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INTRODUCTION
A- The Purpose of the Study and Theoretical Underpinning

This study aims to expose the application of contemporary Western
critical methods to the study of the Qur’an. It attempts to evaluate the
subject for two different purposes. One is to explore the contemporary
Qur’anic studies in the context of application of western literary theories
and the second purpose is to investigate contemporary pioneer Muslim
applicants' of these twentieth century western literary criticism, like his-
torical criticism, structuralism, liberation theology so on in Qur’anic stud-
ies.
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' The term “applicant” in this study is used for who apply literary criticism.
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In this kind of study it will be vital to critically review and apply the
“cultural borrowing” theory which one-dimensionally stresses the aspect of
the “Western impact on Islamic culture”. It will be examined whether such
a theory is still a valuable tool for researchers of the Middle East in their
assessment of current trends. This approach has been criticized because it
neglects the intellectual roots of Islamic thought as well as the role of
internal debates in Muslim societies. The issue of cultural borrowing seems
to be one of the most critical of modernisation and Westernisation theories
because, as the name implies, it is a basis for the analysis of the modern
period of Islam. Modernisation and Westernisation have led to fundamen-
tal changes in belief and practices in Muslim countries. Grunebaum, for
instance, claims that the main objective of modernisation and Westernisa-
tion during the last century was to deal with the inferiority of the Islamic
world, rather than to be completely Westernised or secularised. This teory,
as useful as it is for the theoretical discussion of cultural change in the 19™
century, can be criticized for not being applicable to phenomena of trans-
formations that occurred in the second half of the 20" century. The issue of
cultural borrowing should also be related to global developments which
took place due to advancements in communication, transport and infor-
mation technology, which bring the remotest parts of the world within easy
reach, enabling exchange of information, methodology and culture be-
tween different parts of the world. It is not just technologies, which carry
culture throughout the world, but also people. The 20" century witnessed
the immigration of Muslims to Western countries, Great Britain, France,
Germany and North America. One can even suggest that Muslim societies
today are part of the West. Among others, doctoral degrees in the field of
Islamic and Qur’anic studies in major European universities, as well as in
the United States, Canada and elsewhere, are increasingly subscribed to by
second or third generations of immigrants. Consequently, most of these
students enter graduate programmes with a Western educational back-
ground and a set of academic assumptions that are almost the same as
those of non-Muslims. This certainly has given them a Western perspective
in their studies of Islam and, more drastically, of the Qur’an.

The advancements in mass education and mass communication in the
last two decades, as another fact of the modern Muslim world, also brought
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a dramatic change in the social and religious structure of the Muslim
world. Greater number of individuals attend higher educational institu-
tions. This produced a new mass media audience for intellectual products.
Until the 1970s, almost all of the literature in arts, philosophy and history
were either translations of Western originals or they were deeply influ-
enced by a pro-Western model. Consequently, educated Muslims had
direct access only to Western intellectual and cultural fashions.

The tremendous expansion of the mass media and publishing, addition-
ally, extended Qur’anic teachings to countless individuals, and this conse-
quently broke the mediation of the “ulama”, classical religious scholars.
Modern Muslims started to raise questions as to the essence of Islam and
its application to contemporary lifestyle. Finally these developments have
created the “New Muslim Intellectuals” who challenged the religious au-
thority of ulama. Muhammad Shahrour in Syria,” Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd*
in Egypt can be named among such Muslim intellectuals. The common
aim of these scholars is a re-interpretation of the Qur’an as well as the
redefinition and reorganization of traditional concepts in the light of their
experiences of modern societies.”

The term was coined by Michael E. Meeker to describe a new kind of intellec-
tual in the Middle East. For further information see: Michael E. Meeker, (1991)
“The New Muslim Intellectuals in the Republic of Turkey” in Islam in Modern
Turkey, ed. by Richard Tapper, London: I. B. Tauris, pp. 189-219.

For further information see: Andreas Christmann, (2004) “The Form is Perma-
nent, but the Content Moves: the Qur’anic Text and its Interpretation(s) in
Mohammad Shahrour’s al-Kitab wal-Qur’an” in Modern Muslim Intellectuals
and the Qur’an, ed. by Suha Taji-Farouki, London: Oxford University Press ;
The Institute of Ismaili Studies, pp. 263-295.

For further information see: Navid Kermani, (2004) “From revelation to Inter-
pretation; Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd and the Literary Study of the Quran” in
Modern Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur’an, ed. by Suha Taji-Farouki, pp. 169-
192.

For further information see: Eickelman, D. F and James Piscatori (1998) Mus-
lim Politics, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, pp. 3-79; Dale
F. Eikelman, (2000) “Islam and the Languages of Modernity”, Daedalusi, v. 229,
pp- 119-135; Michael E. Meeker, (1994) “The Muslim Intellectual and his Audi-
ence: A New Configuration of Writer and Reader among Believers in the Re-
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The last two decades of the 20" century observed a definite break in the
traditional style of interpretation in Qur’anic studies. These new perspec-
tives have mostly been inspired by Western intellectual developments. A
number of scholars in the Muslim world began to interpret and read the
Qur’an through Western perspectives and methodologies. Fazlur Rahman,
Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Muhammad Arkoun, Farid Esack are significant
figures in the Muslim world who played a pioneering role in applying this
modern perspective in their studies. In addition to being influenced by the
intellectual and the cultural impact of the West, Muslim scholars like
Fazlur Rahman and Arkoun, on the one hand, emphasise, what they called,
an “objective” and “scientific” framework for the analysis and interpreta-
tion of the Qur’an. On the other hand, Farid Esack highlights the readers’
contextual approach to the Qur'an. Abu Zayd, moreover, attempts a pre-
dominantly secular reading of the Qur’an which he regards primarily as a
literary text.

B- Background of the Study

There has been a pronounced need to re-interpret the Qur'an in the
Modern period. A crisis descended upon Islam in the encounter with the
enlightened and more or less secularized Europe of the 19th century. The
Islamic world faced both a physical and an ideological challenge. During
that period Muslims no longer ruled their lands; European colonialism
encroached progressively on the Islamic world. The modern exegesis of the
Qur'an began, not due to academic problems, but to contemporary world
affairs. It is notable that modern interpretation of the Qur’an since the
beginning of the nineteenth century has been under the influence of West-
ern thought. The impact of Western science has been, Rippin maintains,’
“the major factor in creating new demands and also the element of con-
temporary life to which much early modern tafsir made its response.” The
Qur’an has always been regarded as one of the sources of Islam. But in the
modern period of Islamic intellectualism that promotes the notion of the

public of Turkey.” in Cultural Transitions in the Middle East ed. Serif Mardin,

Leiden, New York & Koeln: E.J. Brill, pp. 153-155 and Duygu Koksal, (1996)

The Politics of Cultural Identity in Turkey, PhD thesis, The University of Texas.
¢ Rippin, A, (1987) “Tafsir”, ER, p. 242
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reinterpretation of Islam as the result of Western influences, the Qur’an is
the only source in reference to the new development.” Muhammad Abduh,
for instance, presents the Qur'an in a practical manner to a wide public,
wider than the professional Islamic theologians, to show that the Qur'an
has solutions for the urgent problems of the day.

Because of the influence of Western technology and culture, 19th and
20th century Muslim exegetes were forced to focus, as Jansen points out,
on three aspects of interpretation, Scientific exegesis (tafsir ‘ilmi) seeks to
draw all possible fields of human knowledge into the interpretation of the
Qur'an; to find in the Qur'an that which has been discovered by the sci-
ences of the 19th and 20th centuries. They looked for scientific evidence
within the Qur'an, and sought to find parallels within contemporary West-
ern sciences. Philological exegesis is the science of discovering what words
in the Qur'an meant in the past, and what the author/God intended them
to mean. In the philological genre, the author intention principle (maqasid)
was only used by Muslims when trying to derive what those in Meccan and
the Medinan period had meant. Amin al-Khuli got around the grammatical
problems by maintaining that the Qur'an came to humanity in an Arab
costume, and therefore in order to understand it we should know as much
as possible about the Arabs of that time. He advocated a historical-critical
study of the Qur'an; suggesting one should first study the history, society,
and language of the people to whom it was addressed, and only then inter-
pret the Qur'anic verses in the light of these studies.® Practical exegesis
deals with seeking to implement the Qur'an in everyday life. Practical
exegesis became an exercise in explaining to what degree one should toler-
ate Western influence on secular and religious life. Muhammad ‘Abduh
was a good example of how one could apply a practical interpretation of
the Qur'an in the world of his day. He believed that Islam not only had all
the answers for humanity, but could also adopt, through reason and Ijti-
had, those discoveries which were being evidenced within European and
Western culture, providing a proper set of laws were enforced by a just

See further information about western impact on modern Muslim interpreta-
tion: Rippin, A., “Tafsir”, pp. 242-243.

8 TJansen, J. J. G., (1980) The Interpretation of the Koran in Modern Egypt, Leiden:
E.J.Brill, p. 66.
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Islamic power. There will always be a need to interpret the Qur'an for
today, to explain how and where we can take its precepts and apply them
to our lives.

In parallel to modern developments in Muslim countries, Islamic intel-
lectualism had continued systematic attempts to reinterpret the Qur’an in
the twentieth century in ways which reflect the realities of modern Muslim
intellectualism and politics. In this period Muslim societies have experi-
enced significant transformations. Under Western influence Muslim coun-
tries followed a path of Westernisation and secularisation as they increas-
ingly adapted Western norms and models in politics, law and education. In
the light of Western values e.g. democracy, social justice, freedom, gender
and race equality, tolerance, human rights etc, the political and social
spheres need re-interpretation. Since 1980, new paradigms have been
intensively debated throughout the Islamic world. As a part of the aca-
demic and intellectual interaction with the West a new kind of intellectual
group has emerged. These scholars are similar to and probably inspired by
their Western counterparts. These scholars have adapted critical theories
and methods as new hermeneutical models of understanding the Qur’an.
Their aim is to re-read the Qur’an in the light of modern textual and phi-
losophical disciplines, such as literary criticism, epistemology, hermeneu-
tics, structuralism and post-structuralism and to re-read the Qur’an asking
the question, not what, but how do we interpret.

Here, we introduce Fazlur Rahman, Mohammed Arkoun, Nasr Hamid
Abu Zayd, and Farid Esack, their bibliography, relevant works, and how
they apply western literary criticism in their study of the Qur'an. We will
investigate their position as pioneer applicants and the mediators of West-
ern literary criticism to Islamic academia.

1- FAZLUR RAHMAN AND THE APPLICATION OF HISTORICAL
CRITICISM

Fazlur Rahman always argues that the imperfection and imprecision of
traditional Islamic methodology cannot help us understand the Qur’an
today. These approaches, according to Fazlur Rahman, are indeed essential
for an understanding of the text of the Qur'an. Nevertheless we need a
hermeneutical theory that will help us to understand the meaning of the
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Qur'an as a whole so that the theological sections of the Qur'an and the
ethical parts become a unified whole.’

The theory of understanding the Qur’an as a whole is not a new issue of
Islamic intellectualism. Since the fourteenth century there has been an
influential theory, Ilm al-Mundasabdt (the science of intratextuality) that
views each surah as a unified discourse. Badr al-Din al-Zarkashi in his
Burhan, and Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti in his Itqan mention the idea of the
surah as unities.”” Until the twentieth century, however, this theory was
rarely used. Recently, Western attacks on the coherence of the Qur’an have
led to an apologetic defence. ‘Izzat Darwaza, Sayyid Qutb, Mohammed
Husayn al-Tabatabai, and Elmalili Muhammad Hamdi Yazir are the most
important scholars in regard to the Qur’an as unity. Darwaza in his al-
Tafsir al-Hadith, for example, tries to clarify how the Qur’anic chapters,
verses even passages are interconnected with each others. More clearly,
Sayyid Qutb discusses what he calls the mihwar (central thesis) of each
surah. For him, every chapter has a central idea and is to be understood
with reference to it. Tabataba’i coined the term gharad (objective, purpose,
intent) to explain the central idea of the surah. More radically, Elmalili, a
Turkish scholar, claims that not only the suras but also the whole Qur’an
has unity; the chapters have not been put next to one another arbitrarily,
on the contrary, the ideas continue in the next chapter. Abdel Haleem’s
article', “Context and Internal Relationships” is a most recent example.
The above scholars, however, failed to provide a systematic, comprehensive
application of the theory of intra-textuality to the Qur’an, which gives rise
to discussion on new methods for the study of the Qur’an.

The modern application of the theory of the unity of the Qur’an and of
its chapters, although it is claimed that it originally belonged to Muslim

Fazlur Rahman, (1986) “Interpreting the Qur’an”, Inquiry, May, p. 45.

For further information on historical development of the Science of Intratextu-
ality, Tlm al-Mundsabat in Muslim Tafsir tradition see: Mustansir Mir (1993)
“The Sura as a Unity”, Approaches to the Qur’an ed. by G.R. Hawting and Ab-
dul-Kader A. Shareef London: Routledge, pp. 211-224.

' Abdel Haleem, M.A.S., (1993) “Context and Internal relationships: keys to
Qur’anic Exegesis” in Approaches to the Qur’an, ed. by G.R. Hawting and Ab-
dul-Kader A. Shareef London: Routledge pp. 71-92.
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intellectual tradition, has however been indirectly under the influence of
the West. Muslim scholars who encounter the attack of Christian mission-
aries or criticism of Western orientalism are trying to maintain a defence
against the notion that the Qur’an is discontinuous.'” Consequently the
twentieth century in particular witnessed the publication of commentaries
which classified key passages of the Qur’anic text according to their main
subject and treated verses related to the same subject synoptically. In this
method, the exegesis of the Qur'an is not done verse by verse. On the
contrary, it seeks to study the Qur'an by taking up a particular theme from
among the various doctrinal, social and cosmological themes dealt with by
the Qur'an.

Indeed, the modern application of the theory of unity to the Qur’an has
another cause in the twentieth century. It is notable that modern interpre-
tation of the Qur’an since the beginning of the nineteenth century has been
under the influence of Western thought. The impact of Western science
has been, Rippin maintains,” “the major factor in creating new demands
and also the element of contemporary life to which much early modern
tafsir made its response.” The Qur’an has always been regarded as the
primary source of Islam. But in the modern period of Islamic intellectual-
ism that promotes the notion of the reinterpretation of Islam as a result of
Western influences, the Qur’an is the only source in reference to the new
development.'

As part of understanding the Qur’an as a unity, for Fazlur Rahman, it
becomes essential to understand the “urf’ (customs), institutions and the
general way of life of the Arabs; in particular, the situation in Mecca im-
mediately before Islam. We must try not only to understand pre-Islamic
Arab religion but also their social institutions, economic life and political
relationships. The prominent role of the Quraish and its religious and
economic superiority among Arabs must be understood. The Qur'an has
therefore to be understood in its proper context.

2 Mir, Mustansir, ibid: 218.

B Rippin, A., “Tafsir”, p. 242.

" For further information about western impact on modern Muslim interpreta-
tion see: Rippin, A., “Tafsir”, pp. 242-3.
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During his PhD, Fazlur Rahman had noted the lack of historical think-
ing among Muslim intellectuals. Fazlur Rahman maintained that the
Qur’an should be studied in historical order to appreciate the development
of its themes and ideas; otherwise one is apt to be misled on certain impor-
tant points. One should then study it in its socio-historical background -
this applies not only to individual passages, for which there were what the
Qur’an commentators call ‘occasions of revelation’, but also to the Qur’an
as a whole, for which there was a background in pagan Mecca that can be

called ‘the occasion of the Qur’an’."®

The formulation of Fazlur Rahman’s system of hermeneutics, according
to his Turkish student, Alpaslan A¢ikgeng, falls into three periods.'® First is
the crisis period, which covers the time of his education until his early
teaching career at Durham. Second is the synthesis period, beginning in
1958 when he began teaching at McGill and lasting until his resignation in
1968 from the directorship of the Central Institute at Lahore. And third is
the resolution period, which covers his teaching career at the University of
Chicago (1969-1988).

By the crisis period, Acikgenc means Fazlur Rahman’s becoming aware
of conflict between his early traditional education and the modern one. In
order to solve this conflict, Fazlur Rahman had suggested reform and
revival in Islam. He would later try to find out how Islamic tradition could
be reformed. In the second stage (1958-1968), he aimed to concentrate on
solutions rather than developing a theoretical formulation of his method.
The first theoretical formulations of his methodology were to come during
his directorship of the Central Institute of Islamic Research, Karachi (1962-
1968). These methodological considerations first appeared as a series of
articles, which were collected later in a book entitled Islamic Methodology
in History. "

Fazlur Rahman, (1976) Islam, Chicago: University of Chicago Press p. 261.

16 Acikgenc, Alpaslan, (1990) “The Thinker of Islamic Revival and Reform: Fazlur
Rahman’s Life and Thought (1919-1988)” Islami Arastirmalar: Fazlurrahman
Ozel Sayisi (Journal Of Islamic research: Fazlur Rahman Specific Issue.), V1/1990,
p. 239.

Fazlur Rahman, (1965) Islamic Methodology in Histor,y Islamabad: Islamic
Research Institute.
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Fazlur Rahman developed his methodology in the last period (1969-
1988) with the publication of his Major Themes of the Qur’an'® while teach-
ing at the University of Chicago. In a later work entitled Islam and Moder-
nity," Fazlur Rahman theoretically formulated his method. He suggests
two main steps in the interpretation of the Qur’an using historical meth-
ods. The first step is to understand the meaning of a given statement by
studying historical situations. The second step is to generalize those spe-
cific answers and pronounce them as statements of general moral-social
objectives that can be ‘distilled” from specific texts in light of the socio-
historical background and the often-stated ratio legis. *°

Fazlur Rahman’s methodology, at the start, seems to fit into a category
of modern trend called “historical criticism” in Western literary criticism.
Historical criticism tends to place the documents in their historical context
and examines them in the light of their contemporary environment. This is
necessary for understanding, whether they are historical in character or
belong to another literary genre. The historical critical method is based on
the assumption that literature can only be understood through the objec-
tive study and reconstruction of the original context.

Fazlur Rahman suggests this approach in order to generalize the
Qur’anic response to socio-historical situations and to apply them to con-
temporary situations. This is, for him, technically called “ijtihad”. *' Yet
Fazlur Rahman believes that ijtihad is an essential element in Islamic
methodology and that its definition clearly demonstrates that Islamic
historicism predates the West’s development of the methodology. At the
same time, he expresses agreement with Western thinkers.*

Fazlur Rahman’s methodology, as he claims, is based on E. Betti’s her-
meneutical theory, which insists on objective study of historical/Qur’anic

18

Fazlur Rahman, (1980) Major Themes of the Qur’an Chicago, Minneapolis:
Bibliotheca Islamica.

Fazlur Rahman, (1982) Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual
Tradition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity, pp. 5-6.

Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity, pp. 7-8.

22 Tbid: 8-9.

19

20

21
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materials.” This school was already under criticism by Gadamer’s school.
While an objective approach seeks the original mind in order to under-
stand the truth, a subjective reading suggests that all experience of under-
standing presupposes a precondition. Thus, for Gadamer, there is no
objective understanding at all.** For Betti, the meaning of a historical text or
precedent, the present situation, and the intervening tradition can be
sufficiently and objectively known and the tradition can be fairly objec-
tively brought under the judgment of the normative meaning of the past,
under whose impact the tradition arose. Thus, the tradition can be studied
with adequate historical objectivity. It is obviously seen that Fazlur Rah-
man is familiar with the debate between Betti and Gadamer. However,
Gadamer in fact does not offer any methods to find out the truth; he sim-
ply wants to illustrate a fact during the reading process.”® How does Fazlur
Rahman stand against this argument? Without thinking of Gadamer’s
caution about ‘historical consciousness’, Fazlur Rahman formulates so-
called objective general principles and then applies them to contemporary
issues. Making general principles seems impossible because one is reading
the historical text from a different historical point of view. Although the
main aim is to re-interpret the text according to the challenges of our
times, how is it possible to carry these so-called “objective” interpretations
to the next generations’ challenges? When he reinterprets the Qur'anic
verses touching upon interest, women, etc, Fazlur Rahman is very much
driven by his own “effective history” that led him to produce some projects
in harmony with his history.

Besides, does Fazlur Rahman really make objective historical inquiry
into the Qur’anic materials? He is not using secular historical materials,
like archaeological evidence or numismatics etc. to discover “what really
happened” and the ultimate true meaning in the Qur’an. In fact very little
and limited material is available for the study of early Islam and also they
are all of questionable historical authenticity. Instead, his theories have
more in common with text-centred literary theories rather than historical
criticism. A suitable term to describe his approach is canon criticism or new

23

Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity, p. 8.
24 Tbid: 8.
% Gadamer, H., (1979) Truth and Method, London: Sheed and Ward, p. 465.
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criticism, which relies on the final corpus of the text not the historical
sources. Historical attention to the Qur’an in his writings is there to dem-
onstrate the fact that there is a contextual gap between the contemporary
context and the historical context.

2- MOHAMMAD ARKOUN AND HIS STRUCTURAL READING OF

THE QUR’AN

Mohammad Arkoun, an Algerian Muslim scholar and intellectual, was
born in 1928 in Taourirt-Mimoun of Kabylia. He began Arabic studies in
his own country.” In 1956, he completed his M.A. thesis in Paris. He
taught in Strasbourg and in Paris both in the Voltaire high school and in
the Faculty of Arts from 1956 to 1959. He joined the Sorbonne University
as a research assistant in 1960. He completed his PhD thesis about the
Muslim philosopher, Ibn Miskawayh®. He was Director of the Institute of
Arab and Islamic Studies and is presently emeritus professor of the History
of Islamic Thought in the Sorbonne.

Despite his Arabic cultural background in Algeria he seems to prefer
French and English to write his works. Almost all his works have been
translated into Arabic by other scholars; mostly by his pupil, Hashim Salih.
The reason for preferring French, as he pointed out, is the lack of philoso-
phical expressions in Arabic. Lectures du Coran *, Rethinking Islam * and
The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought ** are his best-known and
most crucial works on reading the Qur’an. Rethinking Islam, as one of his
projects, re-evaluates Islamic culture from a new perspective. The goal of

% Douglas, Fatma Malti, (1995) “Arkoun, Mohammed”, The Encyclopaedia of the

Modern Islamic World. ed. by John L. Esposito New York and London: Oxford

University Press, 1/1995, p. 139.

This thesis published in 1970 in Paris under the title of L’humanisme arabe au

IV'IX siecle: Miskawayh philosophe et historien.

Arkoun, Mohammed, (1982) Lectures du Coran, Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose;

(1991) 2" ed. Tunis: Alif.

#  Arkoun, (1994) Rethinking Islam, Boulder, San Francisco, Oxford: Westview
Press.

*  Arkoun, (2002) The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought, London:
Saqi books.
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the project is to develop a new strategy for the study of cultures. Arkoun
insists on a historical, sociological, and anthropological approach, not to
deny the importance of the theological and philosophical perspectives, but
to enrich them by the inclusion of the concrete historical and social condi-
tions in which Islam has always been practised.’’

Arkoun started the “rethinking Islam” project with an article®® in 1970
in which he asked “how to read the Qur'an?” He recommends the reading
of the texts according to the new epistemology introduced by modern
linguistics and semiotics. That is not to mean we can interpret religion
merely as positivist historicism and secularism. The project of rethinking
Islam is basically a response to two major needs:

1- The particular need of Muslim societies to think about their own
problems, which had been made unthinkable by orthodox scholastic,
thought.

2- The need of contemporary thought in general to open new fields and
discover new horizons of knowledge.”

Following the examples set by anthropologists who started the practice
of “applied anthropology”, Arkoun called another project “applied islamol-
ogy” to suggest new dimensions i.e. religious, social, political, anthropo-
logical, psychological and cultural trends in Islamic studies. It is briefly a
critical re-reading of the comprehensive Muslim tradition, free from the
dogmatic definitions of the existing literature on sects, leading to a new
mode of religious analysis and thinking that will integrate all modern
knowledge and science.

Arkoun theoretically explains his applications in Lectures du Coran. He
explicitly offers Semiotics and Saussurean linguistics, i.e. Structuralism, as a
method applicable to the Qur’an. Surat al-Fatiha and Surat al-Kahf are his
case studies for applying Western literary criticism. Whereas classical
scholars bring forward a particular reason or occasion, Arkoun advocates

1 Arkoun, M., (1997) “Rethinking Islam Today”, Mapping Islamic Studies edited
by Azim Nanji, pp. 221-2.

The first chapter of Lectures du Coran, which was published firstly in Le Coran
by Kasimirski, Paris: Flammarion 1970.

3 Arkoun, M., “Rethiking Islam Today”, p. 237.
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each verse as a part of the official closed corpus, the final form of revela-
tion, of the Qur’an. Unlike classical scholars, he does not seem to give any
credit to etymology and literary beauty; on the contrary, he regards them
as apologetic. Arkoun also sees that classical tafsir books are greatly in-
volved with ritual and theological context rather than with the meaning
and structure of the surah itself.

Arkoun’s methodology is considerably different from classical exegesis.
He suggests the application of structural reading to the surah, and to the
whole Qur’an. Arkoun does not find other methodologies as reliable as
linguistics since it is not under the control of ‘explicit and implicit presup-
positions’. For him this point has already been proved by the experience of
Biblical scholarship.**

Arkoun suggests, as mentioned above, Saussurean linguistics i.e. Struc-
turalism as a method that is applicable to the Qur’an, instead of philology
as used by the classicists. He gives Izutsu as an example who has already
applied a part of structural reading: semantics.” According to structural-
ism, Arkoun asserts that meaning in the Qur’an is not in the sentences or
verbs but in the system of relationships in the Qur’an.’® This would enable
the reader, according to Arkoun, to see that the Qur’an is a whole. This, in
turn, will open the way for new readings.”

Arkoun starts his reading with the linguistics elements, the verbal sys-
tem, and, finally the syntagmatic structures. For Arkoun, the construction
known as Idafa in Arabic grammar makes it possible to underline a close
relationship between the syntax and the meaning. He believes that classical
scholars, such as Fakhraddin al-Radi, did not really appreciate the philol-
ogical value of ‘alamin. To him this word is Syriac and Aramaic in origin.
This explanation, as he admits, belongs to his friend, G. Troupeau. This
etymological approach is quite typical of traditional orientalism and as a
matter of fact it contradicts Arkoun’s structuralist approach. Here Arkoun
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charges classical scholars with giving too much credit to the etymological
approach and forgetting the whole structure of the Qur’an. He too know-
ingly or unknowingly does the same.

His analysis of the Surat al-Fatiha, however, remains more theoretical,
as he does not provide us with a satisfactory analysis but rather theoretical
suggestions. Arkoun continues to suggest his own methodology in the
Surat al-Kahf.*® Surat al-Kahf, the 18th surah of the Qur'an, means “The
Cave”. Typically, Muslim scholars give some information on the virtue and
occasions of the revelation. According to the classicists, the surah belongs
to the Meccan period but also contains some Medinan verses.” The Surah
is identified by a story, which gives the name to the surah, “Companions of
the Cave™. In the Qur’an, the “Companions” refer to a group of youths
whose story is described as being among God's ‘signs’. Some orientalists*'
believe that the Qur’anic narrative has its roots in a story of Christian
origins known as the story of “The Seven Sleepers”. Making use of much
material from the Christian oriental tradition about the story, early Muslim
commentators have attempted to fill the gaps in the Qur’anic narrative.
Tabari, for instance, gives considerable details.** According to Rudi Paret,
the extra-Qur’anic variations, which fit Quranic exegesis, are significant
for the history of the transmission of the legend in pre-Islamic times.”

According to John Wansbrough, this kind of story provides a narrative
framework for lengthy commentary on the Surah.* Rippin notes that such
accounts “are adducted, and thus recorded and transmitted, in order to
provide a narrative situation in which an interpretation of the Qur’an can

8 Ibid: 69-86.

¥ Qurtubi, (1994) al-Jami' li Ahkam al-Qur’an, v.10, p. 346

0 This story is well known by the western people by the name of “Seven Sleepers
of Ephesus”.

4 Paret, Rudi, “Ashab al-Kahf”, EI2, p. 691; A. ]J. Wensick, “Ashab al-Kahf”, EI1,
p. 478

2 Tabari, Ibid: v. 15, pp. 219-220.

4 Paret, Rudi, Ibid: 691.
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be alive. The material has been recorded not for its historical value but for

its exegetical value...”

In the context of the Surah, Arkoun attempts to demonstrate the defi-
ciency of classical commentary and suggests an alternative methodology.
According to Arkoun, the classicists implicitly affirm the primacy of stan-
dards in rhetoric, logic and textual composition in the tradition of writing
of the Arab Muslims. Traditional commentators have employed the lin-
guistic, literary, historical, hagiographic, and mythical data gathered
through intense multi-field activity (regional grammar, philology, lexicog-
raphy, biographies, stories, anthologies...) and have fixed the framework
and the principal explanations of all interpretative activity up to the pre-
sent day. Even the orientalists have been dependent on the data which has
been developed under the pressure of Muslim orthodoxy.* Inspired pre-
sumably by Wansbrough, Arkoun asserts that all the classics rely on a
narrative framework which Mugqatil b. Sulayman records in his Tafsir."
Arkoun says all these collections represent the process of organizing the
thinkable under the pressure and consensus of the orthodox discourse.
Anything outside of orthodoxy is rejected and cast into the field of the
unthinkable.*® Finally, we can say that Arkoun wants to shake the theologi-
cal foundations of Islamic orthodoxy, in order to introduce an unthinkable
field to Islamic intellectualism and academia. Thus, he suggests a critical
re-reading of Qur’anic verses free from the definitions of the existing
classical literature.

3- NASR HAMID ABU ZAYD AND THE TEXTUALITY OF THE

QUR’AN

Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd was born in 1943 in the village of Quhafa, which
is near the city of Tanta in Egypt. Abu Zayd started his early education by
memorising the entire Qur’an in his eighth year. He took Islamic Studies at
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Cairo University and in 1976, he took his MA degree in Arabic Studies. He
then studied at the American University in Cairo and at the University of
Pennsylvania. In 1981, he completed his PhD at the University of Cairo.
From 1985 to 1989 he was a lecturer at Osaka University in Japan and
thereafter, in Cairo University as an assistant professor for Islamic and
Rhetorical studies.*” Abu Zayd has published several works on the method-
ology of interpretation (Usiul al-Tafsir) in Arabic. Al-Ittijah al-Aqli fi’t-
Tafsir is his MA thesis and his first book dealing with the way of reading
the Qur'an. Falsafa al-Ta’wil' is his PhD thesis and about Ibn Arabi’s
reading methodology. Mafhiim al-Nass ** is his most famous and seminal
book. Because he used the word text in reference to the Qur’an in this
book, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd has had unpleasant reactions from the au-
thorities in his country. He was accused of heresy, dismissed from his post
at the University, forced to divorce, and deported from Egypt. The Court
gave as the reason for its verdict that he made fun of the Qur’anic verses.
The Court™ seems to regard as heresy his suggestion in Mafhiim al-Nass
that the Qur’an is a text and should be read as a literary text like any other.
Abu Zayd and his wife have had to live outside his country in the Nether-
lands since 1995. He has been professor of Islamic Studies at Leiden Uni-
versity.

According to Abu Zayd, rejecting the textuality of the Qur’an, the Mus-

lim scholars in al-Azhar University want to be the authority on Islam and
manipulate the meaning for political ends. Through such identification
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between political authority and the meaning of the Qur’an, he claims,
Islam becomes politicised. Scholars in al-Azhar University were saying that
“in all the history of Islam, no one uses in reference to the Qur’an words
other than what God himself used in the Qur’an. No one of the ‘ulama has
ever dealt with the Qur’an as text”. They meant that Abu Zayd neglects the
holiness of the Qur’anic verses whereas he uses the term nas (text) in the
meaning of the whole text of the Qur’an, which has been entirely recog-
nised in classical Qur’anic studies and modern Islamic thought.

According to Abu Zayd, ‘the Qur’an is the word of God revealed to the
Prophet Muhammad in plain Arabic language in the span of 23 years™.
What does he mean by the term of word of God? Is it limited to the Qur’an?
Instead, words of God, he asserts, are infinite and non-exhaustible. There-
fore, ‘if the word of god is impossible to be confined whereas the Qur’an as
a text is limited in space, the Qur’an should only represent a specific mani-
festation of the word of God’. The word of God was revealed to Muham-
mad through non-verbal communication, wahy in a plain Arabic language
simply because God always considers the language of the people to whom a
messenger is sent. (The Qur’an 14/4). Abu Zayd, then, concludes that the
word of God cannot be limited to the Qur’an. In other words, Abu Zayd
seems to disagree with the assumption that the Qur'an presents literally
and exclusively the word of God. The Qur’an is then ‘one manifestation of
the word of God inspired to Prophet Muhammad through the mediation of
the archangel Gabriel’.”

On the other hand, the textuality of the Qur’an, Abu Zayd claims, does
not mean that it is a human text. However, as the Qur’an is one of the
revelations and manifestations of God’s words at a specific time and place,

it should follow as contextual that what was revealed to Muhammad in
Arabic in the 7 century is a historical text. Therefore, socio-historical and
modern linguistic analyses, for him, are needed for understanding the
Qur’an. In fact Abu Zayd promotes the historicity of the Qur’an not in
order to apply author-intentional or contextual approaches, despite his

> Abu Zayd, N. H., (2000) “The Qur’an: God and Man in Communication”, p. 2.
Paper delivered in a lecture in Leiden, downloaded from Abu Zayd’s web page:
http://geocities.com/~Irrc/Zaid.

> Ibid: 2-4.
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assertion,” but in order to prove that the Qur’an is not eternal, but was
created in a certain context. By doing so, Abu Zayd eventually says that the
Qur’an is a text of a certain historical culture. It is implicitly said that the
textuality of the Qur’an is endorsed by the historicity of the text. He says:*’

Certainly it is a message from Heaven to the earth, but it is no message
independent of the rules of reality, with all the structures in which this
reality is embedded, and the most important of these is the cultural frame-
work. The absolute reveals itself to humans by means of its speech, “it
lowers itself to them” (yatanazzal ilayhim) by employing their cultural and
linguistic system of meaning.

After humanizing the language of the Qur’an by insisting on its textual-
ity and historicity, Abu Zayd focuses on the other human dimensions in
the content and the structure of the Qur’an:*®

The human dimension is more obvious when we take into considera-
tion two facts. First, the Qur'an was revealed in instalments, munajjam,
and, second, the process of the canonisation of the Qur'an depended on
human manoeuvre. Being revealed portion by portion, munajjam, the
Qur'an corresponded to the community needs and demands. Demands of
Muslims are reflected in the Qur'an by the frequent occurrence of the
phrase, “they ask you” (Muhammad), yas'aliinaka (15 times)... Providing
answers to such questions, much of the legal aspect of the Qur'an was
gradually articulated, thus reflecting the dialectical relationship between
God's word and human interest

Abu Zayd, above, maintains that the dialectical relationship between the
Qur'an and the reality of the early Muslim community has formulated the
Qur’anic contents. Another aspect of the human impact on God's word is
the process of canonisation:”

% Abu Zayd, N. H., “The Textuality of the Qur’an”, pp. 4-5 downloaded from:
http://geocities.com/~Irrc/Zaid. The reason of his support of historical critical
reading would be against traditional scholars in al-Azhar University.

7 Abu Zayd, N. H., Mafhim al-Nass, Cairo, p. 64 (The English translation is
quoted from “From Revelation to Interpretation”, p. 176.
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Canonisation of the Qur'an included also the rearrangement of the
Qur'anic verses and chapters in their present order, which is not the same
as chronological order. The present order is called tartib al-tilawa (order of
recitation), while the chronological order is called tartib al-nuzil. It is
important here to refer to the impact of such rearrangement in partially
demolishing the historical and occasional context of every portion of
revelation, thus elevating the semantic structure of it above the original
reality from which it emerged. Nevertheless, the original content of the
Word of God in its unknown absoluteness, ...

What is the methodology of understanding the Qur’an as a text? Abu
Zayd advocates literary studies, arguing that if the Qur’an is a text it should
be read as a literary text like any other text. Navid Kermani® claim that
Abu Zayd’s literary study of the Qur’an refers to a tradition of Muslim
scholars like ‘Abd al-Jabbar, ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani and the recent scholar
Amin al-Khuli. Apparently, he was also influenced by Western critics and
thinkers. Toshihiko Izutsu, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Russian formalist,
Jurist M Lotman® are documented and discussed in the book, Ishkaliyyat
al-Qira‘a wa-‘Aliyyat at-Ta’wil®, which is a compilation of his relevant
articles.

Abu Zayd bases his attempt on traditional religious literary science and
on modern Western literary and hermeneutical theories. By doing so, Abu
Zayd has continued a promising project on literary exegesis initiated by
Amin al-Khali. He, like al-Khuli and his school, advocates the Qur’an as a
poetically structured text, a literary monument and not just a list of Judg-
ments or mere legal text.”

€ Kermani, Navid, (2004) “From Revelation to Interpretation”, pp. 9-10.

Abi Zayd translated two of his works into Arabic: Nazariyyat hawla al-Dirasah
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5- FARID ESACK AND READING THE QUR’AN IN THE
CONTEXT OF SOUTH-AFRICA

Farid Esack is a South African Muslim scholar. He was born in the Cape
Town suburb of Wynberg in 1959. In 1990, Esack left South Africa for a
doctorate in Qur’anic interpretation, spending five years in Britain and
Germany, conducting doctoral and post-doctoral research. Farid Esack
completed a doctoral degree in Qur'anic Hermeneutics at University of
Birmingham (UK) in 1996, with his thesis, Side-by-side with the other:
towards a Qur'anic hermeneutic of religious pluralism for liberation.**

In his thesis, Esack examines the question of religious pluralism and lib-
eration in the Qur'an as it emerged in South Africa during the 1980's
through Muslim participation in the struggle against apartheid.”” He is
strongly influenced by Christian liberation theology. In 1994-95 he was a
Research Fellow in Biblical Hermeneutics at the Philosophische Theolo-
gische Hochschule, Sankt Georgen, Frankfurt. In 1984-89 he was the Na-
tional Coordinator of Call of Islam As a person committed to inter-
religious solidarity for justice and peace and the struggle against apartheid,
he played a leading role in the United Democratic Front, The Call of Islam,
the Organisation of People Against Sexism, the Cape Against Racism and
the World Conference on Religion & Peace.

In addition to a number of articles published in different parts of the
world, he is the author a major work on Islamic Liberation theology,
Qur’an, Liberation and Pluralism (1996). He has also written On Being a
Muslim: Finding a Religious Path in the World Today (1999) and An Intro-
duction to the Qur’an (2002). Farid Esack proposes a methodology which
sets out the process of interpreting how different individuals and groups
have appropriated the text, and he explains this through his insights into
reception hermeneutics. Reception hermeneutics, contrary to historical

Interpretation” in Modern Intellectuals and the Qur’an Suha Taji-Faruki (ed.)
Oxford: Oxford University Press 2004, pp. 1-16.

¢ This thesis was published in 1997 in Oxford under the title of Qur’an Liberation
and Pluralism.

¢ Esack, Farid, (1997) Qur’an Liberation and Pluralism, Oxford: Oneworld, p. 83.
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positivism, which accepts fixed and objective meaning, sees different recep-
tions of the text, including present popular understanding of the text.®

Esack signifies his methodology by the term regressive-progressive. This
means “to discover the historical mechanisms and factors, which produced
these texts and assigned them such functions (= regressive procedure).”
The process of revelation of the Qur'an within a social context has to be
examined and its meaning within that particular (past) context compre-
hended. The principles of progressive revelation (tadrij), meccan and
medinan revelations, occasions of revelation (asbab al-nuziul), and abroga-
tion (naskh) are the tool of regressive procedure.”

This process of understanding, however, operates within a (present)
personal and social context. Because these texts are an inseparable part of
the interpreter’s identity and active in his ideological system, we have to
rework them in order to assign a contemporary and contextual meaning to
them (= progressive procedure). According to Esack, this dual process of
regression-progression between the Qur'an with its socio-historico-religious
context and the community with its current socio-political context is
necessary for contemporary contextual understanding and meaning to
emerge.®

Esack’s dual process of a regression-progression system and Fazlur
Rahman’s double-movement approach at first sound similar. But if we
focus more deeply on the two processes, the differences will emerge. Objec-
tive reading of the historical text and its adaptation to present issues is the
main character of the Fazlur Rahman’s methodology, Esack on the con-
trary suggests understanding the Qur’an in its historical context, not in
order to confine its message to that historical context but rather in order to
understand its revealed meaning in a specific past context and then to be
able to contextualize it in terms of contemporary reality.”

% For further information see: Esack, F., Qur’an Liberation and Pluralism, p. 51.
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From this point of view his hermeneutical task derives also from Ark-
oun’s methodology. According to Esack, “Arkoun’s ideas imply that there
can be a class of super readers, expert historians or linguists who will be
able to access the true meaning of a text”.”® As reception hermeneutics
asserts, Esack claims, interpretation and meaning are always partial, and
every interpreter enters the process of interpretation with some pre-
understanding of the questions addressed by the text, and brings with him
certain conceptions as presuppositions of his exegesis. However, Arkoun’s
methodology, in contrast to that of Fazlur Rahman, is rooted in a plural-
istic base.”

The contexts of South Africa which engaged Esack, such as liberation
injustice, division and exploitation, are employed in his approaches to the
Qur’an. According to Esack, in South Africa liberation means liberation
from all forms of exploitation, including those of race, gender, class and
religion. Esack defines a number of hermeneutical keys and their employ-
ment within a context of oppression in South Africa. Esack re-interprets
them as the basis of a Qur'anic theology of religious pluralism.

CONCLUSION

Modern Qur’anic studies since the beginning of nineteenth century has
been under the influence of Western thought. In the light of the new West-
ern perspective, extra-Qur’anic materials, primitive ideas, stories, magic,
fables and superstition should be removed and the Qur’an must be under-
stood using Western scientific tools. Modern Qur’anic studies can be
understood as a sharp break in the traditional history of Muslim interpre-
tation.

This fracture has been intensively scrutinised throughout the Islamic
world during the 20™ century. As a result of the academic and intellectual
interaction with the West, a new form of intellectual impact has been
triggered in Islamic academia. Especially since the 1980s, as the second
crucial break in the history of Qur’anic studies, there has been methodo-
logical influence from the West. Scholars have adapted critical theories as

70 Ibid: 73.
7L Ibid: 78.
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new hermeneutical models of understanding the Qur’an. Their aim is to re-
read the Qur’an in the light of modern textual and philosophical disci-
plines, such as literary criticism, epistemology, hermeneutics, deconstruc-
tion, structuralism and post-structuralism and to re-read the Qur’an under
the question of not what, but how do we interpret. Muslim intellectuals
namely, Fazlur Rahman, Mohammed Arkoun, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd,
Farid Esack, are pioneering researchers in this process. They begin with an
acceptance of the authority of Western models. Their ambition is to adapt
forms of literary criticism and Biblical experience to the case of the Qur’an.

It has been seen in this article that the historical critical method is the
most admired approach in contemporary Qur’anic studies. Fazlur Rahman,
Abu Zayd and Farid Esack pay more attention to the historical develop-
ment of interpretation of the Qur’an and to the process which serves to
establish how the Qur’an takes meanings in the Islamic context. This then
leads to contemporary context. That is to say historical focus on the Qur’an
and the history of Qur’anic interpretation in contemporary times is in
order to demonstrate the fact that there is a contextual gap between the
contemporary reader and the historical context. According to them, Mus-
lims should read the Qur’an in the light of today’s necessities with today’s
categories. In the case of Arkoun, the necessities and categories are com-
posed of the totality of the human sciences, namely anthropology, history
of religions, semiotics in contemporary philosophy and epistemology. In
the case of Farid Esack, today’s necessities address more specifically South
African readers.



