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ABSTRACT 

Aut hor . . iftitah Jafar 

Title . Modem Qur'anic Exegesis: A Comparative S tudy of the Methods 

of MuQammad 'AMuh and Mdpmmîd RasîZd RiQa 

Department : Institute of Islamic Studies, McGUl University, Montreal. 

Quebec, Canada 

Degree . @ Master of A r t s  

This tbesis is an attempt to analyze and compare the methods of exegesis of 

'Abduh and Ri& The analysis focuses . on their worlrs of Qu'-WC exegesis, especiaiiy 

their joint projtct T e  &4hmk Their school of exegesis and principles of exegesis 

arc a rdection of the mio-poiitical sctting in which they found themselves. They 

pmvide an antithesis to the schools and principles of exegesis favoureâ by traditional 

exegetes. 'Abduh and Rida accuscd traditional exegetes of deviating h m  the guidance 

of the Qur'Zn by aiiowing their exegcsis to develop into an inteiiectual exercise in 

grammar, thcology, jurisprudence or even philosophical dispute. in the views of 'Abduh 

and Ridi, traditionai extgetcs tended to treat the Qur'àn as a justification of their 

position in debate, a tendency that should k rcversed Both mcn tried to nformulata the 

appmach of Qur'anic hermencutics which they ngarded as being applicable to social 

issues. Due to the dinerenccs in thtir respective intelIcctua1 backgrom&, arperiaces 

and attitudes towcirds dinennt schools of thought, they applied ciiffereut methods of 

interpntation. 'AWuh was consistent in his modcrnist c d  to go "brk to the Qur'b," 

for which he extracteci guidance h m  the Qu'in through his own perception. As a 

consequace he iimitcd the use of the intertextuai appmach to 4 d t h  and philologicd 

anaiysis in his commentaries. Ri& on the other hand, extaidcd their use in his 

inttrprctation. RidI also favound the use of scientific knowledge in exegesis which 

'Abduh rcjccted due to its rclativity. RiQo's interpntation was aiso characteriPd by the 

extensive use ofthe opinions ote~riier exegetes, which 'Abduh tcnded to neg1cct. 
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mCthodcs de Migammad 'Abduh et de Mdpmmad Rasliid Ridii 

Département : Institut des Études islamiques, Université McGili. Montréai, 

QuCbec, Canada 

DiplSrne . Mahise ès Am 

Ce mémoire tentera d'analyser et & comparer les mdthoâes d'exégtse de 'Abduh 

et Ridi. L'analyse se concentre sur lem travaux d'exCgèse Qur'aniqw, en particulier 

leur projet commun, le T&hdWizuai: Leur école et leurs principes d'exégèse sont une 

réfiexion de l'enviromement sociopoiitiquc dans lequel ils se retrouvaient. Ces auteurs 

on apporté une antithèse aux écoles et aux principes d'ex6gèse favorisés par les experts 

traditionnels. 'Abduh et RiQI ont accus6 ces derniers de dévier de la voie du Qur'in en 

peqncttant que leur e x t g h  se transforme en un exercice intellectuel de grammaire, de 

théologie. de jurispnidence et d m e  de dispute philosophique. Selon le point de nie de 

'AWuh a de Ri& les experts traditionnels ont tendancc ih traiter le Qur'Zn comme une 

justification de leur position dans un débat, uas tendance pouvant ttn reversée. Les deux 

hommes ont tente de nformuler L'approche hermdneutique Qu'-&iqw qui est considCrCe 

comm étant applicable dans les questions sociales. Tenant compte des dindrcnces de 

leur formations inteliectueiits, expCneaas et attitudes resptctivcs B l'égard des 

W6tcntes écoles & pensée, ils appliquent une interprétation alternative. 'Abduh fut 

consistant dans son appd moderniste au "retour au Qur'sn" duquel il a exttait une ligne 

de conduite du Livre Saint B travers sa propre perception. Par conséquent, il a limite 

rusage de l'approche intenextutlle de h d f .  ainsi que de l'analyse philosophique dans 



ses commentaires. Pour sa part, Rifi  a &endu leur usage dans son interprétaiion. Cc 

dernier a aussi favorisé l'utilisation des connaissaaccs scientifiques dans son ex6gèse que 

'AWuh a njett en raison de leur nlativitt. L'intaprétation de Ri@ fut aussi caractérisée 

par l'usage étaidu des opinions des experts pdddcnts. ce que 'Abduh avait tendance it 

dgliger. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Qur'in introduces itseV as a guidance which encourages man to naiize the 

nature of his existence. The man who would d e c t  upon God's guidance should therefore 

have a thotough understanding of the Qur'h. The effort of intcrpnting the meaning of 

this guidance according to man's ability is cded t&U or hermene~tics.~ Muslims feel the 

necd to interpnt the Qur' because of the variety of its wording, for while there arc clear 

and detailed verses in it, there arc also ambigwus and gairral ones. On this subject, 'Abd 

If you read the Qur'ali, its meanings will be clear to you. However, if you 
read it again you wiii find 0 t h  meanings which are diffaent fiom the 
pmrious ones. Qur'ànic vases have the appearance of a diamonci, each of 
whose angles reflects iight diffferently so that it is possible that, if you ask 
other people to look at it, they wiU fhd more than what you have seen? 

Molpnmed Arkoun, a contemporray Algerian thinler, supports Diraz's view. He 

argues that the Qur'iin contains an unîirnited possibility of meanings. The impression that 

it has upon our thoughts stanâs at the level of absolute existence. Therefon its verses arc 



always open to new intcrpretation, it can never bsnstricted to a single inteqmtation? 

Similarly, Ja'fao aLSadiq, the sixth SET hh states: "The Book of God contains four 

things: the announced expression ( YbZra), the allusion (islih), the hidden meaning nlated 

to the supra sensible worlds (fa#'ilJ, and the spiritual tmth ( h ~ ~ 7 ~ a ) ) .  According to him, 

the annouuced expression is meant for the common people ( 'swcürun)). the allusion for the 

elite (MewafS), the hidden meaning for the Eeds of God (awliy') and the spirituai truth 

for the Rophets (aab@i)? 

The variety of possible interpretations of the QurBBnic verses shows the need for a 

similar variety of approachcs. Quf-nic exegetes fonned schools and fonnulated principles 

of exegesis and metho& of fterpretation which ofien reflected the socio-poiitical 

environment of their aas.6 Hassan Hanafi expressed his scepticism about whether thm 

can be exegesis of the Qur'Zn without political afterthoughts or at lest  political 

implication.7 

'Abduh and who are generally considend to be Musiim reformists, developed 

a new school of exegesis whose principles are nflected in their T e  abQlitr'k isl- 

' Suyyid Homein Nia, Ide& rid RsrUly of Islm (Boaon: Beacon Press, 1972). 59. 



ni? This ta65 is considered to have been one of the most important modem 

exegetical works. The fht part of this book is based on 'Abduh's l e c t m  at al-Azhar, 

while the second is entirely written by ]Ridi. The work is also known by the title T&&. 

Mm& because the al-Mmkjournal published parts of it on a periodical bais between 

- 1898 and 1935;' the ûrst volume was published in its present fonn in 1927.1° It introduces 

itself as the only exegeticd work that relies on both vaiid traditional narratives and 

rational views in explaining God's laws. 

'Abduh and Ri@ brought diffaent backgrounds and interests to the writing ofthis 

work of exegesis. 'Abduh, for instance, was icnown as a pioncer amongst the Muslim 

modernists at the tian of the century. His intmst in the Western iiberal trsdition 

contributed to his eesh approach to the sources. Nd& on the other hand, was a weU- 

- .. known reformist scholar, reveredfor his contribution to both modem exegesis and the 

modemization of education. However, they both found themselves targets of criticism," 

It consists of twclvc volumes, four of  them writtca with the apptoval of Muipmmd 'AMuh and 
the ra t  wtittcn by Buhid Ri@ The former întnprrtcd the Qur'h h m  SÜmt rbFit@n until SÜmt rl-Nisàv, 
varc 125 and the Iatta continucd this interpretation until SÜra! YÜm& verse 52. Buicdly, M d  R@'s 
coxnmentary b until vase 101; howeva, the Jomd of dMm& pubushed only until versu 52. tatav 
Bahjat d-Bak completcd the intaprrtaîion o f t b  Sun ad pubbliihed it wpmtcly in the n m c  of M d  
Ri& Sm l@sayn aL-Dhahabx & T e  ivl & M u  VOL 3 @&ut: Dk Qy'r' &Turith &'Ad& 
1976), 243. 



and wae  considend contraversial figures.12 This thesis investigates and compares the 

metho& of 'Abduh and Ridi as d e c t e d  in T&d-Man& 

Befon comparing their methods, howeva, this thesis will fitst of ali  try to 

describe, in brief, the3 position as modem exegetes. The discussion wili deal with their 

respective intektual backgrounds, their refonnist ideas and theit assessmmts of the 

traditional exegetes. Attention WU also be paid to the question of who was the na1 author 

of Ta& al-Mane a problem which stU nmains unanswmd. Moreover, this thesis will 

try to d e t e d e  why 'Abduh and Ridà became the objects criticism and it wii l  therefore 

examine the views of various scholars on 'Abduh and RidZ. 

This project of research is significant for several nasons. Fitst, thm are no works 

which focus on a compatison of the excgetical methods of 'Abduh and Ri* The 

literatwe on 'Abduh and Ri@ as modern exegetes is stiil ~imited.'~ Jomier tried to analyze 

critically the method of exegesis ussd by the authors in their T ' d - ~ m k "  J. J. G. 

Jsnsen bas compand the commentaries of ' A W  with those of some traditional exegetes 

such as al-Zamakhshad and al-~a~dawl." Jane t Smith has bnefly discussed the 



characteristics of T& al-Manai and the criticism directed at it.I6 In his survey of the 

schools and the p ~ c i p l e s  of exegesis, al-Dhahabi studied both 'Abduh and R@L" 'Abd 

AUih M w d  Swiîta has made an effort as weîl to extract 'Abduh's principlss of 

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

approach.'9 'Abd al-Gheffar 'Abd al-Rahlm focuses his study on various scholars' 

assessments of 'Abduh's method end those who developed 'Abduh's school of exegesidO 

The most recent study on ThB.. ai-MM& done by the Indonesian scholar and exegete M. 

Quraish Shihab, focuses on the niticism of 'Abduh's rational approach?' It is clear, 

however, that the similarities and diffaces ktween the methods of 'Abduh and Ri# 

are still largely unwtpl~red~ 

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

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

important role in producing T& sl-Mi&e Jomia, for instance, argues that the 

l6 sec het A HiStoricd md Smmtlc St* of Tomi 'Mivtl* rr ses L a Scgmce of QuJ& 
Clwnm~~~t&es (Missoula: University of Montana in 1982). 

Seo hia StWlWb3 T& d-MiwarRpy. M & U I M ~  AM& rrdM Ruyr'dRkdba @aduns 
Piistilta Htdryah, 1994). t 



commentary is the work of a group of scholm sssociated with the periodical a l - ~ m a i , ~  

Ibn ' L h k  sees it as the work of threc individuab: J d  al-Din al-AfghEi (d. 1897) who 

held ideas on modernity; 'Abduh who dinctly interpreted the Qur'àn based on al- 

Af'gharii's ideas; and Ridi, 'Abduh's âiend and disciple, who developed his teacher's 

interpntative approackU The appeanaice of Rida's name on the title page of every 

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

However, as Ma$miid ShQàta notes, thm are many scholars who claim that the work is 

that of 'Abduh, including the famous Orientaiist Ignaz Golcin'her, who declares this to be 

the case in his monument al work Die Rlchtmga du isIwSchen ~ o m a u s l e ~ u n ~ ~ ~  This 

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

fashion. 

The thbd reason for comparing 'AWuhSs method of exegesis with Rida's is that it 

enables one to evaiuate theh contributions and avoid f&e evaluation. There are two 

groups of scholars who contribute to this discussion; the fhst one claims that 'Abduh and 

Ridi shareâ the same methods because they wen both m~demists, and both followers of 

Soo o. P. Jomiet, Le tktni~lttlrln du Mi* Qids: 0. P. Mdronncuve & Cie.. 1954)4), 25. Sec 
aiso Montgoma~r Watt, Bell's hapdwffm to th Qu'* (Uinbuiph: Edinburgh Univcnùty Press, 1970). 
170. 

" This book has bccn trraslrted into AnMc Mm; the dint miulation, by 'M IJman 'Abd ai- 
Qadk, entiticd d4dii4VI&M & M a p  @ T&d+mJ4 pubMecl in Coiro in 1944. Sa X J. G. Japsen, 
me Pltrrpcr&h, S. The second tnerlitiom. by 'AM rE@iIfm &Na@, enîiîicd M a a b  r l - T '  d- 
h l '  pubiished in Cab in 1955. U n b  the wbich consists of i ppt of the book the latter 
pmmts expWon in the fbotnotm, dtk in COOfjlllLlSion or in camction to L Goiddm'r work As fbr 
k Gabihefs mistake in his clah tbd 'Abduh Ir the the ruthar of T&aMii& it Las beeu mentfond 
by ril-N~i~ü in tbt p r e f i  of hîs tm&üon. 1- G o k i b ,  MrdbiMb, 4. CE M i &  195. 



the S d d p  movement. Moreover, they wen Mends, the f o r e r  a teacher, the latta a 

disciple, and both wrote in the same work of exegesis; as a foUowet, Rhji mereiy 

continued 'Abduh's commentary. The second group insists that they were diffmnt 

because they had different inteliectual backgrounds and experiences which inauenced their 

approach to intefpretiag the Qur'b. This thesis wili cmfbiiy trace the similarlties and 

differences between their methods. 

The most important sources for our study is T ' i  al-Maniiitself as weli as other 

books and articles written by 'Abdiih and Ridi. We will ais0 rely on books and articles 

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

based on the principles of comparative exegesis (al-t& a / - m q k ) ,  as well as a 

hermeneutical approach based on the themies of hameneutica. 

The present thesis consists of three chapters. The f b t  chapter pcrtains to 

'Abduh's position as a modem exegete. The k t  part of this chapter portrays his 

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

contact with Westem thinlars and bis expiencc of living in Western cousitries. The 

second part presats 'Abduh9s ideas on reformation as refltcted in his Qur'-hic exegesis 

and his otha scholarly works. Findy, the discussion WU turn to the question of 

'Abduh's reaction to traditional exegetes and the extmt to which he condarms them. 

The second chapter looks at the developmmt of R d d  Ri@ as a modan exegett. 

This chapte begins with RiQi's inttUcctual background, demihg hi0 upbdnging, the 

schools he attmded, aild the figures who influenccâ ot shrped his way of thhbg. The 

next part discuacs his refonnist ideas sr nflccted in T e  aMMdtlk a d  O* 



publications. FhdIyy the chapter examines Rida's attitude to previous exegetes, many of 

whom Ri@ aiticized, including 'Abduh. Ridâ's admiration for 'Abduh did not prevent 

him âorn criticizing bis mentor. 

The third chapta discusses the simiiarities and âiffmnces betwecn the methoâs of 

'Abduh and Ri@. This chapter tries to detcmiine in what respects they w a t  simfiar and 

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

this chapta is the effect of environment, inteilectud background, affiiiation to a school of 

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

the Qur'h. 

The lut section of the thesis wiii consist of a conclusion which wiU summarize the 

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

done. 



CHAeTER ONE 

M- 'ABDUH AS A MODERN EXEGETE 

Mdpmmad 'Abduh (1849-1905) has been hailed as a man of gnat breadth, 

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

relation to Islamic modernism.' Today, 'Abduh is identifiai as a thinker, theologian, 

modemist and exegete. In his own tirne, however, 'Abduh's brilliant modernist ideas were 

chdenged by anti-modeniist forces not oniy in his own country, but also in otha p a s  of 

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

upheavals as his innovative ideas wen njected by those who resisted the impcnding 

hegemony of modem ernpiricism.* In Indonesia, traditionai schoIars oAen accu& 'Abduh 

of having "gone astrq," accelaathg the disintegration of Muslim society? This cbapter 

' John L. Esposito piosmts t h  vimt of Islamic rcformiimi: (1) mhnn kcoming m Isiamic 
doctrine; (2) rcfonn as a movement that echoes the esort to return to the lslamic doctrine and shed western 
inauences; (3) the attempt to teturn to original prlndplcs, taking into accouat the dcmiads of  changing 
situations. Proponcnts of the fh t  view believe that the claimical Isladc mode1 should serve as starting point 
fbr refonn, while those who hold the second and tbird v i m  clrim that reformist movcmcnts begin whcn 
~ ~ c m i o h t o ~ o n t r t w i t h t h e m o d a n W ~ d r t i n g h m ~ t i m o o f ~ B d ~ u i M u ~ l I i r d i a , ~  
Ottomans in the Middle East and the SIfrvir in Pda. AEcodbg to them, refbxm ROSC nt the end of the 
nineteenth c ~ ~ y  pboncoiod by J a d  ai-= dAlgaù md pmpagated by Mu&mmd 'AMuh. Fot a 
datrilecl expImaüon of the dinirenm ôetwcca these vinn rec John L. %podto, cd Vd'ofRwrrgcat 
Ijlrm (Mtd:  M h d  University Rem, 1983); 32. 



wiil assess 'Abâuh's contributions to modem Qur'anlc exegesis t h g h  an andysis of his 

intellectual background, his suggestions for modernization and his assessrnent of 

tradit ional exegesis. 

A. 'AbduhDs Uiteiiectual Background 
4 

Mdpmmad '~bduh' was the Arab world's foremost Muslim refonnist, following 

two other 19th century shaykbs, ai-Af&hàlll and Sayyid A@ad ~hm;  publicly 

championed Western empiricism. 'Abduh was bom into an cducated family in the Nile 

n el ta! h a boy, he learned to nad and write et home; by the time he was twe1ve he had 

nad the Qurpb so mlmy times that he had mmiorized it? ûne of his biographers notes 

- -- -- 

' Sec for msmple Sirajuddin 'Abbasn commcnts in 40 M'id& Agrmu. 'Abbu cl- that the 
trrnamigion of 'Abduh'~ thought and the W&liblmovemant to Indoncsia crcatal disintegration in the 
Islamic community which h d  previously bccn imltcd unda the S h a q  sch-1 of iaw (ma&& d4Ba144. 



that, spmd the environment of a Qur'hic school, 'Abduh never swayed back and forth 

while nading or reciting âom the holy book, as many did who had leamed it by heart? 

When 'A- was thirteen, his fatha sent him to Tanta to study at the Alpudi 

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

recitation (tqu&9. His f h t  expcrience leaming by rote was unpleasant; he found 

memorizing texts, commentaries and laws as tools for understanding the Q u f h  tedious 

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

thorough nfotm of the Egyptian educational system in later yem. Perplexed and 

imhappy, he fied the Tanta mosque convinced that he would never become a scholar? 

He studied under his patemal uncle, a village shaykb named D d s h  Khi* who 

was a follower of the Shidhili Pünordeq Khi@ had memorized both the Qur'Zn and books 

relating to Pmphetic tradition (hadr"~b).'~ He taught 'Abduh mysticism, logic, 

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

there by pursuing those subjects independently.'t Mysticism would play an important d e  

in 'Abduh's thought, especidiy in the early stages of his c m ,  in fwt, his first book 

Risarot al-W&Eit about Sufism. Taking his uncle's advice, 'Abduh nsunied bis studies 

Sec Oimm Amiu, Mi@wrd 'AM& (Washington D. C.: Amoricm C o d  of Lccrnd 
Societies, 1953). 3. 



and found other teachers who helped facilitate his inteîlectual development. Shay&i 

M@ammad al-BaSyMi who taught him litetature," while the iiberal scholar S'hayH 

Hasan alqawil taught 'Abduh disciplines not o f f d  by al-Azhar, Uicluding lessons in Ibn 

Sina's philosophy and Aristotle's logic.13 

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

al-Afghaiu', a powerful influence on the development of 'Abduh's thought.14 AlAlAfgtiaiu9s 

caner encompassed theology, philosophy, and revolutionary conspiracy* 'Abduh was still 

at &Azhar when al-Afghaiii began encouraging h h  to study the works of Taftiftazaal (d. 

1389), whose Mu6taziLite-oriented kalam w& beyond al-Azhar's margin of 

respect ability.'" ~l-Af'ghaiu'~ also guided ' Abduh in the empirical sciences, teaching bim 

to tcach them. Ste Hcyworth Dunne, An hI;rrPdw:t/m to tha Ill'story of Educatftw lir Md' Edtypt 
(London: Routledge, 1968), 6 1-5. 

l2 M. Quraish Shihab, StW Kntis T& ai-Mm& Riuya M ' m m r d  'Abdu& dm M@.mmad 
R@d Ridbs' (Baudmg: Fust aka Hidayah, 1994), 13. 

" At-M&ml waa a rcvohtionary inspirrd by an onthusiastic rciigiour drive to advrncc thc 
developmcnt of his community. Hh pioncer idem attracted mauy foiiowcra; he succeeded in raou8ing 
community mtiment and his actiona inspired a vrritty of revo1utionrry movcmtllts opposing coIoniaiist 
aud western domination.. As a poliffcim, ai-Afghia3 acum to bive beca more depaideat on tbetorical 
speech thm on Mittcn worh. Howwcr, bir work retitiu gioat vdue in the modem cn u cm k m h m  
a short article elucidating bis thoughts on the backwacdness of Muslima in compadmn to Empeaus and hi8 
call to revive the mligiow spirit whtch embodid tbe gtcrtiltsd of carlin gmmations of MusIims. Sc8 
Nurcholîsh Madjid, Karrzraùi htdéktudM&n (Jlihrti: Bulm Bumg, 1984), 58. 

l6 'Abduhciahs thrt had studicd Buropcra mdmnaücs ad lsttommy in India. S e  
his T@am8t I d  aL-Din cibAQhZ&'' in ~A'ma&KZd"1Yrel-.dm 'AM'  VOL 2 CdftCd 
by M- 'Imin (8- 1I-MuD=a d-6Anbl~ U i1-Dinrit W. J-Nubt, 1980). 345. 



mathemat ics, logic, kal@ wtronorny, met aphysics (cspeciaiiy IshriQi s ufism), 17politics 

and joumalism,'* 'Abduh became al-Mghaal's most important student, and his most 

intimate confidant, spnading his teachmBs message throughout the Muslim world." 

After nceiving the ceriifkate of " '  âom al-Azhar in 1877, 'Abduh embarkcd on 

a carecr as a t ~ a c h e t . ~ ~  He taught various branches of islamic science such as theology, 

logic and phiiosophy at al-~zhar." In 1878, he taught iiterature and Arabic history based 

on Ibn Khaldun's Muqaddima at Dk al-'~lÜm? Besides teaching at these two 

institutions, he also o f f i d  lessons at his houe in which Muslim and Christian students 

studied togeth=.* In bis teachings, 'Abduh stressed the importance of critical and rational 

thought which would predude slavish adherence to establlshed opinion? 

h a pioneer of Muslim modemism, 'Abduh made a significant contribution to the 

deveiopment of the modem Islamic refonn movement, not ody in Egypt but throughout 



the Muslim worldZ Through the journal al-Mm& 'Abduh's modem ideas nached North 

West Africa, India, and 1ndonesiaF6 Al-MmG's modemism injected new life and 

enthusiasm into Indonesian which resulted in the foundation of the 

Muhammadiyah movcmeat~ the Sumatra ~a w a p  and al-hhad30 

'Abduh Med to cncoiingc Muslimr, particui~ly bis compatriots, to ~cccpt modem anpiricfsm 
and rcjcct the moniund Wtions of the pst. Sec Mdpnüdul qaq, M@dmmnd 'Abd.: A S t d y  of  A 
Modm ZWhr ofagypt (Aiigak Iostitute of ïslamic Studics, 1970), ix. 

Ses H. A R. Gibb, M i  Tm& &J Islam (New York Magon Books, 1975). 36. 

On the movemcnt in Indonesir rse II. A. R ûibb, Wthw Islam ? A Swey of the 
Modm Movwacat h f4e M&hh Wdd(Londoa: Victor Gollancz, l932), 268. 

" Sce David Waincs, An hLroductiioi, to M m  (Caxnbiidge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 
228. Fazlur Rahman also notes the influence of 'Abduh on the Muhammadiyah moveabent in bis Mdm a d  
M ~ G I P ~ ' ~  Monaatim of an &t&atuai T~~~ (ChiCago: The Univdty of Chicago Preaa, 1980). 
82-3. However, some fndonesim writa~, such as K M. Rasyidi and Nwchollsh Madjid Arbiah Lubis 
question th& interpretation. Lubh presenti SOOM MCLCOC~% betwccn 'AWuh and Muhimmdiyah, 
especidiy in thcology, Bqli and education. In theology, fit exmiple, as Lubis bclicvcs, 'Abduh the 
the function of ~ a w n  ('aqd whih Muhrmmdiyib rtregor the hction of the Qidk md Wth. 
Morcover, in the discuasion of îm wUl and pmhtination, 'Abduh followed Qaddya which promotes h u  
win whik Muhummaâiyah fbilowed Sabdyi which strcasa GodBs wiiL For fiathcr information, Ses Arbiah 
Lubis, Pdm/khw Mrrbu13mdyah dan MtJiamnud 'Abd..: Swu Pcirbari- (Jakactr: Bulan Bintang, 
1993), 163-79. CE b e l  Steenbrink, "Mcnanslrap Kembaii Masa Lampau: Kajian-hjirn Sejarah 01th Para 
Dosen 1 . :  in Jim B m  Ham: Mcmota&m P H ~ I  Mutsiwiti. & ~ C R I I ~ ~  cd. Matk R 
Woodward, m. b a n  AB Fa& (Bandung: Penabit Mizrm, 1998). 1745. 

' O ~ - ~ a  (/un 7- rl-Wtn wa ai-Mid ai-'Anbriylr, Asab iûuwciation of LLim md Guidance) 
was foudcd in Jakartr in 1913 by a poup of Anb ttdon. The oqanization9r f o u n h  chrocd at tho 
deftnace demnded of thcm by A n b s  in faQoesir who clahad the rimir of Sipy13 or decent h m  the 
-ph& M- nipy t b d  & H t o  promte 0quriIity and edocltronrl dv- rIthin chc 
Amb community. Thah digioiu LdPr wu Shcikh A l p d  Surka!& born in S i d m  hi 1872. SufJuti hd 
triyathMocqwben~wm~bytbcwdtinpoiM~'AWpLBDw~recNited~~ 
hbeahuAmbcommupityodrrhrcdhJ~rtii 1911.hom1913 unülLirdea!hfn1943 h e r m d a s  
the qMtuil Icrr6er of d - .  Sa DehNm. I2 ieMMMdIldoycmc11th  &&CSI'~ f5MUUPI2 

O 



'Abduh liwd in a commmity both Uuenced and challenged by the social and 

economic development of 19th century Europe. Sayyid Qgb ststes that 'Abduh grew up 

in a strict society where rational inquiry was discourageci, among scholars who mgulrsly 

neglected the role of nason in understanding God's doc~nes?* At that time, the Islamic 

community reiied ptlmarily on intefpretations of carlier nügious scholars, whose thought 

may have been influenced by superstition or even heresy. haing th is  rame period, the ma 

of Eniightenment was transforrning Europe as scientific inquiry contributed to astonishing 

technologicai prognss. At this time, ûrientaiists began to apply a more critical approach 

to Islamic doctrines." 

Europe's technological superiority tlrst made itself felt in the M u a h  world with 

the d v a l  of Napoleon's expedition in Egypt in 1798. Less than a century later, that 

inauence wes apparent at al-Azhar, where the professors could be classified in different 

categories. The Brst g r o q  foiîoweâ taqfld (ôlind acceptance)," teaching students the 

opinions of traditional scholad4 without encouraging them to evaluate those teachings, 

pediom comparative studies or engage in critical analysis." T b  second group of 



professors applied tq*dd (rencwal), using reason and common sense to interpret the 

t e ~ t s ? ~  

The importance of certain figures in shaping 'Abduh's c a m r  must be 

aclmowledged. According to John Obat Voll, 'Abduh was fnspind by al-Afj3hid3' to 

xject the passive reception of ideas and scimtific theories in favour of positive ownership 

and application. 'Abduh, intemalizing this advice. spent his life as an active member of 

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

'Abduh was deeply influenced by the work and thought ofIbn ~haldk) '  appnciating the 

historien's philosophic approach to politics; 'Abdub, however, embraced the hlamic fdth 

with more tenacity?' 

With regard to revelation, 'Abduh appiied al-OhazaD's acceptance of phiiosophy to 

his approach to modern science. However, 'Abduh went beyond a l - G h d .  

acknowledging the capacity of remon to illuminate basic truths? 'Abduh accepted the 

Mu'tazill view that nason had the capacity to show, a @od9 what is good and thcreforc, 

" Sm Gibb, M i  128. ibn K W h  (d  1406) is lmown 6pr hb b o u s  work Mi&&na h 
which he \mdertakcs r systcrmtic study of hiaory, the pwth of population, mm's relation to hia 
~~Vrmnmcnt, economic thcodcs, governing Iibouc and rrmugcmcllt aad socioloay. Sec B. K. Nmyrii, 
IsIamism: Ba4pvwdmdAlpscts(New DeM S. Chad & Company Ltd, f 982), 66. 

39 Sm Mlnbrll G. S. Hadgson, The Va- of Wam: Chudcpcb rad hûstary ih A W d d  
Clf-t'e vol. 3 (Chicago: The Univusity of Chicago Prws, 1989), 275. 



incumbent on man. On the grounds of pdcat ion  of faith, 'Abduh was inckbted to 

classicai authorities such as Ibn Taymiya (d 1328 AD) end Ibn Qayyim al-Jadya (d. 

1350 AD)? Concerning the theory of sociology 'Abduh bouowed &om Ibn Khddün who 

he acknowledged as the founder of s o c i ~ l o ~ ~ ? ~  

To broaden his scientffic Insight and expariencc ' A M  traveled to Paris to master 

French, obseme a new social system and contact Europern thinkas Iüre Herbert ~pencer? 

Marshali G. S. Hodgson explains that: 

He was infirienccd by -y modem Europcan thinlrers and by none more thm Comte, 
whose positivism had exalted scientific objectivism even in the analysis of human culture, 
yet who c d 4  fot a new religious system to mect a persisting humim nced, provided it bc 
consistent with science. But 'Abduh was convinceci it w u  Islam which couid provide that 
nîigious systemU 

His attention focused on two areas, reiigion and science, 'Abduh wiis able to 

concentrate his effort on one of his primary objectives: k i n g  religious thought âom the 

shacklts of taqG4 which hindertd the development of religion. 'Abduh wmted to see a 

retum to the methods of 'bpious forefathas" (al-ssllaf &:sa) who daived Islamic 

teachings directly k m  the principd source, i. s. the ~ur'iin:' and weighed them on the 

41 Set Shf$aq Md* 57. ibn Taydya, fot example, vehtmcntly o p p o d  innovation (Md%) in 
blam, such w saint-worship, and crlled fot- a ratuni to the true sunna 



. 
scde of human nason? In basic te=, 'Abduh attempted to reconcile secular @mly 

scientific) with pmly nligious thought?' For him religion and science werc flip sides of 

the same coin. A second important goal for 'Abduh was the irnprovement of the Arabic 

style used in govemment administration, mass media, translation and ~onespondence?~ 

1 would like to underline that, whatever 'Abduh's Intentions, his scholmhip 

betrays neither b h d  imitation nor adoption of Western precepts. Had this been the case, 

'Abduh would have simply been replacing traditional taql?dwith a new Westem paradigm. 

In 'Abduh's opinion, Islam should serve to nmedy the negative facets of Westem 

civüization, dlowing new kind of civilkation, supportive of Islamic teachings, to 

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

for the Islamic past with a healthy nspect for Westem science.'" 

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

M u s h  community (muna) to examine and reconstruct its philosophy and a modem 

vision of history f o m  a basic principle of his thought. The only ~IUC Islam, he argues, is 

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



Qur'àn and oa&i according to the Pmphet and his Companions. M. Lahbabi states that 

'Abduh's Islamic reformism cm be seen eithda as a movanent of purification, or a 

stniggle to nopen the "gate" of #i€iid(indtpendent reasoning)?' Adopting #ihf44 as a 

basic principle, ''this sslafiya sought to interpret Islam in a novel way and adapt to the 

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

' A M  argued that Islam has fimdarnentals (y@) and branches (fiprr-3: the former relate 

to doctrine, rituai and ethics and are immutable; the latter tefer to social relations that 

can be modified to meet changing circumstances? r/&id deals mainly with the latter 

branch of Islamic discourse. 'Abduh also insisted that the Islamic message precludes al l  

sectarian and religious ciiffernices firom nipturing the unma. 

'O HoUrmi, Arubic Thou@f, 140-41. Scc ab ibrihkn Ab3 Rabi', 'Wm and the Sesrch for Social 
ordsr in Modern Bgypt: An Intcîitctuai Biography of ShciY 'Abd ai-l$db MalpnCd," Ph D. dissertation, 
Temple Univasity, 1987, 57. 'Abduh and othcr late 19thth'csntuiy rcfonnnr m d  tha! the restriction of 
@r;b&f had beca disistrous and that the doors m u t  b thrown wiâe open. 18th ccntuy d o m  had Md 
the pd wotJr, c a b g  f b ~  to restope emly kgai rouseer; h m  the late 19th cuitiay, howwu, 
~tibiitckarîy mem nt mintaprrtidion of the SOUKCCS in lino with modem ofrnmirtinca. Brpooito m t s  
ibit point in his Mm and PoDtim (Syncusc Syrrua University ROg, 1984). 45, 216. Ct Imw P. 
Piacatori, Mem h 8 Wwid of Nrtf0114tatw (Crmbridge: Cambridge University Res8,1986), 8. 

* Sec h a  J. Bouü8ti. Iïtw& mdhuar& C~~tappuqvAnb no@t (Albany Statu U n i v d t y  
O ~ N W  RWUB, 1990), 2567. Sm dio M W  r l - N i ~ e  N ~ I W  ï b ~  ffd-Fm &-DtJ@&lt: DG 
il-Adrb. 1983). 146.8. a P a c k  Baawmm, Wui, io Paspou:tM A Gui& ta ljlpzu'c Sodir)u, W t f m  
radtrw(.oadori.. RoutIedge, 1988). 132. 



'Abduh launched his ideas on modemization in the journal al-'Uma d- W h q i  

(The Fhes t  ~ond)? published in collaboration with al-Af"X in Paris betwmi March 

and October 1 884? The journal consistently promoted the cause of Islamic unity in the 

face of European domination? 'Abduh insisted that M u s k  could achieve this unity 

ody by adheriag to Islam's tme principles and abandonhg innovations gafted onta the 

religion over tirne. 'Abduh and al-Af'ghaEi caiîed on 'ul~ma'to edit out the fabricated oral 

reports (al-@i&i st-mawfla), which facültated scriptural distortions, and to discndit 

fatalism among M u s h ,  which obstructed the excrcise of âee wil l  critical to the succem 

of any mival." 

B. ' Abduh's Concept of Modernizat ion 

Muslim modemists embarked on the path of religious reform and modemism to 

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

modem civiiization and certain Western precepts, to encouragt MuslimlP to uphold Islamic 

a The nrmo of this j o d  ir &ved h m  Qur'h, 2: 56 und 3 1: 22. As Burhrnuddin Day8 argues, 
its nemt is bascd on a secret organization estabüshed not long More, whkh ahcd at coxmnunity rwa~ic~c811 
and unified the pubîic opinion throughout the Islamic worîd. Its principai b thrt Mam setva as a sttoag 
mpc for the unification of Musbs ,  and their stn~ggh agjDI< Western domlnaüon. Sec J - A f ' j  d 
'Abd* .F'Cli d- W-qr'(Ciim: & M & h  rbAhliyh 1927), 4799,293 cmd 3213; Wd B h d ,  Tnc 
Rdolplcvs ofEgypt (London: Croom Heim, 1978). 35; ïsmaii Djami& ljrlam ckur Du&' M i  âi M i  
(Jakartc Pustaka m a t ,  1947), 48, and H m n  Nuution, hnb&uup~ dd' M . *  S'*bah kn&hz dla 
C 3 h h  (Jakarta: Bulen Bintmg, 1987), 53. Accotding to Nasution, memben of thh org8nhWon cime 
h m  Ur, Egypt, Syrir, snd North AMca. 

Y Sm 91-APneh, Mrm, 82. Daya ni- 1883 as the date of of .l-'Cm d- W d q h  publicIti~~~c 
Scehis Gbka?,s.  

" CL M u i p m d  RasKd Ri@, T e d J W i i &  VOL 1 (Cairo: al-Hly*r al-Mi&a ai- 'k U ai- 
Kltib, 1976). 11.55 d 3 10-1 l .  
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beliefs and practices; and finally to discourage Muslims fiom becoming eitha secularists 

or conservatives." By scnitinizing some of 'Abâuh's ideas on the modemization of 

religion, education end politics, it is possible to detemine the major themes. of his 

thought . 
1. Reiigious aspect 

'Abduh's initial interest in S Ü 5 m  w u  later abanâoned. He emphasized God's 

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

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

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

mystics, 'Abduh proclainied Islam to be unfettmd by bcüef in the charisma of any saint. 

Therefore, M u s h  do aot violate any fundamentai doctrine of Islam by njccting 

charismo. For 'Abduh, Muslimn who exhibit excessive revennce for mystics and saints, 

visiting k i r  tombs and entrtating theh intcrccssion, have subjccted "thtmselves to 

impostors and tricksters" trembling %fore musual n a t d  phmommk" As such people 

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

any accident that might befd them, they do not constitute "good monotheists.'"' 



'Abduh vehemently njected the doctrine of fataîism, commonly attributed to 

Islam. For hïm, truc Islam signified the negation of fataüsm and the afkmtion of fke 

will. The divine, he argue& does not espouse fatalism. He claimed that sixty-four Qur'anic 

verses which expiicitly maintah the primacy of fke will support hii argument." In 

addition, the Prophet and his Companiom, thmugh thdr words and deeds, ''testi@ to an 

unshakable faith in the W o m  of our a~tions."~ 'Abduh explains that the term qa$? 

does not imply predestination as undmtood by Musiim fataiists, but rather hints at "a 

principle of causation in nature, while within this framework, kedom of wi i i  stiU 

operates." He elaborated this a r p e n t  stiil further, pointing out that fkee will, based on 

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

actions within their wiil and power to controlPL 

Conceming t8qfld and #'tihi4 'Abduh rejected the fomlcr, bcsceching Muslim 

jurists and judges to utilize the l a t t d 2  Citing QW'M and @dfh, he ma& strong 

arguments in favour of the vaiidity of @'t@idQ Muslims, he states, an dowed to follow 

persona1 opinion on a givm religious issue whm they are unable to 5 d  proof (&&) of its 

N d  J. Couba. Cb&is .od T c ~ s I * ~  ha hikW" J I =  (Chicago: U ' v d t y  of 
Chicago Rus& 1%9), 44-5. 



iadisputability." In his words, 'ho person in Islam has niigious authority ova others, nor 

has any one the dght to impose doctrines or prescribt nligious nilings, not even the 

caliph, a qâi a muttiot a salyh al-~s~k~'" Whiîe it rernains true that Islamic principles 

requins Musiims both to advise others and to c d  them to peiform good deeds and avoid 

bad ona. There is no compulsion to foilow such actions; even Muslim is responsible for 

his or her own decision to implement, or not to implement, this a d ~ i c e . ~ ~  If M u s h  

exerted themselves to foliow the path of i/t&Zd and avoid taqfh! 'Abduh beïieved that aU 

their problem would be solved? For 'Abduh the gates of //tiidd''wm wide open to aU 

questions raised by the new conditions of ~ l f e . ' ~ ~  Inevitably, perhaps, contemporary 

Muslim ttaditionaüsts opposed 'Abduh's stance on taqEd and re-g the 

centrality of tqEd and insisting that the gates of i jaid werc closed!' 

In the eyes of traditionalists, Muslim modernists w m  neither eligible nor quWed 

to reopen the gates of @$h(PId in dinct contrast to their opinions, 'Abduh considemi 

Y S a  'hâta, rl-Id& 37-9; Bouiiaî;i. Tm& 77. For rriorrsiw in the Q i d k  rc 3: 104.1 10 rid 
2: 40. 

It ir important to note t u  the conaoveny over the closing mdk nopening of the gata of 
& ~ ~ w u r N m i j ~ t b 0 ~ ~ ~ d e c t r t c d n o t ~ t h r i ~ g i l ~ o f ~ ~ w ~ d o r d  



@ibid to be the inviolable right of al i  Musllms, not one belonging exclusively to the 

e d e s t  generations of Muslims. Iqbal went even fiirther by declaring @i&iia to be 

compulsory for Muslims. Taha J. al-AiwZ even argues that taqGdcan be considmd an 

act of impiety as, arguably, the Qur'in and the Prophet reject it." Islam itself fked man's 

mind fiom rigidity and taqrd7l According to 'Abduh, Islam "attributed folly and levity to 

those who accept blindly the words of their predece~sors."'~ 

In short, 'Abduh, iike other Muslim modanists, opposed tsql4 holding it 

responsible for stunted development of a dynarnic, liberai and progressive Islam. Harun 

  as ut ion,^ an Indonesian modern thinker who claims to be a student of 'Abduh, relates 

the practice of taqGd to the baccloivardness of Muslims. Nasution asserts that the 

backwardness of Muslims in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries led modemists, Iüre 

'Abduh, to attribute this state of inertia to the practice of taqnd7?* 

'Abduh holds nason in high esteem?" According to him, the importance of reason 

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



foundation of life which serves as a mark of distinction fot people. In his Risikt el- 

~ s w o i < ~ ~  'Abduh states that nason gives people the capacity to disceni the divine 

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

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

the application of human nason. 'Abduh based this view on the h a d i  which states: 

'LThlnk about the creation, but do not think about the ~reator."'~ ûod's own descriptions 

of Himself in the QUI'& support this position; according to IsmZil REfl al-Firiiqi, "The 

' Qur'ën expresses God's inconceptualizabiiity in the most emphatic ~gntler."'~ 

'Abduh's stance on the power of nason nsembles that of the Mu'taziia. P. J. 

Stewart remaria that: 

By vdDg the expression the Divine Unit. (trwMi in the titlc of his book, 'Abduh was 
dciikntely rccalling the Mu'tdtcs ,  for that w u  the tsrm th* thy d to ntm up theh 
cioctrime. It is clcar that he was in fact a Irttu-clay M u ' t d t t ,  for ia the £ht edition of his 
Epïstle be aitd th* the Kotm &a aatd md wt aomrl He w u  obîiged to rrm~ve thir 
staternent kom the iatcr editions, but th- ~eenns to be no doubt that bis view did not 



change. He elso shared.the Mu'taziîite view on su& matters as fice wiU and the rolc of 
rcmn in religion? 

The high value that 'Abduh placed on the human intellect ('aql)*' is appannt in 

his treatment of the term fùzqih which appeers in Qur'àa 3: 4. As RasMd Rida notes, 

'Abduh intepets this word to signify the reason by which man may distinguish truth 

&om falsehoodD2 J. J. G. Jansen argues that 'Abduh would seem to have replaced 

revelation with nason. He points out that "an obvious implication of this stance would be 

that if one wishes to lmow why he should not kiU, or not ask for intmst on capital, it is 

sufficient for him to use his intellect; then is no need for him to consult ~cr i~ ture ."~  

'Abduh disagreed with Western critics who viewed Islam as a philosopby at odds 

with reason, science and modem civilization?' 'Abduh also rejected the view that Islam 

'O P. J. Stewart, Unfofb@gIsl' (London: Gamet Pubibihg Ltd, 1995), 1% He argues that iike 
the Mu'taPla [the Mu'taAh~, the majotity of the modanists emphasize the high place of mason in th& 
sale of vaiues and try to show the perféct compatfiility of true islam w£th the firidings of a mind h c  &om 
the scourgc of ignorance, pnjudice and superstitions. LUte the Mu' tda ,  the mo-s thhk that Mam 
upholds the principIcs of h e  wili (ikllbj&), as o p p d  to that predestmation (Ja&ij, sincc it bas beeii 
obvious to both groups thnt M u s h  fht concdve of the& capacity to determine thtir destiny. Sec Hamid 
Enayaî, Modm IsIamr'c PoIfticl Tbo@t (Austfa: Univcrsiîy of Texas Prtss, 1982). 8. 

" The word 'aqf was uscâ to dsnote pneiicrl inteliigenco in the on of ignomce (@@a); in the 
modem pryohologicd icnre it & d to expiain pmblcla-mlving caprity. Peopk with ' q f  have the ability 
to solve pmblcms, kind of widom apprrciatcd by Anbo in the timc of ignorance. Sm Todhllm ïzutrq 
Wrndndra  & th Qw%z (Toiryo: WiMe of C u l t d  and Linguistic Studia, 1964), 141. 

'Abduh tcgponded to -an critics liko Ernst Rmm (18234892) md Sir Willlmi MPir (d 
1905) who dticized certain WC t e a c i i p  "In hir k t -  on 'Iilimand Science,' givcn at thu Sorborino 
in 1883, Renm miiiitdood that idam and Science . . . wcro incmpatibk with O- another.* H o d  
pmmtr this point in hi3 M c  ZüorqPar; 120- 0. Rsciin M d  " ~ ~ l l t m k i  that sacial md ccollomic 
backvildilcsl of the iate mcdievaî Mirllm Wtty wm duc to the fnhacntly tnferim -tu of the lalaic'c 



ha9 traditionally been hostile to reason and science. He maintained that "Islam is pre- 

eminently a religion of reasonf"u and that '61slam and reason were totaily compatible if 

blam was pmperly ~ndcrstood''~~ In the event that nason and tradition contradict each 

other, 'Abduh suggests that the right of decision should nst with reason. He says that 

"very few people oppose this prhciple, and only people who ars of no account. 9987 I~ 

with 'Abduh's phiiosophy, 'Abd al-Ral$h mats nason as a requirement incubent upon 

a i l  Musüms which encourages them to think cri t i~al l~.8~ For 'AMuh, Islam persistently 

encourages people to use nason to study the goveEning laws of nature in order to know 

theh Creator, ~ o d ? '  He further explained that Islam encourages Musiims to seek and 

-ad knowledge; the Prophet of Islam urged Musiims to seek knowledge, even if they 

have to go to china? 'Abduh claimed that Islam 'emphasized the importance of 

knowledge and noted that, within two centuries of its emergencc, "the Muslims were 

aûeady e x c e h g  in ai i  the branches of human howlcdge.'"' 



2. Social and economic 

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

M u s b  were aliowed to eat animais slaughtend by Christians contributed to interf'aith 

dialogue?2 He bases this belief on two arguments: the Qut'aaic verse that says: "And the 

food of those who have ban vouchsaf'ed revelation is la* to you . . .la3 and the 

achowledgment that modem Christians are &.!al-kit& who share a status similar to that 

accordai to Christians during the time of the Prophet. 

'Abduh argued that it was admissible to accrue dividends fiom a savings bankW 

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

right to a N1 education and caiiing for restrictions on polygamy. He criticized the 

polygamous family environment as iU adapted to the raising of childten. These 

convictions may have stemmed h m  hie personal expcrience as the only educated child in 

a polygamous femily. 

3. Political aspects 

Uniike al-MghaIii, 'Abduh was both pragmatic and practicai in his political 

thought. Initially inauenced by the pan-ïslunism al-Afghàiii advocated and by Egyptian 

nationrilism, he deleted both ideologies fkom his mademist program, following the t b  

Sec Chatlm C. Mims, W @ d  'Abcitih anâ the Tcatwarl F a m m  in Tlis Mrcdaarld 
Aesmtadfao V i  (Rinceton: Princeton UnivCtJity Pmr. 1933): 13-29. 



year exile Imposed on him b e r  his involvement in the 'Ud5 molt against the British in 

1882. 'Abduh cautioned al-Mghaai that ' U s  political xnethod would not nsult in any 

good, for establishment of a just and reformcd Muslim govtmment did not depend aione 

on the removal of the hindrances occasioned by fonignem.'"' 

'Abduh adoptcd a conciliatory and participatory attitude towmds British 

administrators in Egypt foilowing his r e t m  fkom exile. He "became the close Mead and 

adviser of Mugpfa Pisha Fahnu, Prime Minista fiom 1895 to 1908, and also the Hend 

and confidant of Lord ~romer.'"~ He cooperated with both British administrators and the 

Egyptian nùing class in the hopcs that Egyptians could accrue certain h e f i t s  h m  this 

leadership. In his words, "What Egypt needed was a m o d  of genuine national education; 

every poiitical and social pbIern should be seen in the light of this need. If constitutional 

government hindered the process it was bad or at least prematun; if autocratie nile, or 

even foreign d e ,  helped it. it was to be tolerated.'" 'Abduh r e v d  the law, lauding its 

imperHaiity and supftmacy; '%verence for the laws of the country is one of the essentials 

for its proSpenty. . . . 398 

4. Educational aspect 

'A- emphasizeâ the importance of education in b i n g  Muslimn Born 

intellectuai, motal and social decadence and h m  bacIrwar&ess. He wrote: 'Those who 



redy desire good for the country should turn theit attention essentially to education. For 

it is by reforming education that one wiii most easily realize ai i  other reforms." ' Abduh 

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

ascendancy in power, progress and wealth. He said: 'We set no nason fot their progress to 

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

first duty then is to endeavour with di our might and mind to spnad these sciences in our 

c~untxy ." '~  He fimdy held that improvement in education was the k t  step in the long 

p c e s s  towards the nalization of duty incumbent upon aU Muslim nations; education 

would reform individual character, thoughts and deeddO' He considend the 

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

prepared to manage their national resources efficiently. He wrote that, ''Truc pov- is 

lack of education and inability to use material ad~anta~es." '~ 

'AM& clearly beîieved that IsIam "requind its adherents to pursue 1 branches of 

learning and science with their utmost endea~ours."'~~ He demanded M u s h  study not 

ody Arabic and Islamic studies (to Lfcnd their reîigion) but also "the modem sciences 



and the history and reiigion of Europe in order to learn the nason for the progcess of the 

 est.'''^ He argued that "the Qur'in co~nmands men to engage in scientific studies, and 

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

countIy." 'O5 

In practical terms, ' Abduh struggled to nfom and modemize M u s h  education in 

his own country, especially at al-Azhare He 'Yried to introduce a broeder and more 

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

greatest centa of Islamic higher leaming in Egypt and the Musiim world, could be 

refonned, then Islam could be nformed as well.Io6 His suggestions for n f o m  included 

widening ai-Azhar's cdculum to incorporate modem sciences within its Islemic 

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

comparable to any Eutopean imivclcsity in its administration, methods of instruction and 

academic courses. Its prestige aud influence would enable a reconstnicted al-Azhar to lcad 

the way in a refonn of Islam in Egypt, as weii as in other Muslim corntries. "Thus the 

Azhar would becoms a 'lighthouse' and means of guidance to a i i  the Muslim world." 

'Abduh a h  planned to aid the Egyptiim govanmait in the establiehwnt of an Egyptian 

university, a project which came to completion atta his death; this univcrsity lata 

becarne Tairo univcr~ity."'~~ 



C. ' Abduhss Views of Traditional Exegesis 

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

ManBi to '~bduh.'~' RadGd Ri@ attendeci ' A W s  lectures at alAzhar and took notes. 

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

h a i  correction of the entire text, Ridi began to pubiish it in the journal which he edited, 

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

of this work was based on 'Abduh's method of exegesis. 

Other scholars argue that as Rida not oniy contributed to the work's composition 

but even suggested the idea of interpreting the Qur'h to 'Abduh in the fh t  place, he 

deserves to be regarded as its author. Believing that a new interpnt ation of the Qw'h 

was needed in iight of modem developments, Riqâ approached 'Abduh and asked him to 

write a commentary. Reluctant in the begianing, 'Abduh 5ally ageed to the pject .  

Jane McAuliffe points out that T a  &Marici is largely R . 2 s  work in the sense that 

Ridg was solely nsponsible for almost eight siaas or two-thds of the total p u b l i ~ h t d , ~ ~ ~  

covering Skat &Nisa> (4): 126 to Skat YGuf (12): 52,' 'O while 'Abduh intapreted only 



to Skat ai-Nisi' (4): 125. According to Jomier, T e  al-Mmkis the outcome of a team 

effort by scholars associated with the periodicai a l - ~ ~ t l i k " ~  Ibn %hÜr argues that three 

figures played an important role in produchg T& al-Mm& : ai-Af&hiiii, 'Abduh and 

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

interpretat ion, and RiGa developed ms appmach.l l2 

In his own intapntations of the  QU^'@ d-Afghaiii rejected the philosophical 

approach, ngarding it as too ~~eculative.~" He h o  employed critical methods of exegesis 

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

(al-ayit dal-mutdada'r) should be understood based on clear verses (al-ijyat al- 

mu(ikamii. Although al-Af&X did not d e b  what he regarded as the characteristics of 

propa e~e~esis , '~'  he inspired 'Abduh to interpret the Qur'k on rational grounds, paying 

special attention to what its verses nvealed about social rnatters. According to Nurcholish 

- - - - 

"O Thac arc soma discrcpmdcl ahut tbia nPmba th& may k dmved h m  di&eimt editionr of 
the work or simple iypognphicd aron. Juie Smith, for  ample, claims thet the commcntiy aidr with 12: 
25, prcsumably ;iii rddcatd transposition of thc Arabic niimkrs. Sm hr An tastadical a d  Sdmmb2 
Stw, 187. Jmscn in his htcrptat8l;folt, 24, statcs that the trl9iicnds with 12: 107. ?bit wodd k ia lino 
with Jomicr's report O Lu Cdl~me~ta&q xvi on h publicatr*on bidoy in the j o d  akMàn* the 
commentliy oovcxing the bephining ofjur813 up to 12: IO7 w u  pubIlshed in the h t  thme numbers of vol. 
35 of the j o d  Accorcüng to Aqmd ShmbrE, M d  Ri@ completcd the tete 12: 101 kforr hi8 
death. At this point Shaykh M U q d  Bahjat il-BwO undostook c o ~ l c t i o n  of the rert of Sümt YUaii. 
h u g h  12: 111. Accotding to M. Qmbh tbo hitapntation of the mit of S h t  Y W  w u  
completed by d-Biflk ad publlrhcd in i qaratu  baok undor the nlmo of R d h î  R i a  

"' Sco O. P. 1. JomierB Je ;SC I I~~  m q u r  duMmk(Piris: 0. P. Mabonnewe & Cic. 
19541, 25; W. Montgom#y Watt, Bd'r haipdmtim zo Ilb Qw8& (Minbwgk Eâinburgh University 
Press, 1970). 170. 

'la Sec ibn 'Ashk. & - T l  mlPjat& ( C a :  M a j d  d-BI@* i b M y r ,  1970), 167-8. 



Majid, al-Afghaiù was a nvolutionaty poiitician who expresscd his ideas ody in outline, 

while his most famous student , ' Abduh, enunciated themus 

The h t  part of TaBu. al-Mmrt. (the h t  four suras), featuring 'Abduh's 

interpretation, and RiQa's editorial work, should be attxibuted to both RidS and 'Abduh. 

Suras five to twelve desme to bc regarded as R i w s  alone, howeva. Rifi aclmowledges 

his debt to 'Abduh in the title of each volume, cailed TsfsU al-QW'M & - H e  li al- 

Usti&.M@ammad 'Abd&. He marks his own efforts with the sentence which folîows, 

"written by Mdpmnad Rashid Ridk" Ridé's tribute to his mentor is both a signai of 

eppnciation and a statement of fact. ~owever, the overd body of the pubiished work 

compels me to concur with Jorniet's thesis that RiQa's contributions fonn the basis of the 

work116 

'Abduh concludes that modem traditional exegesis offiers little more than an 

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

essentidy dated interpretations tend to alienate people fiom the aims of nvelation!" 

Morcover, some wotks of excgesis ~ ~ C U S  ody  on the literal m c a g  of woids, structucc 

and other phiiological aspects of the Qur'aaic verses, offking nothing mon than practical 

exercises in language; these worb, 'Abduh claims an not n d y  exegesis at aLL" Other 



traditionai exegetes considered the Qur'h as the justification of their argument, in his 

words: 'Yraâitional exegetes treated the Qw'k as ma 'mE& not as hb." 'Abduh asserts 

that the Qw'h does not follow any beliefs and that it is the source of beIiefs.'19 

Andnw Rippin depicts 'Abduh's interpretritive approach as an effort to remedy 

these pmblem. According to h h ,  'Abduh argued that Qufanic commentaxy needed to be 

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

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

theologioal speculation, detailed grammatical discussions and obtuse scholtu~hip 

characteristic of past commentaries.'1° 

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

community. Qur9Enic commentatom who interpfeted the Holy Book in light of  the^ 

çontemporary naiity usualiy failed to transcend the demands of gmwth and development, 

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

flexibiIity.12L 'Abduh interpreted the Qur'k in m o d d s t  tcmis as an effort to make Islam 

compatible with modern Western ernpiricism. As N W  R. Keddit points out, the Qur'h. 

12' Sce Barbara P. Stowamr, "Rdigiotu Ideology, Wo- rnd the F d y :  The Isirmic ~ P d i g d  
in me ibhmfic tspirrljlq cd Birbm F. S t o w r r t  (Londoo: CmomHéIm, 198'1): 262-96. 



Like many other prophetic scriptures, possesses the potentid for reform dong humanistic 

lines. ln 

Despite 'Abduh cnticism of traditional works of exegesis he appreciated some of 

them, such as al-Zamakhshari's al-K&% which he ngarded as a sound text for 

students due to its canful analysis of laquage. 'Abduh cited this work in m e r  to 

Rida's request for an example of a good ~ommtntary.'~ 'Abduh also refemd to ai- 

Taben's Ja' al-Bay& and al-Qu$ubi's d-JZnfi' Li A&& al-QraE as diable student 

texts. 'Abduh appnciated these works because their authors avoided taqld and tried to 

Uiuninate Islamic doctrines without getting cntangled in contxoversial or divisive issues, 

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

Qur'b as a work reveaied not only to a particular gcna~tion of illiterate Araba, but to 

every generation thereafter as well, he did not accept any Qursanic interpretations as the 

5 d  word in Scriptural content. 'Abduh believed it was compulsory for evey Muslim to 

understand the Qut'anic verses to the best of his or her abiiity. 'Abduh's paspective 

nsuited in two nvolutionary concepts in Qut'ànic exegesis: an emphasis on modern 

scientific reasoning in understanding the Qur'aaic verses and a norieatation, by placing 

more emphasis on Qin'-& relevmce to social issues. 

Ri& crcdits 'Abduh with ealarging the concept of interpretation nmwcd by the 

excessive emphasis of tnditionai exegctes on words, stnictures, rhctoric and narratives. 

'Abduh himscIfinsisttd on the need to simpw and modnnize Qur'àiic intapetation. As 



'Abduh based his wotk on independent judgment, he nad and interpreted the Qur'h 

dinctly, without grounding his thought in certain exegetical boob. He nfcrs to exegetical 

wotks ody when faced with musual words. Y do not nad othet books when 1 teach, but 

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

scntence~."'~' Ri@ addcd tbat 'Abduh sometimes r e f d  to T&2 &Jala3ayn in search 

of a definition for a strange word or sentence. 

D. Scholars' Views of 'Abduh's Method of Interpret ation 

In his preface and introduction to T e  r e l - ~ à t z & ' ~  'Abduh outlines the mas 

that should be triken into account or excluded when wtiting f&. His ptactical approach 

to the Qm'in is evident: 'The ta133 at which we aim is to understaad the Book as a path 

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

this is its highest airn, and aii other endeavom am subordhate to this or a means of 

attaining it."lZ6 The concept of the Qur'iin as a source of guidmct is not new, the Qur'b 

itself states this repeatedly. 'Abduh was the flrst rn&c1ssit, hhowever, to subordhate aU 

otha considerations to the question of guidance. This may be seen as a tmning point in 

the history of t&k1" His t& also feprcsents one of the h t  conscious attempts to 



popularise t& and appeal to a wida audience.'26 To achievt this, 'Abduh avoided, as 

much as possible, the use of technicai tams in his t&. 'Abduh also paid close attention 

to the intcrptetation of obscure verses, especiaiiy those relating to the unseen, "using the 

old technique of bi-la k a !  of recognition that anthropomorphism and other dubious 

expressions must be nceived without attempt to envisage what they cm n d y  merrn."'" 

'Abduh's exegeticai approach hm not, of course, escaped scholarly criticism. Al- 

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

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

contzibution to Qur'anic exegesis, the bulk of which is irnproachable, a portion of his 

work remains open to dispute."0 Any criticism of 'Abduh must, however, take into 

consideration 'Abduh's position as a modernist with a social agenda. 

M-oud Ayoub states that " 'Abduh's interpretation is a modern sd t& 

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

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

to Musiims and âefénd it against the westem secular and missionrry on~laughts."'~' 

Ayoub compares 'Abduh to Sayyid Qqb; Qqb, he believcs, repsents a m m  confident 

*' Mdpoud Ayoub, 2% Qu81, md IYS htqmtm VOL 1 (Aibmy: Staîe Univasity of New 
Y o t k m  1984), 39. 



nturn to the Qur'b, fm of 'Abduh's apologetics."' I would argue that ' Abduh played an 

integral role in the development of contemporaxy exegesis. 'Abduh's influence continues 

to manifest itselfin the wide appeal of his work for both S d  and Shi'ite youth. 

Ahmad von Denffer's clafm that 'Abduh's commentary on the Qur'h represents 

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

of the Qur'b is misleading. In his criticism, von Denffer disagrees with 'Abduh's 

interpretation of SÜra 2: 276, where he identifies the jinn as microbes causing disea~es."~ 

~ h i s  verse de& with the Day of Resurrection and does not discuss jinn; however, 'Abduh 

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

for the etymological meaning of this word is 'that khich is hidden'. Thus it is pmnissibb 

to Say that the living bodies, whose existence today has been made h o w n  by the 

microscope end are called microbes, may possibly be a species of jinn. It ha9 been proven 

that the microbes are the cause of most disea~es.'~' 

Al-Matasib assats that 'Abduh's interpntation is simply an effort to reconcilt 

Islam with Western civilization."' Hamid a professor in Persian and Islamic 

Ln Sm Ayoub, The Qu'àiz, VOL 1.39. 



Studies at the University of California, told the jouxnai Gao-4 that 'Abâuh was a 

rationakt who tried to interpnt the miracles of the Qur'k in a scientific way.13' Algar 

illustrates his point with 'Abduh's discussion of the Qur'ànic abar'f (the birds that the 

classical exegetes identified with those mentioned in S k a  105 that haited Abraha's army 

as it attacM Mecca). According to 'Abduh, the tale depicting bMs which bear stoaes 

from heii is symbolic, r e f e g  to deadly diseases which ravsged the aggnssors. 

Algar says thet 'Abduh was a thinker sympathetic to British co1onialism,"' a 

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

Britain. Algarss views are supported by Ma~yam Jarneelah, h~wever,"~ who accuses 

'Abduh of having brought disaster upon the M u s h  community by reconciling Islamic 

doctrines with British imperiakm and opening Egypt to ~esternizat ion.'" Algaf s 

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

Musiim, Algar is a foLiower of the Naqshabandiya Sufi order and betrays inchations to 

the esoteric qualities of his new feith.*" 

'" Sm vatnid Algat's intcrvicw in Gatq no. 41 26 Aupst 1995.99. 

13' Sœ Waxnid Alpr'r intavinw in Gam no. 41 26 Au- 1995.99 

'" Odginally Margarct M ~ c y  Mmyarn Jarneaiah, w u  a Jcwish-Arnerican womm who movcd to 
Pakistan aftu converthg to Istam rad kcame r militant hlhwer of 3ama6&+M~ led by Ab6 &A% ai- 
Mawdiidi. Shu wtote a book entitled MPII d M ' w  in which she and- aad cdticized t b  
opinions of Musllm nfbrmrs. See Mdjid, Kaaan& 75. 



Aithough RiQE appreciated and defcnded his mentor's thought, he criticized 

'Abduh for never mastering the science of prophetic tradition ( Y h  al-hacl~i),'" 

especidly 'ilm al$m$ wa al-ta4& '" As a nsult, RiQZ often adds paraiiel passages or 

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

his masterwas simply mistaken about certain i s s ~ c . ' ~  At other times, hc acimowledges 

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

verses and hence offm his own explanations.14s On these occasions, he presumes that his 

master's commentary would have been in agreement with his own.'" 

The science of hridFrli, dealing with Mamic tnditionr, thcir trmrminlon and fdticism, cm k 
considercd a nmc6 of Islamic thoupht. It h u  bem dcvelopod more M y  thm otha Mudim Bcids, such as 
those dcaliag wîth pMorophy. physics and mathcmatics. The acionoo of Iilrmic tradition, 9 d i  is an 
origixui field deviscd md tormulated by M e e  Nobody cm d e  thlr strtcnwnt or question its validity. 
'AMullrh Kanoun prrantr thb view in bir mich ''@isrilPIé Its Sdcntific and Rdigiou Valut," in abA&r, 
A ~ y d " d c  Rwea&, the third confèmw ofthe Acrdemy of b h i c  Resclltcir, 1966: U-35. 

lu T&, vol. 2,M. 



CHAPTER TWO 

RAS& WA AS A MODERN EXEGETE 

Ridi (1 865-1935) occupies a speciai place in modem Arabic and Islamic thought . 
He was an indefatigable writa on the nligious, social end literary problems of the t h e ,  

whose views carrïed weight with fiend and foe alike.' He was an expert in Qur'anic 

exegesis, prophetic tradition, literatm and history? In the fbst field, Rida built his 

reputation by continuhg M@ammad 'Abduh's Qur'in commentary der the latter's 

bath in 1905. The emphasis throughout Rida's work is on the rationaiity of the holy text 

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

universal principles fiom the literai script? This chapter focuses on Rido's c a n a  as a 

modem exegete, reficcting on his intellectual background, his modemist thought and his 

impressions of other exegetes. 

A. .a's Intellectual Bac kground 

Rida was a Syro-Egyptian Islamic thinker who epitodzed the consewative and 

rationakt refomier in the course of bis intellcctual caner: He was bom in the Ottoman 

' Sec Jum Ricardo COL, 0 6 R d d  RiQZ on the BrbE8i Fdtb: A Uüîitrdrii Thcoy of the S p r d  of 
S W a  Q u a t e 5  (1983): 276-85 



Empire, in 1865, in the vilîage of al-~alamün,~ near Tripoli, in what is now ~ e b a n o d  He 

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

Islamic sciences? Ridi, however, rarely used the title sliay& preferring, imitead, that of 

Sayyid. Reared in an educated family which appseciated lmowledge and an envùotment 

conducive to leaming, Ridi was thus set on the road to intellectual development. His 

parents t aught him to recite the Qur ' in and helped him t O memorize it . In the mean-t ime, 

he also learned to write and acquired basic methematicai skiils at a traditional school in 

his village? 

When Ri@ was stiil young, his parents sent him to Tripoli, Lebanon to study at al- 

Madrasa a l -~ushdi~a ,~  a Turkish govemment scho01.'~ This school offered instruction in 

Arabic grammu, theology, Islarnic law (fi@), mathematics, geography and ~urlcish.~' 

Howeva, Rida lost interest in the school as the instnictors spoke only in Turlrish and its 

' A beautifid viiiagc, about thtee mila h m  Tripoli, Lebanon. BLiczcr Tauber, W d  RidZ as Pm- 
Arabist before World War 1," me Mmlult WotId65 (1 957): 102-10. 

Dondd M&oh Rdd, H M d  Ri@ (18654935):' in &cyclopC4v1) 0fMbdÙn Mdde Err), 
VOL 3 cd. Razva S. Simon, a il. (New York Mlwlllm Rcfbmct USA. 1996). 1537-3 8. 



alumni were destined for pubiic office, a fete he did not relish. As a nsult, he spent only 

one year at this school. 

In 1883, at the age of eighteen, he entered ai-Madrasa al-Watadya al-Isl-dya 

(The National Islamic School). This school had been fouaded by the eniightened and 

moderately progressive shaykh of Tripoli, Husayn al-~isr," a scholar who was sympathetic 

to the refonnist agenda. At the tirne, it was considered the best school in Lebanon, 

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

psychology.13 R@à remained a student t h m  for several years until the school was forced 

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

students were thmby exempt fiom military s e ~ c e . ' ~  Consequently, Ric)Z moved to 

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

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

studying under al-Jisr's supervision for eight years, w u  granted the diploma of 'h 

in 1897.'~ Furthemore, alJisr gave him a certificate (i/k) in the areas of religious 

l2 He w u  a graduate of ai-Azhar. He worked in the Tripoli Jomd md built a sshool in Tripoli. hc 
m t e  rnany books, such as al-R&rElr d-@dCays Seu Albert Hourani, Amhic ui the &'&mi Aga 
I79& 1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univdty Press, 1983), 50. 



sciences, language and phiIosophy.L7 With this certifîcate, Ri@ had gahed the right to 

t each Islamic studies. l8 

Ri@ also studied under otha scholars while in Tripoli. One was Malpiid Nashiba 

al-'!'aribulusi (d. 1890) who had spent thirty years studying and teaching at al-Azhar. Ridà 

studied d-4idi& &&a% of al-Nawawi under him and was gniated another cutificate. 

He &O studied &@i al-B&Z, Sa@ ai-MW& and Sa@ d - M a y *  Fiqh al- 

ShZ?'jmL9 Another of bis tetachem was 'Abd G h d  ai-Ra? (d 1890),~ who introduced 

Ridà to the Ki'ta Neyl d-A* by QàQi al-bhawlréni?' Al-RafiCi was an expert on 

prophetic tradition, mysticism, Islamic law, poetry and literatine." RidP also studied 

under Shaykh Mulpmrnad al-Qiwuqjï (d 1887)F who instructed him in al-Apiditlr al- 

B 
SiIda and part of d - M u W  a/- WqQ two ofhis own worls. 

In view of the schools that Ridà' attended, Malcolm H. Ken has suggested that his 

formal education was probably broader and more modern than 'Abduh's. Nonc of the 

l7 Sec al-Mlpllài 9 (1921). 652. 

'AM a l - û l d  ai--1 hm in Tripou in 1816. Set  'AM AUIh Nadri, T m  'UImr" 
T d U f ~ ( T r i p ~ k  e p., 1984), 83.86. Sm iIio d-Mi* 3 (1919), 155. 

a M- ai-QiwuQn b w n  as Abu a i - M m  was bom in Tripoii in 1809. Havhig flnuhcd 
hir pdmriy ichoalinTrlpoii, h e m  to &ypt drpnt twentyyer ra t  d-khP.Heâhcnro<iiincdto 
T-U to teach md paach, cd- mdpDts and writc. h a piMc wdtcr, he kit m v d  book some of 



subjects offered in Tinhish school held much appeal for him, however. By Rida's own 

account, he considered Ianguage instruction to be supeduous, whereas 'Abduh, by 

contraet, took pains to masta French, at the age of 44. 'Abduh once voiced the opinion 

that "no one cm claim any knowledge enabhg him to serve his country . . . unless he 

hows a European l a n g ~ a ~ e . " ~ ~  Thncafter, ' A M  nad widely in French and traveled 

ropeatedly to Europe. Rida's only visit to the West was to Gensva in 1921, as a member of 

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

mandates at the League of Nations. In some ways, thmefore, Ri@ was much more 

consewative and traditionalist than ' ~ b d u h . ~  

Under al-Jisr's guidance, Ri@ acquind self-confidence and literary sidis, and was 

granted his Btst working assignment as a writer for "Tripoli newspapers," an assignment 

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

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

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

exptessed in Ridi's prose. 

Riai ais0 participated in intensive discussions in the field of legal theory (u@ al- 

fiqh) and logic, sponsored by Mdpmmad al-Ifusa@ and Shaykh Mulpmmad KBmil al- 

Sec Abâdwahab El-M&di, TH% RevoiW~~),* Ham ridPowc~rir SumP (Londox Oroy Sc& 
1993). IO. 



~ a q s  26 . Having read al-GhaSi's @y$, Ridii grew interested in tsgewwuf and adopted 

some SS practices such as refiaining fiom good food and sleeping on the ground; he even 

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

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

accoimt, he eventudy mderstood the danger of this spiritual approach and left the order. 

For a short t h e  he was a committee member for the improvement of educational 

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

please the authorities?' 

Another influentid figure who inspired U à ' s  thought was Jamal al-Dk ai- 

Afghàiii (d. 1897) through his journal, al-'Urwa al- ~ u t b ~ i ~ ~  Charles C. Adams explains 

how this journal inspired Rida's reformist vision: 

" Sw EUczcr Tauber, "Thrcc Appmachor, Ono Idea: Rciigion and Statc in thc Thought of'Abâ ai- - al-Kawikib1, Najj '- a d  M d  RiQi," &iti& Jotund ofMdlc Emtcm SWw 21 (1994): 
190-98. 

a 'Abd al-Q-QadIt al-MagMb1 daaikd Ri@s &st contact with al-Af@haa3's thouet tbmugh hir 
Soumal, aL'Uma & W i i  He statcr th& Ri@ came to lsrm of ai-AQhX ibrough Ma j o d  by 
accident. Whilr mDmLyinl h u g h  his f i t h d a  prpoa, he c m  upon two hum of the j o d  md kgrn 
roding them. Al-MagMhI ddrm that he w u  the ono who in trodd  RiQI to .I- 'Lhm d- Wutliqf fbr the 
ht timt in Tdpoü a d  that both ofthcm stactui rcIIChfng for the issues to capy them. Al-MagbdiI dâal 
that he copied the WU imiq but Us Menci, Shaykh Wd, copiai only the important micies. Sœ al- 
MagbM, Jima af-îZ~ i ,-A@Z D&kmHt wa (Caho: Dir al-Mab-& 1967), 112-1 17. H a h g  
ioaâ the issues, 6t int- spohpd, R@5 cageriy sought otha ipuor. obtaining mm0 h m  nir hiber d tk 
~ b m b i r t c r h a , i l - n P . R i Q I c o p I c d ~ d b y 6 m d m d r c n d t h ~ n t i m o r i i d ~ i i k ~  
Shrrabw fomd thw copies among RiQS.8 papas Ri@ was i n p m d  in the me- d in its P<icbr 
olpcfidly in the wry the wdtar interptet the Qin.: Sec al-S8yyid @ma "Min Dbilarya W d  
ww MirUrrt rl-Mm6 (1991): 694-97- 



His chief concan haâ ben orthodoxy of beiief and practice; if he had any thought of 
nform, it was of a pmly local charactcr. But the reading of d-'Uiwa al- Wutbq~changed 
aU this. Its appcals for the tcform of Islam as a whole, and the regenmation of a i l  Mulun 
nations and the restotation of the eariy giory of islam, placed a new ideai before him and 
inspird within hUn new &sires. His fint teacher, he says, had been the 4~6' of al- 
Ghaziii, which was the Gtst book to take possession of his mind and heart. Hh second 
teachcr w u  d-'Um ak Wutûqg which chrngcd the course of his ~ e . 3 ~  

As a nsult of reading al-'Uma ai- W d q 4  Ri@ was consumed with a desire to 

attach himself to al-Afghœd. Ai-Afgharii, however, died soon &er in Constantinople, 

âustrating Rida's ambitions. Mer al-Afghaiu's death, Rida chose to associate himself 

with 'Abduh, leaving Syria for Egypt in 1897 to fûlfill this objective. In 1898, Ri@ 

attended &Azhar in Cairo to firrther his studies. Once in Cairo, Rida studied under 

'Abduh's supervision and remained his close colleague untü the latter's death in 1905. 

'Abduh, for his part, loved and tmted his disciple; the latter ngarded his master with 

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

times?' 

Under 'AMuh's tutelage, Ri@ gained considerable knowledge, particularly in 

Qur'hic commentary. Rida's notes on 'Abduh's lectures were cventualiy published afta  

he had elabotated upon them and submitted them to 'Abduh for correction. Ri@ pubiished 

M Charles C. Mum, ISm and Md- L Egypt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933). 179. 
Ct Anwar 0. Chcjne, "inteihuai M v a l  in the Amb Wodd: An Iritroductioo,~' ljrlùdc StWm 2 (1963): 
413-37. Ri@a a 3 t p o ~ c  to ~'Uinsr  d- W u t h q r ' h  bim to a nmu undontaudlog of Idam, wbich he no 
longer sm M simpiy a spirittaai medium t o w d  the baebtm. but ut mligious idcobw which b both 
apiritud and ttcmparl. islam iccb to guide man to npnmiey on e d  aa r âeputy of God, c o d t t e d  to 
the citabli*hirmt of love end justice. Sm Ria T w  VOL 1. 15. RIQI's MdontiaAing of rrbomi WM 
iuitidiy iimitd. thncfbm, to a vhw which snw it as a colrrotion o f ~ n e o u a  beU& md rr <id- bot 
the f- in the& obcdhcc to God. 



'Abduh's lectures in the joumal dMmir(The ~ighthouse)" afta he bec- the editor in 

1897?~ This joumal was conceived and produced dong the same iines as the joumal al- 

'Urwa al-Wutbq& which had been published by al-Af'ghànl and 'AWuh in paris?' The 

new joumal wcnt on to became the leading organ of Mamie nfonnist thought. 

Unquestionably, it was through this joumal that Rida's writings were disseminated 

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

Thw, R o i ' s  ideas came to shape Muslim thought across North AMca, to Southeast 

h i 8  and particular1y, in ~ndonesia'' 

in addition to al-risr, al-Mgha, 'Abduh and al-Ghàzili, Ibn Taymlya also 

inspimi Rida's thought. Ibn Taymiya's Muence on R.@'s work cm be gleaned from 

* AI-Mm& was icgsrdcd as one o f  the most idiuenîiai publicatiom in Egypt at th end of the 
ainetctoth ceatuy. For Information on publications in the modem Arab w d d ,  sca Gmtga N. Atiyth, al., 
228 Book& &e M d c  Wrnfit me Wn'tten Ward and CammWc1ffm I;a Ias Mdde ELPt (Albany: State 
UnivdfSity of New York RCSS, 1995), 233-54. 

l3 Sm H. A. R Gibb riid J. H. Knma, &utrdb@ophCdja of M' &ciden: B. J. Bdl. 1961), 
406. Accordhg to Quraish Shihab, &M'kwas a weekly j o d  with its fkst dition published on M d  
17th, 1898. Howcvq Emad Eldin Shahin mgues that Sl~Mrnhppeated in 1898 as r w d y  and, ifter one 
yeir, as a monthly journal. S a  bis Th@ MrrPCUns Eycs. Ad: R m d  Rf#isad f&c West ( H d m  The 
Intmatiod Insütute ofisîamic Thought, 1993), 8. 

Y Sec M @ d  Abü Rayy& "ai-Sayyid Ruhld RiQI bi Munüibat al-D-2 ai-Tti 'a li 
Wafatihn ai-JU.8 584 (1944): 747-48. 



articles found in the joumal, alLMmrk: This publication was instrumentai for the 

dissemination of Ibn Taydya's ideas in North Africa, and it fueled the Islamic nationalist 

movement led by 'Abd al-Hamid bin B a s  (6 1940). Seyyed Hossein Nasr notes that the 

feattue of Wa's Ssldya movement is almost the same as that of the W d a 3 t a .  Both 

these movements stress the preeminence of the Shdca whüe rejecting Stfism, Islrmiic 

philosophy and theology?* The Sdk@ya movement tends to be strictly Sud,  hostile to 

non-Sud sects and opposed to the veaeration of saints. Its doctrinal dogmas are, 

however, ofken tempe~ed by a political fle~ibility?~ 

Basing my argument on RiQE's intellectual background, 1 wodd like to pnsent 

some of the points on which he diffmed Born his mentor, 'Abduh. Although Ridai's ideas 

an similar to 'Abduh's, we find some variations. The teacher was mon l i k a l  than the 

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

was accused of being a foilower of the Mu'tazila school, 'Abduh strongly protested, since 

he was open to the views of ali schools in ordm to permit Ledom of thought. Similady, 

for 'Abduh, moving âom one school to motha did not mean needom but rather 

dependencc on a new scho01.~ Ri@ by contrast foliowed oniy one madhbab or school; he 

" S e  Sqyed Hossein Nur, nu Pmt of Mokm Mm (London: Longmm, 1975), 146; 
Dehifian, IsIhm, 56. 



followed the opinions of Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiya. He dso was sympathetic t o w d  

the Wahhabi movement. 

B. Ri@'s Concept of Modemization 

The tenn "modernization" has ken employed in a wide range of fields and 

contexts, firom art to politics, fkom agriculture to religion!' For our purposes it wiii k 

dehed  as "the social change whereby less developed societies acquire characteristics 

common ta more developed societies.'* A modernist can be defined as a person who 

wishea to change ideas, m e r s ,  and old institutions in ordcr to d e  them mon suitable 

to the new conditions which an brought by science and modern t e ~ h n o l o ~ ~ ? ~  Rahman 

defmes Muslim modernists as "those who have d e  an articulate and consciow effort to 

reformulate Islamic values and principles in tcrms of modern thought or to integrate 

modem thought and institutions with 1s1am.'~ 

Sec Nasution, k m b & ~  76. Accarding to Nuution the difkmces ktwecn 'Abduh and 
Ri@ crn be seen most cleariy in theological buesb 'Muh was m m  libenl thrn RiQS in intcrpreting the 
antbropomorphic vcracs. For 'Abduh, the vcma thrt partriy God as having a face or hinids should be 
regmiai as allegoricd in mcming; thy Gd's throne ('d) mcans powos. Ri& on the hand, prCan the 
lexical rncmiiy th& God does have a h n e ,  cvca though His thmm is difspnnt h m  mm's+ Furthctmott, 
in theh respective interpretatbns of Q. 2: 25. which spc& about the rcwrrd that God will p v i &  in the 
haeaftu, 'AMuh dvanca r philosophical intcip*aüon, Le. thnt the mmrd WU k in 8 *nul foim. 
while RiQa daims tlut tha r e w d  will be nuterial in nature. 



Rida cm be considend a modeniist because of bis influence on Islamic reformation 

in Egypt and in other Islamic countries, such as Indonesia Juan Ricardo Cole argues that 

Ri@ was an Islamic thinker who combined elements of the conservative and rationalist 

reformer in the course of his intellechal caner. He aâmired both the fimdamentaiist 

WahhZEs and the heterodox radical al-~fghasi." However, even though Rida was open- 

minded, he was more systematic and categorical than ' A W  and, on questions of 

orthodoxy, he recalls the intransigeme of the ~anbalites? His ideas on refonnation cm 

be seen in three diffmnt mas, religious, social, and politicai. 

1. Religious aspects 

After obsmring the general state of M u s b  countries, Ri@ concluded that 

Musiims were backward as a result of their diminished reiigion, a condition which was 

aggravated by despotic political leadership. He believed that Islamic civilization was 

founded upon the Qw'b and the moral pncepts it containe6 Reviving this civilization is 

only possible he believed, if M u s h  retunied to the ~ur'éa$' However, he did not 

explain how this retum to the QW'M would be undertaken. 

According to Ridi, the deterioration of Islam commenced with the rise of fatalism 

oi&j as a popular concept. Th, the tenets of ~Üfism'* weakened Islam as they de+ 



emphasized every Muslim's duty to dinct his/her Me in accordance with mankuid's statu 

as God's vice-regent on earth (klidfatm flal-ar@). The Sufi had popularized the notion 

of Islam as a passive religion. In fact, howcver, Islam is a dynamic religion which 

encourages its followers to exploit nature for theû needs and to ncognizc God's 

munificence in this bounty?' Rida condemned the Süfl-inspired hovation. Howeva, this 

does not mean he was anti-Ghazalian, but rather that the SÜfism Ri@ criticized was not 

the same S Ü f i  tradition al-GhaziE ~up~or ted?~ 

Having andyzed Rida's conception of Islamic reformism and bis attempts to apply 

it, David Commins argues that RidZ did not succeed in converthg many Egyptians to his 

vision of ~slaiil~' Most Egyptians continued to practice th& faith by foilowing the 

examples and opinions of the consmative scholars of al-Azhar or by attenâing the 

ceremonies of Süfi orders and attributing miraculous powen to a given orda's living and 

dead saints. 

Concerning the Islamic law, RiQS emphasizes the necd for a retum to its spirit and 

for ktter  lmowledge of the principles on which it is founâcd. He says that many people 

- - 

eaiy u the acvcnth ccntury C. B., or the fint ccntuy of Islam u a rciigion. SüBrm devcloped pid splcd in 
difarrnt fomu aU o v a  the Muslim wodd In gcnerd, Qüfimi could be raid to k a pmduct ofdivaco forces 
working togethcr '8spccuiativc dcvclopmcnt of the Mohammad8n monotheistic i d y  CWdiin ascctîcism, 
Oreek md indim Philosophies." See Man, 'lslimic ModcrPim, in uidmcsim Poiilicr: The 
Muhmvndiyah Movcmcnt during the Dutch Cobnid Paiod (1912-1942); Ph. D. dtiat&ion. The 
UdvCrajty of Wiscoligin, 1969,107. 



know what is lawfbl and what is unlawfbl but they do not know why one particular act has 

been declared lawN and another unlawful. It is necessary to understand the Logical 

underpinnings of the law prior to its appiication so that the purposes or general htmsts 

that they serve are clear. He firrther argued that todey people know the hlrkm (injunction) 

without hiowing the @ h a  (wisdom) behind it. Yet it was essentially this howledge of 

the wisdom behind the laws which enabled the Cornpanions of the Rophet to d e  over 

vast, newly acquired territories and administa them in the best intmsts of the people.n 

Similady, in regard to the relationship between the Qur'in and fi@ (Islamic 

jurisprudence), RiQa emphasized the Qur'l's status as the pmnia or h t  a$ 

(foundation) upon which the decisions of a school of jurisprudence should be based. He 

criticized the cumnt tendency of rendering the opinions and niüags of the jurist as *and 

to judge the Qur'àn on theù basis by means of far-fetched interpretations. This procedm 

had corne in for heavy criticism and, in the eyee of many Muslim thinken, had to be 

reversed? 

Rida also rejected fanatic Ioyaity to any one reiigious school (ma&>) and cded 

on people to be more tolerant. He insisttd that people have to accept certain basic Islamic 

principles; beyond that. they should be aicouraged to use reason when &alhg with 

scriptinai teachings of fiqh. Rifi plcadd fot the use of @bYiaiJ by stressing that Islam is 

based on namn and that fi@ is itsclf founded upon the basis of &didd Thenfom, ~ I I Y  

person who stands in the way of @aiidor tries to pmvent it is in fact underminhg the 



basis of Islam and its Shd'a and destmying the adaptive faciîity which distinguishes it 

fiom 0 t h  religions? 

In reference to RiQa's point, Sayyid Aqmad Khan had pmriollsly suggested the 

need for a living m@&d to whom ail problems could be refcmd." Muslima should 

cultivate a spirit of inquiry and research. Life in ewry age evolces new prublems and ncw 

needs. If thcn are no living mujslii&, how cari a dead mujaMd be consulted about 

contemporaxy needs and problems not previously encountered. Maammad Asad, one of 

RiQi's contemporaries, stressed the view that the #ihâd of the Cornpanions of the 

Pmphet cannot be taken as authoritative for a l l  times, because it was iimited by their 

historical experience." 

2. Social aspects 

According to RidP, the improvement of society can be achieved thmugh UL1ity in 

cornmunity, nation, religion, law, brotherhood, citizenship, justice and language. These 

eight concepts of unity an cailed al-w#da ~ ~ a m ~ p s 7  Ri@ states that one of the 

cames of social deciine is disintegration within the Islamic community; E M u s h  want 

to play a leadhg role in the modem world, they have to do so as a imited socicty. 



The Islamic community however, as Ridi conceived of it, had to be based 

primiuily on sameness of faith, end not maely on that of nation or laquage. As a 

consequence, he njected the concept of nationaihm for Egypt sponsond by Mugtafa 

Kamü and for the Tutkey sponsored by the Young Turks. He argwd that nationalism 

contradicted the doctrine of brotberhood in Islam. Brotherhood, according to. Rida's view 

of Llamic teaching, does not recognize differcnces in nation, language or country." He 

states that the only nationalism that Islam ncognizes is the religion itself; brotherhmd 

that is based on religion should not be separated by language and govanment. From this, 

we see how Rida's concept of modernism is applied in a social context, and how he 

stnssed the importance of the unity of the Islamic commmity under the b m e r  of faith. 

Like 'Abduh, Ri$B contributed to the spheze of social reform by insisting on the 

weii-being of womedg In his Huq* al-Ni2 fi d4k.& Rida attempts to give proof that 

the Shd'a presmibed equal rights for womeaa Basing himself on Qur'Zn 2: 228 and 4: 

38, he insisted on the equaiity of the sexes. For instance, he maintained that women cm 

add to the incorne of the household, meaning that they am aiiowed to work for a living? 

" Sm Nasuüon, Pwnb&anraa, 74. Cf Yuam Asmuni, Allnio Modern ddmn Wrr> (Surabayc II-  
Was 1982). 61. 

" Scc AG. Chejne, '%teIlectual Revivai," 413-37. 

Ct Erwin ï. 1. R o s e n t .  "Som0 hfkctions on the Scpmüon of Reiigion anâ Poiitics in 
Mcdosn W." hi Studia Wtru~ VOL 2 (Cambtidge: Cambridge Upiveniîy Req 1971): L71-2M. 



His opinion on the restriction of polygamy is fiuther p o f  of this point; he states that 

Islam neither malces polygamy compuisory nor encourages men to practice itP2 

F&#i also contnbuted to better intafiaith relations, according to Issa J. Boullata's 

analysis of his interpretation of one of the doctrinal principles enunciated in the ~ u r ' ~ . ~ ~  

Ckistianity today, Rida statcs, is the samc as it was in the Prophet's aa; Christians are 

people of the book (& al-kitai). As people of the book Christian women an eiigible to 

many M u s ~ ~ s ,  just as the food that they prepare may be eaten by Muslims. According to 

RidZ, it is only polytheist women whom Muslims are forbidden to marcy, as stipulated in 

Qur'h 2: 22 1, which nfers is to polytheist Arab women? Furthemore, in uiterpnting 

the verses which forbid Mushm to choose Jews or CMstians as Men& (aw1yi3, IUQa 

argues that this prohibition can only be applied if they figbt against Muslims or intend to 

h m  them6' This opinion is based on the occasion of nvelation (mba &nu@ of this 

verse as recorded by a e a b d ,  who stated that it was revealed at a tense moment after the 

This point is bocd on 'Abduh malysis of the Qu'Znic versa 4: 3 md 129 which Ri& dmlopcd 
firrtber. For r dcîaiied explamtion of the# vases, see Riws d-Mbr''flrl-W~: Mdi' ll rUJ2ao al- 
LU@' (Caire: Dit d-Mmg, 1351 A K), 44. 



Jews had violated an agreement with the Prophet. Ridi also criticized some exegetes, such 

as al-BaydiWi and al-Zamakhshaii, who interpreted this verse to mean a total prohibition 

against Musüms befiiending Chnstians or ~ e w s . ~ ~  

Sunüarly, in the case of apostasy (ridda), Rida argues that those decland to be 

apostates should not necesslnily be med. If they abandon Islam without harming it in any 

way, they should be fiee; they should oniy be punished if they cause problems for Islam. 

This point is completely at odds with the opinion of the majority of Muslim scholm 

(jzun&fi al-*u?imzZ) who held apostasy to be punishable by death. Rida discarded the grni' 

that was not based on a clear text of the Qur'h. He argued, "there is a text which forbids 

aU compulsion in nügiod' and the i/m$ is, thmfore, in contradiction with "a h i g k  iyf 

(the source of method)." 67 In reference to this discussion, Mayer remarks that: 

Contempo~ary scholan have found many indications that the prcmodcm & d ' a  rule that 
the apostate mut be W d  Phould not bc considercd a deMtive inttrpretation of the 
Ialiimic sources in this area. $ubw Mahmapnw the Lcbaucsc scholn. for example. 
asscrted that the circumstmccs in Wch the penalty was meant to apply were exttemcly 
n m w .  He pointcd out that the Rophet never killcd anyone d y  for ~postasy. The 
death paiaity was only applied whca the act of rpostasy drom ïsiam w u  liakcd to au a of 
pollticd kttayal o f  the comm~~~*ty.  This b h g  the cuc. Mdpmssmi arguai that the 
death pcnaity was not munt to apply to a simple change of fiith but to punish acts mch ~r 

mason, joinfng forces with the cnemy, and sedition!' 

- - 

" Scc Shihab, "Ah1 rCKitiib,'' 7. For more i n f o ~ ~ ~ ~ t i o n  on this issue, sce Shibb, W a ~ ~ w r  
Qu'dm: T&r Mawrriu 9' atm Pclb~iudlPasorrl' Umat (Bandung Pai~ibit Mizan, 1997), 429-32. 



Rida also encouraged Muslims and Christians to cooperate in fighting the 

colonialists who dominated Egypt and other Muslim corntries. In his nply to a question 

deaîing with the patriotism of a non-Mus& Ri#i said that Musiims are obiigated to 

defcnd the non-Mwlim who is subject to their ruie and to treat him as an equai according 

to the just niles of Shari'a. As a consequence, he is aiiowed to join them in defeading the 

country and promoting its development." Ridâ supported his argument by poiating to the 

- 70 historical fact that the Cornpanions of the Prophet exempted the who joined 

them in war h m  the poli tax during 'Umar's caiiphate. 

3. Political aspects 

Unlike 'Abduh, Ridg took a pro-active posture in respect to political discourse, on 

both a theoretical and practical level?' In terms of theory, Ri4à proposed several brilliant 

poiitical fornulas, eespciaiiy conceming the concepts of the caliphate and the Islemic 

state? He was regarded as a founding thcontician of the modem notions of the Islamic 

- -  

schooh (m&Ù&ib) cm be seen, for ample, Safla M. SIAwat. ''Offences and Penalties in I s ldc  Law," 
lsldrmc Quartc~&26 (1982): 137-8 1. 

' Sec John I. Donohue and Jobn L. Bspodto, cdL hl" lp Ttlps1'fi011: Muslim h p a ~ t h s  
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 59; Sylvia G. Hah,  cd. An6 N&~lllalr'&za= An AntbuoçIy 
(Bakdy: Udversity o f  Caiifomia Press, 1974), 76. 

" RlQZ rlw â i & d  with 'Abduh ovcr koy political Lsua. 'Aôduh cm bo mid to have kcn a 
supporter of Watan cdture, whiie RlQii tricd despmtly to stem its impacta. Thcy a h  partcd compmy 
o v n  the iMlO of the nrtontion of the cciüphate; 'Abduh Igrioted it, whilc R€@ & a d  that it woufd bc 
abandoncd as an institution. See Badawi, n e  Rafàunœq 120. Sce also Patrick Bmncmm, Mrm ih 
Paqaxtiw: A Gu*& to Wh& S d e ~ ,  Pou'rics uidtnv&on&on: Routledge, 1988). 140. 

Howcverm W s  poUtki1 iûcm cau only bc &ood in Ught of the Egyptim situation d the 
t i m c b i c b ~ t o ~ ~ h v o h n d h i b o t h n r t i o n r l m d i n t i M n i t i O Z U I i n d n . ~ ~ ~ ~  



state. His political beiiefs are set out comprehensively in his txeatise aMKhYSa aw al- 

hiEm & 6~pad3 published in Cairo in 1930. This treatise repzesents the program of the 

refomist party and is also considercd an authoritative pronouncement on rnodemist 

attitudes to politics?4 The treatise was, in part, a reaction to the Tutkish reduction of the 

Ottoman Caiiphate to a punly ceremonid and spintual offlce with no political 

authority?'lt was also a reaction to the pressures of Western powers and the Zionist 

movement placed on Musiim ~ociety." 

Afgh-d and 'Abduh, Ri45 Uved Ln an E m t  that had bccn victimizcd by Western coonomic, politiccil and 
legal penctration as wcil as cultural westernization since the 1860's. Egypt, which had cajoyed dative 
autmomy under the Ottomai Empire after 1840, corn under ouaight British military occupation in 1882, 
and faccd in~easing missionary activitiea. in that politico-historicd sctting Ri4'i's school of thought 
cmc~ged with a cdi for political lslrunic unification in the face of western hegcmony. Sec Waüd Mdpmud 
'Abdelnasscr, Tbc Mcunfc movcmcnt in E m t t  Pwceptim of L t w ~ a ~ o o a l  R d a t i ~ ~ t ~  1967-81 (London: 
Kegan Paul Intanationai, 1994), 32, 

" Thc treatk originaiiy w e  published in seriai form in the journal dMink In hia study, Ri* 
rcviews the theoies and idcas of medîtval scbolars such as Mibardi and TaftardIk6d He analysis the 
historical role of the caliphate and 5 d y  suggcsts guidelines bt its ratontion. Sm Badawi, me 
Rcfaarrm 121. 

" Se8 Romthal, "Som0 Refiections," StUa Smrü"4 vol. 2,171-206. 
* 

'' The caiiphate which haâ Rmctioncd for 417 ysr r  under thc Onomrnr and wbich lapt the 
Muslims world togethers ni86acd a retback whcn the caiiphite was itceif aboüshed in 1924. Thia 
abolinhmmt is a reflccîion of Atatilrk's secular reform movt l~#~t .  However, Paüick B. Kiaross mgua thnt 
derpite the aboiition of the caliphate, the ncw Turkcy w u  not imligiouc, but nocdcd a reîigion süipped of 
artificidity, WU implia nothing con- to m w n  a hostile the pmgms According to Kimoy 
Atattirk's poiicy il motivatcd by hh idci to iikate and to clcvatc tht islamic rciigion h m  itr position of 
h g  r tool of pditics, in the way that hm kai tnditionil fbr ccntudcl. Klnroo tintba stator thit h th 
Modem wotId, the abolition cteatcd a certain initial dirmiiy, cspcdaUy In Mi where the TurW 
Rmolution had ben ren as r Qht by a Modan state fbr its W o m ,  with Kosnil r the 'Sword of Idam.' 
scu Lotd Kinrom, Atultlrk lOTs Re&&b &A Nlitlrair (Lopd011: WddmfiLd and Nichoison, lm), 3M-87. 
ct oinit C h  SJulUogiu, "Pmnctsn Pd Stntcgics o f k - S t a t e  htntondion &IL RepubUcan Twky," 
lirt~ll~W~arlfoumd afMiMe&stem StmiXes 28 (1996): 23 1-51. 



Ridà believed both that Islam contains a system of belief based on universal 

characteristics and that Islam covers a i i  aspects of iife. The Qur'Zn and Hadith, the 

primary sources in Islam, possess a system of d e s ,  and the best of al i  comels because 

they an the product of divine wisdom, according to RiQL The fundamental prcmise in 

Rida's thought is that Islamic de, by &tue of its divine inspiration, is superid7 By 

contrast, some thinkers, such as 'Ail 'Abd al-Raziq argue for the separation of "Chufch" 

and state. 'Abd al-RBpq, for example, maintains that Islam never claimed a worldly 

government; this was left to be fnely considend by the believers." He fuaher maintains 

that since the Qur'éa does not mention the caiiphate, it cannot fonn part of Islamic 

dopa.  The Sunni idea of the caiiphate was created in legd handbooks compiled centuries 

after the death of the prophet?' 

Rida attacked 'Abd al-Raidq's book, saying that "it was the latest attcmpt of the 

enemies of Islam to weaken and divide it fiom ~ i t h i n . " ~  He affinnecl that Islamic law 

requi~es political power to maintain and apply it and that it is not possible to ieform 



Islamic law without mstablishing an Islamic state." 'AM al-RaZiq did not attempt to 

weaken Islam, of course; his aim was most likely to àifferentiate between Islam in theory 

and Islam in practice. 'Abd ai-Rkiq simply nproduced the ideas of European thinkers 

which were common at that tirne and applied them to ~slaia" 

One important poiat in Rida's exposition of the Ishdc political system involves 

the question of minorities. He advises the non-Muslims in Muslim domains to trust theù 

fbture to a caiiphal govment ,  which would give them autonomy, in prefmncc to a 

secular one, which would depnve them of itou However, Ridë suggests that "consultation 

between Muslims and non-Muslims and shadng each 0th- opinions is not prohibited. It 

may evcn be ob~i~atory."~ He thezefore saw no nason to question the membership of non- 

M u s b  in parliement, especiaily when they are not dominant in number over the 

Muslims. 

According to in Islam power resides within the community and is 

legitimated tbrough consultation (sli&& The le* of the nation must be an h à h  or 

caliphw who holds legislative powa, but who acts as a coordinator nther than wielding 

" Ses Giacomo Luciani, cd. The Am& Stafe (Bakeiey: University o f  CIUTomia Rg* 1990). 254. 



absolute power. People retain the right to choose the caiiph and to end his tenumu RiQa 

also States that a caliph should seek the counsel of 'd'ami: who would revise the laws of 

Islam in accordance with contemporary needs?' Malpiid Shaltüt adds that in Wi's 

conception, the caliph should be an achiowledged expert in aU anas of Mie, including 

military, legal, political and a c a l  issues?' Despite his appreciation for the Rightly- 

Guided Caliphs, Ri$à criticized the method of Abü Bakr's election as it was not preceded 

by consultation with a l i  parties concerne6 

Rida explained that the Muslim political system decayed because of the absence of 

sbiÿs(co11suitation). In these times, he said, the d6d-amr(peop1e in authority) consist of 

minent scholars, chiefi of d e s ,  distingiiished merchants and agriculturists, leaders of 

politicai parties, medical doctors end lawyers in whom the nation has confidence and to 

whom it refag al l  difficulties. W these persons should be brought together for shüra In 

practice, Ridi pointed out, the d e r  has no use for d u  damrexccpt to cormpt them and 

c o q t  the people; he neitha Iürcs nor pemiits the approach of anyone except 

sycophants?9 Ri@ calied fot opposition to the despotism of the Ottoman sultan on the 

basis of the Islamic concept of d e b a t i v e  consultation (sliÜizi]? 

" Sec In M. Lapidur. A l&tw dW&c SOCI's~&~ (Cambridge: Cunbridge University RCg. 
1993),666. 

" Sct Abd d-Adz Du& The HiWaifdFamur2a of* krb Naifoo, trras* L m m l w  1 c o l d .  
(B~~kezbmx ûoom Hclm md Csater fbr Anb Unity S t d h .  1987), 186. 



In response to Wà's concept of siiw Mazheruddin Siddiqi arguesg' that îike 

'Abduh, is not very clear in his poiitical ideology. He adhems to the institution of 

l ioabut  he does not make clear whether his sûk-would be nominated by the nilez or 

elected by the people; nor does he discuss whether or not the nila could be bound by the 

verdict of the majority of &Mo Similady, he does not explain how the nûet could be 

deposed. If he d e s  unjustly, who wiii depose him and by what method ? In any case, 

however, Rida docs not suppoit 'Abduh's theory of a just dictator who will oxercise 

unlimited 'authority. Ridi would d o t c e  the condition of Biüaeven for a just dictator. 

Ri@'s antipathy towatds Westem culture included complete njection of Western 

politicai concepts. He cailed upon his feîiow M u s h  to seek inspiration h m  the ideas 

and practices of the f b t  gmaation of Islarnic dem. He also opposed al1 forms of secular 

nform in the Young Turks9 pmgram, accusing them of failitating the Western 

eradication of Muslim identity. As a matter of principle, he opposed the Westmizcd 

elites in Muslim countrie~?~ However, Sami Zubaida argues that despite his enlightcned 

orientation of thought, Ri@ did not succeed in transfening his i d w  into the field of 

politicai stmggle or incoprating them into the modern state?' Although RiQà's ideas did 

not cnate any political organization, thcy did in fact inspire Iata political movements 

such as the Muslùn Brotheihood (d-Ihhw& sl-Mi-) under l$asan &Banni' (6 1949) 

'' Sm Siddiqi, Moikm Rsfocrm's~ 118. 

" Sct Godby K. Millitmt ldrn (London: Pm Books, 1979A 94. 



the largest and most influentid Islamic organization in the S u d  Arab 

4. Educational aspect 

Ri@ made significant efforts in the development of education. Like his master, 

'Abduh, Ri@ exhoas Muslims to devote thcmselves 5rmoially to the establishment of 

schools; he called this the most excelient of al1 good works. He considered the founâing of 

schools to be bettei than the founding of mosques, for the prayer of an ignorant man in a 

mosque has no value, while education In schools cm eradicate ignorance. He criticized the 

prevalait govemmentai system of education for failing to provide dequate reiigious 

training PS 

Like 'Abduh, Rida beiieved that education was among the most important toois for 

social change?6 He tried to fight against what he saw as Musiim weakness and immorality 

by concentrathg on the impmvement of the education systeillg7 To meet students' 

intellectud potential, Ri@ propounded the modernization of education as a necessmy 

step. These goah could be naüzed through the Infiision of modern sciences into the 

ciaricuium, alongside niigious and linguistic subjects. 



Accortling to Ri@, modem Western civilization is based on the promotion of 

science and technology. In order to achieve the same level of development, Muslim.9 must 

accept Western advances in these arem. Muslim civilization was initialiy superior in the 

classical era; it made F a t  stndes in the advancement of the sciences. Westerners would 
e 

later b d t  h m  this body of kaowledge developed by Muslims. By this line of 

nasoning, Muslim intellectuais apologetically claim that adopting modem Westcm 

sciences is, essentiaiiy, merely retaking what Muslims originally possessed. However, this 

claim is disputable because Mushm did not possess modem Western sciences since the 

tirne of the ongins of Islam. 

One of Rida's educational project was M a h a f  &Da 'WB wa d - M d  which he 

founded in Cairo in 1912 &er falliag to do ao in Constantinople. This madkresa w u  in 

iesponse to intense Christian missionary activities in Muslim countries, especidy Egypt. 

The m a h a  o f f i  two programs: (1) a thne-year pgrm for those who strove to be 

religious guides or wished to propagate the faith among their feilow M u s h  and (2) a 

six-year program for those who wanted to act as missionaries, inviting people to Islam. 

Udottunately, howevet, the outbreak of the First World War forced the school to close?8 

C. Ric!a's Views of Traditional Exegesis 

In his txtgtsis, Rf@ Med to adopt and yet modify 'Abduh9s approach to QurW-bic 

interptation. L h  'Abduh, Rida claimed that traditional works of exegesis wen nothing 



more than compilations of diffeting opinions which ultimately led people to deviate h m  

the primary message of the revelation. Some of these works only focused on the 

expressions or the grammatical and lexical meaning of verses. mers adopted diffetent 

sides of a given theologicai debate, such ris that over the i~@z&àt of jiÿists who practiced 

taqador mystical exegesis, or the frmatical positions of nligious sects? 

RiQi also assessed the use of traditions in that style of exegesis known as t& bi 

al-ma 'th*. Accordhg to him, it was generally the case that the exegete's exposition in 

ta%s of this hlnd was a hlnd of veil, obsciiring the teachings of the Qu'in, which are 

able to purify the sou1 and to guide reason ('aql).loO Quraish Shihab asserts that R@ was 

very cautious whni quoting the hadiths of the Prophet's Companions. Rida's caution was 

warranted in light of the fact that many reports attributed to the Cornpanions were 

invalid, especiaiiy those attributed to 'Ali ibn Ab1 T a b  and Ibn '~bb&.'O~ 

Ridi did not, however, fail to nalize that among those hadiths found in exegetical 

books that are attributed to the Pmphet, hls Companiom and the Successors of the 

Compauions, some were very important. Tbus, what was namitcd h m  the Prophet couid 

not be overlooked, in spite the fact that some of these traditions &ait oonly with 

'O' See Shihab, Mietu& 57. 



etyrnology or their own good deeds. Ri@ maintains, nonetheless, that these kinds of 

traditions an few in numbedo2 

Even while RiQa appears to have been shaply critical of traditional works of 

exegesis, especialiy t& bi afal-mt&& he was in some ways influenced by Ibn K a W s  

methodological approach to the Qur'b. This influence cm be seen in two respects: the use 

of hadith and the effort to reconcile passages of the Qur'l  that appear to be 

contradictory. Monovet, sunilar wcight is given to the historicd events which d a t e  to 

jurisprudential issues in the Qur'b. It may bc argued, thersfore, that because these two 

exegetes were influenced by Ibn Taydya (d. 727 A. H.), they were similarly inclined to 

foliow the Saldya rno~ernent.~~~ 

Like 'Abduh, Rida did not acccpt al i  prophetic traditions, even when those 

narratives could be fomd in al-BuLhiii's Sm and Muslim9s Sm. Unlike 'Abduh, 

however, Ridi, in rejecting certain Pmphetic traditiom used a~gumcnts derived from the 

discipline of hadith sciences C dih relL@0d~)).l0* RiQrs main objections to. some of the 

hadiths found in Bukhifi's S e  for instance, were that many of them w m  mbiguous 

or, often, h clear contradiction with one another, maldng their nconciiiation impossible. 

'" Sec Ri@, T i ,  vol. 1.7-8. Cf+ MdpnÜd, M i =  318. 



Further RidZ's attitudes towards classical exegesis cm be seen in three basic types 

of classical exegesis al-$abÜdlos proposed. 

1. T e  M al-nCwZya 

This khd of ta&* stresses the explanation of the Qur'h by the Qur91 itself, by 

the Prophet and by the Companions of the Prophet. Al-Tabrni's JrPIlmi' al-By& Ibn 

KatWs T i  Ill-Qw'k al- ' .  and al-Qur(ublg s al-Jlimi'u U A&& al-Qw*& are the 

examples of this t e .  RashiTd Ridi accepte this t e  and applies its principles in Taf& 

According to al-Dhahabi, the sources of Rida's t& are the Qur'b itself, 

hadith and the explanation of the Prophet's Cornpanions and the followers of the 

~ o m ~ a n i o n s . ' ~  Wdqah achowLedges thit Rida pnfm inteqmting the Qur'aii by the 

Qur9b to other sources in the first level, but if he does not 6ind its interpretation in the 

Qu'Zn he wiîi use hadith.lo' As shown later in the third chaptsr, R i d i  employs interna1 

cross-rcference widely in hfs t&. 

As a consequence of Rida's clinfûl scnitiny of the Prophet's explanation of the 

Qur'k he used it selectivdy based on his 4 a d i  background Apart fiom RiQa's attitudes 

towards the Rophet's explmation, Ri&i is ale0 vay  c m f d  in applying the explmation of 

the Cornpanions of the Prophet and the followm, of the Companions. Ri@ accordcd Ibn 

Ka* (â. 1373)' Ibn Qayyim al-JaWiiya (1350) and Ibn Taydya (d. 1328) mat respect. 



Ri@ praises them in his work and also relies on quotation fiom them in support of his own 

exegetical interpntations. 

Despite his appreciation of al-Tabd as an expert in t& bi abn~ciJ.a, Ri@ 

accused him of being careless in the use of hedith in his interpntation. A case in point is 

al-Tabds9 commentary on the vase "(ZachaLah) prayed: O Sustainer, appoint a sign for 

me!" (Q. 3: 41). In interpethg this verse al-Tabd quotes tradition narrated by al-Suddi 

and 'Ikrimah stating that Satan made the Prophet Zachariah unable to differmtiate 

between revelation and the call of Satan end was thus obliged to ask for a p ~ o ~ ' 0 8  Ridà 

dismisses al-Tabd's position, for he bekves that it is impossible that the Pmphet 

Zachariah was iduenced by Satan. 

2. TaAikbid-ray 

This Lind of t e  is not ditrctly based on the transmission of hiowledge by the 

predecessors, but on the use of rerson and @dGd According to Ahmad von Dder, this 

t& does not meen intezpntation by m m  opinion derived through @iùid based on 

sound  source^.'^ Von Denffer divides this t e  into two kinds: (1) t e  m a @ a  

(praiseworthy), which is in agreement with the sourc«, of t e ,  the d e s  of &&'a md 

the Arabic language, and (2) t& m a L n k  (blameworthy), which is done without 

p p e r  hiowladge of the sources of i&s sbaSa and the Arabic ~ a n ~ u a ~ e ~ ' ~  

I a h e  BIQS Te: vol 3,298999. 



Al-R%'s M d i  al-Ghayb, al-Bayqawi's Aa* al-Th&? wa Asni? dsl-a'wi7" 

and al-Zamakhshaii's aï-Kaehshrafcan be categorized aa belonging to the type of ta&* &i 

According to 'Abd al-Ra$mEn '&im, Rida uses his own judgmeat in his 

commentazy, which is h e  fiom taqad except for his taq17d of his mentor, '~bduh."' 

Rwa's position is evidcnt in his nsponse to al-El's commcntary on the verse which 

states "If Thou cause them to suffer, verily they am Thy servants: and if Thou forgive 

them, vsrily Thou alone art almighty, truly wise!" (Q. 5: 11 8). In interpreting this verse, 

al-RaP asssats that according to his school of thought (ma&&), it is possible that God 

may be r e f d g  to putting the infldels in Heavcn and sending the devout to Heu. In 

response to this position, Ridà argues that it contradicts reason ( 'w, the 4 a d i  and the 

Qur'k itselt Furthennon, RiQZ asserted that al-REi's position might cause chaos in the 

principles of Islamic doctdnes. l" 

What ai-RéP mentioncd above is maely his opinion as a leadhg theologian and 

the issue which he launched is disputable. Howeva, Ri# objected to this assertion 

because al-Ra2i does not base bis opinion on the Qu'in, b a d i  or the eqlanrtion of the 

Rophet. Ri@ daims that a l - R a  lacb the use of tradition deriveci h m  the Rophet or his 

successors, the Companions. Ai-@iZ al-Dbahabl, a leading figure in 'IIm 11' 



argued that in his time al-Rad never mastered the science of tradition (Yh a&&di). 

The same cnticism is dincted against al-Zamakhshd and al-Baydiwi. Ridi, for instance, 

states that these two exegetes have oniy a limited knowledge of ~ a d i .  They also do not 

refa to the forefathers' views, whose competency has been a~knowled~ed..~~' 

In passing judgment on al-Rii5.s exegesis, Rida quotes the statement, popular 

among scholars, that the former's work includes everything except t&k as observed by 

al-SuyÜfi in his al-Itq& 8 'UÙm al-Qur'h. This assertion arose because of al-Riiii's 

effort in accommodating scientiflc theories in his t&k It is of course a kind of 

exaggeration, which was intended to w e h  confidence in his t&* i.e. that of 

introducing the opinions of philosophers and theologiam, particuiarly those of Mu 'taziiis 

and Ash'aris. 

3* T'fiik&iZw 

This kind of taE& Mes to explore the esoteric meaning of the Qui'& as done by 

mysticaily-inched a~thors."~ Historically, this talsuwas a reaction against the legal and 

exotcric interpretation of the jurisdL7 Ibn 'Arabi's Ti&% al-@*fi d-~~rjia.''' al- 

'" 'Idm d-Rijrlir a science of cvaiuatin~ the qualitiea of nrmton of 4 d i  in th& tmsmbdon of 
lpdlth. Scc IftlLher Zaman, "The Science of RIja as a Method in th Study of ~adith," The Jouial of 
&..WC St udt'm 5 ( 1  994): 1-34. 

"%ia work ir rtuilly wri- by 'AW a i - Q œ i i  (d 1329). but it is oamcd to Ibn 
'Arabi ft is ofken citd u a rqmsatativa work of $i&oricnted t e b  Some exemples of thir t& am 
dtcd lii GUje's Ilk QP'P mrdlir E n c m  d Ayoub's Tnc Qv'Li =dl& htcupuibtcm. 



Tustd's T ' a l - Q i a ' ~  dœ'i4@q al-Suld's Haqa'iq &-Ta& al-Shkàd's Aniœ% al- 

Bayk fi@aqa'iq al-QurPri8 are categorized as taî%ishhi: As an examp1e of this t&, 

one writer presents Itm 'Arabl's commentary on Q. 4: 106-7 as follows. 

For Ibn 'Arabl whiteness and blackness an likewise syrnbobc of light and 
darhiess. Whiteness of faces signifles the illumination of the face of the heart 
with the light of the truth [Le. God] in tuming to Him and tumiag away h m  
the dark psychic direction of the lower world. But this cannot be realized 
except in a We of upright fiith of the heart. Thus wouid the entire being [of a 
pason] be illumincd with the nght of God. In contrast, Ibn 'Arabi explains 
blackness as the darimess of the face of the heert in tuming to the pleasure- 
seehing soui and tuming away âom the direction of divine luminescene by 
beMending the soul which foliows vain desires in attrining its pleasures. This 
ensues fiom foiiowing disparate satanic w ~ ~ s . ' ' ~  

Since Rida had a SE background, he wu, to some extent, inciined to SC& 

oriented t e ,  especialiy that of al-Ghazân. When RidE cornes to the interpretation of the 

verse "EYou avoid the gnat sins which you have ken enjoined to shun, We shaiî efface 

your [aiinor] bad dceds, and shaii cause you to enter an abode of g l o d '  (Q. 4: 31), he 

lefers to al-GhaziWs opinions as rdlected in his 4yi' 'WtZn al-D&. Ridi, for instance, 

quotes al-Ghazàli's concept of repentance, i.e. regrctting the sins and promishg not to 

commit them latedm 

The aforementioned Rida's attitudes towards traditionai excgcsca nved his 

scholarly cspacity, the depth of his knowledge and his critical ability to analyze and 

evaluate the traditionai exegetes' points of view. 

'%ahmoud M. Ayoub, 7lfo Qu'& u>d lu htapauq VOL 2 (Aibmy Statu U i i i v d t y  ofNew 
Yotk Press, 1992), 286. 



D. Scholars' Views of Rida's Method of hterpretation 

Rashid Ridi is considered to be a scholar who tried to rethink Islam through his 

Qur'anic iatqnetation and cdied for retuming to the Qur'b and ha&kh. He interpretcd 

the Qur'hic verses in üght of a new mahocl."' In this section, 1 WU present a selection of 

scholars' views on Rida's method of Qur'anic inteipntation. 

Dawam Rehardjo, the Indonesian writer of hdlWo@ d-QwDm, claims that Rida 

basicdy applied two sigxüfîcant methoâs in his commentary.'* He says that, befon 

commenthg on a verse or a group of verses, Ridi first tned to extract the univenial 

meaning so that certain generd concepts could be gasped. He was careful in treating the 

occasions of revelation (asbai al-nunil) in ordet to avoid a nanow conclusion that wodd 

indicate a failure to capture the guidance of the Qur'b. Secondly, Ri@ applied the 

holistic method by implementing a thematic appmach in which he scnitinized the contents 

of other related verses. 

ALwi shihabLu appreciates Rie's moderately liberal rnethod of intcrpntation, 

especidy his contribution to interfaith dialogue. He says, for instance, that Ri4S supports 

'AMuh9s opinion that beiiefin God is not necessarily iimited to the beüefof M~slims. He 



argues that pun belief in Allah cm be also fond outside of hlarai2' The Christian faith, 

accordiag to him, does not contradict the Islamic faith; CMstians, however, tend to 

aiienate themselves fkom Is1arn. Ri@ asserts that the Qur'b does not condemn CMstians, 

it just makes an effort to cornct what it claims to be a bias by those who follow Jesus's 

fait hD lu 

Hasbi al-Shiddiqi. an Indonesian modem exegete, appreciates Rida's method of 

interpntation, especiaily his iiberal and modem views on the ethical concepts of the 

Qur'h. A case in point is his commentary on the verse "Tell the believing men to Iowa 

their gaze and to be m i n a  of their chastity . . ." (Q. 24: 30). Ridg asserts that Goâ's 

commandment to men to lower thek gaze does not necessarily mean they should look 

dom to the gmund and pay no attention to 0 t h  people around. Accordhg to E@, this 

verse means that men should not see the parts of women's bodies that must be covered 

( 'ad). The~efon, if men see these parts by accident, they should close their eyes or turn 

their sight and they should not try to see them On these grounds, S. ûthman 

Kelantan, a Malaysian contemprary t-, appreciates Rida's brave interpnt ation 

conoerning the imlawful parts of a woman's body. According to him, in RiQa's views, 

womn's ivms, neck and legs an not fotbiddm to sec by rned2' 



On the other band, M. Quraish Shihab aiticizes Rida for being inconsistent in his 

attitude towards the use of Jewish sources in his interpretation. Ri@ criticized traditional 

exegetes because they used Jewish sources in their intqetation; however, as Shihab 

says, they are &O fond  in his own interpretation, especiaiiy his commentary on Q. 6: 

157,7: 24. 12' A c c o r ~ g  to Shihab, Jewish sources in Riw s interpret atbn are not primary 

commmtary; he used them only to strengthen his opinions. Monover, he clearly mentions 

that they an derived fiom the Bible. Shihab ais0 accused Ri@ of being too critical of 

traditional exegetes. 

Apart fiom Ridà's inconsistency in his method of interpretation, his t e  is 

occupied by scicntific discoveries. 'AM AU& M@ud ShihZta states that RiQâ accused 

a l - R a  of being involved in demonstrating scientiflc views in the Qur'b. ki fact, Ridâ 

himself, as shown in his T&al-Mm& employs tbis method of exegesis. Shihàta insists 

that the Qur'iin is not a book of sociology or history or science but that it is useful for 

est ablishing laws and it functions as guidance. '" 
In addition, Syahrin Harahap pays attention to Ridàps unique and chaiienghg 

interpntation, especially his commaitary on the verse "Today have 1 perfected your 

niîgioour law for you, and have bestowed upon you the fullness of My blessing, and wllled 

that seif-suntnder imto Me shail k your religion . . ." (Q. 5: 3). Accotding to Harahap, 



Rida seems to understand this verse as en indication ofthe pdectness of the List of La- 

and imlawful foods. Furthennote, Harahap says that Ridg wrongly beiieves that only Abü 

Ishàq al-lalduiil al-Gharnap interprets this verse as the perfectness of the Qur'b and of 

1 ~ 1 ~ ~ ~ ~  



CHAPTER THREE 

THE METHODS OF EXEGESIS OF MUJAMMAD 'ABDUH 

AND M ~ ~ M M D  RAS& RIQA 

The exegetical approaches of 'Abduh and Rida shan mmy points of similazity. 

Ri@, as 'Abduh's student and inteliectual heir, applied his teacher's method of Qu'hic 

interpntation to his own work 'Abduh huneelf c o n s i d d  Ridg to be the intapreter of bis 

thought: ?Wb &man& tia/um&u This chapter wiU investigate the simllarities 

and differences between the methods of 'AWuh and Ridà in their explanationa of the 

passages of the Qur'h. 

A. The Similarities of the Methods of ' Abduh and Rida 

1. The School of Exegesis 

'Abduh and Rida introduced a new exegetical method called &ta&% &adab7 al- 

@iinBS or socio-litaary exegesis, which focuses on contemporary social issues. This 

exegetical method examines the meaning of the verses and then shows how the litarny 

style of the Qur'in expresses these ideas in cm elegant manncr. It also applies the guidmce 

of the QidBnio text snd its laws to social activities? Al-DhahabI clrima that this school 

Sm MUqlllllDd IaJuaryn &Dh.h.hi &-Te in &Mu VOL 3 DÛ &&YS' d- 
T d h  & ' A d ,  19'76). 213 Iid 215; 'Abd 4-@w d o F m  &ad& ff T& ~MIWQÜT (Cmo: 
Miktrbrt rl-I$@% d-'AribIyi, LW?), 41-2. 



of exegesis is suited to the modem pexiod because it enables the cornmentator to discuss 

contemporary social and political issues within a âamework of Qw'bic guidance? 

Hasan &Banna' argues that this kind of exegesis elucidates social problems and 

historical events. By attempting to ascertain the position of the Qur9b on certain issues, 

it enables scholars to develop guidthes for comctiag social behaviour. Al-Band notes 

that this type of exegesis was first introduced by 'Abduh and later developed by Ridi, as 

cm be seen in T& al-~mii? Socio-iiterary exegetes, who approach the Qur'b 

independently fkom the innuence the Islamic theologicaf and legal schools, are better able 

to avoid the imposition of traditional doctrine and develop a hsh ,  authentic approach to 

the ~ u r ' i d  

This exegetical method also condemns the use of Jewish sources (imZWyiI) in 

interpreting scriptun, despite the fact that they are a cornmon feature of both classicai end 

medieval exegeticd wotlrs. They were used to fiU in the gaps in stories in the Qur'P. 

Similarly, this approach rcjects the employmt of fabricated (mwm md weak (Qdd 

traditions, and avoids the domain of the unseen mayb), which only God hiows it as 

Qin'& mentions in a number of times. Moreover, it estabiishes basic beffe& in a global 

sense but avoids offerhg detded comments on them. These principles ensure that 



interpretation does not rely on Iegends, which both reason ('a& and faith (%@da) 

consider unreliable! 

Anotha characteristic that distinguishts the socio-Uterary school fiom other 

exegetical schoob is its concern with natural laws and social systems. It also offm 

solutions to social problems encountered by Muslims and other people, based on the 

guidance of the Qur'b. Quraish Shihab describes this as the ongoing miracle of the 

~ u r ' h ?  Socio-literary exegetes interpret the Qur'hic message in ways that are consistent 

with modern scientific theories, showing that the Qur'Zn is a Iiving book, relevant to the 

modern era These perspectives are presented in an elegant rhetoric that charms the 

naders, leaving a deep impression of love for God's Book and a zed to know the secrets it 

cont ains? 

In the next passages religious pluralisrn and polygamy will be discwsed as two 

aspects or concems within this approach. 



(a) Reiigious Pluraiism 

T'a@% al-Mmir is concemed with reiigious pludism. Its authors interpnt the 

Qur'k in such a way as to extend the meaning of Yhe People of the Book" (abl aMtà5), 

incnasing harmony in the giobal community. However, Rida's interpretation, in fact, is 

not consistent with the Qur'ànic usage of this expression. The Sa3i8h, mentioned three 

times in the QU'&, are considmd relllal-&tib for example? This interpntation in&& is 

not new because classical exegetes interpreted it in the same seme. Ri@ goes even fiirther, 

arguing that the followcrs of Zoroastrimism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, 

Shintoism and other religions cm also be categorized as People of the ~ook?O This is 

contrary to the classical position: al-Shahrastkii, for instance, diEaentiates between 

People of the Book and those only partially debed by this term. The former includes 

Jews and Christiam, who clearly possess a book, whiie the latter are those who have 

something t hat only nsembles a holy book, such as the ~oroastrians.~ l 

Furthermore, An* 'Abd al-'APz argues that the $ibi'& an not a&.i dih:t~f 

ratha they are polytheists (murérlk~). '~ As a consequence, he says M u e h  men arc 

S e  Mdpmad 'Abduh, T& aiQIP8b al-KPtn J i '  'Amou (Ch: al-Jsm'iyr ;iCKh&ya ab 
Isl'anys, 1361 A H.), 134. 

'O Sw Ri@, Ta&& vol. 6, 181-88. Accotding to Sycd Anwmr A& ths tcrm dU &kit3 c r i  b 
cxtendcâ to ail terbon of moiai law. Scc his Qdk: ZBe F ù u d m t d  Law of Himm VOL 2 
(Karachk Hamdatd Fouaantion Press, 1984), 250. 

" Sac Amt 'Abd &'A,&, T&Skt d- (B~frut: Dk rl-F@~, L98S). 118. Act- to 
Ab5 d - m  iI-Kdd& theru os two W of 8a'k thom who Liioweâ Cbdaiu aad rccited the 
Bibkrndthomwbowodippd theatm. AccordiagtoAbÜ~iiah,thebmmrI~&J-hribmdthe 



forbiaden to marry Sàbi'Gt women end di Muslims are forbidden to eat their food." 

According to 'Abd al-A&, there are only three religious communities: the Qufinic 

ummq the CMstians and the Jews. There is no third la* community." 'Abd aL4Aiiz's 

opinion is difficuit to accept however, since the Qur'Zn mentions the S W i m  in the samc 

verse in which it enurnerates others who believe: Jews, Christians, rmd Magim. 

Moreover, many other religious communities may also qualify for inclusion as 'people of 

the book.' 

Ridà's thesis has an important social significmce; in this era of globalization, his 

ideas can contniute to impmvo interfaith relations. However, RiQZ tends to manipulate 

the historical facts whm he claims that Muslims treated adherents of other religions as 

aMtilea in the corntries they conquered and did not regard them as pagans. Ri@ believes 

that this attitude encouraged assimilation between MuslimlP and the natives and that it 

had positive nsults." As proof, Ri@ cites the spnad of Islam in China* A similar 

proccss took place in India When Islam conqumd this region, the scholm ('dmà') 

issued a fritwë declaring that the foilowem of the religion of Brahma wcn W &kiti&* 

This fatwBgave a positive impetus to assimilation, especially through rnaniagd6 It seems 

" Sm 'AM &'Ai& T e B  118. CL Faruq Shalt, A G d  to tbe Caotm&s of füe Qur" 
('hadon: Gamet Publinhtng Ltb, 1995). 131. 



that Ri@ made the hermeneutical jump of giving the Quf-hic expression a new meaning 

for the 20" century, a practice which is generally perfomed by other modern Muslim 

interpreters who advocate change. 

@) PO~YP=Y 

Another social issue which Ta&? Sl-Mdnnai confkonts is polygamy. 'Abduh 

presents two verses of the Qur'én which ded with polygamy. The first is SÜra 4: 3 "And 

if you have reason to fear that you might not act equitably towards orphans, thcn rnarry 

from mong (other) women such as are lawful to you (even) two, or three, oc four: but if 

you have reason to fear that you might not be able to treat them with equai faimess, then 

(only) one-or ( h m  among) those whom you rightfdiy possess . . ." The second is Siha 4: 

129 "And it will not be within your power to tnat your wives with equal faimess, 

however much you may desire it . . ." (Q. 4 129). This translation incorporates ' Abduh's 

famous reinterpretation, giving a meaning that the classical exegetes did not sec in these 

verses, 

The Qur'h thus contains an apparent contradiction betwcen permission for 

polygamy involving up to four wives; the requiroment of justice among these wives and 

the unepuivocd declmation that such justice is, in the nature of things, impossible." 

S o m  traditionai interpntations maintaincd that the permission hm legai force wbiîc the 

dcrnand for justice, though important, is left to the conscience of the husband Muslim 



modeniists, on the other hand, give primary importance to the demand for justice, coupled 

with the declaration of the impossibility of complete equality in a polygamous marriage, 

and conclude that permission to have mon than one wlfe is meant to be only ternporazy 

and for a restricted purpose.'8 

'Abduh beiieved that even though the Qur'in aUows polygamy, rmmy factors 

support the call for its prohibition in modem times. First, fiom a psychological 

perspective, polygamy is degrading to women; a wife is generally unpleased to share her 

husband with another woman. These feelings are a natural part of human nature Ctabfi)). 

Secondly, according to 'Abduh, polygamy may nsult in hostile feelings between brothers 

and sisters who have different mothers. There would be no peace among the- as each 

mother would want to advance herseif and her children at the expense of the other wivw 

and their children. A strife in the family kquently results in divon, according to 

'Abduh, the practice of polygamy may promote an unhealthy family Ilfc in Islamic 

countries. In this situation, he points out, it is difficult for a f d y  to achieve 

haPphess. ' 

''A& AU is opposcd to poiygamy but aiso aiiows it undcr certain conditions. He s.yt cvcn w 
c d y  u the third caitury Hejira durin8 the the lcign of ai-MlgmÜn, the f h t  M u ' t d t c  docton taught that 
the dcvdopcd QurY-WC Lmr incuicatcd mowgamy. The conviction is forch8 itscif on all  sida, Amir W 
dd.. that polygmy is as much oppoaed to the tcaching of Mohmimd u it ia to pMll pro- of 
civilipd socicty and id cultum. But hr modifies Cho strtcmpot by rumarkhg tha! anmg unadvancd 
oommunities, polygmy. hdgcd by dl the sifégrirrdb imposcd by the Pmphet, b by no meam a evii to ba 
depIOhd At hast it is prefinbb to those polycndmus custoau, lubits and nd of= wbich bctokcn m 
utter abdonmat of di mord d m t m b t .  As r culture aâv- Amit Ali adds, the mirLi& d t h g  
fmm polygmiy are bctta apprccirtcd md the mrdng of the pmhibition bctta c o q m h u d d  Amit Ali, 
n o  smt o f  A moy o f 6 ~ & m  r d  Iibrtr of Wrii wUd A Ldb o f î b  Aophef ( S d P  Buat 
Ddbk Id8da-i Adrbiyd-i bhi, 1978)# 327. For c o m p d o n  of Amir Ali's opinion on pofygmry and thora 
of other scho1ars. such as RasMd RI@, Syed Abmd Khan and Mobimmd Iqbal, sec Mahcddb Slddiqfi 
Midhm RelemrlJt IBo&t L tWWi<allm Wirati(ldnnabad: rslamic Rumach Wtute ,  1982)# 19648. 



'Abduh's point of view is based on the consideration of public interest (abm@4a 

el-mmala). For 'Abduh, the existing regdations on polygamy in Egypt do not represent 

the essential teachings of IsIam, and can thus be modified in accordance with changing 

needs and circumstances. Polygamy, thmfon is aliowed ody when necessary: for 

example, a wife is sick and cannot perforrn her duties or when she is Infertile, as 

promation (tmktd) is the purpose of marriage. 

Rida played an important role in developing socio-literary exegesis. His foiiowers 

include exegetes Mce A@ad Mugtafa al-Marâghi and Shaykh Malpiid ShaltÜt, as 

nfiected in their exegesis?* h i i n  al-KhÜii and 'Apisha 'Abd al-R@in also applied this 

approach in their interpretations. Both state that socio-litaary oriented exegesis begins by 

examining the coliected verses that relate to the probfem under discussion and andyzing 

the linguistic seme of the word or words uivolved. The cxegete then invesigates the 

structure of the verse as a whole to detamine the Qur'anic use of the word.2' 

2. The Principles of Exegesis 



a. The generd teachings of Qur'ànic verses 

'Abduh and RiQZ both beîieved that Qur'bic verses constitute a living guidance 

and are not iimited to only one generation. They disagned with scholm who M t e d  their 

interpretation to those speaking catain laquages or belonging to specific groups. This 

characteristic c m  be seen in their commentary on the verse "It is not for those who as& 

divinity to ought beside God to visit (or tend) God's houses of worship" (Q. 9: 17). 

According to the writers of T e a l - J d a I a p ,  the meanhg of yn6murürn&p~idWàh is to 

enter and sit down in the mosqueea Al-Qurgubi, on the other hand, says that this vase 

means that polytheists are not aiiowed to perfonn piîgrimage (&4asjB, as they are 

forbidden to enter the Masjid al-H~tim of ~ e c c a ?  Abu Su'üd al-vanafi argues that this 

verse means that the polytheists are not aiiowed to participate in building the Masjid al- 

H a r b  masque? Moreover, Tantad Jawhd claims bat  the mas@id AUa covas not 

ody the ~~ mosque but 0th- as welLU 

Ri# disagrees with those who limit the meaning of ya'mm-mm#id Miù to 

mereiy worshipping God, or to pedonning 'mua at the Mwjid abHarim. The tnie 

meaning of this verse, Ridi explains is that humans should 

sense, as well as in more speciBc senses, such as prayer. It 

wonihip Goâ in a generd 

also covers activities likc 



building and renovating mosques. Roi's interpretation of the word admits as wide a 

variety ofmeanings ( m d t m )  as possible, and is based on the opinions of a l - S h X h d  

al-'?'abaii?6 

According to al-Sh861 and al-Tabd, although a word has a g e n d  rneaning, it 

can bc undcrstood in a variety of ways as long as these an applicable within the context of 

its smounding words. Of course, some ambiguous words may possess meanings that 

contradict each other, such as the worâ q~au-'in the verse wa d-mufalaqSf~ yatarabbqua 

bi 'mf idhna nacPafii%ata qtuÜsiam (Q. 2: 228). The meaning of this word can be either 

cleanliness or ~11~leanliness~ 

b. The Use of Reason in Approaching the Qur'h 

r 27 The interpretation based on personal judgment (ta&? bi ai-m yi denotes the use 

of logical ptinciples in elucidating Qur'anic propositions. This b d  of intcrpretation is 

based on individual rational judgment. It is a specuiative, sometimes philosophical, 

interpretation proffered by inteiiectuai and liberal Musîims. It &O cmphasizes the01ogical 

issues? T& bi dta'y leads its usete to àraw conclusions inductively or deductively, 



tbrough a process calied '"inference."" The use of this technique is based on the 

assumption that the interpntation of the Qur'àn is a scientific activity?' The principles 

of logical thinking are present in us2 alalfi@ (legai theory) and the Qur'hic sciences?' In 

addition, there are some prophetic traditions and the explmation of the Prophet's 

Cornpanions who advocate the use of reason in interpreting the the Qur9%. Ibn 'Abbas, 

for example, interprets the word d i H ù a  in Q. 14: 27 as the end of the Prophet's 

not the condition of the HereaAer as some scholars believe. 

'Abduh's views on the role of reason and his belief that it cannot contradict 

revelation led him to employ reason extensively in interpreting Qur' h i c  verses. This is 

refiected in his commentary on points of theology (k&) and Islamio law (sbd'e). For 

instance, in interpnting Q. 2: 255, he states that dJa~denotes God as the possessor of 

iife and the source of the senses, knowledge, movement and growth. RiQà reports that 

'Abduh defined this word by citing the example of plants and animels. Both an dive, but 

" Sc+ Q. 38: 29. This vase insists that the Qur'ti w u  rwollcd in orda for mm to qply himnclf 
to the study o f  its contents, au exache that will Ied him closer to the tnith, 



their levels of existence are naturaily dinénnt. More examples can be seen in 'Abduh's 

inteptation of black magic (sa, and birds (abfiIr). 

(11 Black maPic (a 
Accordhg ta 'Abduh, black magic (SI&) in the Qu'& refers to iiiusions that may 

be perceived when nothing ndly exists. To support his opinion, he quotes the Qw'-iic 

verse: H e  answend: 'Nay, you throw (first).' And lo! by virtue of their sorcery, theit 

(magic) ropes and staffs seemed to him to bc moving rapidly." (Q. 20: 66). In his 

interpretation of the Qur'anic statement ". . . but those evil ones denied it by teaching 

people sorcery . . . " (Q. 2: 102), 'Abduh explains these woids as meening that magic c m  

be leamt. He concludes that si& is nothing but deception or knowledge which cm be 

learnt and practiced by people whom he calls magicians, because they practice M e -  

hown procedures. In the same vein, 'Abduh considm that the magic peiformed by the 

magicians in Moses' presence was nothing more thm a tdck. He believes that the sticks 

and ropes contained quicksilver (put th- by the magicians) that enabled them to move 

fo~wafd,~~ 

Based on this understanding, 'Abduh refuses to accept cmy prophetic traditions 

(@dLb) which suggest that the Prophet Muîpmmad was ever influencd by magic or that 

the mgel Gabriel informed him of the secrets of the magicisns. 'Abduh wiites that if 

Mu$-ad had actudy acperienctd this, it would have justified the polytheists' clah, 

'And so these evil doas Say (unto one anotha), 'If you wen to foliow (Mu@ammad, you 



would follow) but a man bewitched!, . . ." (Q. 25: 8). He also points out that declarfng that 

the Prophet had been bewitched could mate  the impression that his intellect may have 

been affecte4 raishg doubts as to the legitimacy of his re~elation?~ ' Abduh's opinions on 

magic were infiuenced by the Mu'tazila who denied its existence. 'Abduh adopted this 

approach in an attempt to explain the Qur'k logically, scientifically and ratiody, .. 
especiaiiy to ûrientalists. 

(2). Birds (abiib3) 

In his discussion of Q. 105: 3-4, 'Abduh interprets the word ! a m  ab8aEl as 

meaning aies or mosquitoes which carry the germs of various diseases; he explains that 

the worâs bi&~ri).ath m h  s1&5hefers to stones made of poisonous Clay?' According to 

'Abduh, Abraha and his soldiers were attacked by an epidemic of smallpox and measles. 

He supports this opinion with a nanative fiom 'Ilaima: 'Tt was the first t h e  smallpox had 

appeared in the &ab lands." 'Utbah added that the diseases had an almost unparalleled 

effect on human bodies, causing their flesh to virtuaily fd apart. The soldiers and their 

commander were honor-stricken and tan away. Abraha was ale0 hit by the disease; 

eventually, his chest broken, he died at ~an'à"~ 

" Sc0 Ri#, Ta&& voL1. 399. Howevun ai-Dhahibl thnt the rnagic thaî the Rophct 
oxpoiicnced neithcr iaicted his intellect nor mdcr him mad. The Prophctn he s q s ,  macly qcw dcjccted 
and c x p e r i d  other aunoyanccs that did not dbturb his pmphctic task. Sec al-Dhahbt &Te, vol  3, 
341. 



This interpntation is âifficult to understand for several reasons. Smallpox does not 

cause the decay of fiesh but rather, "only a pustular eniption that often leaves permanent 

pits or scm.'"' Furthemore, an epidemic couid not have affected the army done, the 

disease would have smick al i  the Arabs in the vicinity. 

S a m  Qqb pnsents three possible motives behind ' Abduh's rat ional explanation. 

F h t ,  'Abdu& may have wanted to limit the field of the supernatural when explainhg the 

holy Qur'h, a motive both commendable and understandable. 'Abduh and his followers 

tried to explain such events within the bouads of hown imd fWar  natwal laws. Second, 

he conbnted the supastitiow trmd which exmised considerable influence over a large 

number of Muslims at that t im. Third, he was ais0 hterested in preventing the flood of 

legends and falst interprctations and keep them away &om a&cting religious belief?" 

Perhaps a more complete explanation wouid accept that human experience incluâes 

not only the rational but also the irrationai and the supematural as wcll. The extensive use 

of reason in the exegetical methods of 'Abduh and Rida was a positive contribution to the 

study of the Qur'h. However, the uncontrollcd use of nason may lead scholars to ncglect 

the supernaturd and forgct that nason has its W t r .  In a balmced approrch, bascd on the 

role of the Qut'iin in a source of fait h and law, the Qur'5 is accepted as it is, and faith and 

understanding an fonned accoiding to its message. Instcad of limiting himself to nason, 

the scholar cm Incorporate other asaîytical tooh as weli, incfuding postry, pmphetic 



traditions and linguistic analysis. From the henncneutical point of view, G. B. Madison 

argues that one cannot become a good interpnter simply by mastering and applying a 

certain method?' Reason as the sole tool in an attempt to malyze the Qiir'anic verses on 

natural events, human history and unseen matters may be inadequate for understanding 

the absolute and limitless Divine. 

This does not mean that teason shouid be abandoned as a means of hterpreting the 

Qu'&, in fact , it s value in detect ing iUogical exeget ical arguments is undisputed. On the 

other hand, if the rneaning of a text is clear and in keeping with nason, it is unnecessaiy 

to force a logical interpretation. Nevcrtheless, 'Abduh and his followers' use of reason to 

shed light on religious teachings may have encouraged Muslims to explore the truths 

about nature and the universe contained in revelation. 

It is significant to note that even though 'Abduh was known as an exegete who 

used reason extensively, he stiil nfiained firom interpreting Qw'-aio vetses whose content 

could not be explaincd by reason or those seen as obscure or vague. Tn his interpretation 

of Q. 101: 6-7, for instance, in refenace to the scale that will be used to weigh man's 

reward in the hereafter, he says that God's measunment of one's deeds and the type of 

reward that wil l  be gcantcd arc known to Him donc, and cannot even be guessed at by 

huma beings? 'AWuh's decision to leave this question to God may be seen as a 

reflection of his faith. 

Oaty B. Madhm, l& R i i c u f f c s  of PaPtawdQdfty= F & m  and libdmds (Bbomingon: 
lndianr thiwnü~ Press, LW), 29. 



C. Considering the Sika as a Unity 

According to Mustasir Mir, "a number of twentieth-century Qur'àn exegetes 

ngard a S k a  as a uuity.'*' The first of these was Ashraf 'Ali ThanaYi who introduced the 

theory that each verse is connected to both the pnceding and the foliowing verses in the 

süra k a t  Daiwaza insisteci that most of the passages in a sùra me intercomected. 

H a d d  al-% al-Farabi and A& Alpan Igl* introduced the theory that every süra of 

the Qur'ain ha a central theme42 while wabétabi l  trieâ to identify the central idea of a 

given sika, calling it the &a@ (aim)." Similarly Sayyid Qqb argues that every suia 

revolves aroimd a principal idea, the verses of a sika can only be mdtrstood in n f m c t  to 

this i&a4 This prhciple is supportai by the theory of colrelative verses (tan& d-ijii) 

introduced by ale~iqàl? According to him, thm are seven correlations between 

Qur'-nic verses and the susas they belong to: 

'Abduh prescrits th& point in his T&fua8 " '  139. 

'ïhis dlittnctive themu it c d c û  'miud ot  piilm. According to Robinson, the procas of 
identiîybg the theme of r givcn sk L oftm dow and ardwus. Fm, the s U n  is diviâcd into sections on the 
basia of chmges of themu. Then, sich section is stuâicd in turn untiI an iâca emerges which stems ta unite 
di the verses contrincd in it. Fin*. the conmrcntatm cndervours to discova the âistinctive themc which 
unltss the kcy idem of the vdow s c c t i ~ .  For more Motmation, sec Nad Robhmn, D ! v w  the 
Q r d k  A Cd- A p m  IO 8 V i è d  T u t  (London: SCM. PSCSS Ltd, 1996'). 27 1-83, 

* Set  Mir. 'The Siin,'' 215. 

Al-BiqI'I ii v ~ y  c o d  with the th- of muead. h the ph ofhir book he bc- 
bis discussion Ath the stitantsit "Perce bu to Allrh who reverleb Hir Book whors suma and vases me 
M-dm (rl-#&&Am & I M d 8  rl-bta mutaab sumdu vr &-t&J). stu 6ir Nqm di" 
Dumr d T1oÜob d-m wa rlauwp; VOL 1 @IrydaribÜk M4babat Majb DI'W al-Mae*dt 5 
UthdSya, 1969). 2. Accordiog to A l p d  Ab6 Zayâ, romc rholm of i.Ipconnr with tblr tbwy 



The h t  is the cohetence betwcen words in one vase. The second is the cohemice 
betweai the content of the verse and the end of the vasu (f@a). The third is the 
coherenct bctwctll one vcrse and the othet verse pvious to it, The fourth is the 
cohmace betwcco the enplmrtion of the bcginning of each sinr md t b  end of the sura. 
The fïfth is the cohcrence bttweca the enci of the description of each sura and the 
b e g h h g  of the nwt s\oa The slxth is the coiterence betwcco the cent14 theme of each 
sura undu discussion and the therne of the next sum. The seventh b the coherence 
between one sura and the one that cornes before it" 

'Abduh and Etic!i gave some attention to this matter in the ~ u r ' i d '  They made 

an effort to interpret issues with which their predecessors were less concemeci. According 

to 'Abduh, one verse hes harmonious relation to the next in one ska .  He also states that 

the meanhgs of one word or passage are related to the giirpose of the sltro as a whole. An 

example can be seen in 'Abduh's commentary on the verse "Coasider the day break and 

the ten nights" (Q, 89: 1-2). According to 'Abduh, the meaning of the words Iay& '& 

is impossible to separate âom the meaaing of the pnvious word sl-ijrwhich denotes the 

end of âark (night). Thenfore, the wor& Iaya  ' , s h o u l d  be understood in relation 

although thcy apply main distinctions, some of thcm bcusing on corrrlating words, and 0 t h  on 
corrdnthg meaning. S a  his d-Tmiw& d-Bay&?ff d-Qw'ik D-t ff abNrpn d-Ma'rrrwi wa rlad 
(Rab& mba'at  &Naja al-fadida, 1992), 24. 

The writn's cnarlrtion of Arief Subhm8s article, "Menyatukan Kcmba&" 1 2  Evcn though the 
application of the thtory o f  comlation miy somctimes secm to be fbrceâ, this thtory ht Important for thres 
masom. The nrst is that it countcrs the view of soma ûrientrlists th& the Qufh fs unsystamtic, moving 
h m  one point to another: the first is not fÙiiy explaincd WB the second axplmilion hm no comection 
with the previous one. The rsçond mason ir th& it cm rcstom cousistcncy to the Dtaipctition of the 
Qidb corntahg the tcndcncy to dimmmtcdnop duc to the diflbmt outlwJm of excgetm. The tbW 
mason fit its Imporirnce ia that it CCP amtribute to a whoiisüc md C O ~ V O  ePdartrdin8 of th 
QUr'zL 



to For the cohaence of these two vems, the wotds fry* '& shouid be 

hterpreted as the nights whose condition is suited to the condition of the word al-faj~ i.e 

the ten bright nights every month in which the light of the moon overtakes the dmlcness of 

the night." 

Another example is Rida's interpntation of the verse ". . . Whcnever Zachariah 

visited het in the sseoctuafy he found h a  provided with food . . ." (Q. 3: 37). Al-BarÜsad 

explains in his T e  Rz@ al-Bay* that this food was of an extraordinary nature, sent 

h m  heaven. The Pmphet Zacheriah found summer h i t s  in the winta and vice versa?' 

' Abduh disagrees with this interpnt ation, claiming that the tmn rizq need not always bo 

comected with extrwrdinary things (krhaq fi d- %da). Rizg after a& commonly cornes 

fiom God. Monover, neither scripture nor any other source mentions that rizq in this 

context means sunumer M t s  in the winter. 

In addition, the namatives used by traditional exegetes conhadict one another? 

Ri@ discusses this point in det ail, exemining the placement of the story of Mary in Sikat 

'Imrk Basing himscIfon ' A W s  opinions, Ri@ explains this in the context of the 

Qur'an's primsry aim: a dcsgiption and eq1anation of the essentiah of the fsith, 

resUIIitCfion and mard, end mrelation and pmphethood. At the beginning of SÏat  f i  

'Imrëa, God explains the mcaaIng of faith and the driy of rtsumction; after intexjecting 



the story of Mary, He goes on to discuss prophethood. Thenfon, both the story of Maiy 

and the stones which come after it should be seen in connection with the verse "Behold, 

God raised Adam and NoahS and the House of Abraham, and the house of 'Imrh above a i l  

manicind." (Q. 3: 33). This verse states that the election of the prophets of the Banc Id'il 

was the wül of Go& EGod provided food for Mary this was also God's wiU His wül does 

not necessarily conform to man's expectatiom; for example, it is unusual for a woman like 

Mary to devote herself to the saactuluy (m@caib) (Q. 3: 3 9 ,  or for an old, infertile woman 

(Zachariah's wife) to become pregnant and give birth (Q. 3: 39-40). Ridi  also considers 

that the lZzq was signiflcmt because of its abundance, not because it consisted of summer 

h i t s  in the winter or vice ~ c r s a ? ~  

Ridi's explanat ion mreals that Marys s experience, although ran, was nonet heless 

a human experience and not something extraotdinary. If Rida's view is nlated to al- 

Biqâci's theory that the name of the sùra refas to a central theme of the ska,  it can k 

implied that the centmi theme of Skat h k  is the emaordinary events that were 

experienced by ImraIi's f d y .  ThThcore, di of verses in this süra should be understood in 

the light of this central theme. According to Shihab, RiQâ himstlf refers to al-BiqaCi's 

work on this issue." 



B. The Differences of the Methods of 'Abduh and R.i@i 

According to al-Dhahabi, Rida's t e  ampiifïes the spirit of 'Abduh's work In 

essence, they an similar in their sources, aims, schools of exegesis and systems of 

thought; there is almost no difference between them except in certain areas." However, as 

these dismpancies lie in key areas of exegesis, it is worth examinhg them in some detail. 

1. The Use of Cross-reference Interpretation 

Cross-refmnce interpntation is the use of one part of the Qur'iu to elucidate 

another part." The Qur'éa itself indicates the use of this methodS6 and the Rophet applied 

it. This method is the highest type of interpntation which exegetes should use before 

resorting to otha sources? The Qur'k says: ". . . We have bestowed firom on high upon 

thee, step by step, this divine mit, to make everything clear, . . ." (Q. 16: 89). This method 

is based on the consideration that a verse may have a gcncral sense (rn@iril), may be 

specified by another verse (t&h&i), or that an absolute verse may be nsMcted by another 

" Sca. for exsmplem Q. 16: 44 cnd 2: 18% 



(muqayyad)? According to Stefan Wild, an intertextual approach is suggested due to the 

nature of the Qu'& as a literary document whose own structure in which is dialecticaiiy 

linked to its liturgical function as ncitation. Oral and written fonns of script- have to be 

distinguished but both are aspects of one and the same entity." 

Rida nfm to this method of exegesfs as interna1 cross-reference intexpretation 

(ta%% d-e'ya bi abiya), which he subdivides into two categories: the fltst in the 

inteipretation of the content of one verse by another, as cm be seen in his commentary on 

Q. 6: 165: "Ebr , He it is who ha9 made you inherit the earth, and has raised somc of you 

by degrees above others, so that he might tiy you by means of what He has bestowed upon 

you . . ." According to Ridi, many verses that might help to interpret this verse explain 

that God's blessings both on emth and in heaven are also a temptation (dtm) thtough 

which God educates people. This test wlll maLe clear who has acted rightly and is 

d e m g  of God's nwanls." 

Ri@ presents a number of verses which he clalms elucidatt the aforementioned 

passage: Q. 7: 168, 11: 7, 18: 7,25: 20 and 67: 2. Mer quoting =me of these vases to 

explain the concept of temptation in Q. 6: 165, he marks: 'Cod guides us in these verses 

to follow His laws in orda to fulflll our tole as His SUCCCSSOTS ( s u ,  Bdfa) in the world. 



We should therefore be patient in disaster and t h e  in happiness; indeeci, we should 

thank God by using His blessings according to their purpose.'J' At the end of his 

commentary on Q. 6: 165 he presents additionai verses in support of his interpretation, 

including Q. 17: 20-2 1 and 72: 16-1 7. 

In R.é's second type of cross-teference interpretation the exegete interpets a 

word in relation to the diffmnt contexts in which it is found in othet suras. RiQI uses this 

kind of interpretation in his analysis of the word M i n  Q. 6: 2: " He it is who hai crested 

you out of clay, and then has decreed a term [fot you] - a term known [oniy] to him. And 

yet you doubt ." According to Ridi, the word 'al in the Qur'b, when examined in himian 

context, means the span of man's life, ending with his death. He points to otha vases 

which support this defînition, such as Q. 11: 3,16: 61 and 71: 4?2 Intanal cross-refercllce 

interpretation, as appiied by Ridi in TiuW al-MaiV, is generally ngarded as the best way 

to understand the meaning of the Qur'anic verses. However, 'Abduh Mtd his use of this 

methoâ, pnferring his own interpretation, based on a modern rationalist approach. To 

supplement internai cross-reference, 'Abduh &O introduced the concept of the thematic 

approach. However, an examination of 'Abduh's commcntaies meab no examples of this 

methoâ. This interpntation hm ken developed by Adin al-KhÜE and bis wifé 'A'isha 

'Abd al-Ra@h mint abShifi'). The latter, for instance, appiied it in two of ha work 

al-.& 8 dœQurgh and Su&-Aton& WaM In the Qw'M* 



The method of internai cross-reference interpretation presents at least one key 

problem. Since the death of the Prophet, no one has had the authority to decide whni one 

verse can interpret motha. As a result, one exegete's interpretation of a verse may di&r 

fiom that of another exegete. Furthemore, examples of hadiths (the Prophet's sayings) 

which explain verses by other verses are of limited use because they wcn based on the 

necde of the Muslim commmity of his the .  

2. The Use of Hadiths in Interpretation 

The second source for the interpntation of the Qur'h iner the Qu'En itselfis the 

corpus of hadiths. Muslims hold that the cndibility of the hadiths as an explanation of the 

Qur'én was divinely determined.m Hadiths play an important role in the interpretation of 

the Qin'&. Their use in explainhg the circumstmces of revelation (ab& d n ~ ,  for 

example, is a rudimentary element in the interpretation of the ~ u r ' b . ~ ~  According to Ibn 

Kathlr, the hadiths (ma& al-4adkh) were nveakd to M~ammad just as the Qur'k wss, 

aithough they were not narrated by  abrie el!' Al-Jatiltam;i argues that if we consider the 

Qui': to be the spirit of the Islsmic sciences, we cm consida hadiths as the nemous 

systemP6 Hadiths serve both as elucidation (beys) of the Qur'k and as a supplement to 

Thir strtemcnt Ir butd on Q. 16: 44, stating th*: ". . . And upon thes (too) have WC batowcd 
îbm on high thb reminder, m that tbou mibt & cicar unto mmldnd ail th! h o  bmtowd upon thcm. 

n . . 



it.6' The Prophet interpreted some Qur'inic verses with his own opinion, talring the 

trouble to explain the meaning of the ambiguous wordsdO ~owever, the Prophet did not 

interpret the entin ~ u r ' i n . ~ ~  

One way hadi& play an important role In the interpretation of the Qur'iin is 

provfding details for some of the g e n d  commands mentioned in the Qur'k the 

procedun of prayer (ka@yat d@'ii, for example. They may also dari.@ obscurities 

present in the Qur'iin, especially the meanings and applications of words and expressions. 

Findy, it may restrict that which is absolute in the Qur'-h, for example, the punishment 

of cutting off of a hand for theft was restricted to amputation of the right hand ody? 

Certain differences between 'Abduh and Rida can be seen in thcir use of hadiths in 

Qm'-hic interpretation. The use of ahwor rriwiya dominates Riws commentaries, whiie 

only a few are found in 'Abduh's exegesis. Ibn ' h h 5  relata this ciifference to thdr 

respective inteliectual backgrounds: Ridg wlis aaarl@adiths-based) while ' A M  b@itlY 

oaiZd(dialectical and theoretical-orientecl)* Aqmad Muhammad S h W  acknowledges that 



Ridà's knowledge of &dii far outweighed that of '~bduh?' Rida himself admits 

'Abduh's lack of knowledge of hadiths ( 'ultan al-oadtb) fiankly. He States that "it is clear 

that he ('Abduh) lacks knowledge of hadiths, including riwaya, memorization and &a@ 

wa al-t8'fla do othei Azhar SC~O~S~S.'" 

'Abduh frequently rejected prophetic traditions without applying a critical method 

to the science of hadiths. In contrat, Rigi only rejected hadiths in accordance with 

mexims of hadiths experts, by using fa 'mi ta#$ al-rider other methods. 'Abduh, on the 

other hanci, often rejected hadiths on rational grounds even those that had been declared 

valid (gm) by BukhiÜi and Muslim, the two most misted nanators of hadiths in Islam as 

the majonty of scholm beüeve." Nor did he also accept (nqZdtraditions that are vaiid on 

doctrinal issues. As a nsult, he w d  only a vey small number of hadiths in his 

int erpret at ion. 

According to al-Dhahabl, 'Abduh saw no distinction between hadiths nanated by 

BukhEi and those narrated by othas. Moreover, Quraish Shihab concludes that 'Abduh 

evaluated hadiths solely on the basis of their content (ma&) and not on their guarantors 

(srnad)?' Consequently, 'Abduh sometimes accepted hadiths as long as their contents 



confonned to nason. An example cm be seen in his interpretation of Q. 3: 3. According to 

him, the word tip4& in this verse mems reason ( %q9; it is not simply another name for 

the Qur'-h, or the separator between M u s b  and non-Muslims as claimed by some 

scholars. His inteipntation is supported by a ~ a d i  nmated by aLBayhaqi: "The 

existence of man is determineci by his nason, then is no nllgion for those who do not use 

their nason.'"' 

However, as some &idfb critics have obsetved, it is almost impossible to 

detamine w h e k  a ~ a & i  is valid simply on the basis of reason ('aq9. YÜsuf Müsi, for 

instance, st ates that Ibn TaynUya and other experts in hadiths (dl Wfi bi al-hadikb) 

believed that the hadiths narrated f?om the Prophet on 'sql have no reliable source or 

mdible transmitters (tMqa))." Opinions will always M e r  on this. Further debate will 

accomplish Little. 

Ri@ argues in his writings that there are many nanatives fiom the Prophet, 

Companions (&%a) and Successors of the Companions ( t a % )  that can help to explain 

the contents of the Qu'in. At the same t h e  he admits that meny hadiths, especially 

those relating to stories of the Prophets, metaphysical issues and beliefh about the 

hereder, have bocn mixed with Jewish and Persian legcnds. Rida only irsed hadiths 

which he considtred vaiiâ. He was mon critical than other experts in exegcsis and hadiths 



in that he judged narratives not solely by their content (matn) or th& transmitters 

(NweQ, but according to both. 

Thus, in his eqlanation of the term "al-'uqüd" in S b  5: 1, RiQa quotes the 

opiniom of the #@%a and tabi%. He states that the command to fulflil the promise in 

this verse has a gaiad context and therefore ail kinds of promises shouid be included 

under this general context. The requirements of a contract, since these are also general, an 

also included. There is no argument (dam) which fohids the honouring of a promise, 

while many hadiths support this universal teaching. Ri@ presents one hadiths which says 

that agreement is ncommended among Muelims, except in the matter of foliowing 

forbidden things or vice versa M u s h  are obliged to MfîU the pledges they agm to. 

This &w%% is narrated by Abü DàwÜd and el-DZraq-. 

3. The Use of Scientific Discoveries in Interpretation 

The Qufh excgesis containing an interpretation of natural phenomna in 

accordance with scientific knowledgen extends far back in Musiim histoq. It was first 

estabiiahcd as a discipline duriag the 'Abbàsid cra under the m i e  of al-Ma'mun (6 853), 

in the wakc of the ttanslation movement and the prolifkration of scientific publications. 

This ia not to suggest, howevet, that the works of fornier exegetes werc dways dogmatic. 

The advent of new branches of loiowledge such as jurisprudence, philosophy, theology and 

metaphysics did, howcvcr, change the way in which exegetcs examineci the texts?' An 



enthusiastic proponent of such change was Abü Hamid al-GhazaIi (d 11 Il ) ,  " who 

employed reason in his 4yZ 'UUm al-Dh and Iawëliir al-Qw'BP. 

Al-GhazaIi states that ai i  the science that had been discovered and the science 

which nmained UnlQIown originates fiom the ~ur'b?' AU science is entailed in God's 

actions (afa and ambutes ('fit), which me, in tm, expounded on in the Qur'h He 

substantiates this view with the Qu?-&ic verse in which God says; ". . . no single thiag 

have We neglected in Our decree . . ."(Q. 6: 38). Knowledge is limitless, and the Qur'b 

provides signs of aU i ts basic principles; Q. 26: 80, states, for example, "and when 1 fail 

iU, He is the One who restons me to health." Medicines and diseases, according to al- 

GhazaIi, cm only be understood by those involved in the field of medicine. "The one who 

nstorts" in the aforementioned verse becomes, for al-Ghazali, the medicai practitioner?' 

Anu, al-KhZ, after compating the vase 'Wo single thing have We neglected in 

Our decree" (Q. 6: 38), which al-GhaziE uses to support his opinion, with the verse "for 

indeeâ, We did convey unto them a divine writ which We clearly and wisely spelled out as 

a guidance and a grace uato people who wlll believe" (Q. 7: 52), claims that the Qur'k 

has lef€ nothing out in the nalm of the religious truths destined to puide men. It is not 

" See a l - D M &  & T l ,  VOL 2.130-3 1; Bdmr 'Lame Yunif. 8%volutlon md Dcvclopmcni of 
Ta&&: Tlis H&c Quutm&38 (1994): 34-47. 

Ct al-Dhahatil, & T e ,  v o l  2,140. 



destined to prove scientific discoveries. It is thenfore absolutely out of the question to 

look in the QUI'M for an indication of modern discoveries." 

Al-Kh6.E puts forward severai arguments against the use of exegesis for scientSc 

purposes, as described by Jansen: 

Firstly, its ledcological unsouudnt~~~ The rneasiiogs of the words of the Koran do not bear 
a ahift into the field of modern science. Secondly, scient& exegesis is philosophicaily 
rmsound. The Korm iddrrssed the Arab contemporarics of the Prophet Mohammad, and 
consequently cannot contain anything they wodd be unable to understaud, Thirdly, it is 
theologicaiîy unsounâ. The Kom preachcs a religion. It brings a religiow and ethical 
mcssag8. It is concmed with man's view of Me, not with cosmologicai views. Lastly, 
A d n  al-KhiS mphagizcs that it is a logical impossibiiity that the Koran, a static 
unchanging ümited quantity of texts, should contain the cver-chauging vfews of 
nineteenth and twentieth ccntury scicntist~.~ 

One of the pates t  âifferences between ' A M  and Ridà can be found in the use 

of scientific exegesis in Qur'ànic intapntation. Rida uses th& approach, sometimes 

giving the impression that he forces the issue, as he attempts to justi@ scientific theory 

with Quf-hic verses. For instance, Rida attempts to support Darwin's theory of evolution 

in bis c o r n ~ n e n t ~ ? ~  Having interpreted Q. 2: 249-252 which tells the story of Tallit and 

JZlUt, Ridi presents fourteen sociological concepts he has extracted from thesc verses. The 

thirteenth theory is that of the struggit for existence (tanikuc aLbaqi3, whüc the 

Jiequts JomimP "Aspcct~ of the Qu'a Todiy," in 228 Cl~~lWdp Bbtw 0fAn6ic Litw~t- 
cd k F. L. Bcwton, et ai. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983): 266-76. 



fourteenth is that of natural selection (in&i% d - @ b ~ ~  or sumival of the fittest (baqa' 

~auzthqB5 In analyzing the question posed by the angels as to why God would mate 

mother aeatun, he points out that this might imply that men with a tendency to cause 

discord or bloodshed had existed before Adam. According to Ridi, this indicates that 

Darwin's theory does not contradict the ~ur'h?~ 

Ignaz Golâziher argues that one of the aims of Ridà's intqretation was to ptove 

that the Qin'h anticipates di the scientific tmtha later discovend by scholers, especialiy 

philosophets and sociologists; it is therefore impossible for it to contaIn anything that 

contradicts scientific facts. Scientific discoveries of the 19th and 20th centuries can 

therefore be found in the Qufaa, even though they are not apparent to the narrow- 

minded?' The scientific contents of the Qur'b are claimed by some schofars as one of its 

miracles," both because they were revealed at a time when people could not recognize 

them and because the Prophet who received the revelations was illiterate (~t l~ml~."  

Scs Ridi, T e ,  vol. 2,492-98; ShQita, M i &  250. 

By contrast Richard Bcil argues t h  tâc Prophet Mammvd w u  hie to wdte and r c d  U i t  
in his opinion, msmr that he bd never rcaâ any pteviously-hvealed holy book He cita ii evidence the 
frt that the Prophet wm siid to have written a secret letter and comctcd some w o d  in the constitution of 
Medini, For more details see bis liitroductku to the Qw'ri, (Edinbqh: The UpivQSity Rem, 1953). 17- 
20. 



However, Issa J. Bouiiata disagnes with those who c l a h  that the scientific truths in the 

QW'M are part of its miracle (iya; he considm this idea to be f o r ~ e d . ~  

Despite 'Abduh's rationai approach to the Qur'in, he rejected Qur'in exegesis 

employing scientific discoveries in understanding the Qur'k. Although he believed that 

the Qur'in both tolerates a d  encourages scimtinc investigation, 'Abduh did not view 

this latter as an important tool in the process of iiiuminating the Qur'an's true meniiing. 

So-called scriptural nferences to telephones and spaceships are, according to ' Abduh, 

fiights of faacy derived ftom unsound principles of interprctation. 

According to 'Abduh, the primary function of rtvelation is moral edification. It is 

thefore a mistdce to seek 811swers in the Qur'k to scientific or historical queries, as 

some modem apologists have tried to do. For 'Abduh, geographicd, historical md 

astronomical references in the Qur'h denote mord or reiigious instruction and do not 

prove scientific disco~eries?~ Furthamon, it is agreed that some scientific puadigms are 

now established scientific truths while others remain disputed The aversion a g h t  

interpreting the Qur'k speculatively ha given some scholers added reason to oppose 

scientific int erpnt ation. Al-‘ Aqqàd, supported ' Abduh' s point; he, for example, insist s 

that we are not obliged to justify scientific discoveries by Qur'kic vemes because the 



tmth of those discoveries is relative. It is not the Qur'k's function, in aiD6Aqqad's 

estimation, to comment on theory which is stU hypotheticl" 

4. The Use of Philology in Interpretation 

Philology involves a systematic critical assessrnent of the actual content of a 

t e ~ t ? ~  It is favoured by modem exegetes who have tned to adopt a hermeneutic approach 

to undetstanding the Qufén. According to R W. Gwynne, philology focuses its study on 

at least five components: the lexical, the poetic, the grammatical, the rhetorical and the 

litaal meaning of a text? As focuses on the lexical and the literal meenings of the 

verses, this examination wili be iimited to those areas. 

According to Shihab, the Litaal approach to understanding the Qur'k may cause 

problems for interpreters, especiaiiy when they attempt to find m e r s  to social, 

scientific and religious questions. He says that scholars deaiing with difficult words were 

content mereiy to Say "Ody God hows its meaning" ( M a u  r 'lamu bi mwBii(ib). 

However, exegetes now tend to explore their meanings, they, for instance, look for traces 

of metaphor (tmthI'I) in these passages, n a b g  that Litcralism o h  namws the 

maning, whiîe metaphot broadens it?' It is important to note that this statement is stiU 

" Sc+ Muhiimmd Qunish Shihab, Mibumikm d-Q- FimgJd &a Wrllyu dJim 
K&dipa M i  06 I h  AU Fawi @ d u n ~  Pcoabit Mtm. 1992). 90. Accordhg to Qinrth 



used by s o m  scholars afta interpteting such words, showing theù shortcomings in 

understanding Qur'anic vases. This statement basicdiy does not deal with the issue of 

literalism but more o f h  involves lexical or grammatical questions or mb56 el-nrairl. 

'Abduh limits his use of philology, giving more room to reason in interpretation. 

Issa J. Bodata m a r k s  that "'Abduh returned to a common sense of rational simplicity 

and diicctness . . . omitting detdled analysis of the syatactical and rhetoricd element of 

the Qur'éaic style . . ."% 'Abduh restncts his application of philology to verses where it is 

necessary for the comprehension of the text. Thenfore, he reâains from identifying 

obscure names and places mentioned in the Qur'h. Our duty as believers, 'Abduh says, is 

to foliow the meanhg of a verse without entering into philological or other details?' He 

keeps silent as regards the determination of the qarjm refcned to in Q. 2: 58, in spite of its 

ambiguity. Similarly, when commenting on the word ntzm in Q. 2: 59, he does not make 

any effort to expfain its mesaing?* 

Shihab, (ci. 865). a scholar who f a v o d  the ntional tmd in thcology, b considacd the th to 
have introduccd a metaphoricd intcrprctation of the QurPaPic vcncr 

" 'Abduh, T e  f i  %mm4 22. Accotdrag to S h e  'Abduh Mcd to e x p h  the rphit md 
g c n d  seme of the Q d 0 i i c  vases without keepf g too closely to the Iettcs. Ho ia carcfuJ, M m  the 
beghnbg, to discd as unwelcornc th pmly philoloçtcd and -cd considaatiom with which a 
pcat ncmikr of excgctor have booii convmmt. 'Abduh, morcovert critickes the attitudes of the AnMo 
authon who, due to cm sxaggcmted .Amiration for mcimt Anbk poetry, mak8 it the buis  of- and 
thcn fînd numerou gmnmüorl difIfcuitim in the text of the Qidk For 'Abduh, it is neccasiry, on the 
contrrry, to miLa the Qur8h the aitalon fbr the des o f  gtimnirt. For more Monnation, sce S h d ,  A 

1 5 M .  



Aniin al-KhiiE aïticized 'Abduh's attitude to the use of phüology in 

interpretation. Al-KhUIi argues that one cannot profit firom the spiritual guidance (bidBya) 

of the Qu'in without knowing the exact "literal" meaning of the words as they would 

have been tmderstood in the period of re~elation?~ 'Abduh himself argues that people c m  

grasp the guidance of the Qur'Zn without employing philology which he claims in certain 

cases may deviate from the guidance of the Q u r k  as is done by some traditional 

exeget es. 

I would lilce to underiine the opinion that it is unsuitable to interpret a verse 

merely on the basis of teason, to the exclusion of linguistic considerations. If we neglect 

the linguistic factor, we are neglecthg the vase itself; the result is a denial of the miracle 

of the Qur'ain, which lies to a great extent in its linguistic aspects, especiaily its structure, 

eloquence and rhymc. Ibn Qayyim al-JaWpya (d. 1 X O ) ,  the noted tfimbalite theologian, 

simply says that "he who knows Arabic end is familiat with lexicography, grammar, 

rhetoric, Arabic poetry and prose will eo @O recognize the supremacy of the ~ u r ' h . " ' ~ ~  

'Abduh's method of inteqmtation c m  be criticized based on a hermcneuticai 

approach which advocates the use of gratnmar in understanding scriptun. Walter C. 

*AnSn &Kh= M i /  T#ddB&N&w wa rl-BII@a wr & T e  m &A& (Cab: DP ai- 
MILL* 1961). 303. h rciaüon to al-KhWs point, al-Shi@bI presentr two bac -ta for 
h t ~ a t i o n ;  ûrst is thit i memiiy should be chosen which is most compaübb with the tnith md which 
is acceptai by scholrn wbo pe authoritics fa thu field, and s c c d  thd the mcaning chosen should be 
r e c o ~  in ciassicai Arabic. Sm hb d - M i i t  ff Ug~r14%dk VOL 2 @cirut: DSr d4fd-e a d), 
100. 

'Oo Ibn Q*ybn rb3dya.  R l ) i b  d-Fawr"id @cirut: DP al-Kit& &Lubnbnilil,199O), 7. In thir 
book, a t 4 d y a  disc- extmdvcly the gromis on which various authorities rest th& doctdne of the 
i y '  espcdilly pages 246-55 of' this editiom Set aise Gustave R von Gruncbrum, A Ta&û CWw 



Kaisar, for instance, argues that an accurate interpretation ofscripture requires what has 

corne to be known as "grammatico-historical exegesis." This approach focuses on the 

language in which the original text was written and on the specinic cultural context that 

gave rise to the text.l0' G. B. Madison favours a contextuel approach, suggesting that 

interpreters should not read scripture out of context, and without due regard for the 

historicai cnvi~onment in which the text emerged In this approach there is the widest 

scope for the use of philology, historiography, and otha social di~ci~lincs. '~~ 

In contrast to 'Abduh, Ridg uses philology extensively in his interpntation. 

attempting to explain the meaning of M c u l t  words or uncover the secrets hidden in each 

sentence.'o3 He pays speciai attention to the différent words used to express the same idea. 

This approach, now hown as comparative exegesis (al-t& al-mu~aiaa), can be seen in 

bis comment ary on the verse "And nothing is the liE: of this world but a play and passing 

delight . . ." (Q. 6: 32). According to Ridi, hae  L 'io meam an action aimed not at t alcing 

advantage but at rejecting pain1w while Idiwdenotes a deed which causes its perpetratot 

'O' Sec W d t a  C. Kaber md M o h s  Siiva, Ai, liitxvductiia~ to BibIr'crlHieutim: Tb S e d  
&M-(Gtand Rapids: 20nd#vm Pubiiahin8 House, 1994). 19. 

la Scc Rigi T e ,  VOL 7. 362. 



to be less concemed with urgent and important tash; this could include any and ail 

act ivities which promote happiness in the individuaLto5 

To support his argument, Rida quotes the opinions of al-Réghib al-Isfahalii and Ibn 

MaqÜr, concluding that if the word lehwis not foiiowed by another word, it means ail 

things that occupy a pmon's thoughts, enabhg him/hcr to foqget his/her problems and 

dinicuities. This c m  mean activities iike games, songs or other things that mate 

happiness. 'O6 Continuhg to pursue the philological approach, Ridg tries to compare this 

verse (Q. 6: 32) with other verses, especiaiiy Q. 29: 63 in which the word ïaliw cornes 

before la Yb, whiîe in other instances, the latter word appears before the former. 

According to Ridi, féw exegetes have paid much attention to the diffaent phrases 

in this verse. They assumed that the conjunction waw simply joined the first word to 

those that followed without considering the nason for a particultu word's placement at 

the beginning or the end of a sentence. H M g  quoted the opinions of al-&d end al- 

Khafib el-Iska6i in support of this point, Ri@ then states that the reason why the word 

la% is put before the word l ' w  is that it shows the chronology of h u m  Me. This 

opinion is foundcd on the verse ". . . the Ufe of this world is but a play and passing deiight, 

and a beautiful show, and [the cause of] your boastful vying with one another, and [of 

your] grwd for more and more dches and children . . ." (Q. 57: 20). Based on this 

explanation, RiQa cxplains that excgetes shouid not question Q. 6: 32, but ratha 



investigate Q. 29: 63 which places the word la6wbefore /a Yb. Rida devotes seven pages of 

commentary to these two words and the placement of one befote the other.lo7 

According to Ri., the verse begins with the word IdYb because it signifies the 

beginning of human growth: a baby tastes the semual pleasure of games. It thm 

mentions lizhw, an activity which cannot be pdomed except by those who an capable of 

using their min& ( infants an t b b y  excluded). Zii4 denoting the characteristics of an 

adolescent, is placed next, foilowed by the word tdZ&ra; a characteristic of youth. The 

final phrase: tskil&ur f7 al-am w 2  wa el-awlid denotes characteristics of adulthood. 

5. The Use of Quotations fiom Other Exegetes' Commentaries 

The attitudes of exegetes towards the commentaries of other exegetes Vary. Some 

use the commentaries of other scholars to support their own interpretetions. Others use a 

comparative method in which one commentary is compared with another. Others use a 

third method, quoting otha commentaries and then criticizing them. 

'Abduh and Ridà diffa in their use of the commentaries of other exegetes. 'Abduh, 

as shown in the first chapter, did not refa to other intexpretatioris, except for certain 

exegetical works which ded with the meaning of strange words, especially T M  ril- 

JdZayn. 'Abduh's attitude to the opinions of exegetes shows his consistency to the motto 

"nt= to the Qur'k" in which he Med to attract the guidance of the QW'M based on his 

own opinions. Howeva, S u s t a  says that 'Abduh sometinaes p t e s  otha scholam, such 

as d-GhaziIi and Ibn KhaldUa In contzast, Ridâ hquently used 0 t h  commentaries in his 



interpntation. M@ammad AbÜ Zahrah, in his preface to SbQiita's thesis, claims that 

important features distinguished the commentaries of 'Abduh and Rida h m  each other, 

particularly the latter's great attention to &-ta&$ bi &ma 'th& and bquent quotation of 

other exegetes.'" At times Rida used other exegetes' commentaries to support his 

azguments, whüe at times he criticized them. Ri@ sometimes gathaed the opinions of 

various exegetes on one verse, then analyzed them, as can be seen in his commentary on 

Q. 11: 113. In interpreting this verse, hc quoted fourteen exegetes: a l g a b d ,  al-JaqsQ, el- 

Baghàwi, al-Zamakhshd, Ibn 'Arabi, al-TGl, a l - R a ,  al-Baydid, al-Qurpbi, doNasafi, 

Ibn KatEr, ai-'Imàdi, M. Siddiq Khaa and aî-A1U1.'~~ Ridi, criticized al1 these exegetes 

either for wrong interpret ation or for their neglect of certain specific pints. ' Io 

la ~ c e  ShQita, ~i ix. 
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'Abduh and Rida have long been ngarded as exegetes whose commentaries 

represent a major source in modern Qur"nic studies. In Tsisli i & M ~ &  they criticized 

classical exegctes, accusing them of having deviated h m  the guidance of the Qur'h. 

According to them, classical exegetes injected grammatical, theological, juridical and 

philosophical dispute in their commentaries. Classicai exegetes, in the eyes of 'Abduh and 

Ridi, mated the Qw'b as justification of their own approaches to the major intellectuel 

issues of their t he .  'Abduh and Ridi not only criticized the classicai works of exegesis 

but also suggested solutions to theit pmblems, in efftct f i h g  in the shortcomings of their 

exegesis. 

Despite their sharp criticism of classical worla of exegesis, 'Abdub and Ri@ 

appnciated Som of them. 'Abduh, for instance, admind al-ZamaEhshd's aMC&sbaf 

because of the author's high appreciation of reeson and bis effort to fh hi9 exegesis firom 

taqIild Yet even though 'AWuh w u  influenced by el-Zamakbshd, hs still diffaed b m  

hîm. W e  'Abduh did not relate his commentaries to any particular school of thought, 

although he clearly supportcd the Mu'taziid. 'Abduh also admired T m  d4dZayrr of 

Jdal al-Wm a l - S M 1  and Mal al-Dln al-MaOa10 because of its concise way, giving üttle 

mon than synonyms and paraphrases and because of its brief indications of possible 

solutions to grammatical pmblems. Ricji apprtciatcd Ibn KatWs T e  ~Qur'raP crl- 

' ~ b e c a u w  the authot wm vay cmfui  in the use of Qdi in his commcntaty. 



'Abduh developed the socio-literary exegesis (d'ta@ a[-adab; al-i /t . i?) which 

focuses on social issues. This exegesis offers guidance and solutions to social problems 

which people encornter. Ri@ developed this approach and wa9 foliowed by his 

contemporaries such as W a d  Milqtafa al-Meràgh?, Mdpiid ShaitÜt, Sayyid Qutb and 

'A'isha 'Abd ai-RaIpZn (Bint al-Shiti'). 'Abduh and Ri@ also fomulated some 

important exegetical principlea in accordance with their reformist mission. These 

principles reflected the socio-political setting of the late 19" and early 20'~  centuries in 

which they found themselves. 

'Abduh and Rida shared many points of simïlarity in their exegetical approach. 

The similarity can be seen in their method and principles of exegesis. The commentaries 

of 'Abduh and Rida are disthguished by the socio-iiterary approach, concemed with social 

issues such as religious pluralism and the emancipation of women. The intefpretations of 

'Abduh and Rida were based on at least thnc principles: The fîrst is the concept of the 

general teachings of the Qur'ân in which the verses explained should be undmtood in the 

light of their universal message. The second is the use of a rationalist approach in which 

logicai consideration should play an important role in interpntation. The third is the 

concept of the süra as a unity, in which all  verses should be mdmtood in the light of the 

centrai t hme  of the siira. 

Despite the s i d a i t y  of the rnethods of 'Abduh and Ri@, they diffaed over 

cortain icey mas of exegesis. The ciifferences can be seen in their disagnement o v a  the 

use of internai cross-refcfcllct. Rida used this mothod extensively; he foilowed in the 

footsteps of Ibn KatEr. The difftrcllce is &O found in the extent of thdr use of pwphaic 



traditions in interpretation. 'Abduh Iimited himseIf in the use of hdi% due to his attitude 

to it, which was vexy selective and sometimes rejected the hadiths even if they were fouad 

in al-Bukhxb $@. He preferred a rationalist approach in his commentary. He tended to 

reject a hadith if it contradicted logical thinking. Ri@, on the other hanci, used a lot of 

hadiths in his inttrpretation due to his appreciation of hadi% and his background as an 

expert in this field. 

Concexning the exegesis that uses scientifîc howledge (al-t& al-'üm), 'Abduh 

claimed it distracted people from the nligious guidance of the Qur'k Ridi, on the other 

hand, appiied it in some cases to prove that the Qur'in accommodates scientific 

discoveries and even foretells them. The c i i f f i c c  of the methods of 'Abduh and Rida can 

ais0 be seen in their appiication of the philological approach in theù commentaries. 

'Abduh avoidecl using this approach to expound on grammatical and lexical issues, which 

he considend as a hinârance to the religious guidance of the Qur'ëa Ri& in contrast, 

used it extcnsively because he believed that it contributed ta the undaandhg of the 

Qw'M. in addition, 'Abduh and Ridi aIso d i f f d  in the use of the opinions of earlier 

exegetes. 'Abduh iimited his use to references to el-Zamalrhsbd and al-JaiGiayn. Ri& 

however, quoted a lot of megetes' opinions; he imalyzed and compaDed them and evai 

sttongiy criticized them. Howevcr, both men can bt considercd as scholus who 

contribute4 each in his own way, to a bettcr uudastanding of the Qur'h in modem times. 
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