal punishment 

for apostasy (hadd al-ridda)}x

75 Ibid., 15-16.
76 Ibid., 20-42.
77 Ibid., 43-49.
78 Ibid., 50-54.
79 Ibid., 54-57.
80 Ibid., 57-60.
81 Ibid., 63. See also p. 13.

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



www.manaraa.com

Responses to Abu Zayd 217

Based on this proposal and on the unfavorable reports, the plaintiffs brought Abu 

Zayd to court. However, the court dismissed the action on January 28, 1994 on the 

grounds that the plaintiffs were a third party having no direct personal interest in the 

matter, since, according to the judge of the Giza Court of First Instance Muhammad 

‘Awad Allah and his fellow jurists, Muhammad Junaydl and Mahmud Salih, “the 

constitution does not accept any claim or defence from those who do not have maslaha 

qa’ima (real interest) decreed by the constitution.” 82 And this interest is defined as the 

protection of the right (haqq) of the claimant or the defendant.

The plaintiffs were of course dissatisfied with the ruling of the First Instance 

Court and appealed to a higher court, the Court of Appeals. This time, the court 

accepted the complaint based on al-hisba, a doctrine which insists that it is the duty of 

every Muslim to file a case against anyone breaking Islamic laws.83 According to 

Ahmad Seif al-Islam, one of Abu Zayd’s defenders, al-Sarmda’s allegation against Abu 

Zayd was not accepted by the lower court, since it was viewed from the civil code where 

the plaintiff has no right to file a case since he has no personal interest, whereas the 

Court of Appeals viewed the case from the perspective of Personal Status Law, which

82 See, Adab wa Naqd, “Haythiyyat al-Hukm f! Qadiyyat Nasr Abu Zayd: La Nufattish fi 
Dama’ir al-‘Ibad,” Adab wa Naqd 11, 104 (April 1994): 79-86, especially, p. 85. The judgment 
of the First Instance Court has been translated by B. Dupret into French in his “Jurisprudence 
Abu Zayd,” Hgypte/Monde arabe 34 (1998):169-174. See also the website of the Legal Research 
and Resource Center for Human Rights (LRRC), Cairo, Egypt for excerpts from the verdict at 
http://www.geocities.com/~lrrc/Zaid/appeals.htm
83 On hisba, see Cl. Cahen/M. Talbi, “Hisba,” E f 3: 485-489. Cf. R.P. Buckley, “The Muhtasib” 
Arabica 39 (March 1992): 59-117. See also the report prepared by Ahmad Seif al-Islam Hamad, 
“Hisba: Is Egypt a Civil or Religious State?” published by CHRLA January 1996 at 
http://www.chrla.org/reports/hisba/hisbint.htm. See furthermore Jom Thielmann, “La jurisprudence 
egyptienne sur la requete en hisba” Iigypte/Monde arabe34 (1998): 81-97.
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accepted the allegation based on the hisba, whereby al-Samida could file suit on the 

basis of his identity as a Muslim who sees the rights of God violated.84

Consequently, on June 14, 1995, the Court of Appeals of Cairo (Mahkamat 

Isti’naf al-Qahira), presided over by judge Faruq ‘Abd al-‘Alim Mursl and its members 

Nur al-Dln Yusuf and Muhammad Tzzat al-Shadhifi, reversed the ruling of the Court of 

First Instance and found Abu Zayd an apostate, ordering in consequence of this that he 

should be separated from his wife. This ruling was based on the same reports submitted 

to the Court of First Instance which maintained that Abu Zayd’s writings express the 

views of an apostate. Some of the views which were seen as heretical by the court were:

1. his rejection of the existence of some creatures mentioned in the Qur’an, 

such as al-‘arsh, angels, jinn, satans, etc.

2. his ridicule (sakhara) of some verses of the Qur’an, such as his 

description of the shayatln as a hindering force (quwwa m u‘awwiqa), with sihr 

as their instrument

3. his lying about the Qur’an, such as his claim that Paradise (janna) and 

Hellfire (nar) are no more than ustura (myth);

4. his debasement of the Qur’an by considering it a human text {pass insanl) 

reflecting a human understanding (fabm bashari) o f the revelation

5. his rejection of the universality of the message of the Prophet to all 

humans

6 . his insistence that the laws of God stipulated in the Qur’an need not be 

observed, since these, he argues, were conditioned by their historical context

7. his rejection of the Qur’an’s insistence on the hujjiyyat of the Sunna and 

on the fact that it is part of the revelation.85

84 See Karim el-Gawhary, “Shari‘a or Civil Code? Egypt’s Parallel Legal Systems: an Interview 
with Ahmad Sayf al-Islam,” Middle East Report (November-December 1995): 25-27, especially
p. 26.
85 See, Adab wa Naqd, “Haythiyyat Tafrlq Nasr wa Ibtihal: Hukm al-Ridda ... wa al-Ta‘n ‘ala
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These views, in the judgment of the court, not only made him an apostate, 

definable as “one who turns away from Islam to unbelief,” but also contradicted the 

Egyptian constitution which declares that Islam is the official religion of the country.

The ruling of the Court of Appeals was understandably welcomed by the 

Islamists. Yusuf al-Badfi, an Islamist activist, demanded as a result that Cairo 

University terminate (fasl) Abu Zayd’s employment at the university since, he argued, it 

is not appropriate for an apostate to teach either Muslim or Christian students. He also 

petitioned to have Abu Zayd’s works banned and burned.86 The front line of al-Azhar 

scholars (Jabhat ‘ulama’ al-Azhar) also supported the ruling and stated that the decision 

“returns the truth to its proper place and revives the dream in the heart of every Muslim 

of the approaching application of Islamic sharl‘a” (yu'ld al-haqq ilanisabih wayuhyl al- 

amal f i sudur kull al-muslinun bi-qurb tatblq al-sharVa al-Islamiyya).S1 They further 

demanded that the university comply with the ruling and remove Abu Zayd from his 

teaching post at the university. Finally, since there was a fatwa legitimizing the 

assassination of Abu Zayd issued by the leader of the al-Jihad Organization, a certain 

Ayman al-Zawahifi who resided in Switzerland,88 the front line of al-Azhar scholars

al-Hukm,” Adab wa Naqd 120 (August 1995): 11-28, especially p. 26. See also the translation of 
the ruling in Dupret, “Jurisprudence Abu Zayd,” 175-193.
86 al-Hayat (June 17,1995), 7
87 See al-Ahrar (June 19,1995), “Jabhat ‘Ulama’ al-Azhar Tushid bi-Hukm al-Tafrlq .. .wa Abu 
Zayd Yu’akkid Annahu Wahaba Hayatahu li-al-Islam!; and al-Hayat (June 20, 1995), “Jabhat 
‘Ulama’ al-Azhar Tua’yyid Hukm al-Tafnq bayna Abu Zayd wa Zawjatih.” According to 
Zeghal, the ‘Ulama”s front was bom for the first time in 1946 among conservative Azharite 
‘ulama’ to fight against secularism and secularist thinkers such as Taha Husayn and Ahmad 
Muhammad Khalaf Allah. See Malika Zeghal, “Religion and Politics in Egypt: The Ulema of al- 
Azhar, Radical Islam and the State (1952-94),” International Journal o f Middle East Studies 31 
(1999): 390.
88 See al-Hayat (June 22, 1995). According to Muhammad Salah, compared to al-Jama‘a al- 
Islamiyya which has assassinated Faraj Fuda and attempted to assassinate Najib Mahfuz, the 
Jihad organization has not assassinated thinkers or writers because of their religious beliefs. See
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urged Abu Zayd to repent in order to avoid being killed (li-kayya ‘sim damah).

Shahin too was quick to comment on the decision of the court. In his Friday 

sermon on June 16, 1995, two days after the ruling, he condemned Abu Zayd, 

orientalists and Marxists who, according to the preacher, controlled the media and 

insulted the Academic Tenure Committee, including the University Council. He 

observed, that these orientalists supported Abu Zayd and regarded the latter as the giant 

( ‘imJaq) and the thinker of the 20th centuiy, greater than Imam al-Ghazafi and al-ShafiT 

Meanwhile, for Shahin, Abu Zayd was a victim (dahiyya)  of the Marxists and therefore, 

was a failed, ruined individual (rajul fashil saqit).i9 He further asserted that the decision 

of the court was perfectly constitutional, since Islamic sharVa is one of the source of the 

constitution and Islam the religion of the state.

It should be noted that on the 31st of May 1995 —two weeks before the ruling on 

the validity of Abu Zayd’s marriage ~  the Cairo University Council decided to promote 

Abu Zayd to full professorship after his second application for promotion was reviewed 

by the new Academic Tenure and Promotion Committee.90 The evaluation read:

Salah, “Rudud Fi‘l Wasi‘a ‘ala Ihdar Jama'at al-Jihad Dam Abu Zayd,” al-Hayat (June 23, 
1995). On the comparison between radical Islamist groups, see Denis J. Sullivan and Sana Abed- 
Kotob, Islam in Contemporary Egypt: Civil Society vs. the State (Boulder, Colorado: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers, 1999), 77-86. See also David Zeidan, “Radical Islam in Egypt: A 
Comparison of Two Groups,” Middle East Review o f International Affairs (MERIA) Journals, 3 
(September 1999): 1-10.
89 See, al-Ahali June 21, 1995, “Min Fawq Minbar Masjid ‘Amr b. al-‘As: ‘Abd al-Sabur Shahln 
Yutliq Saylan min al-Shata’im wa al-Tahdldat.”
90 See, “Taqrir Jami'at al-Qahira bi-Tarqiyat Abu Zayd li-Darajat Ustadh,” al-Jumhuriyya (June 
22,1995). This time, Abu Zayd submitted in February 1995 nine works, i.e.:
- “al-Qur’an: al-‘Alam bi-Wasfih ‘Alama”;
- al-Tafklr fiZaman al-TakfirDiddal-Jahl wa al-Zayfwa al-Khurafa;
- “al-Ru’ya fi al-Nass al-Sardi al-‘Arabi: Hafiz Sard! am Wihda Dalaliyya”;
- “Markabat I‘jaz: Man Yaquduha? Ila Ayna?”;
- “al-Ta’wIl fi Kitab al-SIbawayh”;
- “al-Lugha al-DIniyya wa al-Bahth ‘an Alsuniyya Jadida”;
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After reviewing nine works of Dr. Abu Zayd -  each work with keenness - 
- and after examining all of them, we have reached the following 
conclusion: his prodigious academic efforts demonstrate that he is a 
researcher well-rooted in his academic field, well-read in our Islamic 
intellectual traditions, and with a knowledge of all its many branches —
Islamic principles, theology, jurisprudence, Sufism, Quranic studies, 
rhetoric and linguistics. He has not rested on the laurels o f his in-depth 
knowledge of this field, but has taken a forthright, critical position. He 
does not attempt to make a critique until he has mastered the issues 
before him, investigating them by way of both traditional and modem 
methodologies. In sum, he is a free thinker, aspiring only to the truth. If 
there is something urgent about his style, it seems to derive from the 
urgency of the crisis which the contemporary Arab-Islamic World is 
witnessing and the necessity to identify honestly the ills of this world in 
order that an effective cure be found. Academic research should not be 
isolated from social problems, but should be allowed to participate in 
current debates and to suggest solutions to current dilemmas by allowing 
researchers to investigate and interpret as far as possible.91

This decision of the Academic Tenure Committee was also commented upon by 

Shahin in his previous Friday sermon. He tried to prove to the newly-established 

Academic Tenure Committee, of which he was not a member, that the ruling of the 

court left no doubt that Abu Zayd was an apostate and that he should not be promoted 

to the rank of professor.

Not all Islamists, however, were in agreement with the ruling on Abu Zayd’s 

apostasy. Some Islamist thinkers, like Muhammad ‘Amara and Muhammad Salim al- 

‘ Awwa, did not concur with the ruling. They argued that the case of Abu Zayd was not 

one of legality but one of thought (qadiyya fikriyya), whose domain was the entire

- al-Mar’a fiKbitab al-Azma;
- “Mashru' al-Nahda bayna al-Tawfiq wa al-Talfiq”;
- ‘“Adasat al-Naqd' al-Hadathi“.
The Academic Tenure Committee includes Dr. Mahmud Makld, Dr. Mustafa al-Sawi of 
Alexandria University, Dr. Mustafa Mandur of Zaqaziq. See al-Ahram (June 19, 1995).
91 Ibid., see also CHRLA, “From Confiscation to Charges of Apostasy,” Dossier 14/15 (1995): 
35.
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discourse of thought (al-biwar al-Bkri)?2 ‘Amara also tended to be in agreement with

the opinion of Muhammad ‘Abduh who says that “if a person expresses an opinion

which contains apostasy in one hundred aspects and yet contains true belief in one

aspect, it (the opinion) has to be taken to indicate the true belief {annabuidba sadara ‘an

insan ra’y  yabtam il al-kufr bi-m i’at wajb wa yabtam il al-lman bi-wajb wabid yajib

bamlub ila al-lman).

Al-‘Awwa, furthermore, argued that someone who has declared the sbahada, a

testimony that there is no god but Allah and Muhammad is His messenger, is a Muslim,

and no one has the right to accuse him of being an apostate. He further said that the

primary condition for any ruling on apostasy is that al-istitaba, or a hearing designed to

check or discuss the opinions of the accused, be held beforehand. In this case, al-‘Awwa

observed that Abu Zayd had never been required to defend himself before the court.93

These arguments of some Islamists angered al-Badn. In his Friday sermon at al-

JanTiyya al-Shar‘iyya mosque in the city of Nibruh, taking as his subject o f “I‘rif

‘Aduwwak” (Know Your Enemy), al-Badfi launched an attack against ‘Amara, al-

‘Awwa and the daily newspaper al-Sha‘b which had published the article of al-‘Awwa

on the subject. He declared:

If the attack against us and the defense for Nasr come from the Abali 
newspaper, we will not pay attention, and if  [the attack comes] from 
other newspapers we will say to them “yes” since they are Marxists.

92 See, al-Ahrar{June 17, 1995), “Qadiyyat Nasr Abu Zayd Tarahat al-Su’al: Hal Yajuz Takfir 
Muslim Nataqa bi-al-Shahadatayn?!. See also, Akram al-Qassas, “Ahkam al-Naqd: al-‘Aq!da 
Mas’ala Nafsiyya La Yajuz Bahthuha Baldan ‘an al-Zahir,” al-‘Arabi (June 19, 1993). See 
below for more discussion on ‘Amara’s argument. See also al-‘Awwa, al-Haqq fi al-Ta‘bir 
(Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1998), 11; and his article in al-Sha‘b (July 14, 1995). This article has 
been translated into French by B. Dupret in “Un arret devenu une ‘affaire’,” Bgypte/Monde 
arabe 29 (1997): 155-173.
93 Ibid.
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However, [the attack and the defense come from] the newspaper al-Sba‘b 
which claims to be the defender of Islam and [from] those writers who 
consider themselves as the symbols o f Islamic movement, [but] then 
defend the apostate heretic Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd who insults God and 
claims that al-‘arsb, Paradise, Hell and Lawh Mahfuz are myths and 
superstitions.

{law kana al-hujum ‘alayna wa al-difa‘ ‘an N asrya’tlm in  jandat al-Ahali 
lama ibtamamna wa law kana min jarida ukbra la-qulna la-bum na‘am fa- 
bum sbuyu‘iyyun wa lakin jandat al-Sba‘b allatl tadda l al-difa‘ ‘an al- 
Islam wa ula’ika al-kuttab alladblna y a ‘tabiruna anfusabum rumuz al- 
tayyar al-Islanu wa yudafi‘una ba ‘da dbalika kullib ‘an al-mulbid al-kaGr 
Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd alladblyasubb Allah wa yadda 7  anna al- ‘arsb wa 
al-janna wa al-nar wa al-lawh al-mabfuz kullaba asatlr wa khurafat) . 94

He concluded his sermon by pronouncing that Islam does not need people like al-‘Awwa 

and ‘Amara to defend it.

From the modernist side, the response to the ruling was almost unanimous. The 

Counselor (al-mustasbar) Muhammad SaTd al-‘Ashmawi insisted that Egyptian law 

clearly does not accept any allegation based on hisba before any of its courts. He argued 

that the lawsuit on hisba was legitimate only in the Shari*a courts {la’ibat al-mabakim 

al-sbar‘iyya). But, since 1955, with the unification of the courts and the abolition of the 

Shari‘a court, the legal proceeding of hisba had been abolished, so that all cases had 

thenceforth to be based on direct interest.95 In his response to the query of many 

Western journalists as to whether the Egyptian constitution allowed for charges of

94 al-Ahali (June 26, 1995), “Yusuf al-Badrl fi Khutbat al-Jumu‘a: Zawaj Ibtihal min Nasr Batil 
wa al-Mudafi‘una ‘anhum Mithla: al-‘Awwa wa ‘Amara Shuyu‘iyyun wa Malahida.”
95 al-Ahram (June 19, 1995). See also al-Ahali (June 21, 1995), “Ihtimam ‘Alarm bi-Hukm al- 
Isti’naf: 16 Idha‘a wa Sahlfa Tas’al al-‘Ashmawi: Ma Hadha?”; al-‘Ashmawi, “al-Hisba,” al- 
‘Arabl457 (Dec. 1996): 30. See also al-‘AshmawI’s comment of the court’s ruling in Carolyn 
Fluehr-Lobban (ed.), Against Islamic Extremism: The Writings o f Muhammad Sa ‘id al- 
‘Ashmawy (Gainesville, Florida: University Press of Florida, 1998), 3. al-‘Awwa, however, 
argued that lawsuit based on hisba was not abolished in 1955, but still used in 1966 and 1983 by 
the Court of Cassation in the case of marriage and curatorship of wealth {wilayat al-mal), 
respectively. See, al-‘Awwa, al-Haqqfi al-Ta‘bir, 22.
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apostasy to be laid, al-‘Ashmawl stated that no Muslim has the right to accuse another 

of being an apostate as long as the latter has not announced clearly and unequivocally 

that he repudiated Islam. He further declared that the court has no authority ( walaya) to 

investigate the personal beliefs of someone or his/her books as long as he/she does not 

express publicly his apostate views.96

Khalil ‘Abd al-Kafim, one of Abu Zayd’s defenders in the Court of Appeal, 

wrote a report in an attempt to impeach the ruling.97 His challenge revolved around 

three points. First, he observed that the decision of the Court of Appeals was not a 

ruling (hukm) but rather a fatwa. To prove his argument, he referred to Shihab al-Din 

al-Qarafi’s (d. 1285) opinion in the latter book al-Ihkam G Tamylz al-Fatawa ‘an al- 

Ahkam wa Tasarrufat al-Qadi wa al-Imarrf8 that the judge must base his ruling on 

argument, while the mufti must rely on the dalik found in the Qur’an, Sunna and ijm a‘ 

(yatba‘ al-hakim al-hijaj wa al-muGlyatba ‘ aJ-adiJla).99 The judge, ‘Abd al-Karim added, 

gives a ruling based on the proofs submitted by the litigants, such as witnesses, 

acknowledgment and an oath (sbahadat al-shuhud, al-iqrarat, al-yanun).100 In the case of

96 Ibid.
97 ‘Abd al-Kanm, “al-Radd ‘ala Haythiyyat al-Hukm fi Qadiyyat al-Tafriq bayna Nasr wa 
Ibtihal: Hadhihi Fatwa wa Laysa Hukman,” Adab wa Naqd 120 (August 1995): 29-42. See also 
his book, Kitabat Dr. Nasr Abu Zayd GMIzan Sahlh al-Islam (Cairo: Dar Qadaya Fikriyya li-al- 
Nashrwa al-Tawzi‘, 1996).
98 Ed. Mahmud ‘Amus. Cairo: Matba'at al-Anwar, 1938. On this book, see Sherman A. Jackson, 
“In Defense of Two-Tiered Orthodoxy: a Study of Shihab al-Din al-Qarafi’s Kitab al-Ihkam fl 
Tamylz al-Fatawa ‘an al-Ahkam wa Tasarrufat al-Qadi wa al-Imam, ” (Ph.D. dissertation, the 
University of Pennsylvania, 1991).
99 ‘Abd al-Karlm, Kitabat Dr. Nasr Abu Zayd, 1. See al-Qarafi, al-Ihkam G Tamylz, 7, which 
states “anna al-qada’ya ‘tamidal-hijaj wa al-futya ta‘tamidal-adilla. ” See also the discussion of 
al-Qarafi’s differentiation between fatwa and qada’ in Muhammad Khalid Masud, Brinkley 
Messick, David S. Powers, “Muftis, Fatwas, and Islamic Legal Interpretation,” in Islamic Legal 
Interpretation: Muftis and Their Fatwas, eds. Muhammad Khalid Masud, Brinkley Messick, 
David S. Powers (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1996), 18-20.
100 ‘Abd al-Karim, “al-Radd ‘ala Haythiyyat al-Hukm, 29.
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Abu Zayd, however, according to ‘Abd al-Karim, the judge did not rely on the proofs 

provided by the defendant. He further asserted that it is the duty of a mufti not the judge 

to decide on cases of apostasy, since “a judicial decision aims to settle the quarrel 

between people in worldly affairs and not in other-worldly matters” (al-qada’ huwa al- 

fasl £  khusumat al-nas bi-sha’n al-masalih al-dmyawiyya la al-masalib al- 

ukbrawiyya).101 Further proof that the decision resembled a fatwa and not a qada’ was 

the last statement in the court decision: “wa al-mabkama tublb bi-al-musta’n af diddahu 

an yatub ila Allah ta ‘ala wa an y a ‘udila al-Islam al-haqq (the court calls upon the one 

against whom the appeal has been made to repent to God and to return to the true 

religion of Islam). This statement, which was written in accordance with the formula “it 

is better for you to do or worse for you to do” (al-ahsan la-ka an ta fa l aw yukrab la-ka 

an tafal), ‘Abd al-Karim argued, again referring to al-Qarafi, should be seen as a 

fatwa.'02

The second argument brought by ‘Abd al-Kailm against the ruling was that it 

was not based on legal proofs. ‘Abd al-Karim contended that the court o f Appeals had 

ruled that the decision was in contradiction with the SbarVa and Islamic jurisdiction 

only because it did not listen to the testimony of the defendant, nor did it even hear 

from witnesses.103 In an interview with the journalist of al-Abali Misbah Qutb, ‘Abd al- 

Kanm rejected the claims of the plaintiffs who ascribed the works of Abu Zayd as his

101 Ibid., 30; idem, Kitabat Dr. Abu Zayd, 8 . See Jackson, “In Defense of Two-Tiered 
Orthodoxy,” 181 ff.; Masud, Messick, Powers, “Muftis, Fatwas, and Islamic Legal 
Interpretation,” 19.
102 See al-Qarafi, al-Ihkam fi Tamylz, 12.
103 Ibid., 35.
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iqrar,; and the opinions of scholars as witnesses. 104 Iqrar is defined by ‘Abd al-Karim by 

referring to ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Haskafi’s (d. 1677) al-Durr al-Mukbtar as ikbbar bi-baqq 

‘alayhi li-al-ghayr (notification about him with truth for others) , 105 and requires the 

presence of the one who testifies in the court. 106 Sbabada, on the other hand, has to be 

based on seeing and hearing the event (al-sbabada takun ‘ala waqa’i ‘ ra ’aha aw 

sami‘aba), and not on opinions and thoughts. Based on these definitions, the works of 

Abu Zayd and the opinions of the scholars, in ‘Abd al-Karim’s view, could neither be 

considered as the iqrar nor the sbuhud respectively, and, therefore, the ruling was not 

based on legal proofs.

Finally, ‘Abd al-Karim argued that the ruling contradicted Hanafi fiqb, as well as 

that of all the madbabib, which insists that the ruling of apostasy has to be agreed upon 

by all Egyptian Muslim scholars. 107 In addition, ‘Abd al-Karim argued that according to 

Abu Hariifa, a Muslim becomes a heretic only by iqrar (confession) and tasdiq 

(acknowledgment). He referred to the latter statement which reads “la yakbruj abad min 

al-lman ilia min al-bab alladbl dakbala fib, wa al-dukbul bi-al-iqrar wa al-tasdlq wa 

buma qa’iman” (no one departs from Islam unless through the door where he came in, 

and the entrance [is] by way of confession and confirmation and both of them have to be 

present) . 108 In his study of the writings of Abu Zayd, however, ‘Abd al-Karim could not 

find any clear expression of apostasy. They were simply ijtibadat (interpretations) which

104 See, al-Ahali (July 12, 1995), “Khalil ‘Abd al-Karim Muharrii Nasr Abu Zayd Yatahaddath: 
Fatwa al-Takfir La Tasdur Ilia bi-Ijma‘ al-Mujtahidin.” See also, ‘Abd al-Karim, Kitabat Dr. 
Abu Zayd, 12-13.
105 Cf. Brij Mohan Dayal’s translation of al-Durr al-Mukhtar in The Durrul Mukhtar (Lucknow: 
C.M. Dayal, 1913), 327.
106 ‘Abd al-Kanm, Kitabat Dr. Abu Zayd, 12.
107 ‘Abd al-Karim, “al-Radd ‘ala Haythiyyat al-Hukm,” 37. See also al-Ahali, (July 12, 1995).
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could be right or wrong.

Muhammad Nur Farhat, who likewise studied the court’s ruling, also found that 

the ruling was not based on the clear expression of apostasy on the part of the sentenced 

(al-mahkum ‘alayb) nor had he ever been given a chance at istitaba to discuss his 

opinion before the ruling.109 He stated moreover that the court had been forced to 

abandon ruling against the behavior (suluk) and the appearance {al-zabir) o f the accused, 

to ruling against his state of mind (damSr) and the inner aspect (batin) of his thought. 

The evaluation which had been applied by the judge in the court, Farhat argued, was not 

in accordance with the rules of law (qawa‘id  al-qanun) regulating behavior, but rather on 

the basis of right or wrong (al-haqq wa al-batil) in ruling on beliefs. This latter, 

according to Farhat, is what is known as qada’ al-taftlsb (the court system of 

inquisition) . 110 Similarly, he argued that the meaning of apostasy, its conditions and 

rulings, are the product of ‘ulama’ scholarship, since they are not mentioned in either 

the Qur’an or the Sunna. As a product, it is conditioned by its socio-cultural context. 

For example, previous scholars had defined apostasy as a rejection of that which is 

known necessarily from the religion (inkar ma buwa m a‘lum min al-din bi-al-darura). 

This understanding, however, according to Farhat, is very broad, for its definition and 

content may vary from time to time.

In the meantime, Abu Zayd, who had never been summoned by the Court to sit 

before the judge to discuss his opinions or to declare his beliefs, sent a statement 

(bay an)  to every newspaper after the ruling of the court was handed down. In his

108 Ibid. See also idem, Kitabat Dr. Abu Zayd, 16.
109 Muhammad Nur Farhat. “Dirasa Qanuniyya Muhimma: Qira’a fi Haythiyyat al-Takflr,” al- 
Musawwar3690 (June 30,1995): 60-63.
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statement he insists that he is a Muslim researcher who has devoted his life to defending 

Islam and who dedicated his academic ability to uncover its glorious aims and its 

exalted human meanings {li-annanl babitb muslim wababa bayatabu li-al-difa‘ ‘an al- 

Islam wa karrasa taqatabu al- ‘ilmiyya li-al-kasbf ‘an gbayatib al-nablla wa ma ‘anlb al- 

insaniyya al-samiya).111 He further asserts that he is the victim of the extremists 

(mutatarrifin) who consider themselves to be gods controlling the lives of the people. 

Therefore, he continues, since he is proud of his belief in God and His messenger, and 

proud of the value of his ijtibad, he will not give up his views to pay heed to a handful of 

extremists {lan atanazal ‘anbainsiya‘anli-hafnatmin al-mutatarrifin).

On another occasion, he wrote an article entitled “Hal Ana Kafir?” in Ruz al- 

Yusuf of June 26, 1995, to explain to readers that he had been a Muslim since his 

childhood, had memorized the Qur’an by the age of eight, and had never refuted what is 

known necessarily of religion {ma buwa ma ‘lum min al-dln bi al-darura), such as the 

belief that God is one, Muhammad is His messenger, prayers, fasting, zakat and bajj. 

These, according to Abu Zayd, are the five pillars of Islam, the refusal of which can lead 

someone to turn away from Islam and become an apostate.112 However, Abu Zayd 

reminds his readers that there are different understandings of these pillars due to 

different interpretations and ijtibadat. He gives an illustration of monotheism which, as 

conveyed by Islamic history, contains different concepts about the essence of God and 

His attributes. Similarly, in the case of the understanding of legal verses in the Qur’an,

110 Ibid., 60.
111 See, for example, in &1-Akhbar (June 19, 1995); al-‘ArabI (June 19, 1995); al-Jumhuriyya 
(June 22,1995). The Islamists, however, regard this statement as Abu Zayd’s official expression 
of repentance.
112 Abu Zayd, “Hal Ana Kafir?,” Ruzal-Yusuf (June 26,1995).
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many interpretations could be found of one legal verse, such as the well-known 

interpretation of Caliph ‘Umar on certain legal verses of the Qur’an. At the end of his 

article, Abu Zayd challenges those who would accuse him of heresy to debate with him 

on his ideas in order that he may explain what is still unclear and to give others the 

chance to criticize what is wrong with his ideas, either on television or in a public 

forum.

In addition to Abu Zayd’s public statement and articles published in the mass- 

media explaining his stance, there were also interviews conducted with him inquiring 

into the truth of the accusation. The journal al- ‘Arabi, for example, ran a long interview 

with Abu Zayd where the latter responded to all items of the accusation. In this 

interview Abu Zayd confirmed that what constitutes the m aium  min al-din bi-al-darura 

in Islam is the five pillars of Islam, while the others are subject to differences (mahall 

ikbtilaf). He further clarified the big difference between an apostate (kadr) and a 

disobedient ( ‘asi). The one who refuses these pillars, according to Abu Zayd, is an 

apostate, while the one who does not respect one or another pillar of Islam is not 

apostate but rather an ‘a si.113 Abu Zayd declared that he did not reject these pillars nor 

had he ever neglected to perform them.

As for the accusation that he demonstrated grave enmity toward the Qur’an and 

Sunna, Abu Zayd explained that this accusation derived from the last statement in his 

book al-Imam al-Shafli which reads: Ana awan al-muraja‘a wa al-intiqal ila marbalat 

al-tabarrur, la min suit at al-nusus wahdaha, bal min kull suit a ta ‘uq masirat al-insan £

113 al-1Arabi, “Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd ‘ala Tariq Taha Husayn,” an interview run by Fathi ‘Amir 
and Nur al-Huda Zaki, al- ‘Arabi(June 26,1995).
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‘alamina. ‘Alayna an naqum bi-hadha al-an wa fawran qabla an yajrufana al-tufan.nA 

This statement, however, comes after Abu Zayd’s analysis of ShafiTs texts, which 

according to him have been transformed in the history of Islamic thought into an 

authority (sulta) in themselves, and thus cannot be contradicted or criticized, in spite of 

the fact that they are nothing more than man-made texts. Thus, he argued, he did not 

call for liberation from the Qur’an and Sunna, but rather from the authority of texts such 

as ShafiTs. Such texts, in his view, are merely historical interpretations that must be 

studied and analyzed in their socio-cultural context. Even then, Abu Zayd asserted that 

he did not call upon people to ignore the ijtibadat of previous scholars, but to remove 

the authority which has been invested in these interpretations (bi-naz‘ al-sulta ‘an 

badbibi al-ijtibadat). In the understanding of religious texts as well, Abu Zayd reminded 

his readers that literal understanding of the text and reading being taken (naz‘)  out of 

context transform the religious text into sulta.

Against the accusation that he refused revelation and considered the Qur’an as a 

man-made text, Abu Zayd affirmed his belief in the Qur’an as God’s speech and in its 

divine source. The message of revelation, Abu Zayd explained, is sent from God for the 

benefit of humankind, and the fact that it was sent in the Arabic language was God’s 

choice. In view of this, Abu Zayd saw revelation, whose source is divine, as having 

been manifested (tatajalla) in human language. Therefore he found two sides to 

revelation: al-tanzll, which is the Qur’an, and second al-ta’wll which means that the

114 See Abu Zayd, al-Imam al-Shafi% 110. In the preface to Qissat Abu Zayd wa Inhisar al- 
‘Almaniyya, Shahln describes Abu Zayd as a Marxist and secularist writer who calls for 
emancipation from the texts of the Qur’an and Sunna, and for dependence on reason.

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



www.manaraa.com

Responses to Abu Zayd 231

Qur’an needs the ta ’wll or human understanding.115 This does not mean, Abu Zayd 

argued, that he denied that the Qur’an came from God. He maintained, on the contrary, 

that the Qur’an is from God, but after its deliverance by the Prophet Muhammad, it 

became human property in terms of understanding it {sira milkan lana bi-al-fahm). This 

other aspect of the Qur’an, i.e., ta ’wil, which renders the Qur’an compatible with every 

period and place, by the renewal of understanding and interpretation according to the 

new context, contrasts sharply with the literal approach to the meaning of the Qur’an. 

According to Abu Zayd, the latter amounts to a rejection of the compatibility of the 

Qur’an, since an insistence on its literal meaning means preserving the understanding of 

the first generation, when in fact the situation of each generation is always different. On 

the issue of the human text {nass basharl), Abu Zayd denied having said any such thing 

and challenged anyone to prove from his writings that he used this phrase or that he ever 

denied the divine source of the Qur’an.

On the subject of the angels, al-‘Arsb and jinn, Abu Zayd declared in the first 

place that he did not reject these things or deny their existence in the Qur’an, but rather 

understood these as figurative images {sura majaziyya), which, like the Mu‘tazilites, he 

consequently interpreted metaphorically. On the issue of inheritance, furthermore, Abu 

Zayd attempted to uncover the ethics/philosophy behind the Qur’anic verse regarding 

inheritance and tried to interpret it by considering its context. The maqasid al-sbarl‘a 

(legal aims) with respect to the position of women, in his opinion, are that Islam honors

115 On this issue, see the discussion of Stefan Wild, “Die andere Seite des Textes: Nasr Hamid 
Abu Zaid und der Koran,” Die Welt des Islams 33 (1993): 256-261; Andreas Meier, “Gotteswort 
in Knechtsgestalt -  ein islamischer Luther in Agypten? N.H. Abu Zaids provokante 
Koranexegese als sakulare Reform des Islam,” in Begegnungen zwiscben Christentum und Islam, 
ed. Hans-Christoph GoBmann (Ammersbek bei Hamburg: Verl. An der Lottbek, 1994), 57-74,
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and respects (takrlm wa ibtiram) women. In the pre-Islamic period, women did not 

enjoy any kind of respect. If a woman’s husband died, all that his family would give her 

was a robe (rida’), and she would not be permitted to marry again, whereas in the case of 

a husband whose wife died, he was allowed to marry any number of times. Then Islam 

came and established equality between men and women, for example, by limiting the 

number of wives, and giving a widow a share of the inheritance (nuratb), something that 

had not been the case before. And now, when the context has changed and the society is 

also different, where women work as hard as men, giving a half share of the inheritance 

to a woman is no way to respect and honor her. Therefore, Abu Zayd proposed 

interpreting the verse contextually.

Having explained his position at every opportunity granted him, but never in a 

mosque nor on television (since he himself does not own one), Abu Zayd demanded the 

suspension of the execution of the ruling, and filed an impeachment (ta ‘n) against the 

ruling. 116 Those named in the impeachment were Sanuda ‘Abd al-Samad (the plaintiff), 

Shaykh of al-Azhar Jad al-Haqq ‘All Jad al-Haqq, the Egyptian Mufti Muhammad 

Sayyid Tantawi, and the Ministry of Justice and Internal Affairs. He argued that the 

ruling on the separation was batil mutlaq (absolutely void) and contradictory to both 

law (qanun)  and the Islamic sbarl‘a, since the ruling and the suit came from someone 

who had no right to proceed because he had no connection to the case. In addition, the 

ruling was beyond the authority of the court, for investigations into the daimr 

(conscience) of a person were not part of its domain. Furthermore, Abu Zayd argued, the

especially 63ff.
116 al-Hayat (July 05, 1995), “Nasr Abu Zayd Yatlub Waqf Tanfidh al-Hukm bi-Tafnqih ‘an 
Zawjatih.”
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ruling had no basis in the shar‘ and qanun because of the fact that it pronounced 

someone a heretic who still witnessed that Allah was God and Muhammad His 

messenger. Finally, the ruling, could be seen to be based on a rash and biased reading 

(iqira’a mubtasira wa mugbrida) of his works, without even discussing them with the 

author. On the basis o f these challenges (tu ‘un), Abu Zayd brought his case to the 

highest court, which is the Court of Cassation.

In the meantime, letters of solidarity were pouring in to Abu Zayd and his wife. 

They came not only from Egypt, but also from other Arab and even Western countries. 

Abu Zayd received many invitations to leave Egypt and work either in North America 

or Europe. Initially he insisted that he would not leave Egypt and would fight in the 

courts until the end, but since his movements were so limited and he felt as though he 

were imprisoned (masjun)  due to the security that constantly surrounded him wherever 

he went, he and his wife eventually fled to Europe in July 1995; at present Abu Zayd 

teaches at Leiden University in the Netherlands.

But, even though Abu Zayd explained his beliefs and countered all accusations 

against him, on August 5, 1996 the Egyptian Court of Cassation (Mabkamat al-Naqdal- 

Misriyya), the highest Egyptian civil court, confirmed the decision of the Egyptian 

Court of Appeals, which ruled that Abu Zayd was an apostate and should be separated 

from his wife.

The Court of Cassation, presided over by al-Mustasbar Muhammad Misbah 

Sharabih, argued that the charge of apostasy was established on the basis of an 

acknowledgment (iqrar) and a legal testimony (bayyina sbari‘iyya). An 

acknowledgment, in the court judgment, was Abu Zayd’s iqrar that he is the author of
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the works which contain a testimony of explicit unbelief (kufr sanh). The Court of 

Cassation further claimed that Abu Zayd argued in his studies that Islam had no 

objective meaning (mafbum mawdu 1), from the time of the Prophet up to the present 

day. His approach, the court argued, was intended to strip Islam of any value or 

significance. He had characterized Islam as an Arab religion in order to deny its 

international character and he had claimed that Qur’anic studies are a backward heritage 

and he opposed the application of the Sharl‘a. Furthermore, the Court found Abu Zayd 

guilty of declaring that the provisions of Islamic law would hamper civilization and 

progress. These views, in the judgment of the court, amounted to explicit unbelief (kufr 

sanh).1X1

Muhammad Sayyid Tantawi, the Shaykh of al-Azhar who replaced Jad al-Haqq 

‘All Jad al-Haqq, insisted in the days following this decision that the ruling delivered by 

the Court of Cassation was final and had to be executed. According to the Shaykh, the 

Court had argued that whoever ridicules (yastahzi ’)  Islam is not a Muslim, even though 

he may have pronounced the shahada. Tantawi further clarified that Abu Zayd’s ideas 

could not be classified as ijtihad, since there is no ijtihad for religious matters which 

have been fixed (thabatamin al-din bi-al-darura)}x%

The content of the ruling itself took no notice of the impeachment (sahlfat al- 

tu ‘un), which had been prepared by ‘Abd al-Kanm, in which the latter had argued that 

the works of Abu Zayd could not be considered as his testimony and that the judicial

117 Ahmad Nabll, “Fi Haythiyyat Mahkamat al-Naqd bi-Ta’yid Hukm al-Tafrlq,” al-Ahram 
(August 09, 1996). See also the translation of the ruling in English by M.S. Berger in 
“Jurisprudence Abu Zayd,” 193-201; and the website of the Legal Research and Resource Center 
for Human Rights (LRRC), Cairo, Egypt at http://www.geocities.com/~lrrc/Zaid/cassation.htm .
118 al-Hayat (August 22,1996), “Shaykh al-Azhar li-al-Hayat al-Hukm ‘ala Abu Zayd Mulzim.”

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

http://www.geocities.com/~lrrc/Zaid/cassation.htm


www.manaraa.com

Responses to Abu Zayd 235

court had no authority to rule on questions of apostasy. It only came to be known later 

that ‘Abd al-Karim’s argument was never placed before the Court of Cassation by the 

other defendants of Abu Zayd. 119 The latter preferred to argue against the procedure of 

the suit, i.e., that the lawsuit could not be brought by someone who did not have direct 

interest in the case, rather than against the content (m awdu) of the ruling.

B. Responses o f Egyptian Islamists

One issue that surfaces over and over again in the charge of apostasy leveled 

against Abu Zayd is the issue of Marxism. Shahin, in his famous report, claimed that 

Abu Zayd passionately supports (yudafi‘ bi-harara) Marxism and acquits it of the charge 

of heresy. 120 He even commented in the report that “... maybe he [Abu Zayd] will 

worship and salute Marx as the leader of the devout” (wa la ‘allahu yusalll wayusallim  

‘ala Marks imam al-muttaqm)}11 This comment, according to the Arabic Department 

Council, was rephrased by the Academic Tenure Committee to read “maybe he imagines 

that Marx is a believer with spiritual tendencies” (la ‘allahu yatasawwar anna Marks 

m u’min ruhi al-naz‘a).

On another occasion, Shahin asserted that Abu Zayd’s intellect has been fired by 

(sbubina) two sources of knowledge: Marxism and the thought of Ibn ‘Arabi.” 122 It is 

not quite clear, however, what he meant by Marxism except for his understanding that 

this ideology propagates views against Islam (mu'adiya li-al-Islam), among which he 

counts Abu Zayd’s call to liberate Islam from the Qur’an and Sunna; and his accusation

119 ‘Abd al-Kanm, Kitabat Dr. Abu Zayd, 3.
120 Shahin, Qissat Abu Zayd wa Inhisar al-‘Almaniyya, 15, 23.
121 See, al-Qdhira 125 (April 1993)’: 83.
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of fanaticism ( ‘asabiyya) against the Companions and Imam al-ShafiT. This and other 

views which advocate Marxism and show enmity to Islam, according to Shahin, can 

easily be found published in leftist journals, such as al-Qahira, Ibda‘, Adab wa Naqd, al- 

Yasar and propagated by printing companies, such as Dar Slna, Dar al-Thaqafa al- 

Jadlda, etc. 123 It is important to note that most of Abu Zayd’s writings are published in 

these journals, which are implicitly regarded as pro-Marxist. In the end, Shahin 

maintained, Marxist ideas, like those of Abu Zayd, cause their authors to retreat from 

Islam (irtidad ‘an al-Islam), i.e., to apostatize.124

Haykal, in reviewing Abu Zayd’s Mafbum al-Nass, also described the writer as 

“possessed” (tamallakathu) by materialist ideas. 125 He found these materialist ideas in 

Abu Zayd’s discussion of the dialectics between the text of the Qur’an and culture, a 

dialectics in which the culture shapes the text, and the text, in its turn, shapes the 

culture (yushakkiluha).126 ‘Umar ‘Abd Allah Kamil arrived at a similar conclusion to 

Haykal’s, adding that the dialectical method and other Western analytical methods are 

not to be permitted (la yajuz) in the study of religious texts. The permissible method, 

according to Kamil, is to understand these texts according to the methods recognized in 

the principles of comprehension, found in usulal-flqb, the original Arab science. 127

The accusation that Abu Zayd was a Marxist was more pronounced in the 

writings of the Islamist theorist, Muhammad ‘Amara, whose articles on Abu Zayd

122 Faysal Darraj, “Radm al-Jami‘ wa al-Jami‘a Ma‘an!,” al-Adab 7/8 (July-August 1995): 6.
123 Shahin, Qissat Abu Zayd wa Inhisar al-‘Almaniyya, 12.
124 “al-Hukm Nida’ li-al-Mujtama‘ bi-anna ma Yaquluh al-Marksiyyun ‘ala Tariq al-Ridda,” al- 
Liwa’ al-Islaml (June 22, 1995).
125 Haykal, “Dirasat al-Nass al-Qur’arii,” 271.
126 Ibid., 275.
127 ‘Umar ‘Abd Allah Kamil, Hiwar ma ‘a ‘A ll Harb, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd wa Muhammad
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appeared in the daily newspaper al-Sha ‘b and were later published in a work entitled al- 

Tafslr al-Marksl li-al-Islam}n  This book, as ‘Amara described it, is “an objective 

scholarly study” (dirasa ‘ilmiyya mawdu‘iy y a j29 of Abu Zayd’s ideas and methods. At 

the very beginning of his book, ‘Amara tells o f how he came to know Abu Zayd: On one 

occasion long before “the Abu Zayd affair” had achieved notoriety, Dr. Mahmud Amin 

al-‘Alim, who was regarded by ‘Amara as a well-known Marxist figurehead (al-qutb al- 

Marksl al-ma‘ruf) and as a Marxist theorist {munazzir ll-al-Marksiyya),m  informed 

‘Amara that “Dr. Abu Zayd .. excels in analyzing the text” (al-Duktur Abu Zayd .. 

ahsanu man yuballil al-nass). Since this statement came from a Marxist theorist, ‘Amara 

assumed that Abu Zayd was in agreement with all of al-‘Alim’s convictions in thought 

(mawqi‘ fikrl) and in his ideological orientation {ittijah ldiyuluji).m  What was more 

damning in ‘Amara’s eyes was the fact that Abu Zayd’s writings were published in 

leftist Marxist journals (al-dawriyyat al-Marksiyya al-yasariyya), such as Qadaya 

Fikriyya, Adab waNaqd, al-Yasar and al-Aballin Egypt, and al-Tarlq in Beirut etc. 132

In his evaluation of Abu Zayd’s works, ‘Amara concluded that all o f his writings 

were exercises in applying Marxist methods to the study of Islam. To emphasize this 

point, ‘Amara referred to the philosophy of the materialist school of thought, which 

asserts that “matter is self sufficient, it does not need a creator to create it” {anna al-

Arkun (Cairo: International Press, 1995), 48.
128 Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1996. His articles are Dr. Nasr Abu Zayd wa al-Tafslr al-Marksl li-al- 
Islam,” al-Sha‘b (Oct. 27, 1995); “al-Ru’ya al-Maddiyya li-al-Qur’an al-Karim,” al-Sha‘b (Jan. 
16, 1996) and (Jan. 26, 1996); and “Tarikhiyyat Ma‘arii wa Ahkam al-Qur’an al-Kanm,” al- 
Sha‘b{Feb. 9, 1996) and (Feb. 16, 1996).
129 Ibid., 6 .
130 Ibid.
131 Ibid., 7.
132 Ibid.
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madda mustakfiya bi-nafsiba mustagbniya ‘an kbaliq yujiduba).m  He pointed to the 

theory of superstructure (al-bina’ al-fawql) and infrastructure (al-bina’ al-tabtl), which 

maintains that matter and context - economic, social and physical -  are the source of all 

thought. Infrastructure creates, colors and determines the superstructure, which is 

thought. In its turn, the superstructure influences the context, the infra-structure. 

Therefore, the theory dictates continuous dialectic (jadal mustamirr) between context 

and thought. 134

‘Amara gave examples of how Abu Zayd applied this Marxist materialistic 

interpretation to the principles of Islam (tbawabit al-Islam), the Qur’an, prophethood, 

revelation and the sbarl‘a. He showed that dialectical materialism was used by Abu 

Zayd in his Mafbum al-Nass in the following ways: to uphold the context as the 

producer of the text; 135 to describe culture as subject (fa ‘il)  and the text as object 

(munfa‘il) during the formation period of the text (marbalat tashakkul al-nass),136 and to 

define the text as a cultural product (muntaj tbaqafi?.137 These ideas, in ‘ Amara’s view, 

are contradictory to both the many verses of the Qur’an which affirm that the Qur’an is 

revelation {tanzll) from God, and the Islamic principle of the pre-existence of the 

Qur’an. ‘Amara furthermore concluded that Abu Zayd saw prophethood and revelation 

as the product o f reality (.nitaj al-waqi‘), and claimed that the Islamic sbarl‘a in its 

development shaped itself according to the progress of reality {sagbat nafsaba m a‘a

133 Ibid. Quoted from Murad Wahba, al-Mujam al-Falsafl(Cairo: 1971) “Maddi-Madhhab.”
134 Ibid., 35.
135 See Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 109.
136 Ibid., 200.
137 Ibid., 28.
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harakat al-waqi‘ f i tatawwurih).m  Finally, he indicated that Abu Zayd’s belief in the

historicity of religious texts denies their original, fixed and eternal meanings (yank! ‘an

dalalatiba al-asliyya ayya thabat aw istimi'ariyya aw khulud)P9

These unbelieving views, in ‘Amara’s eyes, were the result of the Marxist

materialist method employed by Abu Zayd in his study of Islam. Although ‘Amara did

not agree with the charge of apostasy and heresy leveled at Abu Zayd by some Islamists

since — as ‘Amara argued, the affair involving Abu Zayd was not a “legal matter”

{qadiyya qanuniyya) but rather “a matter of thought” (qadiyya fikriyya) whose scope

was scholarly dialogue —140 he explicitly condemned Abu Zayd’s method and views as

incompatible with Islam:

Abu Zayd has every right to use the materialistic and Marxist method in 
analyzing Islam. We believe too, however, that this materialistic position 
in reading religion [Islam] cannot be compatible with the belief of this 
observer and also with his religion of Islam

{bi-anna li-al-Duktur Nasr al-haqq kull al-haqq f i an yatabanna al-minhaj 
al-maddi al-marksi f i tahlil al-Islam .. lakirmana nu’min ay dan bi-anna 
hadha al-mawqif al-maddi f i al-nazar li-al-din, la yumkin an yakun 
muttasiqan m a‘a iman sahibib bi-al-din wa la m a‘a intim a’ih ila din al- 
IslamJm

Al-‘Alim responded to the claims of ‘Amara by criticizing his mechanical 

conclusion that to be a Marxist inevitably meant that one was an atheist and an 

apostate. He showed that there are scholars who benefit from Marxist methodology 

without themselves being Marxists, or even approving of the ideology.142 He argued

138 ‘Amara, al-Tafslr al-Marksi, 59.
139 ‘Amara, al-Tafsir al-Marksl, 61.
140 Ibid., 9.
141 Ibid  ̂34.
142 al-‘Alim, “Raddan ‘ala al-Tafsir al-Marksi li-al-Islam: Muhammad ‘Amara bayna Fiqh al- 
Takfir waFiqh al-Ijtihad bi-al-Ra’y,” al-AhaIl{Oct. 30, 1996), 11.
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further that the relation between superstructure and infrastructure, between context and 

thought, is not discussed merely in the Marxist materialist theory. This approach, 

according to al-‘Alim, is a general academic method (manhaj ‘ilnu ‘amm) which has 

been developed and utilized in the studies of human sciences. 143

In addition to his comments on ‘Amara’s misunderstanding of Marxist method, 

al-‘Alim criticized him for taking some of Abu Zayd’s statements out of context in 

order to construct a different or contradictory understanding of what the latter wrote. 

‘Amara’s claim that Abu Zayd saw context as having a role in shaping the Qur’an, 

which amounted to a denial of the divine source of the Qur’an, according to al-‘Alim, 

was but one of ‘Amara’s methods of distorting (yalwl) the truth of Abu Zayd’s 

statements.

In trying to characterize ‘Amara’s approach to his works, Abu Zayd described it 

as qira’a mutarabbisa (biased reading) . 144 In his public debate with ‘Amara, which was 

broadcast on Qatar television on the 31st of December 1996, Abu Zayd argued that in his 

works he never rejected the divine origin of the Qur’an. His research and study of the 

Qur’an, on the other hand, was concerned with its aspect of human language, for this 

divine source manifests itself (tajalla) in the Arabic language, which is human 

language. 145 In order to prove that this kind of approach has been practiced in Islamic 

history, Abu Zayd cited the case of the Ash'arites who delineated two aspects of God’s 

speech: the eternal speech of God and, in terms of its language, the imitation (muhakat)

143 Ibid. See also Mahmud Ismail, “al-Tafslr al-Marksl li-al-lslam: ‘Ard wa Naqd,” Adab wa 
Naqd 142 (June 1997): 14.
144 See Muhammad ‘Awad, FI al-Jawla al-Ula amama Dr. Muhammad ‘Amara: Nasr Abu Zayd 
Yasqut fi Qatar (Cairo: Bayt al-Hikma li-al-I‘lam wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzi‘, 1997), 37.
145 Ibid.
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of this eternal speech. Therefore, according to Abu Zayd, to consider the Qur’an, with 

reference to its language, as part of the culture and to place the Qur’an in its historical 

context, was not a rejection of the divine source of the Qur’an. 146 Similarly, the idea of 

the dialectic between text and context, according to Abu Zayd, could be explained by 

the fact that the Qur’an was not revealed all at once but verse by verse (munajjaman), in 

consideration of the circumstances and condition of society. Furthermore, the legal 

regulations in the Qur’an developed (tatawwai) during the period of the revelation of 

the Qur’an. This and other disciplines forming part of the sciences of the Qur’an, such as 

asbab al-nuzul, al-Makkl wa al-Madanl, nasikh wa mansukh, enlighten the relationship 

between text and context. 147

In an e-mail dated November 18, 1999, Abu Zayd told me that ‘Amara’s [and 

other Islamists’] purpose was to condemn his works as heretical “by invoking Marxism 

which is automatically associated with atheism in the eyes of the public.” 148 Indeed the 

next scenario, as seen from the testimony of Muhammad al-Ghazafi in the case of Faraj 

Fuda’s assassination, is punishment by death.149

He acknowledges that he has employed a historical materialist method, as well 

as other modem analytical methods, such as semiotics and hermeneutics, in his analysis. 

The Islamists, however, want him and other Muslim scholars to apply only an Islamic 

methodology (al-manhaj al-Islaim) and to perform ijtibad  from within Islam (dakbil al- 

Islam), not from outside of it. This suggestion is questioned by Abu Zayd:

146 Ibid., 39.
147 Ibid., 40.
148 Internet e-mail, Thursday, November 18, 1999.
149 Najib Mahfuz, who was stabbed in the neck by the radical Islamist on October 14, 1994, was 
also regarded as Marxist. See Fauzi M. Najjar, “Islamic Fundamentalism and the Intellectuals:
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Is there any specific Islamic methodology to understand and interpret 
Islam other than quoting the Qur’an, the prophetic tradition and 
repeating what has been said by our ancestors? 15

Islamic methodology, from the Islamists’ point of view, according to Abu Zayd, 

amounts to nothing more than “preaching,” whereas what Abu Zayd proposes and 

defends in his works is the right to exercise ijtihad, the right of diversity, and the right 

to be wrong (haqq al-ijtihad, haqq al-ikhtilaf, haqq al-khata ’).

C. Comments

In evaluating the responses of the Islamists to Abu Zayd’s ideas and method of 

interpretation, many observers have pointed to the constant historical conflict between 

Islamists and liberal Muslims in Egypt in their attempts to influence and form its 

culture.151 They do not, however, clearly define the crux of this conflict.152

Following the argument of the authors of Defenders o f  Reason in Islam,1331 find 

the Islamists’ objections to Abu Zayd’s ideas represent the traditionalists’ theological 

opposition to the rational one. Contrary to the thesis of many political scientists that 

“fundamentalism” is a modem phenomenon that reacts to modernism, 154 Richard C. 

Martin, Mark R. Woodward and Dwi S. Atmaja argue that the conflict between

the Case of Naguib Mahfouz,” British Journal o f Middle Eastern Studies 25, 1 (1998): 142-143.
150 Ibid.
151 See, for example, Navid Kermani, “Die Affare Abu Zayd: Eine Kritik am religiosen Diskurs 
und ihre Folgen,” Orient 35, 1 (1994): 25-49; R. Wielandt, “Wurzeln der Schwierigkeit 
innerislamischen Gesprachs iiber neue hermeneutische Zugange zum Korantext,” in The Qur’an 
as Text, ed. Stefan Wild (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996), 257-282; Ami Ayalon, Egypt’s  Quest for 
Cultural Orientation (Tel Aviv: The Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern Studies, Tel Aviv 
University, 1999); Fauzi M. Najjar, “Islamic Fundamentalism and the Intellectuals: The Case of 
Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd,” British Journal o f Middle Eastern Studies 27, 2 (2000): 177-200.
152 Except the authors of Defenders of Reason in Islam. See infra.
153 Richard C. Martin and Mark R. Woodward with Dwi S. Atmaja, Defenders o f Reason in 
Islam: Mu ‘tazilism from Medieval School to Modem Symbol (Oxford: Oneworld, 1997), 7ff.
154 They mention in particular Bruce B. Lawrence’s Defenders o f God: The Fundamentalist
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Martin, Mark R. Woodward and Dwi S. Atmaja argue that the conflict between

Islamists and liberal Muslims has been raging since the early centuries of Islam. Basing

themselves on two texts -  the Kitab al-Usul al-Khamsa of al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar

(d.1024) and the Kaum M u‘tazilah dan Pandangan Rasionalnya of Indonesian scholar

Harun Nasution (d. 1998) -  they assert that:

[tjhese texts can be seen as expressions of a form of theological 
“rationalism” that throughout history has defined itself doctrinally in 
opposition to several theological stances, especially what we have called 
theological “traditionalism.” 155

Furthermore, they state that just as Mu'tazilite ideas have influenced many liberal 

Muslims, the influence of Hanbalite and Ash‘arite traditionalism is evident in the 

statements of most Islamists.

The views of the Mu‘tazilites are manifest in Abu Zayd too. He himself admits 

this influence in his thought, which has led some scholars to describe him as a neo- 

Mu‘tazifi.156 Abu Zayd first became interested in Mu'tazifi thought when he wrote his 

thesis on “Qadiyyat al-Majaz fi al-Qur’an,” for which task he investigated in great depth 

the works of leading representatives of this school, especially ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s al- 

M ugbnlG Abwab al-Tawhld wa al-‘Adl.IS7 Mafbum al-Nass constitutes another of Abu 

Zayd’s works which clearly reflects these Mu'tazilite ideas, the most important of 

which is the idea of the createdness of the Qur’an (khalq al-Qur’an).

155 Martin, Woodward and Atmaja, Defenders of Reason in Islam, 221.
156 See Jabir ‘Asfur, “Mafhum al-Nass wa al-I‘tizal al-Mu‘asir,” in Hawamish ‘ala Daftar al- 
Tanwir (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabl, 1994), 35-60; and Shukri Muhammad ‘Ayyad, 
“Fahm al-Qur’an,” in idem, al-Qafz ‘ala al-Ashwak: Tatblq al-SharVa wa Siyaghat al-Hadir 
(Cairo: Asdiqa’ al-Kitab, 1991), 37.
157 See his al-Ittijah al- ‘AqliGal-Tafslr: Dirasa G Qadiyyat al-Majaz ‘inda al-Mu‘tazila (Beirut: 
al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabl, 1998)..
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Contrary to the traditional belief which holds that the Qur’an is the “uncreated” 

and eternal Word of God, constituting in fact one of His essential attributes, like His 

Knowledge, His Ability and His Will, the Mu‘tazilites believed that the Qur’an was 

created.158 They argued that God’s Speech belongs to God’s factual attributes (sifat 

afal), and that any action produced by these qualities is created. 159 Furthermore, they 

argued that the Qur’an, though it be the original Speech of God, cannot be eternal, since 

it differs in quality from the essential attribute of God; the essential attribute is eternal 

while the Qur’an, produced by the factual attribute, is created.

Belief in one or the other — the eternity or createdness of the Qur’an -  has 

important implications for whoever supports one of them. Referring to J.R.T.M. Peters’ 

God’s Created Speech, Abu Zayd asserts that belief in the eternity of the Qur’an implies 

belief in God’s absolute predestination, that God predetermined every event in the 

world.160 Another implication of these concepts, particularly in relation to the role of 

reason and revelation in interpretation, is that the traditionalists have taken revelation 

as their starting point and do not allow any source other than the Qur’anic verses and 

Prophetic traditions to figure in their theory of interpretation. The rationalists, on the 

other hand, have taken reason as their starting point, so that whenever they are unable to

158 In his many discussion of this issue, Abu Zayd usually refers to J.R. T.M. Peters’ God’s 
Created Speech: A Study in the Speculative Theology o f the Mu'tazili QadI 1-Qudat Abu 1- 
Hasan ‘Abd al-Jabbar bn Ahmad al-Hamadahl (Leiden: Brill, 1976) and Josef van Ess’ “Verbal 
Inspiration? Language and Revelation in Classical Islamic Theology,” in The Qur’an as Text, 
ed. Stefan Wild ( Leiden: Brill, 1996), 177-194.
159 Abu Zayd, al-Ittijah al- ‘Aqli fl al- TafsJr, 181.
160 Abu Zayd, “The Dilemma of the Literary Approach to the Qur’an,” (unpublished paper), 
referring to Peters, God’s Created Speech, 3.
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find the basis of interpretation in the Qur’an they refer to reason and extra-Qur’anic 

sources. 161

The socio-political and historical context in which Abu Zayd lives, however, is 

dominated by the traditional theological belief which has controlled Islamic thought 

since the ninth century. 162 Because o f this dogma, not only do the Islamists oppose 

interpretation which uses modem methods, but they also reject any critical study of the 

Qur’an. They still consider the subject of Qur’anic studies to fall within the field of 

muharramat -  or, to use Mohammed Arkoun’s terms, “the unthinkable” in Islamic 

thought. 163 Commenting on the negative reactions that Abu Zayd has encountered from 

the Islamists, Arkoun asserts that these reactions constitute a clear proof of the massive 

proportion of “the unthinkable” and “the unthought o f ’ in contemporary Islamic 

thought.164

It is on this basis that the literary study of the Qur’an, which asserts that the 

Scripture is like any other literary text regardless of its divine and sacral nature, is 

condemned, and labeled heretical. To quote the view of Noel Weeks in the context of 

Christianity:

Whenever people ... claim that Scripture is a work of man not
distinguishable in origin from other human literary productions they do

161 Martin, Woodward and Atmaja, Defenders o f Reason in Islam, 16.
162 See, for example, caliph al-Qadir’s creed (al-I‘tiqad al-Qadirl), which countered the decree of 
caliph al-Ma’mun through Mihna (inquisition), stating that: “He who says the Qur’an is created 
is an infidel, whose blood may legitimately be shed.” See George Makdisi, Ibn ‘Aqil: Religion 
and Culture in Classical Islam (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), 8 .
163 On this concept, see Arkoun, Lectures du Coran (Paris: Maisonneuve and Larosei_1982), xiv. 
See also its Arabic translation in “Hisab KhitamI li-al-Dirasat al-Qur’aniyya wa Afaqiha,” in 
Muhammad Arkun, al-Fikr al-Islaml: Qira’a ‘Ilmiyya (Beirut: Markaz al-Inma’ al-Qawmii, 
1987), 255. For further discussion see Issa J. Boullata, Trends and Issues in Contemporary Arab 
Thought (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 81 -84. _
164 See Arkun, al-Fikr al-UsuII wa Istihalat al-Ta’sll: Nahwa Tarlkh Akhar li-al-Fikr al-Islaml, 
trans. into Arabic by Hashim Salih (London: Dar al-Saqi, 1999), 64.
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not merely influence our understanding of Scripture, but ultimately 
change the whole shape of our religion. 165

Despite the insistence of Abu Zayd and the proponents of this approach that it does not

and will not damage the Qur’an, the Islamists find it difficult to accept that argument.

In the end, though, their failure to propose any new approaches to the Qur’an is due to

the lack of a theological foundation to support them. This was what Abu Zayd in Egypt,

Fazlur Rahman in Pakistan, Harun Nasution in Indonesia, 166 and many other liberal

Muslims167 attempted to introduce and establish.

Finally, in order to understand the reasons why the Islamists label such efforts

heretic, we may refer to Norman Calder’s study of Islamic orthodoxy. In his “The Limits

of Islamic Orthodoxy,” 168 Calder suggests five criteria to define religious orthodoxy, i.e.,

its reliance on scripture, community, reason, gnosis, and charisma. 169 Sunni Muslims,

Calder asserts, define orthodoxy in terms of their reliance on the previous community

more than on scripture. He states:

[T]he intellectual tradition of Islam is one which makes it a requirement 
that each succeeding generation look at and take into consideration the 
work of the preceding generations. It is not a religion which, from 
generation to generation, goes back to the original words of scripture and 
revelation. When a scholar makes this attempt to go back to the original 
sources and to look at them with an unprejudiced eye (if there is such a 
thing), people are not sure about this and ... he is liable to rejection. 170

165 Quoted by Abdullah Saeed in his “Rethinking ‘Revelation’ as a Precondition for 
Reinterpreting the Qur’an: A Qur’anic Perspective,” Journal of'Qur’anic Studies 1, 1 (1999): 95.
166 See his Islam Rasional: Gagasan dan Pemikiran (Bandung: Mizan, 1995); and Martin and 
Woodward with Atmaja, Defenders o f Reason in Islam, Part Two.
167 See also Farid Esack, “Qur’anic Hermeneutics: Problems and Prospects,” Muslim World%2>, 2 
(April, 1993): 118-141.
168 In IntellectualTraditions in Islam, ed. Farhad Daftary (London: I.B. Tauris, 2000), 6 6 -8 6 .
169 Ibid., 71.
170 Ibid., 77.
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Like many cases of liberal Muslims who depend on reason and express 

Mu'tazilite views, 171 Abu Zayd is labeled heretic since he criticizes the traditions of the 

community and tries to go back directly to the Qur’an. As such, he is considered to 

deviate from Islamic orthodoxy.

171 Calder finds that the line between Sunnism and the Mu‘tazila is not clear, since there are 
many Mu‘tazilite works that were accepted by Sunni Muslims, like al-Zamakhshari’s tafsir. 
Ibid., 81.
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A. General Conclusion

We have seen in this study how the literary interpretation of the Qur’an begins 

with the thesis that the Qur’an is a literary text, and that as such it can be analyzed like 

any other literary text without necessarily looking at it from a religious perspective. 

Unlike previous Muslim scholars who studied the literary beauty of the Qur’an from a 

theological perspective in order to assert its superiority over all other texts, literary or 

sacred, the modem proponents of the literary approach study the Qur’an in the light of 

Western literary theory and criticism.

In the course of their interpretations of the Qur’an, not only do literary theorists 

adopt a synchronic approach to the text but they apply a diachronic one as well. 

Influenced to a great extent by the Romantic style of hermeneutics which searches for 

the meaning in the mind of the author, many proponents of the literary approach to the 

Qur’an attempt to find its meaning in the historical context of Arabia of the seventh 

century. This is done by analyzing the external background of the Qur’an, like the asbab 

al-nuzul, the question of the Meccan or Madman origin of individual verses, or the 

book’s internal structure.

Abu Zayd, who has read and been influenced by some works of Western 

hermeneuts, especially those of E.D. Hirsch Jr., proposes to differentiate between 

meaning (m a‘na)  and significance (maghza). According to Abu Zayd, an interpretation 

does not end with finding the text’s historical meaning, which is fixed, but to see its 

significance, which is always changing, in the contemporary context. To support his
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distinction between historical meaning and significance, Abu Zayd examines the 

meaning of ta ’wil itself and analyzes the verses of the Qur’an which contain that term. 

Based on his textual study of the latter, Abu Zayd finds that the process of 

interpretation, which he calls “contextual interpretation” (al-qira’a al-siyaqiyya), has to 

follow two steps: the first is to return (ruju‘)  to the meaning in its historical and cultural 

context ( tarikhiyyat al~dalala); and the second, to arrive at its significance (maghza) in 

the present context.

Abu Zayd argues that with this contextual interpretation one can reach 

objectively the historical meaning of the text. Its significance, on the other hand, is 

relative and subject to different interpreters and contexts. This significance, however, 

Abu Zayd warns, has to be firmly related to the historical meaning.

It is for this reason that Abu Zayd criticizes some Islamists’ and modernist 

Muslims’ interpretation of the Qur’an. Both, according to Abu Zayd, either ignore the 

historical meaning and the historicity of the text, or discount it because it is of the past 

and of no use for the present. In both cases, they read into the Qur’an, which Abu Zayd 

classifies as “biased reading” ( talwJn), instead of reading before or in front o/the text.

In our comparison with the approaches to the Qur’an of other contemporary 

Muslims, we found that Abu Zayd’s theory of interpretation is similar to the double 

movement theory of Fazlur Rahman. We could not detect, however, any trace of direct 

influence by the latter on Abu Zayd. Moreover, Abu Zayd’s argument was enhanced by 

his willingness to draw not only on the Qur’anic verses but also on other traditional 

sources in an effort to support his contextual theory of reading the Qur’an.
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Abu Zayd has benefited in particular from modem and postmodern theories of 

interpretation, but his theory falls within the category of modernism rather than 

postmodernism. As Terence J. Kegan puts it, “[w]hat distinguishes postmodernism from 

modernism in both scientific and humanistic disciplines is the acceptance of the 

impossibility of arriving at objective certitude.” 1 Abu Zayd insists that, with his theory, 

one can reach an objective understanding of the text as long as he or she follows the two 

steps faithfully. Mohammed Arkoun, on the other hand, has been influenced more by 

postmodernism in that he sees objective interpretation as being the result of the 

political, economic or religious power that justifies and legitimates a certain 

interpretation rather than another. His challenge to modem objectivism is further 

supported by his application of deconstruction. Besides challenging the notion of 

objective interpretation, this theory criticizes the hierarchical oppositions between 

inside and outside, speech and writing, and true and false. Arkoun proposes a theory of 

deconstruction to explain why certain dogmas prevail while others disappear from view.

Abu Zayd, Rahman, Arkoun, and other proponents of the literary approach to the 

Qur’an have encountered negative responses from the Islamists despite their different 

strategies. The thesis argues that these responses are the result of the Islamists’ 

theological opposition to rational theology, and the supposed lack of theological 

foundations to support this new approach.

1 See Keegan, “Biblical Criticism and the Challenge of Postmodernism,” Biblical Interpretation 
3,1 (March 1995): 1.
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B. Abu Zayd’s Contributions

Abu Zayd has contributed greatly to the field of Islamic studies, especially 

Qur’anic studies. His major contribution is his systematical analysis of the concept of 

wahy (revelation). He demonstrates the human, cultural and historical dimensions of  

revelation by first asserting that the revelation was directed to a human being 

(Muhammad) using a human language (Arabic language). He supports his argument for 

the essential human aspect of the text from the Qur’an itself by way of comparison 

between the Word of God in Christianity and in Islam. While the Word of God which 

was conveyed to Maryam (Q. 4:171) materialized in Jesus, that which was revealed to 

Muhammad was manifested in a linguistic text using human language.

Since the revelation uses a human language, which is Arabic, it is, Abu Zayd 

continues, closely related to its culture and context. This relation is further shown from 

the fact that the Qur’an, which was revealed piecemeal (munajjaman), was meant to 

respond to the historical context of Arabia.

Contrary to some scholars who argue that it is pointless to re-evaluate the 

concept o f revelation, Abu Zayd has contributed to the re-introduction of the rational 

theology of Islam, based on the “createdness of the Qur’an,” which has been long buried 

or forgotten by many Muslims. The negative reactions that he has received prove that it 

requires courage on his part and on that of liberal Muslim scholars to challenge the 

status quo.

A third aspect of Abu Zayd’s contribution lies in his methodology of 

interpretation. He is well versed in the traditional Islamic sources and Western 

methodologies, and has implemented these modem methodologies in his studies. His
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theory insists that historical research has to be linked with the reality of the

contemporary situation. In comparison with other studies of the Qur’an, which mostly

utilize philological and historical approaches, Abu Zayd has contributed his share by

suggesting the use of modem linguistic theories. It is worth quoting the comments of

Mohammed Arkoun here:

Yumkin al-qawl bi- ’anna Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd huwa awwalu babitb 
muslim yaktub mubasharatan bi-al-‘arabiyya wa yudarris f i  jam i‘at al- 
Qahira wa yatajarra ’ ‘ala intibak al-mubarramat al- ‘adlda allatl tamna ‘ 
tatblq muktasabat al-alsuniyyat al-haditha al-aktbar ijabiyyatan ‘ala al- 
Qur’an2

(It is possible to say that Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd is the first Muslim 
thinker who writes directly in Arabic, teaches in Cairo University, and 
ventures to desacralize the various taboos that prevent the 
implementation of modem linguistic findings, which have more positive 
contribution, to the Qur’an)

Likewise, it is worth mentioning that Western Qur’anic scholars have 

appreciated Abu Zayd’s contribution by appointing him a member of the Advisory 

Board for the Encyclopaedia o f  tbe Qur’an since 1994.

2 Arkun, al-Fikr al-UsuU wa Istihalat al-Ta’sil: Nabwa Tarikh Akhar li-al-Fikr al-Islami, transl. 
into Arabic by Hashim Salih (Beirut: Dar al-Saqi, 1999), 63.
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