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Although Arabs may differ in religion or attitude, all of them 
sense this attribute of the Qur'an, its Arabness (' arabiyyatuhu)' .58 

Arabs, he continues, should study the Qur'an 'as other nations 
study the literary masterpieces produced in various languages' .59 

For the Qur'an is 'the holiest book of Arabic art, whether or not 
the observer considers it to have the same status in religion' .60 

Fifty years later, Abu Zayd reiterates the same views: 

I treat the Qur'an as a text in the Arabic language that the Muslim as 
well as the Christian or atheist should study, because the Arab 
culture is united in it, and because it is still able to influence other 
texts in this culture. It is a text that took up the pre - Islamic texts and 
that all texts after it have taken up, even those that are produced 
today. I venerate the Qur'an more than all the salafis. The salafis 
limit it to the role of prescription (kalal) and proscription (karam). 
This is in spite of the fact that it is also a text that has been produc­
tive for the arts. The visual arts thus arose from the Qur'anic text, 
for the most important art is the art of calligraphy. The vocal arts 
arose from the art of reciting the Qur' an - all classical singers in the 
Arab culture began with Qur'an recitation. How did this diversity of 
meanings and indications, this presence on all levels, become trans­
formed? I enjoy listening to a recitation of the Qur'an. How much 
remains hidden because of the limitation to prescription and 
proscription! In reality, no one enjoys the Qur'an. We read the 
Qur'an and are afraid, or dream of Paradise. We transform the 
Qur'an into a text that provides incentives, and intimidates. Into a 
stick and a carrot. I want to liberate the Qur'an from this prison, so 
that it is productive again for the essence of the culture and of the 
arts, which are strangled in our society.51 

Hermeneutics 

Abu Zayd highlights his relationship to Amin al- Khuli as a refer­

ence to his own Egyptian roots, but does not conceal the fact that 
his theories took shape through his engagement and discussion 
with writers from different times and contexts, including the 
Iranian grammarian Sibawayhi (d. c. 800), the Japanese Islamic 
scholar Toshihiko Izutsu, who introduced analytical linguistic 

methods to Islamic studies, and the German philosopher and 
theoretician of hermeneutics, Hans- Georg Gadamer, author of 

180 



Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd and the literary study of the Qur 'an 

the influential work Wahrheit und Methode. Some of these discus­
sions are documented in his book Ishkaliyyat al-qira'a wa aliyyat al­
ta 'wil, which is a compilation of his main linguistic and literary 
articles. The work includes an annotated introduction to 
European philosophical hermeneutics,62 which was first 

published as early as 1981, and was one of the first comprehensive 
surveys on this topic in the Arabic language. The emphasis on 
Gadamer's hermeneutics links Abu Zayd specifically to the 
Iranian theologian Mohamad Mojtahed Shabestari,63 but seems 

to indicate at the same time a broader trend within contemporary 
Islamic thinking. The relevance attributed to hermeneutics for 
the interpretation of religious writings is partly due to the fact 
that, in contrast to analytical linguistic and positivistic methods, 
hermeneutics stresses the subjectivity of any kind of under­
standing of a text. In philosophical hermeneutics, initiated 

substantially by the theologian and philosopher Friedrich 
Schleiermacher (d. 1834), the cognitive subject generally reflects 
his personal circumstances. This is based on the idealistic prin­
ciple that the subject is instrumental in shaping the world and that 
knowledge never reflects a reality which is independent of the 
subject. Applied to the Qur'an, this means that it has no 'objec­
tive' meaning which is accessible to individuals (or theologians). 

It also implies that, unlike logical empiricism, no strict 'natural 
scientific' distinction exists between the subject (interpreter) and 
the object (text). Instead, each interpretation is the result ofa 
certain relationship between the text and its interpreter, and 
reflects the uniqueness of this relationship. It therefore cannot be 

identical to an interpretation from another era or socio-cultural 
context. This subject-focused approach is particularly explosive 
in the light of the current trend throughout the Islamic world to 

grasp the one and 'true' meaning of the Qur'an (a virtually posi­
tivistic approach), the subject's sole task being merely to analyse 
this unchanging truth. 64 
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Critique of religious discourse 

Abu Zayd's provocative critique of the dominant Islamic discourSf:/ 
in Egypt, which he puts forward above all in Naqd al-khitab al-dini 
and two books on the status ofwomen,65 evolves from his concept 
of the text: arguing for the plurality of exegesis, he rejects claims 
that link Islam to one, eternally valid interpretation: 

This is a statement that is disproved by the history of Islam, the 
history that witnessed a diversity of trends, currents and groups that 
arose for societal, economic, and political reasons, and formed their 
standpoints by interpreting and trying to understand the texts. 
Whatever the intentions of one book or the other, this insistence on 
the existence of a single Islam and the rejection of the plurality that 
actually exists leads to two results. The first is a single, unchanging 
understanding of Islam, an understanding impervious to the influ­
ence of the movement of history and of the differences between 
societies, not to mention the influence of the diversity of groups that 
take form within a single society, due to the differences between 
their interests. The second result is that this unchanging under­
standing is possessed by a group of people - the theologians exc1u­
sively - and that the members of this group are considered to be free 
of the arrogance and the natural bias ofhumans.66 

Abu Zayd condemns the 'creation ofa priesthood' which claims 
to 'understand true Islam' in order to confine 'the power of inter­
pretation and commentary to this circle'. 67 In their view the 
theologian has sole right of interpretation, contrary to Islamic 
doctrine, which rejects a 'sacred power or priesthood'.68 More 
inexcusable still, they present their interpretation as the absolute 
truth, denying any other opinion. This removes the distinction 
between the text and its interpretation.69 As Abu Zayd puts it: 

Everyone talks about the one Islam, without any of them feeling any 
trace of uncertainty whether this is in truth his (own) understanding 
ofIslam, or of its texts.70 

Furthermore, Abu Zayd points out that by claiming to recognise 
the divine intention in the Islamic texts, theologians venture into 
'a sensitive area, the area of "speaking in the name of God", which 
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religious discourse throughout its history has avoided, except in a 
few cases' .71 Such reasoning, he maintains, 'eventually leads to the 

appointment of a certain species of human being who claim to 
have a monopoly on comprehension, explanation, commentary 
and interpretation, and thus feel that they alone are entitled to 
speak about God'.72 

Above all, this monopolisation of in terpretation runs parallel 
with the extension of its social relevance, since the texts or, more 
precisely, a specific, contemporary interpretation of these deter­
mined not least by political interests, are defined as a compre­
hensive frame of reference (marja' iyya shamila): all social or 
physical phenomena are traced directly to God, and the texts are 
expected to explain these phenomena. Abu Zayd points out that 
this understanding of the Qur'an at the same time contradicts the 

very message of the Qur'an itself, since it negates the importance 
of human reason, and contradicts the tradition of understanding 
God's revelation in the Islamic world. 

It gives pause for thought that none of the exegetes or thinkers 
defends his explanation of natural or human phenomena on the 
grounds that this is 'Islam'. When the Prophet's companion 'Abd 
Allah ibn 'Abbas (who bears the title of 'the interpreter of the 
Qur'an' - taTjuman al-Qur'an, and 'scholar of the community' -
habr al-umma) explained thunder as 'an angel who drives the 
clouds before him with a silver catapult' (an explanation that can 
be traced back to statements of the Apostle, may God bless and 
keep him) in some hadith compilations, none of the Muslims 
grasped this as an absolute, holy, religious meaning which scientific 
research must not contradict. The Muslims understood that the 
religious texts present no explanation for physical and human 
phenomena, but that their explanation is left to the activity of 
human reason, which develops continually, in order to discover the 
horizons of humanity and nature. This understanding precisely is 
among the most important reasons for the scientific and technical 
achievements of Muslim scholars - those same scholars whom 
current religious thought never ceases proudly pointing to - on 
account of what they gave to Europe in the way of foundations for 
(and precursors of) the experimental method, at the beginning of 
the Renaissance.73 
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Abu Zayd criticises the frequent contemporary calls for the 
Islamisation not only oflaw, but ofliterature, art and knowledge 
in general. According to these, in all fields of culture and science 
the Qur'an and Sunna should become the 'authority for judge_~ 
ments and analyses', 74 leading ultimately to the domination of all 
areas of life by 'men of religion (rijal al-din) ' .75 He underlines the 

fact that although the tendency to see the Qur'an as a general 
frame of reference for all areas of life was not invented by 
contemporary Islamists and indeed stems from a long tradition 
whose roots go back to the Kharijis,76 during the Prophet's life­

time, religious and secular affairs were kept quite separate. Thus: 

From the first moments in the history of Islam - and during the 
period of the Revelation and the formation (tashakhul) of the texts -
there was a stable awareness that the texts of the religion have a 
special area of validity or activity (majalat fa "aliyyatiha), and that 
there are other areas subject to the activity of human reason and 
experience, which are not connected with the activity of the texts. It 
often happened that, when presented with a situation, the first 
Muslims asked the Prophet whether his behaviour was based on a 
revelation or on his personal experience and reason. And they often 
had a different opinion than his and suggested a different behav­
iour, when it had to do with an area of experience and reason. 77 

Abu Zayd's criticism of contemporary phenomena is not a 

political sub-agenda in an otherwise purely academic debate. On 
the contrary, the scholarly study of the past as a tool to understand 
and change the present is a vital aspect of his work. His criticism of 
leading contemporary theologians and journalists in Egypt and 
his challenging of their monopoly on the interpretation of the 

sacred texts is indeed highly political. It is part of the struggle by a 
number of intellectuals against the mounting influence of reli­
gious authorities in all parts of society, and the growing accept­
ance of Islamist ideas within the state. Abu Zayd frequently attacks 

government religious policy and the prevalent official religious 
discourse in Egypt, which is shaped by al-Azhar University, tele­

vised religious programmes and the conservative, partly state­
owned press. He accuses prominent protagonists of this discourse 
of abusing religion for political power and, sometimes, financial 
gain. He also sees no essential difference between their line of 
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thought and that of the extremist religious opposition. In fact he 
claims that it was precisely the state-controlled religious media, 
with their immense influence on the largely illiterate Egyptian 
population, that paved the way for religiously-motivated violence. 
In his view, the struggle between ruling Islamic representatives 
and those who oppose the regime is not a conflict between two 
different ideologies: it is a raw struggle for power. Because his 
critique of social trends and political decisions appears in the 
context of an academic study of Islam, it is no surprise that those 
at the receiving end of his criticism, and their supporters, have 
reacted on a theological level, and retaliated with accusations of 
heresy. Abu Zayd described this mechanism in his book Naqd al­

khitab al-dini, in the following terms: 'We are allowed to challenge 

the rule of men; one can oppose it through various forms of 
human combat, and replace it by more just systems. But the 
struggle against the rule of theologians is subject to accusations of 
unbelief, atheism and heresy, generally depicted as disobedience 
and heresy against the power of God'. 78 One year later, in an 

interview to the Middle East Times in the summer of 1993, he could 
make the ironic comment concerning himself that: 'Every 
academic is happy to see his ideas become reality'. 79 

A further reason for the indignation triggered by Abu Zayd is 
the vocabulary and methods he employs to discuss the Qur'an. A 
book like Mafhum al-nass seems from the outset to have no rela­
tion to the forms and formulations of traditional Qur'anic 

exegesis which have survived relatively unchanged for centuries. 
Abu Zayd does not balk at terms like ideology, historicity, code 
and dialectics, and discusses God's revelation - influenced by 
Western hermeneutics and linguistics - using a theoretical 

communication model, whose terminology he has translated into 
Arabic. The fact that the contents and findings ofthe model are 
less new and spectacular than the model itself is soon overlooked. 
Bearing in mind the outcry that his work has provoked in 

Egyptian society, one is perhaps surprised to find that, while 
undoubtedly scholarly and informative, his writings contain large 
passages of rather dry explanations from traditional Qur'anic 
studies, or analyses of these, which neither attempt to redefine 
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Islam nor to challenge belief in the divine origin ofthe revelation. 

In fact, the least productive approach to Abu Zayd's writings is to 
search for entirely new and, from an Islamic viewpoint, 'heretical' 
ideas. It is one of the characteristics of his writings that they make 

mention of religious beliefs, but largely succeed in excluding 
them from the academic discourse. During a long interview 

published by the journal al-Qahira in November 1993, Abu Zayd 
himself repeatedly stressed that he did not aim to present a 
completely new concept or thesis, but simply to rework themes 
which have already been discussed in classical Qur'anic studies. 'I 

have not come with any wonder of scholarly discovery (mu'jiza 

ma'rifiyya)', he said to his discussion partner. He proceeded to 
remark that 'it was the environment, climate and the attempt to 
politically instrumentalise religion that made it so'. Whoever 
searches Abu Zayd's writings looking primarily for statements 
aimed at shaking belief in the foundations ofIslam will be disap­

pointed. In fact he is criticised not only for writings that are too 
'un - Islamic', but also for the opposite reason. In an article enti­

tied 'A Discourse which challenges Fundamentalism, but shares 
the same Roots', the secular writer Ali Harb writes: 'The truth is 
that Abu Zayd's statements are progressive and secular, but his 
way of thinking is still fundamentalist (usuli). '80 

Perspectives 81 

Abu Zayd's efforts to redefine the social role of religion, his 

critique of its political instrumentalisation, and his endeavour to 
stress the individual and the necessarily subjective experience of 
the believer in prayer, meditation and reading of the sacred scrip­
tures, all link him to reformist thinkers like Mohammed Arkoun, 
the Algerian who lives and teaches in Paris, or the Iranian 

Abdolkarim Soroush, and certain other contemporary Muslim 
writers. Working in widely varying social and intellectual contexts, 
such thinkers emphasise the fact that the Qur'an provides general 
ethical guidelines, but does not have the answer to all human and 
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social issues. Earlier Islamic reformist thinkers defended democ­
racy or respect for human rights on the grounds that such princi­
pies are supported by Islam. In contrast, such contemporary 
intellectuals argue that we should not resort to Islam to support 
such principles: we should rather uphold them on the basis of our 
own human reason and social will. 'Islam', Abu Zayd argues, 'as a 
religion acts as a frame of reference, but I can't influence human 

rights by simply referring to Islam. After all, many human 
achievements undeniably exist outside of religion. '82 By rejecting 

the instrumentalisation of religion irrespective of motivation 
(including, in other words, its exploitation for politically progres­
sive programmes), such intellectuals have overcome a basic 
obstacle in Muslim reformist thinking. Earlier generations felt 
obliged to interpret religious source texts that challenge modern 

notions of human rights and society to the point where they 
resolved any contradiction between the two. Abu Zayd and 
Soroush, to name only two contemporary thinkers, accept the 
contradiction as a matter of fact but consider it irrelevant because 
it does not affect the essence of religion. 

To conclude, the most interesting aspect of Abu Zayd's work 

appears to be his attempt - based on a profound knowledge of the 
traditional religious sciences - to adapt the findings of modern 
linguistics and the theories of philosophical hermeneutics to his 
analysis of the Qur'an and Islamic theology. In doing so, he has 

continued a promising project in literary exegesis initiated by al­
Khuli, which views the Qur'an as a poetically structured text, and a 
literary monument, rather than a list of judgements or a merely 
legal text. Like al- Khuli and his direct associates (especially his 
widow 'A'isha 'Abd aI-Rahman and his pupil Muhammad Ahmad 

Khalafallah), Abu Zayd has a deep-seated knowledge ofIslamic 
tradition. However he makes an even more pronounced effort to 
apply the findings of modern linguistic science and the theories 
of philosophical hermeneutics to the study of the Qur'an and 

Islamic theology. This has produced remarkable parallels to 
concerted efforts within contemporary Western Islamic studies to 
study the Qur'an as a literary text. The fact that Abu Zayd is not a 
lone voice but has contemporary Muslim colleagues who hold 
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similar views indicates that the field of Qur'anic studies in the 
Islamic world is becoming increasingly diverse and reflective. 
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