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Naf?r Abu Zayd's Theory*
of Qur' anic Hermeneutic
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Abstrak

Artikel ini membahas hermenutika al-Qur'an yang dikemukakan oleh
Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid, seorang i:1telektual Mesir yang dituduh murtad karena
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teori interpretasi yang dikemukakannya. Abu Zaid sangat kr".tis terhadap
"interpretasi-interpretasi ideologis" yang dapat mereduksi nilai interpretasi
dan mengarah kepada interes-interes ideologi penafsir, baik ideologi
konservatif maupun liberal. Interpretasi semacam ini dapat mengarah kepada
pragmatisme. Atas dasar itu, ia mengkritik tajam 'Abd al-$abur Syahin dan
Muhammad al-Gazali di satu sisi, dan Hasan Hanafi di sisi lain, karena
menurutnya penafsiran mereka itu penuh dengan wama-wama ideologis.
Untuk mengurangi pengaruh ideologi Abu Zaid menawarkan ide
perlunya pendekatan susastra dalam studi al-Qur' an, sebagaimana yang
pemah dikemukakan oleh Amin al-Khuli.
Dalam artikel ini penulis mencoba untuk mengajukan beberapa
pembahasan sekitas beberapa aspek interpretasi, antara lain: masalah validitas
dalam interpretasi. Artikel ini ditutup dengan diskusi sekitar sumbangan abu
Zaid terhadap diskursus al-Qur'an, secara kritis.

Hermeneutics ultimately claims to set itself up
as a critique of critique, or meta-critique.
Paul Ricoeur1
Introduction

I

n the context of Islamic thought, hermeneutics, as "a body of methods,
theory, and philosophizing focused on the problem of understanding
texts," 2 dates back to the earliest time when the Qur'anic text was felt to
be puzzling and problematic, and thus had to be explained, translated, and
interpreted in order to be intelligible. In the course of history, Islamic scholars
have employed hermeneutics to understand their Holy Scripture, the Qur'an.
As they approached the Qur'anic text from various perspectives, Qur'anic
hermeneutics became an interdisciplinary field. There are various schools, ap-

Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and Human Sciences, Cambridge & New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1981, 76; italics belongs to the author.
2Cf. Richard Palmer, "Allegorical, Philological, and Philosophical Hermeneutics:
Three Modes in a Complex Heritage," in Stephanus Kresic, Contemporary Literary Henneneutics and Interpretation of Classical Texts. Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 1981, p. 15.
1
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proaches, theories, and trends.
The development of Qur'anic hermeneutics cannot be separated from
that of Islamic sciences, mainly Islamic legal theory (u$ul al-fiqh), philosophy
and sufism, and of human sciences, mainly linguistics, literary theory and criticism, including semiotics and hermeneutics. Therefore, Qur'anic hermeneutics does not only belong to the so-called Qur' anic and Exegesis Sciences (Ulum
al-Qur'an and 'Ulum al-Tafsir) in the traditional sense. This interdisciplinary
nature of this discipline is very clear in contemporary Qur'anic hermeneutics,
in which the employment of human (and social) sciences is inevitable. Na:;,r
Abu Zayd's theory of Qur'anic hermeneutics is one of the best examples of
this trend.
The present paper aims at reconstructing Abu Zayd's theory of interpretation (ta'wil), especially that of interpretation of the Qur'anic text, and
analyzing 1t critically within the framework of critical Qur'anic scholarship.

N a~r Abu Zayd: The Man and His Ouvre
Na:;,r Hamid Rizk Abu Zayd was born in the village of Qahafa near to
the town of Tana in Egypt on 10 July 1943, and grew up in a religious family.
He studied reading and writing, and memorizing the Qur'an at Kuttab when
he was four. He had memorized the whole Qur'an by the age of eight, and
was called "Shaykh Nar" by the children of his village. When the Muslim
Brotherhood (al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun) were very strong and had branches in
almost every Egyptian village, he formally joined the movement in 1954, at
the age of eleven. When he was a teenager he used to call for prayer (adhan) in
the mosque, performed as leader of prayers (imam).
Abu Zayd completed his elementary and secondary education in Tana.
After the death of his father, when he was fourteen, he had to work to support
his family. After graduating from Tana Technical College in 1960, he worked
as a technician in electronics at the National Communication Organization in
Cairo until 1972. In 1968 Abu Zayd began his studies in the Department of
Arabic Language and Literature at Cairo University and graduated in 1972
with "Highest Honours". From that year onwards, he worked as an assistant
lecturer in this department. Because the department obliged the newly appointed assistant lecturers to take Islamic Studies as their major field of research in both their Masters and PhD thesis, he changed his interest from purely
linguistics and literary criticism to Islamic studies, especially Qur'anic studies. Abu Zayd was in fact reluctant to take this subject, based on the experi-
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ence of Mul)ammad Al)mad Khalafallah, who ran into serious problems because of the use of literary critical studies of Qur' anic narratives in his dissertation. However, he accepted the decision and began studying the Qur' an and
the problematic of interpretation and hermeneutics.3
In 1975, Abu Zayd was granted a Ford Foundation Fellowship which
enabled him to study at the American University in Cairo for two years. Two
years later he obtained his M.A. degree with "Highest Honours" from the Department of Arabic Language and Literature at Cairo University with a thesis
entitled Al-Ittijah al-cAqlfft al-Tafsir: Dirasa ft Qaqiyyat al-Majaz ft al-Qur' an 'inda
al-Mu' tazila (Rationalism in Exegesis: a Study of the Problem of Qur' anic Metaphor in the Writing of the Mutazilites) published in 1982, and was promoted
to lecturer.
During the period 1976-1978 Abu Zayd taught Arabic to foreigners at
the Centre for Diplomats and at the Ministry of Education in addition to teaching at Cairo University. In 1978 he became a fellow at the Centre for Middle
East Studies of the University of Pensylvania, Philadelphia, USA, where he
studied social and human sciences in general, and folklore in particular. It was
in this period that Abu Zayd became more familiar with (Western) hermeneutics.4 He wrote an article "Al-Hirminiyu~qa wa Mucq.ilat Tafsir al-Na~," 5 which
was the first article ever published on the subject in Arabic.
In 1981, Abu Zayd obtained his PhD in Arabic and Islamic Studies from
the same department with Highest Honours with a dissertation (published in
1983) entitled Falsafat al-Ta'wfl: Dirasa ft Ta'wfl al-Qur' an 'inda Muhyi al-Dfn ibn
'Arabf (The Philosophy of Interpretation: a Study of Ibn Arabi's Hermeneutics
of the Qur'an). In this dissertation he argues that the use of the Qur'an for a
particular interest is not only found in the rationalist school ,)f the Mu'tazila,
as indicated in his previous study, but also in the Sufi discourses, especially
the worksof Ibn 'Arabi (d.638/1279), a greatA~dalusian Sufi.6 In 1982, he was
promoted to assistant professor and obtained Abd al-Aziz al-Ahwani Prize

Na~r Abu Zayd, "The Case of Abu Zaid," Index on Censorship. 4 (1996), 31-32.
Before Abu Zayd left for the USA, 1-:{asan 1-:{anafi advised him to study hermeneutics to enrich his theoretical knowledge about the problem of understanding and interpretation. Personal communication, 2 June 1999.
5Fu$tlf, vol. 1, no. 3 (April 1981); republished ~n Na~r Abu Zayd, Ishkaliyyat al-Qira' a
wa AliyYat al-Ta'wfl. Beirut: Al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-Arabi, 1994 (3th ed.), 13-49.
Abu Zayd, "The Case," 33.
3
4
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for Humanities for his concern for humanity and the Arab culture.
During 1985-1989 he became a visiting professor at Osaka University of
Foreign Studies, Japan. In 1987, when he was still in Japan, he was promoted
to associate professor. The Japanese period was a very productive phase for
him. It was during this period that Abu Zayd wrote his book Majhum al-Naff:
Dirasa fi al-cUlum al-Qur' an (The Concept of Text: A Study of the Qur' anic Sciences) and various other articles, some of which were published later in his
other books. After his return from Japan, he published his most controversial
7
book, Naqd al-Khitab al-Dini (a Critique of Religious Discourse), which is a
critical account of the development of the religio-political discourse of the Islam from Mul).ammad 'Abduh in the nineteenth century until J:Iasan J:Ianafi
and his al-Yasar al-Islami (Islamic Left) in the 1980s.8
In April 1992, at the age of forty-nine, Abu Zayd married Dr. Ibtihal
Al).mad Kamal YO.nis, a professor of French and comparative literature at Cairo
University. A month later, on May 9, 1992, he applied to Cairo University for a
promotion to full professorship. This, however, was also the beginning of his
personal tragedy, an event which has affected the history of Egypt, and the
Islamic world in general. He submitted two of his books, al-Imam al-Shafti and
Naqd al-Khifab al-Dini, and eleven other academic papers to an examining committee.9 Although two of the three members of the committee were in favour
of Abu Zayd's works, the committee ultimately adopted the view of Dr. cAbd
al-$abur Shahin, who accused Abu Zayd ofviolating Islamic orthodoxy concerning, inter alia, the Qur'an, the Prophet, his companions, and angels and
other unseen creatures. The committee turned down the application.
The story, however, did not end there. Some Islamists accused Abu Zayd
of being an 'apostate'. Some lawyers brought him to the Giza Court of First
Instance in 1993 demanding the dissolution of the marriage of Abu Zayd and
lbtihal YO.nis, his wife. On 14June 1995, the Court of Appeal of Cairo held that
Abu Zayd was an apostate and should be separated from his wife. This deci-

7

This book is a collection of three writings published in 1989 and 1990, which were
written in Japan. The second addition includes preface and introduction, in which the author resfonds the reaction of the first publication of the book.
On J:Iasan J:Ianafi and al-Yasaral-Islami (The Islamic Left), see Marien van den Boom,
From Dogma to Revolution, (updated 6 January 1998), http:/ /www.hhit.hsholland.nl/levonet/
islam/tx002.htrn.
9
Abu Zayd, "The Case," 36.
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sion was then confirmed on 5 August 1996 by the Egyptian Comt of Cassation, the highest Egyptian civil court. 10
The Abu Zayd Affaire brought about a fierce polemic in the media in
Egypt as well as in other Arab countries. There are seven volumes of clippings
by both the opponents and supporters of Abu Zayd, collected by al-Mal).rusa
li al-Nashr wa al-Khidmat al-$afiyya wa al-Ma'lumat, Cairo, entitled alIslamiyyun wa Na$r Hamid Abu Zayd, each of which numbers more than 250
pages. Concerning his Case, Abu Zayd published two books, Al-Tajkfr ft Zaman
al-Takfir (Thinking in the Time of Seduction to Infidelity) in 1995 11 and Al-Qawl
al-Muftd ft Qaqiyyat Abu Zayd (the Invaluable Accounts Concerning the Abu
Zayd Affaire) in 1996.12
In the middle of his case, he was awarded the Republican Order of Merit
for the Service to Arab Culture by the president of Tunisia in May 1993. During the period of 1992-1996, during which the so-called Abu Zayd Affaire took
place, he was nevertheless very productive. In 1994 he was appointed member of the advisory board for the Encyclopedia of the Qur'an.
Nonetheless, Abu Zayd gained a full professorship in June 1995, after
submittin:P to the committee, which was in fact a new committee, nine other
wri tings. 1 On 26 July 1995 Abu Za yd and Ibtihal Yunis left Egypt for Leiden,
the Netherlands, where he became a visiting professor in Islamic Studies at
Leiden University. He began his living in exile.
Abu Zayd's other important works are: Al-Imam al-Shaf{f wa Ta'sfs alAidiyulujiyya al-Wasa#yya (Al-Imam al-Shafi't and the foundation of the Moderate Ideology); 14 Al-Mar'aft al-Khiab al-Azma (Women in the Discourse of Crisis)/5 Al-Na$$ al-Sulfa al-}faqfqa (Text, Authority, Truth)/6 Ishkaliyyat al-Qira'a
wa Aliyyat al-Ta'wil (Problems of Reading and Methods of Interpretation)/7

10
For the excerpts of the essential parts of these consideration, see "L'affaire Abu
Zayd devant !es tribunaux: Court of Cassation," translated from Arabic into English by
M.S. Berger, in Egypte/Monde Arabe 34, (2nd semester 1998), 193-201.
11
First edition, Cairo: Dar Stna, 1995; second edition published in the same year,
Cairo: Maktaba al-Madbuli, 1995.
12Cairo: Maktaba Madbult, 1996.
13
Al-ffaqfqa, 24 June 1995.
14
First edition, Cairo: Sina Ii al-Nashr, 1992; second edition, 1995.
15Cairo: Dar Nusus Ii al-Nashr, 1994.
16 Beirut: Al-Marka·z al-Thaqafi al-·cArabt, 1995.
17
A collection of writings published between 1981 and 1988.
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and Dawair al-Khawt Qira'a fi Khifab al-Mar'a (Circles of Fear: A Reading of
Women Discourse), 8 which is dedicated to his wife Ibtihal Yunis.
Since his exile, some of Abu Zayd's books and articles have been translated into German, Dutch, French, Turkish, Indonesian and Persian. When the
present article was written, no single book had yet been translated into English. Furthermore, he is going to publish another book in Arabic which represents his idea of a modem liberal understanding of Islam. Some articles in this
book have been published in journals and magazines. His intellectual biogra19
phy is going to be published in German.

Na~r Abu Zayd, Amin Al-Khuli's School and Literary Approach
Literary approach to the Qur'an is indeed not new. It has been used
since the first century of Islam when cAbd Allah ibn <Abbas (d. 68/687) used
pre-Islamic poetry to interpret some Qur'anic texts. Ibn <Abbas said: "If you
ask me about a strange word of the Qur'an, search it in the [pre-Islamic] poetry, since it was the divan of the Arabs." 20 This effort was followed and developed by some scholars, notably Abu cUbayda (d. 210/825) al-Jal).i~ (d. 255/
869), Qaq.i CAbd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1024), CAbd al--Qahir al-Jurjani (d. 474/1078),
and al-Zamakhshri (d.538/1144).
In the course of history, however, literary approach has been somewhat
marginalized by both liberal and conservative Muslim scholars. Mul).ammad
cAbduh, for instance, was one of the prominent critics of these approach. Interpretation of the Qur'an, to him, is not an occasion for philologists or literary
critics to display their mastery and ingenuity, because the Qur'an is primarily
a book of religious and spiritual guidance (hidaya) and not a literary or philosophical book. 21 cAbduh's criticism has influenced many other reformists in

18

Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-<Arabi, 1999.
Navid Kermani (ed.), Ein Leben mil dem Islam. Germany: Herder /Spektrum (forthcoming). This book is an edited version of the three days intensive interviews conducted in
German;'. with Navid Kermani.
2
•
"Idhii sa' altumfmi can gharibi al-Qur' an fa iltamisuhu ft al-sht r, fa inna al-sht r diwan alarab." Al-Bayhaqi, Al-Sunan al-Kubra. Vol. x. Heyderabad 1344-55, 241; as quoted by J.J.G.
Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran in Modern Egypt, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1974, 59. See also
Goldziher, Die Richtungen der Islamischen Koranauslegung. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1920, 70;
Wansbrough, Qur' anic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977, 217; M. Muranyi, "Neue Materialen zur Tafstr-Forschung," in
Stefan Wild, TheQur'an as Text. Leiden [etc.]: E.J. Brill, 1996, pp. 244-45.
21
Rashid Riqa, Tafsir al-Manar, i, pp. 17, 25. Cf. Jansen, The Interpretation, pp. 24-25.
19
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the Islamic world.22
cAbduh's criticism of the literary approach was countered by Amin alKhuli (d.1967) as early as the 1930s. Al-Khuliblames cAbduh for not realizing
that one cannot benefit from the religious and spiritual guidance (hidaya) of
the Qur'an unless one knows the "literal" meaning of the text as it was understood in the period of its revelation. Al-Khuli developed a literary approach in
interpreting the Qur' anic text (al-manhaj al-adabfft al-tajsfr) and a theory on the
relation between linguistics and Qur' anic interpretation.23 Amin al-Khuli was
also the first to make use of historical criticism.24 However, it should be noticed that al-Khuli's adoption of historical criticism was mainly because he
saw that literary approach obliges one to recognize the historical context of
the text.
This approach influenced cA'isha cAbd al-Ral).man Bint al-Sha.ti' and
Mul).ammad Al).mad Khalafallah. Bint al-Shap' developed the idea of a rhetorical interpretation (al-tafsir al-bayanf) of the Qur' an. The words of the Qur' an
must always be defined in terms of what they meant to Muhammad and his
contemporaries. Moreover, words must be assumed to have been used consistently throughout the Qur' anic text. Her emphasis on guidance rather than on
facts relates her to the modern approach of cAbduh. But unlike al-Khuli she
missed historical criticism. This led her to be inclined to the conservative and
anti-modernist stance. 25 That is why Abu Zayd does not refer to her works. 26
Mul}ammad Al}mad Khalafallah applied al-Khuli's methodology to
analyze the prophetic stories in the Qur'an. In dealing with the relationship
between text and historical reality, he distinguished between 'truth' and 'reality'. For him, the prophetic stories in the Qur'an were not historical as such
but kerygmatic. They were repeated in the text for moral-religious purposes,

22 l:{asan

}:lanafi also criticises this approach. See, "Method," p.198.
al~Khult, Manahij al-Tajdid Ji a/-Nahwi wa al-Balagha wa al-Tafsir wa al-Adab.
Cairo: Dar al-Ma rifa, 1961, pp. 308-17; Cf. Jansen, The Interpretation, p. 65.
24
Baljon, Modern, Muslim Koran Interpretation. Leiden: EJ. p. 125.
25Andrew Rippin, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices. Volume 2: The Contemporary Period. London and New York: Routledge, 1993, p. 94.
26According to Abu Zayd, Bint al-Sha.ti' was excluded from the Amin al-Khult School.
She did not really follow al-Khuli's ~ethodology, but returned back to the classical concept
of Balagha, which comprised al-badi, al-bayan and a/-ma'ani, instead of following al-Khuli's
use of modern literary theory and criticism. This tendency is expressed in her method of
"al-tafsir al-bayani", which refers to traditional bayan .. Personal communication with Abu
Zayd, 2 August 1999.
23 Amtn
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and were repeated in different ways and forms according to different contexts
and situations. The Qur' an employed attractive literary figures through which
psychological and religious truths were expressed.27
Abu Zayd follows Amin al-Khuli and Khalafallah, and develops their
theory further by using approaches developed in modem literary theory and
criticism. 28 Abu Zayd even believes that the only way to understand and interpret the Qur' an" objectively" is by employing these approaches. 29 Abu Zayd
believes that the literary study (al-dirasa al-adabiyya) of the Qur'an, in which
the concept of" text" is central, is very important as it leads to the employment
of scientific consciousness (al-wai al-'ilmi) and the avoidance of ideological
tendencies (al-tawjih al-aidiyuluji).
There are two aims in Abu Zayd's studies of the Qur'an. The first is to
re-connect the Qur'anic Studies with the literary and critical studies (al-dirasat
al-adabiyya ,ua al-naqdiyya). For him, studies oflslam and the Qur'an are based
first and foremost on the Qur'anic text. The study of the Qur'an as a linguistic
text necessitates the use of linguistic and literary studies. Studying the Qur'an
as a text, to him, is a response to Amin al-Khuli's call. To accomplish this study,
Abu Zayd has adopted in his studies of the Qur'an the current theories in
linguistics, semiotics and hermeneutics. The second aim is to define an 'objective' understanding of Islam (majhum al-mawqucf Ii al-Islam) that is devoid of
ideological interests. Abu Zayd has been aware of the fact that there have always been groups using Islam ideologically to endorse their political and eco•
31
nom1c purposes.

27

Rippin, Muslims, volume: 2, p.107.
The use of literary theory and criticism in Arabo-Islamic scholarship is indeed not
new. Literary theory has always been related to the study of the Qur'an, such as in the case
of Majaz (metaphor), whereas literary criticism has been used to appreciate poetry. The use
of literary criticism in reading the Qur' anic text, however, as we will see, is relatively new.
See Wolfhart Heinrichs, "Contacts between Scriptural Hermeneutics and Literary Theory
in Islam: the Case of Majaz ." Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften
7 (1991-92), 253-84; Wen-Chin Ouyang, Literary Criticism in Medieval Arabic Islamic Culture:
The Making of a Tradition. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997.
~
'
Na$r Abu Zayd, Majham al-Na$$: Dirasa Ji U/t1m al-Qur'an, Cairo: al-Hay'a alMi$riy~ al-'amma Ii al-Kitab, 1993, pp. 21, 27-31.
Abu Zayd, Mafht1m, pp. 12-3.
31
Abu Zayd, Mafht1m, pp. 21-2.
28
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Beyond Ideological Interpretation
Abu Zayd begins with a proposition about the relationship between text
(nas}s}) and interpretation (ta'wfl). To him, text and interpretation are like two
sides of the same coin: inseparable. The theory of interpretation, therefore,
cannot be separated from the theory of text. In classical Qur'anic hermeneutics, the text has been separated from interpretation; the former was considered as "religious certainty that does not need any interpretation (ta'wfl)," and
the latter was considered as a reprehensible act, even a blasphemy. Abu Zayd
puts the "concept of the text" back at the centre of Islamic academic research
by rejecting the traditional theory of the Qur'an as a closed text and, instead,
treating the Qur'an as an open text and requiring interpretation as a key to
open the world of the text. He attempts to reconstruct a systematic hermeneutics of the Qur'an, based on linguistic and literary approaches, in which the
theory of text and interpretation is central. He believes that the employment
of these approaches will minimize subjectivism and ideological interests.32
"Interpretation is another face of the text." 33 This statement works on
the level of epistemology, as Abu Zayd said elsewhere: "the text has an existence independent of interpretation and commentary." 34 This statement should
be understood in such a way that the text leads the act of interpretation to
discover its own world. Interpretation and text are two sides of the same coin.
This view is somewhat similar to J.L. Kugel and R.A. Greer's, although Abu
Zayd did not refer to them. They state that:
Text and interpretation are like twin brothers; one can scarcely tell the
one from the other. What emerges is unbroken dialogue or discourse
between a book and a people, between Scripture and tradition, between
the letter and the spirit, between word and the experience of those hear•
• 35
mg1t.
The Qur'anic text has been subjected to interpretation since the time of
its revelation. The Muslim scholars of the Qur'an hold that there are three

32

AbuZayd,Ma/ham, pp.12-3.
Abu Zayd, Majh1"tm, pp.11, 247.
34 Bakr and Colla, "Silencing," p.329.
35Quoted by D.F. Morgan, Between Text and Community. Minneapolis, 1990, p.138
33
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main trends of Qur'anic exegesis and interpretation: textual interpretation or
'interpretation by transmission' (tafsir bi al-ma'thur or tafsir bi al-riwaya), rational interpretation or 'interpretation by sound opinion' (tafsir bi al-ra'y or tafsir
bi al-diraya), and intuitive interpretation or 'interpretation by indication from
signs' (tafsir ishari). 36
Interestingly, however, Abu Zayd classifies the trends of Qur' anic interpretation into two: literal interpretation and allegorical and/ or metaphorical
interpretation. The literal interpretation assumes the Qur' an to be an a-historical text, whereas, on the contrary, the allegorical and metaphorical interpretations presume the Qur' an to be a historical text. 37 This classification, like
the traditional one, seems insufficient to include all trends of Qur'anic interpretation, which are, in fact, much too diverse to be classified into two trends.
There has been a debate in the Qur'anic studies about the use of, and the
differences between, the terms tafsir and ta'wil, which are usually translated
respectively as exegesis or commentary, and interpretation. Some consider that
there is no difference between tafsir and ta'wil. Others, including Abu Zayd,
argue that there is a difference. Tafsir (from Ar.fassara), for the second group,
means explanation and clarification, aiming at a knowledge and understanding of the Qur'an, to explain its meanings, extract its legal rulings and grasp
its underlying reasons. Tafsir explains the 'outer' (?ahir) of the Qur'an. Ta'wil
(from Ar. 'awwala), on the other hand, is regarded by some as referring to the
explanation of the inner and concealed meanings of the Qur'an.38 Abu Zayd
even distinguishes these from qira'a (reading) which is prior to, and not as 'indepth' as, exegesis and interpretation.39
In the process of tafsir, the 'exegete'40 employs linguistics and Qur'anic
'c
sciences ( Ulum al-Qur'an) in its classical sense, in which it refers to transmission (riwayat). By employing these fields of study as 'tools of analysis', an ordinary reading (qira'a cadiya) becomes an exegesis. But, it is does not mean that

36
Ahmad von Denffer, 'Uliim al-Q11r'On: an Introduction to the Science of the Qur'an.
Leicester: The Islamic Foundation, 1994 (revised edition), pp. 123-32.
:Abu Zayd, "The Modernization," pp. 73-4.
39 Von Denffer, Ult,m, pp.121-22; AbuZayd,Majhtim, pp. 252-67.
It should be noticed that Abu Zayd uses here the word 'reading' as an ordinary
reading. He also uses reading as a term used in literary criticism which signifies all kinds of
reading process, including exegesis (tafsfr) and interpretation (ta'wil) in classical Islamic
scholarship.
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there is no know ledge of Qur' anic sciences and linguistics at all i1 1 an ordinary
reading. Rather, in ordinary reading these fields of study are jm,t background
knowledge for the reader and are not used as the tools of analysis. As the
exegete's role is merely to recognize signals (tafsira), interpretation (ta'wfl) goes
further than that, as it employs both the tools used in the exegesis and other
scientific tools used in human sciences to discover a much deeper meaning of
41
the text.
Abu Zayd prefers using the term ta'wfl to tafsir because ta'wfl is related
to the process of discovery or invention (istinbat) which cannot be reached
through a literal exegesis. In ta'wfl the role of the reader in understanding and
discovering the meaning of the text is more significant than that in tafsir. However, the role of the reader is not absolute to avoid subjecting the text to his or
her own subjective ideological inclination.42 Therefore, the problem is, in Abu
Zayd's view, not the diversity of interpretation, as this is unavoidable, but
rather the possibilities of mis-interpretation.43 Here, the discussion about the
validity of (in) interpretation starts.

Validity of (in) Interpretation: between Ta'wil and Talwin
Abu Zayd does not confront objectivity to subjectivity, as it often done,
but to ideological inclinations instead. He talks about an 'objective' interpretation, which is ta'wil, vis-a-vis 'ideological' interpretation, which is talwfn
('colouring' or 'giving colour to the text'). But it does not mean that Abu Zayd
approves of subjectivism (subjectivity as an ideology). He believes that both
ideology and subjectivism are unscientific.
Abu Zayd is very critical of the so-called ideological interpretation of
religious texts. He criticizes the conservative, moderate and liberal Muslim
thinkers alike for having been influenced by their own ideologies.44 Some40
Abu Zayd distinguishes between mufassir (exegete) and mu'awwil (interpreter).
Therefore, the term exegete is used here to signify one who employs exegesis (ta/sir), and
interpreter to signify one who uses interpretation (ta'wil). But the term interpreter is also
used in general sense which includes both exegete and interpreter, as interpretation in general also includes exegesis. See Abu Zayd, Majhlim, p. 264.
41
Abu Zayd, Majhlim, p. 268.
42 Abu Zayd, MaJ!ilim, p. 264.
43
Mal)mud Rafi Maha Salim,"'Al-Siyasi al-Mi!?ri' Tuwa~ilu Kashfa al-Ma~ur fi Fikr
Dr Na~r Abu Zayd," Al-Siytlsi al-Miari, 30 July 1995.
44
This criticism is vehement in most of his writings, chiefly Al-Imtlm al-SMJti, Naqd
al-Khitab al-Dini, and Al-Na$$ al-$ulta al-Haqiqa.

Al-Ja-mi'ah, No. 65/VI/2000

25

Moch. Nur Ichwan, "Beyond Ideological Interpretation:"

times he uses ideology in its restricted meaning as the consciousness of a group
to protect their interests against other groups in a society,45 and sometimes he
uses ideology loosely when he criticizes any interpretation which, in his view,
does not have any ground in the text itself. He even regards the claim that
tafsfr is better than ta'wil as directed by ideological motives. Moreover, he also
relates ideologies to political and pragmatic manipulation of the meaning of
the text, and contrasts this to a scientific understanding.46 Hence, it seems that,
in general, Abu Zayd uses the word ideology to refer reader's bias, interest,
orientation, ideological inclinations, political and pragmatic purposes, and even
religious convictions. He states:
Ideology is the bias of the interpreter, it is his orientation, the conviction
that sometimes leads him, while he should fight it. For example, when
starting your studies as a Muslim, of course there are many convictions.
If you cannot separate yourself from them, you cannot be a scholar. This
is what I mean by ideology. So, ideology could be religious ideology,
could be social ideology, could be national ideology, could be political
ideology, any kind of sets of ideas or convictions which are not approved academically or scientifically. I do not deny that I have my own ideology, but
I try my best not to let it interfere and manipulate my ideas. It is not
easy, but what I am asking is that every scholar fight against this disease. It is a disease, a common disease in the Muslim world. 47
Abu Zayd, however, distinguishes between ideology and epistemology.
Unlike ideology, epistemology touches the level of general agreement, that is
the level of convinced truth (al-~aqa'iq al-yaqiniyya) at a certain time in a given
culture. This truth is absolutely relative and changeable due to changes in
human consciousness. Epistemology in a cultural sense refers to a common
social consciousness, regardless of the diversity of the people. Moreover, epistemology implies a participation in the process of understanding contained in
any kind of linguistic communication. Furthermore, epistemology makes communication possible and produces meaning. It is a' canal' of semantic commu-

:Abu Zayd, Al-Na$$, p. 99.
Abu Zayd, Naqd, pp. 63-4; idem., "The Textuality," pp. 43, 50-2.
47

Personal interview, 2June 1999.
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nication and exists prior to the participants of the communicaticn.48
It is worthwhile here to mention two schools of hermeneutics: the objectivist and the subjectivist. The objectivist school is advocated by such scholars
as F. Schleiermacher, W. Dilthey, E. Betti, and E.D. Hirsch; whereas the subjectivist school is promoted by such scholars as Heidegger and Gadamer.49 It is
interesting that Abu Zayd is inspired by both Hirsch (objectivist) and Gadamer
(subjectivist). Nonetheless, the influence of Hirsch and the objectivist school
seems much greater in Abu Zayd's works than that of Gadamer and the subjectivist school. From Hirsch, Abu Zayd has taken the distinction between
meaning and significance, and the argument of objectivity,50 whereas from
Gadamer he derives merely the argument that the reader/interpreter should
be aware of his or her subjectivity and keep this subjectivity under his or her
control. But this is, in fact, not Gadamer's point. Gadamer allows subjectivity
to play a role in forming any interpretation. For Gadamer, there is no objective
interpretation.51 Abu Zayd, on the contrary, insists on offering an 'objective
scientific interpretation' to produce a valid interpretation.52
Abu Zayd even criticizes the subjectivity school for establishing subjectivism (al-dhatiyya) as a means of interpretation, a critique typical to the objectivists. The defence of the role of the reader and mechanism of reading leads to
developin§ a subjective inclination which neglects, to some extent, the objective truth. He calls this practice talwfn. However, what Abu Zayd means by
objectivity is not an absolute objectivity, but a cultural objectivity which is
bound by time and place.
It does not mean that the objective interpretation (al-ta'wil al-mawqu'i) of
a religious text -or a literary text- is a demand impossible to implement, as exaggerated by a certain trend in contemporary hermeneutics. ReAbu Zayd, Al-Na~~, p. 99.
R.E. Palmer, Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger
and Gadamer. Evanston: Northwestern U .P., 1969, 46-65; Nar Abu Zayd, "Hirminiyu!,:iqa wa
Mucqalat Tafsir al-Na~~," in Ishk.iliyyat al-Qirii'a wa iiliyyiit al-Ta'wil. Beirut: Al-Markaz alThaqafi al-<Arabi, 1994 (3th edition), pp. 21-22; Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition. Chicago and London: Chicago University Press, 1982,
pp.8-11.
50 Abu Zayd, "Al-Hirminiyu!,:iqa," p. 48.
51 SeeThiselton, New, pp.10-3;440.
52 Abu Zayd, Mafhum, pp. 22,271; idem., "The Textuality," pp. 50-1.
53
Abu Zayd, Naqd, P· 139.
48
49
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jecting objectivity means establishing subjectivism. The objectivity that
is possible to implement in interpreting the texts is a cultural objectivity
which is bound up with time and place, and not an absolute objectivity
which is in fact only an illusion (wahm) created by the western colonialist
ideology.54
In this respect, the discussion on the difference between ta'wfl (interpretation) and talwin is very central. Unlike ta'wil which is a productive reading
(qirii'a muntija) based on the epistemological principle of objectivity, talwin is
an ideological-subjective-tendentious reading (qirii' a mughriqa) of the text. Ta'wil
is 'reading out' whereas talwin is 'reading into' the text. However, Abu Zayd
recognizes that there is no 'innocent reading' (qirii' a barf'a) as there is no act of
knowing that begins from scratch. A reader is always limited by his or her
horizons of reading. 55 But it does not mean that the reader is allowed to force
his or her own ideological pragmatical interest into the meaning and significance of the text (qirii'a mughriqa). 56
The text qua text, in the view of Abu Zayd, does not have any power,
except epistemological power. Every text tries to represent its epistemological
power anew, replacing the previous texts. However, such a "textual" power
will not become a socio-cultural power without a group that establishes the
text and changes it into an authoritarian framework (itiir marja f). Here, the
textual power becomes a socio-cultural power through ideology. Abu Zayd
tries to separate the texts from power. Hence, he calls for "the liberation from
the [power of] texts", which is the liberation from the absolute and authoritarian power of reason that applies suppression, hegemony and power by forcing meanings which are out of time, space, circumstances and relations. 57
By distinguishing epistemology and ideology, as mentioned above, Abu
Zayd denies the possibilities of absolute objectivity. He opens the door to inter-subjectivity and not to subjectivism.

54

Abu Zayd, Majhz1m, p. 271; translation mine.
AbuZayd,Naqd, p.143.
56
AbuZayd,Naqd,
p.142.
57
Abu Zayd, Al-Tafk'ir,fi z.aman al-Tafkir. Cairo: Maktaba Madbu?i, 1995 p. 138. Abu Zayd
has been criticized
the Islamists for calling on people to neglect the Qur'an and Prophetic traditions. See Abd al-$abur Shahin (ed.), Qi$$tlf "AM ?.ayd" wa-n~isam al-'Almaniyya
ft Jam{at al-Qahira. Cairo: Dar al-ttiam, n.d.
55
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Meaning and Significance
The distinction between 'meaning' and 'significance' is alsc very central
in Abu Zayd's hermeneutics. To understand Abu Zayd's concepts, it is worthwhile to mention Hirsch's theory of meaning and significance, referred to by
AbuZayd. 58

It is not the meaning of the text which changes, but its significance to the
author. This distinction is too often ignored. Meaning is that which is
represented by a text; it is what the author meant by his use of a particular sign sequence; it is what the signs represent. Significance, on the other
hand, names a relationship between that meaning and a person, or a
perception, or a situation, or indeed anything imaginable[ ... ] Significance always implies a relationship, and one constant, unchanging pole
of that relationship is what the text means. Failure to consider this simple and essential distinction has been the source of enormous confusion
in hermeneutic theory. 59
Abu Zayd's understanding of meaning and significance in general is
derived from Hirsch's. Meaning is that which is presented by the text, and
significance is the relationship between the meaning and the reader. Meaning
is the" original contextual meaning, which is almost fixed because of its historicity," and significance is "changeable." 60 Like Hirsch, Abu Zayd also distinguishes between the meaning intended by the author and the meaning represented by the text, whereby he stresses the meaning represented by the text.
But unlike Hirsch, who intended to rehabilitate the 'authorial :ineaning', 61 Abu
Zayd turns the discussion from the intention of the author to the meaning of
the Qur' anic text as understood by the first generation of Muslims. If the meaning depended on the intention of the author, who is God in the context of the
Qur'anic text, this would lead to shutting this meaning from any new signifi62
cance.

See Abu Zayd, "Al-Hirminiyutiqa," p. 48.
E.D. Hirsch, Jr, Validity in Interpretation. New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 1967 / 1978, 8. Italics by the author.
60
Abu Zayd, "The Textuality," p. 51; idem., "Divine," p. 200.
61 This is expressed throughout the book, especially, t.he first chapter of Validity in
Interpretation, entitled "In Defense of the Author".
62Abu Zayd, "The Modernization," p. 84.
58
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Hirsch's dualism of meaning and significance has been the locus of criticism in contemporary hermeneutics. Abu Zayd tries to solve the problem by
defining three levels of meaning of message, which are inherent in religious texts.
The first level of meaning is that signifies merely "historical evidences"
(shawahid tarfkhiyya), which cannot be interpreted metaphorically. The second
level signifies "historical evidences", and can be interpreted metaphorically.
The third level deserves extension of meaning based on "significance", which
can be discovered from the socio-cultural context within which the texts develop.63 On the third level, meaning should be gained objectively, so that significance can be rendered from it. Significance, however, should not violate
meaning. Meaning depends on the text, whereas significance depends on the
reader. Significance gives a room for reader's subjectivity, guided by the objective meaning. 64 This distinction of the levels of meaning is very important. It
means that meaning does not always lead to significance, because this is only
one of three possibilities.

Levels of Context
A text brings with it its own levels of context, which should be taken
into consideration by the interpreter. There are five levels of context.
The first level is the level of the socio-cultural context, which consists of
the social rules and culture with all of its conventions, customs and traditions
expressed in the language of the text. This is the epistemological reference
(marjaciyya ma°rifiyya). The language contains collective conventional rules that
depend on the cultural framework. The text as a message was addressed to
people who had their own culture, mental conceptions and cultural beliefs. In
this framework Abu Zayd proposes his fundamental proposition that the
Qur'an is a cultural product, and that it should be understood within its cul65
ture.
The second level relates to the external context, i.e. the context of address (siyaq al-takhatub) which is expressed in the linguistic structure (bunya
lughawiyya) of the Qur'anic text. The context of address is related to the relationship between the speaker/sender and addressee/receiver, defining the

63

Ab0.Zayd,Naqd, p.210.
AbO.Zayd,Naqd, pp.144-6.
65
Abu Zayd, Al-Nm??, pp. 96-8.
64
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characteristics of the text on the one hand, and the referevce of ';he exegesis
and interpretation on the other hand. Abu Zayd also calls this con1.ext the "context of revelation" (siyaq al-tanzfl). This is based on two facts: first, the Text was
revealed in parts over more than twenty two years, whereby each part had its
own context. In traditional Qur'anic science it is called "the circumstances of
revelation" (asbab al-nuzul). Second, there is variation in the speech levels
(mustawayat al-khitab) and, even, that in the secondary language (al-lugha althanawiyya), which is the specific language of the Qur' an, 66 due to the different
addressees of each part of the text. The addressees vary: the Prophet (first
reciever), humankind in general, believers, unbelievers, polytheists, Prophet's
wives, Muslim women, women in general, etc. Each speech level has its own
meaning. The context of address has disappeared, but it can be recovered from
the linguistic structure of the Qur'anic text. 67
The third level is the internal context, which is related to the
"ununitedness" of the structure of the Text and the plurality of its levels of
discourse. The structure of the Text is ununited, due to the different arrangements of the text (tartib al-ajza') from the order of revelation (tartfb al-nuzul).
Moreover, the Qur'anic texts are plural in nature (al-tacaddudiyya al-na$$iyya),
and are impossible to understand except by taking their own peculiar level
into consideration. A reader should recognize the level of discourse he or she
is dealing with. The discourse of story (siyaq al-qi$$a/al-qa$$), for instance, differs in its sense and emphasis from the discourse of ordering good and withdrawing from evil (al-amr wa al-nahy), attraction and intimidation (al-targhib
wa tarhfb), debate and contest (al-jadal wa al-sijal), promise and threat (al-wa cd
wa al-wa cfd), and threat and warning (al-tahdfd wa al-indhdr). There are also various discourse levels such as the level of description, theology or law, which
lead to various understanding too. 68
The fourth level is the linguistic context which is not only related to the
elements of a sentence, correlation between sentences (naf.m), and to the figurative expansion or majaz-ification69 (tajawuz) in the meaning of grammatical

Abu Zayd calls the language of the Qur'anic text a "secondary language". It is
implied that the language of the culture is regarded as a "primary language". Abu Zayd,
Al-Nag;67 p. 100.
68Abu Zayd, Al-Na$$, pp. 101-3.
Abu Zayd, Al-Na$$, pp. 104-8.
69To use Wolfhart Heinrichs' term in "Contact between Scriptural Hermeneutics and
66
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forms and styles (macan'i al-nahw, to use cAbd al-Qahir's term), but also to the
signification of the implicit or the 'unmentioned' (al-maskut canhu) in the structure of discourse. The analysis of the text through its linguistic signs should
discover the 'unmentioned' by going beyond the words to the cultural structure of the Text. This is because language is a part and a crystallization of its
culture. The 'unmentioned' in the sura Jinn for instance, which presents the
Jinns as if their exist, is that the Qur' an uses existing cultural beliefs in the preIslamic Arabic culture. However, this does not mean that Jinns exist in real.
70
1ty.
Finally, the fifth level concerns the context of reading (siyaq al-qira' a).
The process of reading, which is in its very essence a deconstruction of code, is
not the external, supplementary context attributed to the text, since the
71
textuality of the Qur'an is discovered through the act of reading. There are
two kinds of the context of reading: internal and external. At the level of internal context, there is the 'imaginative potential reader' (al-qari' al-qimn'i almutakhayyal) in the structure of the text itself, which is regarded as an event. In
this case, the reader is a speaker/ sender, who is God, engaged in the continuous reading in the process of creation/ sending, and then He changes his role
from the sender to the receiver when the text is being read by an 'external
reader'. The 'external reader' should be aware of this internal context of reading (together with the rest of the levels of context mentioned above) as well as
his own (external) context of reading. The variation of the levels of the context
of reading is caused by different conditions of an individual reader and of
different readers, on the one hand, and by the different reading perspectives,
such as linguistic, rhetoric, theological, philosophical, and ideological readn
ings, on the other hand. Interpretation is, thus, in a metaphorical expression,
a 'mutual reading' between the sender and the receiver. 73
The above five levels of context are related to each other, and should be
taken into consideration in interpreting the text. Otherwise, one easily arrives
at an ideological pragmatical interpretation of the text.

Literary Theory in Islam: the case of Majaz," Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der Arabisch-Islamischen
Wissensiohaften 7 (1991 /1992), pp. 253-84.
71 Abu Zayd, Majham, pp. 39-40; idem., Naqd, pp. 212-13; idem.,Al-Na$$, p.109.
nAbu Zayd, Al-Na$$, p. 112.
73 AbuZayd,Al-Na$$, pp.110-3.
Abu Zayd, Al-Na$$, pp. 112-3.
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Principles of Interpretation
The basic principle of interpretation is that the Qur'an is not meant to
answer all human problems. The Qur' an does not contain everything. A lot of
things are to be found outside the Qur'an. The interpretation then is not always based on the actual needs, does it always fulfil these needs. If this is not
kept in mind, the interpretation will be easily manipulated to fulfil these needs,
and the answer is found before the interpretation is done. 74 In interpreting the
verses stating that the Qur'an is "an explanation of all things", 75 Abu Zayd
states that "all things" (kull shay') in these verses signifies 'all things in the
framework of religion', as the Qur'an is the book of Religion.
To study and interpret the Qur'an "objectively", Abu Zayd offers two
premises: a major and a minor, which are related to the religious language of
the Qur'an. The major premise (al-muqaddima al-kubra) says that the Qur'anic
language derived its authority from the Arabic language (al-lisan al-cArabf) in
general, and from its historical use in the Arabic peninsula before Islam. The
minor premise (al-muqaddima al-sughra) says that the Qur' anic text had changed
the meaning of some pre-Islamic Arabic terminology (i.e. pre-Qur'anic language) to give it a the religious meaning (al-dalala al-shar°iyya). For instance,
the words al-$alat, al-zakat, al-$awm now used as terms for particular religious
76
Islamic devotions and rituals, are different from their original meanings.
On the basis of these two premises, Abu Zayd sets up the hypothesis
that the language of the Qur'anic text, while originating from the "mother
language" (pre-Qur'anic language), possesses its own specific system which
does not only change the meaning of some words from pre-Islamic (pre-

74

Moch. Nur khwan, "Nasr Abu Zayd: Pahamilah al-Qur'an Sesuai Konteks
Narasinja," Ummat no. 1, 4th year, Ouly 13, 1998), pp. 62-3.
7
Qur'an 16:89, "Wanazalna calayka al-kitaba tibyanan likulli shay'." Qur'an 6:38,
"Wamafprratna ft al-kitabi min shay'."
76
Abt1 Zayd, Al-Na$$, pp. 314-15. This is indeed not new. Some other scholars have

the same opinion. lbn Faris, for instance, discusses this transformation of meaning in his
Sa~ibf, especially chapter al-Asbab al-Islamiyya (Islamic matters). See Michael G. Carter, "Language and Law in the Saibi of Ibn Faris," Zeitschrift fiir arabische Linguistik, vol. 25, (1993),
pp. 139-147. But different from Abu Zayd who stresses the new meaning of some Arabic
terms, Ibn Faris tresses the dual meaning of the terms. Some words kept their primary meaning but acquired a new and specifically Islamic sense. Ibn Faris gives some examples, such
as mu'min, muslim, kafir, munafiq, jihad, nikf/, sujfld, ¼ajj, umra and $alat. For a modem study
of this phenomenon, see also Toshihiko Izutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur'an.
Montreal: McGill University Press, 1966.
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Qur'anic) linguistic conventions to religious terms, but goes beyond much
broader horizons; the Qur 'anic language tries to build its own specific linguistic system. 77 The originality and the degree of creativity of the text are led by
developments in the linguistic system as well as in reality and culture. Reality
is the socio-political condition which embraced the actions of those who were
addressed by the text, and which embraced the first receiver of the text, the
Prophet; whereas culture is the world of concepts embodied in the language, the
78
same language in which the Qur'an is also written. This means that the text
cannot be separated from the linguistic cultural reality on the one hand, and
79
produces a specific code which forms language and culture on the other hand.

Method of Interpretation
The interpreter should be aware of his/her ideology and subjectivity, so
that they will not interfere with the process of interpretation. To discover the
hidden meaning of the text, the interpreter should begin with a preliminary
reading. This reading is then followed by an analytical reading (al-qira'a alta~Wiyya), through which the keys and central ideas of the text are discovered.
Through these central ideas, the interpreter discovers other hidden meanings
and develops new readings. The interpretive reading should be based on the
total involvement of the reader in the world of the text. 80
Interpretation is a process of decoding the text (fakk al-shifra),81 because
the specific linguistic encoding dynamics of the Qur'anic text lead to endless
processes of decoding. But, in this process of decoding, the interpreter should
take the contextual socio-cultural 'meaning' into consideration, by using historical criticism as a preliminary analysis followed by linguistic and literary
analysis. This meaning will guide the interpreter to find the "new message",
i.e. the significance, of the text. This means movement from the 'meaning' to its
'significance' in the present socio-cultural context of the interpreter. Moreover,
the interpreter will also find the direction of the text (ittijah al-nmJE;), by analyzing
the transformation of meaning and from the pre-Qur'anic language to the religious Qur'anic language. This will also enable the interpreter to recognize

~Abu Zayd, Al-Naf?f?, p. 216.
8

AbuZayd, "Divine," p.199.
Abu Zayd, Naqd, pp. 203-4.
80
Abu Zayd, Maj1n1m, p. 270.
81
Abu Zayd, Al-Na$$, p. 110
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what is 'historical' and what is 'temporal' in the text.
"[T]he Qur'an, being encoded in the light of its historical, cultural and
linguistic context, has to be reordered into the code of the cultural and
linguistic context of the interpreter. In other words, the internal structure of the Qur'an must be reconstructed from its surface appearance,
and then reordered according to contemporary values." 82
This endless decoding process of interpretation, which is the consequence
of the universality of the message of Islam to all humankind regardless of time
and space, necessitates this diversity of interpretation. Abu Zayd believes that
being aware of the difference between the original contextual 'meaning', which
is almost fixed because of its historicity, and the 'significance' which is strongly
related and rationally connected to the meaning, will produce a more valid
•
•
83
interpretation.

Epilogue: Qur' anic Hermeneutics and Critical Qur' anic Scholarship
The "ideological war" in Egypt has sharpened Abu Zayd's sensitivity of
any ideological reading of the Qur'an by both the conservative and liberal
Muslims. He has criticised the conservative Muslims, such as al-Shafici, alAshcari and al-Ghazali, Sayyid Qutb, I-:Iasan al-Banna, Mul-).ammad al-Ghazali,
Fahrni Huwaydi, Mul)ammad al-Baltaji, and cAbd al-$abur Shahin, as well as
the rationalists and liberalists, such as the Mu tazilites and lbn Rushd
(Averroism), Mul).ammad Abduh, I-:Iasan I-:Ianafi and Mul)ammad Shal;lrour.
Abu Zayd attempts to formulate a methodological tool by which one can detect ideological readings of religious texts.
In this respect, however, Abu Zayd's stance regarding ideological read84
ings of religious texts reminds us of Hirsch's "hermeneutics of innocence",
which, in fact, cannot be sustained in the post-Gadamer era. Abu Zayd repeatedly states that an ideological and subjective reading of the Qur'an is no more
than manipulation of meanings, which is against scientific objectivity. For him,

Abu Zayd, "The Textuality," p. 51.
Abu Zayd, "The Textuality," pp. 51-2.
840n Hirsch's "hermeneutics of innocence" see Frank Lentricchia, After the New Criticism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980, pp. 256-87.
82
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ideology is a" disease". At this point, the influence of Marxist concepts of ideology, as alleged by his opponents, appears evident. Marxists see ideology as
85
a "distortion" of reality, and contrast it with 'true consciousness'.
Abu Zayd's belief in the authority of reason, objectivity and academism
leads him to become the best representative of the modem rationalist. The fact
that he sometimes adopted postmodern concepts is undeniable. Fouad Ajami,
for instance, says that Abu Zayd is "at home with the methods and language
of Michel Foucault and Antonio Gramsci" / 6 and Edward Said states that "the
debt to Foucault is evident" in Abu Zayd's use of 'discourse' in the Naqd alKhifab al-Dfnf. 87 Nonetheless, it cannot be said that Abu Zayd has been working within the framework of postmodernism, which rejects the centrality of
reason, objectivity and academism. Moreover, he has never expressed his support to postmodemism, and has never quoted postmodern works in his writ.
M
mgs, although he read some of them.
In respect to Qur' anic studies or, more precisely, critical Qur' anic scholarship, Abu Zayd proposes some new, important perspectives. In the first place,
the relationship between Qur'anic hermeneutics and Qur'anic criticism is obvious. Qur'anic hermeneutics and Qur'anic criticism are like two sides of the
same coin; one presupposes the other. Abu Zayd has contributed significantly
to the development of these disciplines, although he hardly mentions explicitely
Qur' anic criticism or critical Qur' anic scholarship in his writings. He uses historical criticism as a preliminary study of the Qur'anic text and discourses, but
the most important approach is the use of literary theory and criticism. Historical criticism is important to recognize the historical context and "meaning" of a text or discourse, and literary theory and criticism are important to
extract its "significance." Criticism here should not be understood as "spoken
or written remarks that express your disapproval or bad opinion of someone
or something",89 but a judgement of what has been thought about the nature
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of the Qur'an, its science and interpretations, and a reading of the Qur'anic
text to discover its possibilities of new messages and significancf, and examine its unknown potentialities. It does not primarily deal with the known, but
with the ignored, the absent, and the distant dimensions. 90
Secondly, as a consequence of the first, he desacralizes and demystifies
the Qur'anic text by subjecting it to scholarly investigation. He believes that
the nature of the text should be defined and that the laws that govern the
study of it should be examined. The Qur'an, thus, should be treated like any
other (profane) text. According to Abu Zayd, the Qur'an should be treated
primarily as a cultural product, a linguistic text, a historical text, and even a
human text, despite its nature as a religious text.
Thirdly, the nature of the text necessitates a discussion of "revelation"
(wa!Jy), as it is believed to be a Book of revelation. He investigates the cultural
beliefs of the Arabs before the coming of Islam, in which he finds a phenomenon quite similar in pre-Islamic poetry and soothsaying (kihana), which were
believed to be revelations or inspirations of the Jinn. He even believes that this
pre-Islamic Arabic theory of revelation was the model for the belief in the
religious revelations of God mediated by the angel Jibrfl. On the other hand,
he also uses communication theory to explain the process of revelation, i.e.
revelation as a communicative act. Here, he uses Roman Jacobson's communication theory in literary criticism.
Forthly, he sees the religious language (al-lugha al-dfniyya) as an important aspect of Qur'anic studies and hermeneutics. This also brings him to relate the Qur'anic language, as a religious language, to culture and history.
Abu Zayd uses current theories in linguistic and literary criticism to study and
understand the religious language. Hence, he introduces terrm of modem linguistic and literary theory into Muslim Qur'anic scholarship.
Abu Zayd's interest in Qur'anic criticism actually stems from literary
criticism, developed in the "Amin al-Khuli school." Historical criticism is only
used for preliminary studies. The consequence of these studies is that the Qur' an
is treated as any other literary text, which is historical and human, and as a
"cultural product", because its language is cultural in nature and cannot rid
itself of general rules of the Arabic language and the culture of the seventh-
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century Arabs. On the top of that, however, Abu Zayd has challenged the traditional Qur 'anic studies and hermeneutics by applying modem literary theory
and criticism to the study and interpretation of the Qur'anic text and exegetical literature, and by crossing beyond the sacral realms and theologically sensitive issues in Islamic thought.
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