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EDITOR’S NOTE


Posthumous publishing is always a hazardous task, and thus editors of such published work must be prepared to take the risks involved. At the time of his death the Pakistani scholar Fazlur Rahman (1919–1988) had partly completed a draft of a book entitled “Revival and Reform: A Study in Islamic Fundamentalism.” The author got as far as five chapters that covered the early history of Islam and some of the major epoch-making figures in the history of Islamic revival. Life did not permit him to complete his commentary on the section dealing with modern fundamentalism as he wished. Some critics may argue that it may have been best if the incomplete book was never published. Others may appreciate Fazlur Rahman’s last thoughts. Despite my hesitation, I was encouraged by the fact that several of the late author’s friends and students were eager to see this volume published. In particular Fazlur Rahman’s wife, Mrs Bilqis Rahman, was supportive of the idea of publication. After her husband died, she placed this manuscript in the custody of Professor John Woods, director of the Center for Middle Eastern Studies and a colleague of Fazlur Rahman at the University of Chicago.


Although I was not a student of Fazlur Rahman in the formal sense, I consider myself among those who benefited tremendously from his writings and ideas. Thus, when as a visiting South African fellow at the University of Chicago in 1990, Professor Woods showed me this manuscript, I immediately expressed an interest in examining it. For anyone familiar with Fazlur Rahman’s major and important works such as Avicenna’s Psychology, Islam, Islamic Methodology in History, Major Themes of the Qurͻan, and Islam and Modernity it was exciting to read the materials that now constitute this book. The already published works of the late author shaped his oeuvre and constituted the main template for his interpretation of developments within Islamic thought. Revival and reform was a theme Fazlur Rahman ceaselessly pursued and it defined his later intellectual project. Therefore, students of Fazlur Rahman’s thought will find that in this volume he revisits some of those figures and ideas in detail that he otherwise briefly treated in his many scholarly essays and books.


The manuscript itself appeared to be a first draft. Fazlur Rahman was afflicted with arthritis in his hands, which made writing difficult. The author’s son transcribed the recorded manuscript. One of the main issues this editor had to contend with was the fact that the sentences in the text were long and speech-style. At times a single sentence constituted a paragraph. For this reason editing was necessary in places. With the exception of a few sources cited in the text, none of the citations had references. All the citations were laboriously traced and checked to ensure that the translations and sources were accurate. While this was at times extremely frustrating and time consuming, in the end it was also rewarding to pore over the sources that this extraordinary thinker marshaled in his research.
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INTRODUCTION


Ebrahim Moosa





Biography of Fazlur Rahman1



Fazlur Rahman was born on September 21, 1919 to the Malak family in the Hazara district in pre-partition India, now part of Pakistan. He died on July 26, 1988 in Chicago, Illinois. His family’s religious roots can be traced to the teachings of the Deoband seminary that has broad influence on the Indian Subcontinent.2 His father, Mawlānā Shihāb al-Dīn, was a graduate from the famous Indian seminary Dār al-cUlūm Deoband. At Deoband, Shihāb al-Dīn studied with some of the great luminaries of that seminary. Among them were Mawlānā Maḥmūd ul-Ḥasan (d. 1920), better known as “Shaykh al-Hind” and the renowned jurist (faqih) and Ṣūfī mentor Mawlānā Rashīd Aḥmad Gangohī (d. 1905). Although Fazlur Rahman did not study at a traditional dār al-culūm, he mastered the dars-e-Niẓāmī curriculum offered in such institutions in private studies with his father. This provided him with a background in traditional Islamic knowledge with a special emphasis on law (fiqh), dialectical theology (cilm al-kalām), prophetic traditions (ḥadīth), Qurͻān exegesis (tafsīr), logic (manṭiq), and philosophy (falsafa). After these initial studies he attended Punjab University in Lahore where he graduated with distinction in Arabic and later also acquired an M.A. degree. In 1946, he went to Oxford where he prepared a dissertation on Ibn Sīnā’s psychology under the supervision of Professor Simon van den Bergh. The dissertation was a translation, critical edition, and commentary on a section of the Kitāb al-Najāt of the famous eleventh-century Muslim philosopher.3 After Oxford he taught Persian and Islamic philosophy at Durham University from 1950 to 1958. He left England to become associate professor in Islamic Studies at the Institute of Islamic Studies at Canada’s McGill University in Montreal.


After three years in Canada, Fazlur Rahman embarked on one of his life’s most ambitious projects, which also was an experience that would later become a turning-point in his career. Pakistan under General Ayyub Khan embarked on a renewed effort at state formation. In Khan’s view one of the elements for the revival of the country’s national spirit was to initiate political and legal reforms. The reforms were intended to bring the country closer to its raison d’être, as a state with an Islamic vision and ideals. Fazlur Rahman’s own enthusiasm for this project can be judged from the fact that he left a secure and comfortable academic career in Canada for the challenges of Pakistan. At the newly formed Central Institute of Islamic Research, he first became a visiting professor and later director over a seven-year period from 1961 to 1968. As director of the Institute he also served on the Advisory Council of Islamic Ideology, a supreme policy-making body. While these important positions gave him an opportunity to observe the running of government and the machinations of power from a very close proximity, it also turned out to be the most tumultuous period in his life. In this vital position he had to play the role of a philosopher-king. He came face to face with the hard realities and complex intellectual and political problems affecting religion and society in Pakistan. Together with the resources of the Institute of Islamic Research he had to propose policies to the Advisory Council for implementation by government.


The policy side of his job was open to public scrutiny and this meant that his ideas and proposals often became entangled with power and politics. Thus, Fazlur Rahman’s intellectual labor in the service of social reform was drawn into the messy political fray of Pakistan in the 1960’s. Like Ibn Sīnā, his intellectual soul-mate, Fazlur Rahman had to contend with the constant threat of politics and power affecting his intellectual work. Although eager to reform society, political patrons such as Ayyub Khan invariably had to balance their ideals with a good dose of political discretion. Political parties and religious groups that were opposed to Ayyub Khan’s government knew that one way to frustrate the government’s reformist orientation was to target the main ideological architect of reform, Fazlur Rahman, as the object of criticism and demonization. Very soon Khan’s opponents turned every controversial issue proposed by the government into a charged political debate with a focus on the director of the Institute.4 Some of the critical legal and religious issues Fazlur Rahman became involved in included the status of bank interest, zakāt (the compulsory religious tax), mechanical slaughter of animals, family law and family planning, the authority of prophetic reports (ḥadīth) and prophetic practice (Sunna), and the nature of revelation. After a turbulent period that adversely affected his health and his leadership role at the Institute and in the Advisory Council, Fazlur Rahman resigned.5 After a short spell as visiting professor at the University of California, Los Angeles, he was, in the spring of 1969, appointed as professor of Islamic thought at the University of Chicago in the fall of 1969. In 1986 he was named Harold H. Swift Distinguished Service Professor at Chicago, a title he held until his death in 1988.


His Legacy


Few people will hesitate to include Fazlur Rahman among the leading scholars of Islam in the latter part of the twentieth century. He will be remembered for his sharp and incisive mind, prodigious memory, and unique ability to synthesize complex issues into a coherent narrative. In addition, he was also courageous and outspoken in his views, unable to suppress his convictions given his principled commitment to the “truth.” “At the level of intellectual discussion,” he said, “I did not, and do not believe in compromises extraneously motivated, such as is the case with many intellectuals in Pakistan.”6 In pursuit of freedom he sought out the humanist aspects of Islam. He tirelessly tried to find the proper balance between reason and revelation. And, if there was a price to be paid for his cherished ideals, then he was ready to face such hardships. “In the face of the heavily obscurantist and hypocritical atmosphere in almost all sectors of public life [in Pakistan], an intellectually radical position gave me greater satisfaction as time went on, because it did the work of shock treatment... The results may be uncertain. It may jerk some members of the large segment of educated and committed Muslims into active Islamic re-thinking.”7 As a person who held strong convictions and the author of provocative ideas, Fazlur Rahman was maligned and castigated by the Muslim clerical establishment, neo-revivalist political activists, and political conservatives in Pakistan and wherever their influence extended. Demagogues, of both religious and political stripes, orchestrated campaigns of mass hysteria and protests against him on the pretext that they ostensibly found some of his views and interpretations offensive. The threats against him escalated to the point that there were genuine concerns for his safety and the real possibility of physical harm. In the end, he chose a self-imposed exile for the last nineteen years of his life in the United States. It was in the United States that he found an environment conducive to further his scholarship and to formulate some of his landmark ideas in interpreting modern Islam. As a researcher, he was prolific. As a teacher he is remembered for being kind and caring. The effects of his legacy can be seen in the work of his students and his impact on scholarship in Islamic studies is highly valued. There can be no better tribute to Fazlur Rahman than the words of Wilfred Cantwell Smith, the doyen of Western Islamicists, who said: “He was a person of integrity; a religious man with a brilliant mind using it as part of his religion. He was a moral person; a serious Muslim motivated by deep concern for his culture and his people.”8


Islamic Modernism


One of the major questions that exercised the mind of Fazlur Rahman, as well as many other twentieth-century Muslim scholars, was: how does Islam as a religious, cultural, political, and ethical heritage deal with a modernizing and rapidly changing world? Modernity was conceived in the Muslim world as a Janus-faced phenomenon. It certainly brought the benefits of technology and science to Muslim societies, but with far-reaching consequences for culture and values. Some societies adopted modernity in a pragmatic manner that resulted in certain unforeseen discontinuities with the historical intellectual tradition. Despite a wide ideological spectrum among modernist Muslim scholars in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, most shared a common desire to fuse the present with the past in different ways, in order to retain some continuity.


During the first phase of his intellectual career Fazlur Rahman’s interest was in Muslim philosophy. Soon he found the philosophers to be clever and excellent in their subtlety of argument, “but their God remained a bloodless principle – a mere intellectual construct, lacking both power and compassion.”9 Thereafter he focused much attention on theology, especially on religious figures that combined their expertise and interests in law with theology and Islamic thought in general, such as al-Ghazālī, Ibn Taymiyya, and Shāh Walī Allāh. Although he thought the theologians less skillful than the philosophers, they were nevertheless instinctively aware that the “God of religion was a full-blooded, living reality who responded to prayers, guided men individually and collectively, and intervened in history.”10




Convinced that the Muslim philosophers were headed in the wrong direction, I was “reborn” with a new impulse to understand Islam. But where was that Islam? ... I then realized that although Muslims claim their beliefs, law, and spirituality are “based upon the Qurͻān,” the scripture embodying the revelation of the Prophet Muḥammad [570–632], the Qurͻān was never taught by itself in any seat of traditional learning, but always with the aid of commentaries. A study of the Qurͻān itself, together with the life of the Prophet, enabled me to gain fresh insight into its meaning and purpose, making it possible for me to reevaluate my tradition.11





In the study of the Qurͻān it was ethics that interested him most. Al-Fārābī (d. 950), Ibn Sīnā (d. 1037), al-Ghazālī (d. 1111), Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328), Aḥmad Sirhindī (d. 1624), and Shāh Walī Allāh (d. 1762) were his favorite paradigmatic figures. He frequently cited their core ideas in constructing his own reformist interpretations. Among the modern scholars, he identified with the nineteenth-century reformers such as the itinerant reformer and revolutionary Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī (d. 1897) and his Egyptian disciple and interpreter, Muḥammad Abduh (d. 1905). Indian thinkers with whom he shared an intellectual affinity included Sir Sayyid Aḥmad Khan (d. 1898), the founder of Aligarh Muslim University; Muḥammad Shiblī Nucmānī (d. 1914), a traditionalist-cum-modernist thinker and one of the co-founders of the Nadwatul cUlamāͻ in Lucknow; and Muḥammad Iqbāl (d. 1938) the renowned poet-philosopher of the Subcontinent. Among the Turkish thinkers he frequently cited Ziya Gökalp (d. 1924) and Nāmik Kemāl (d. 1888).


As director of the Central Institute of Islamic Research, Fazlur Rahman gained crucial insights about the magnitude and challenges that religious and social change posed. From then on this experience would inform and drive his intellectual agenda to find solutions for some of the intractable problems experienced not only in Pakistan, but also elsewhere in the Muslim world. His intellectual quest addressed real-life issues such as economic and political welfare in newly independent Muslim societies. These included in particular the redistribution of wealth and the promotion of education. He was concerned that an education system bereft of a progressive Islamic spirit could run the risk of turning into an atheistic system that “destroys the sanctity and universality (transcendence) of all moral values.”12 In order to avert such grotesque consequences, he embarked on a project to reconstruct the intellectual foundations of Islam in the modern age.


Revival and Reform


Revival and reform was therefore a central theme in Fazlur Rahman’s scheme of thought. The categories of tajdīd (renewal) and ijtihād (independent thinking) would qualify as the key elements under the rubric of re-thinking Islam.13 His primary concern was to prepare the ground for such re-thinking that would gradually be realized by means of education. One of the most neglected areas of educational reform, in his view, was the traditionalist-conservative educational system of the culamāͻ. This sector of Muslim society resisted the changes brought about by cultural and intellectual modernity. Fazlur Rahman and others thought that such resistance was at the expense of Muslim societies at large because it resulted in the Muslim world lagging behind other contemporary societies that were advancing in economic, political, and scientific spheres. Religious leaders (culamāͻ) produced by the traditional educational systems, especially in the Sunnī world, but also possibly true of the Shīcī world, could neither fulfill socially relevant functions nor give guidance to the modern educated sector. Fazlur Rahman admired and respected the sophisticated intellectual tradition that the culamāͻ inherited. His complaint however was that the culamāͻ themselves had by and large abandoned important aspects of that legacy, especially critical thought and innovation. This intellectual tradition in its twentieth-century guise was now devoid of its erstwhile depth, diversity, and critical apertures. What remained was an atrophied and skeletal tradition that only contributed to stagnation. In fact, he charged the culamāͻ with having abandoned the most effective aspect of their intellectual legacy: to engage in reform and creatively address new challenges.14 For this reason he hardly strayed from the fundamental building-blocks of the traditional Islamic intellectual legacy. It could be revived, renewed, and updated, he believed, with the aid of serious scholarship, even though he would appear to be radical in his critique of the selfsame system. If reformed this renewed intellectual tradition could become the basis for Islamic revival which would inform those social movements in the Muslim world that had an ethical and activist agenda. Where he differed from figures such as Abū ͻ1-Aclā Mawdūdī of Pakistan or the Ayatullāh Rūḥullāh Khumaynī of Iran, of whom he was very critical, was that their social movements were based on rage and anger.


A precondition for any social activism was that “patient and complex intellectual labor, which must produce the necessary Islamic vision,” must accompany it.15 He had in mind the project of someone such as Shāh Walī Allāh whose intellectual legacy provided Muslim India with an impressive, dynamic, and variegated intellectual movement for nearly two centuries. Genuine leaders of the Muslim community, Fazlur Rahman believed, would be identifiable by their vision. An intellectual and ethico-spiritual leaven must of necessity temper this vision. This he found in figures such as al-Ghazālī in the twelfth-century and Ibn Taymiyya in the fourteenth-century. What appealed to him was the intellectual renaissance, rather than the specific ideas, pioneered by such intellectuals and the consequent impact this had on social change. Primary and tertiary educational institutions had to foster such a vision and provide the maximum opportunity for intellectual growth and nourishment. A prerequisite was that education should be unencumbered by the concerns of dogma and imaginary fears about change. In this regard the role of science, the social sciences, and the humanities were all indispensable aspects to such envisaged intellectual reform. He identified the main problem in education as a “lack of creative synthesis and of an organic relationship between the traditional-religious and the modern-secular. The institutions of traditional and modern learning are for the most part brutally juxtaposed, and produce two types of people who can hardly communicate with each other.”16


The existing educational system that reproduced the culamāͻ was, in his view, in need of radical surgery. Therefore, he urged the culamāͻ not to resist change by equating their self-interest of power and control with the intellectual traditions of Islam. He felt that such an approach was a vulgarization of a respectable intellectual tradition that was second to none. For this reason he urged various societies, from Indonesia to Turkey, with whom he had contact, to redirect their energies in rehabilitating the culamāͻ tradition by proposing changes to their syllabi at the various training institutions. He thought that if such educational adjustments were realized, it might well be that future generations of Muslims could become active agents in the modern world.


It was in the context of revival and reform that Fazlur Rahman encountered the phenomenon called “Islamic fundamentalism.” While many writers hesitated to use this media-coined term, he was not averse to employing it. For him this was an opportunity to explore and revisit the intersection of theology and politics in the formative and post-formative periods of Islam. This book, Revival and Reform, is one such effort. Time denied its author the opportunity to comment on modern Islamic fundamentalism. At first it may not be clear how in this book the author intends to employ the historical narrative that he sketches. His primary goal, in my view, was to demonstrate that at various intervals in history, the disciplines of law and political philosophy lost their connection with the ethics of the Qurͻān. The ethical imperative of the Qurͻān during the formative and post-formative periods of Islam was subjugated to several other overriding concerns such as power, the creation of a community (umma), and the maintenance of an Islamic political order. The loss of ethics in political philosophy and law was only partially restored by the discourses of Ṣūfism. The restoration of ethics occurred when some jurists, such as al-Ghazālī and cIzz al-Dīn Ibn cAbd al-Salām, took recourse to Ṣūfī piety. In such instances also it only partially affects change. Most jurists in practice maintained a boundary between personal piety and their profession of law. His most damning charge in the book presented to the reader is directed at Ashcarī–Sunnī thought. Despite its influence in the Muslim world, right until the present, Fazlur Rahman believed that Ashcarism succumbed to the twin evils of a theology of predestination and a suspension of ethical judgment (irjāͻ). He repeatedly highlights the negative effects of irjāͻ in Muslim theory and practice.


Qurͻān and Hermeneutics


One thing that puzzled Fazlur Rahman, to a point nearing incredulity, was why past Muslim thinkers did not make the Qurͻān the primary source for ethics in Islam. If so, this would have provided the legal, political, and other crucial discourses with a sense of consistency. “One cannot point to a single work of ethics squarely based upon the Qurͻān, although there are numerous works based upon Greek philosophy, Persian tradition and Ṣūfī piety,” he claimed.17 Given this vacuum there was a need to “elaborate an ethics on the basis of the Qurͻān, for without an explicitly formulated ethical system, one can never do justice to Islamic law ... Law has to be worked out from the ethical systematization of the teaching of the Qurͻān and the uswa (sunna) of the Prophet, with due regard to the situation currently obtaining.”18 Thus in his Major Themes of the Qurͻān and Islam and Modernity as well as dozens of essays dealing with diverse topics ranging from contemporary Muslim politics to medicine, Fazlur Rahman ceaselessly explicated a Qurͻān-centered ethics. He later construed this as a proposal towards formulating a Qurͻānic hermeneutic. In Islamic Methodology in History he demonstrated with great skill and insight the absence of a Qurͻan-based ethics in Muslim thought. There he showed how revealed authority – the Qurͻān and Sunna – were mediated by preexisting historical and cultural realities in those societies in which Islam spread. This interaction between society and the new revelation bolstered Fazlur Rahman’s claim that revelation was always mediated by the prevailing historical conditions. The dialogic of hermeneutics (interpretation of revelation) and history (social context) was a very complex and intricate relationship. This strategy was also both his shield and sword. On the one hand it showed how revelation was open to history. On the other hand, he would use the Qurͻān as the normative standard to exclude those local traditions and parochial values and practices that impeded or conflicted with the norms derived from the Qurͻān and the Sunna. Practices that did not advance the vision of Muslim society became an obstacle to human progress. For this reason he argued that “while traditions are valuable for living religions in that they provide matrices for the creative activity of great minds and spirits, they are also entities that ipso facto isolate that tradition from the rest of humanity. Consequently, I am of the belief that all religious traditions need constant revitalization and reform.”19 In this respect he was very much a modernist who believed in the universality of values and who would not bow to relativity. The effect of Fazlur Rahman’s hermeneutic serves to legitimize and delegitimize certain aspects of the past and present by presenting the totality of the Qurͻān-centered hermeneutic as the privileged source of Islamic teachings. Broadly speaking his approach was no different from that of Ibn Taymiyya, Muḥammad b. cAlī al- Shawkānī (d. 1834) of Yemen, and Shāh Walī Allāh, who also emphasized the centrality of the Qurͻān.


He was inspired by, if not enamored of, those pre-modern social-reform movements that attempted to revive the meaning and relevance of Qurͻān-centered norms in every age. These were the “fundamentalist-traditionalist-conservative” pre-modern groups that revolted against an interpretation of the Qurͻān that was driven by parochial traditions, as opposed to an interpretation that relied primarily on an inter-textual Qurͻānic hermeneutic.20 In his vocabulary, a genuine “fundamentalist” was a person who was committed to a project of reconstruction or re-thinking. Such a person must recognize that one lived in a “new age” and with honesty, as well as with both intellect and faith, encounter the message of the Qurͻān through the mirror of that historical moment. Even though he showed great admiration for al-Ghazālī at an earlier stage of his life, later on he tended to agree with Ibn Taymiyya that al-Ghazālī lacked the requisite depth of knowledge of the Qurͻān and the prophetic tradition.21 While Ibn Taymiyya is known for his exaggerated claims and judgments, it is even more surprising to find Fazlur Rahman unconditionally endorsing his verdict on al-Ghazālī. This possibly explains Fazlur Rahman’s own enthusiasm, if not zealousness, to retrieve the Qurͻān. Therefore this book, Revival and Reform, must be seen as a continuation of the author’s project of developing a Qurͻānic hermeneutic.


Fazlur Rahman’s Qurͻān-centered hermeneutic is based on two pillars: firstly, a theory of prophecy and the nature of revelation, and secondly, an understanding of history. Both components constitute his general hermeneutic of the Qurͻān. While the notion of revelation is not very explicit, it is a fundamental assumption in his hermeneutic, and ignoring it can result in misreading his contribution to modern Qurͻān studies. It is also a radical departure from the unsatisfactory Sunnī orthodox explanation of revelation. In brief, the traditional orthodox theory stated that the Prophet Muḥammad received revelation via the agency of the archangel Gabriel on every occasion. This was accompanied by a belief that such revelation was totally and absolutely from God. In a bid to retain the objectivity of the revelation, doctrinal correctness required that a view be projected that the Qurͻān was exclusively from the “other” (God). The Prophet’s own role as recipient of the revelation, namely his subjectivity, therefore was not accounted for in the orthodox theory. Dogma said the Qurͻān was not only the very word of God, the ipsissima verba, but it was also the “uncreated” and eternal word of God stemming from His eternal attribute of knowledge. In the ninth century, this doctrine was challenged on the grounds of dialectical theology (cilm al-kalām) by the rationalistpietist group called the Muctazilīs who believed that the Qurͻān was created. They believed that only God’s essence was eternal and none of his attributes enjoyed this status of eternity. For the Muctazilīs it was impossible for the Qurͻān to be the uncreated word of God. Such an assertion, in their view, implied that the Qurͻān was co-eternal with God, a notion that was an anathema to their monotheistic sensibilities. Aḥmad b. Ḥanbalī (d. 241/855) and his followers, the Ḥanbalīs, as well as Abū ͻl-Ḥasan al-Ashcarī (d. 324/935–6) and the Ashcarīs who followed him, opposed the Muctazilī view. This conflict over an “uncreated” Qurͻān turned into a schismatic division, with the Ḥanbalīs and Ashcarīs opposed to the Muctazilīs. Later Ashcarīs desperately defended this doctrine with hairsplitting theological arguments. They suggested that the eternal Qurͻān was not so much the physical text in the form of a script, but rather an “inner speech” (al-kalām al-nafsī), an indivisible mental act of God. They conceded that the physical Qurͻān on ink and paper and in the Arabic language was created. The socio-political implications of this rather “strange” theological contest, to use the words of Gibb, and its impact on Qurͻān interpretation in the formative period of Islamic thought, requires further exploration.22


The Ashcarī defence of a very crude Ḥanbalī position produced a doctrine of an eternal and uncreated divine speech that was “similar” (tashbīh) to the material Qurͻān. The Muctazilīs in turn, insisted that the divine attributes, and therefore the Qurͻān, were incomparable (tanzīh) in human terms. This polemic prefigures elements of two theological tendencies: Ashcarī theocentrism and Muctazilī humanism. Ashcarī dialectical theology tended towards certain forms of fideism. The latter had implications for the role of history and by inference on the place and role of revelation. Muctazilī humanism, in turn, did not have a sense of history although it did acknowledge a form of evolutionism. To the modern scholar of the Qurͻān the significance of this debate may not be self-evident. It discloses very different, and possibly antithetical, sets of metaphysical assumptions. Muctazilī doctrine understood that the Qurͻān was the truth from God. However, in the absence of revelation the truth in itself was still accessible via reason, extra-Qurͻānically. Primary moral values were essentially extra-Qurͻānic. Nevertheless, the Qurͻān confirmed and reinforced primary values by means of second-order rules that were contained in the revelation, such as the broad range of ordinances affecting human transactions. Thus rules regarding marriage, trade, war, inheritance, and a plethora of other teachings in the Qurͻān were practices that underscored the primary values such as justice, fairness, and avoidance of wrongdoing among other things.


In the eyes of the Ashcarīs this proposition was inconceivable. The Qurͻānic values could not be mediated by reason. On the contrary, the injunctions of the Qurͻān were premised on a command theory of values, the Ash‘arīs argued. The only interpretation permitted was an intra-textual one by which the entire revelation acquired coherence and consistency. In theory at least, no extra-Qurͻānic referents other than authentic prophetic reports were admitted. If this debate appears to be “strange” then it is precisely because the partisans to this schismatic polemic suppressed the tension inherent within the Muslim notions of revelation, by only emphasizing one dimension. The tension lies in the fact that revelation emanated from a divine and transcendent source but occurs within history and is understood by the human mind. The ferocity of medieval theological conflict neglected this tension between revelation and history.


For modern thinkers such as Fazlur Rahman it was vital to make sense of revelation in historical terms. If history was to make any impact in understanding a transcendent revelation, then it was necessary to explore the interface of revelation with the world. An insistence on the complete “otherness” of the Qurͻān, as orthodoxy required in order to minimize the Prophet’s involvement in the revelatory process, was not only historically inaccurate in his view, but also contrary to the Qurͻān itself. Historically, it was difficult to ignore the fact that revelation itself commented on matters that affected the prophet’s personal behavior and travails. For instance, the Qurͻān mildly reproaches the Prophet for frowning when one of his Companions, a blind man, arrived unannounced while he was engaged in talks with important Makkan guests (80:1–3). The Qurͻān also tells us that at times the Prophet’s interactions with his wives were a cause of his personal unhappiness (33:28). Similarly, he was very anxious that the Makkans, especially members of his own clan, convert to Islam. In one such an instance when he agonizes about the lack of Makkan receptivity to the divine message, revelation informs him that guidance is the prerogative of God. On other occasions he anticipates revelation, such as on the occasion of changing the prayer direction (qibla) from Jerusalem to Makka (2:144). These concrete manifestations do suggest that without understanding the Prophet’s personal history and his historical context, many sections of the revelation will remain unclear. The Qurͻān explicitly states that Muḥammad’s speech was revelation (waḥī) that descended on his heart. Revelation was entirely from God and at the same time the locus of revelation was the “heart” of the Prophet where it is vouchsafed in historical time.


Drawing on the early intellectual heritage of Islam, Fazlur Rahman attempted to provide a complex theory of revelation that linked philosophical and psychological arguments with a sociology and anthropology of history. This most critical task must surely remain one of his most ambitious intellectual attempts. His arguments were at times characteristically brief, defensive, and polemical. Indian scholars such as Sirhindī and Shāh Walī Allāh provided him with some insights on which he could build a case for a theory of revelation that went beyond the standard dogmatic account. Sirhindī provided an explanation that added to the standard Ashcarī notion of “inner speech” (al-kalām al-nafsī).23 In the eyes of God, Sirhindī said, “the Word of God, is, in truth, one single [mental act].”24 In its essential and non-manifest perspective, revelation is the unfathomable identity of the Creator. At the manifest level, revelation as a divine mental act appeared in the diverse forms. From the latter perspective the Torah, the New Testatment, and the Qurͻān are part of the same essence. Shāh Walī Allāh stated that “verbal revelation occurs in the mold of words, idioms and style which are already existent in the mind of Prophet.”25 In another place, Walī Allāh wrote that God




subdued the mind of the Prophet in such a way, that He sent down the Book of God in the “pure heart” (ḥajar baḥt) of the Prophet in a nebulous and undifferentiated manner (ijmālan). In the pure heart of the Prophet, the divine speech becomes apparent in the identical form in which it appears in the Supernal Plenum (hazīra-t al-quds). The Prophet thus comes to know by conviction that this is the Word of God. Subsequently, as the need arises, well-strung speech is brought out of the rational faculties of the Prophet through the agency of the angel.26





Influences of the mystic from Muslim Spain Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn cArabī (d. 638/1240) are apparent in the respective formulations of the various Indian thinkers on the concept of revelation.


Relying on these explanations, Fazlur Rahman argued that revelation was a unique form of cognition in the form of the idea-words that are part of a creative divine act. Past authorities admitted that the Prophet’s mind already possessed the words, style, and idioms of revelation. The obvious conundrum was that the theologians claimed that such revealed words were uncreated, divine, and eternal. The medieval Muslim thinkers, Fazlur Rahman argued, did not rise to the occasion. They failed to suggest succinctly in one comprehensive theory that the Qurͻān was a combination of divinely revealed idea-words, which were conveyed to humanity in the Prophet’s sound-words. In his words: “Indeed, all medieval thought lacked the necessary intellectual tools to combine in its formulation of the dogma the otherness and verbal character of the Revelation on the one hand, and its intimate connection with the work and the religious personality of the Prophet on the other, i.e. it lacked the intellectual capacity to say both that the Qurͻān is entirely the word of God and, in an ordinary sense, also entirely the word of Muḥammad.”27 In making the latter claim, Fazlur Rahman surprised the culamāͻ of the Indian Subcontinent, especially those in Pakistan, with a new reading of an intellectual tradition to which they claimed affinity but failed to appreciate. They in turn mobilized large-scale public demonstrations and protests against his allegedly heretical views. To his own detriment, Fazlur Rahman did not make the detailed argument derived from Sirhindī and Shāh Walī Allāh in his book Islam, where he gave the argument in summary form. This summary statement was taken out of context and no amount of contextualizing or citation of authorities could quell the mood of the demagogues.


This complex, albeit embryonic, notion of revelation becomes the backdrop of his theory of Qurͻān interpretation, called the “double movement” theory.28 The interaction between divine revelation and history remains a central theme. The question can be put differently. How do the norms and values of revelation have an enduring relevance to religious communities without becoming anachronistic? The first movement of this double-movement theory is to study both the micro and macro context in which the Qurͻān was first revealed. This would establish the original meaning of revelation within the moral-social context of the prophetic society as well as the broader picture of the world at large at that time. Such an investigation must then yield a coherent Qurͻānic narrative of the general and systematic principles and values underlying the various normative injunctions. Here the concepts of occasions of revelation (asbāb al-nuzūl) and abrogation (naskh) among other well-known exegetical techniques come into effect. The second movement entails an attempt to apply those general and systematic values and principles to the context of the contemporary reader of the Qurͻān. Making sense of the second movement, namely the application of retrieved historical values in the present, required a very sophisticated analysis. Fazlur Rahman did not elaborate on the social and intellectual coordinates of this analysis and how it takes place. It does appear that he endorsed the modern social sciences and humanities as being sufficient as tools for this function which can make a contribution by providing a good understanding of history. He certainly did not believe in setting up artificial boundaries between various kinds of knowledge. He opposed the idea of the “Islamization” of knowledge. The latter, in brief, meant that all human and natural science should be studied in such a manner that it does not fail to disclose some revealed metaphysical principle or must by necessity lead to a theomorphic understanding of the self and the universe. Instead, Fazlur Rahman advocated unfettered intellectual exploration free from dogma and cultural limitations. Not unaware of the fact that Muslims are in a confrontation with the West, he asked rhetorically: “Can we confront the West and declare what knowledge is good and what is bad and what is appropriate and what is not appropriate without knowing ourselves?”29 The main task of intellectual endeavor was to produce “creative knowledge” that would only come about once one had internalized the ethical attitude of the Qurͻān on matters of creativity and had generated new knowledge. Evaluating and judging the production of knowledge through critique are not the goals, but only the first steps toward the discovery of new knowledge, he argued.30 In the end it is the individual Muslim scholar and the Muslim community, he said, that will decide what constitutes an acceptable analysis in the light of their faith. Again, he did not address the process of consensus-building, scholarship, and communities in any detail. He did nevertheless advocate the adoption of a general democratic culture, parliamentary democracy, and modern educational institutions. The Qurͻānic imperatives must find efficacy and application in the new context in which Muslims live.


Fazlur Rahman’s construction of a Qurͻānic hermeneutic is a response to the dominant “atomistic” and piecemeal approach of medieval and even contemporary traditional exegesis. This approach ignores the coherence and underlying unity of the revelatory message and prevents the generation of a Qurͻanic Weltanschauung entirely on its own terms. The high point of the atomistic approach was a dry legalism, but one in which the legal function did not foster an energetic and dynamic legal culture. In the domain of law and ethics the exegetes placed the emphasis on isolated verses that addressed very specific instances. Little attention was given to the general principle underlying several individual verses or themes that were scattered in different parts of the Qurͻān. Without grasping the worldview of the Qurͻān, modern interpreters would not be able to differentiate the past social contexts, mores, and customs that were grafted onto the interpretation of the original revelation. Notwithstanding this idealism, Fazlur Rahman’s hermeneutic was concerned with a cognition of the historical facts of revelation and its values. Chief among these concerns was his desire to arrive at a theory for the interpretation of values. “All values,” he said, “that are properly moral – and it is these with which we shall be concerned – have also an extra-historical, ‘transcendental’ being, and their location at a point in history does not exhaust their practical impact or, one might even say, their meaning.”31 The need to anchor revelation in the context of the prophetic society was thus of paramount importance.


In trying to explain the manner in which an intellectual tradition unfolded in history Fazlur Rahman shared the general concerns of Gadamer.32 The relationship between tradition (in this case a revealed truth) and history remains a challenge to our understanding of intellectual traditions. There is a need to show the movement of tradition, the kinesis at work in it and its dynamic components. Fazlur Rahman is explicit in expressing the need to develop and refine our knowledge of the history of the Islamic disciplines such as law, theology, philosophy, and Ṣūfism. Such studies have no other purpose but to disclose the continuities and discontinuities of tradition. Historical studies allow us to grasp how ideas originated and what role they played in the making of the intellectual tradition. In stating his agenda, Fazlur Rahman wished to show that as a religious tradition, Islam was constructed. For this reason he strongly decried those Muslims who “defend the past as though it were our God” and criticized those who claimed that the scholars of the past were unsurpassable.33 His major strength was in explicating the “what” of tradition. To the “how” and “process” of tradition he gave insufficient attention.


Against Gadamer he preferred the views of the Italian jurist-philosopher Emilio Betti (d. 1968), whose hermeneutic theory he explicitly endorsed as being preferable to that of Gadamer. Fazlur Rahman did not engage Betti’s ideas and theories. A close examination shows the influence of the Italian scholar on Fazlur Rahman’s double-movement theory. Like Betti, and before him Dilthey, Fazlur Rahman accepted the Kantian notion that knowledge is not a passive mirror of reality; its objects are determined by the way we comprehend them. It is well known however, that the “autonomy of reason” as a category has always been under attack from two sides: firstly, from the side of psychologism and sensualism, starting with Hume. On the second side, the existentialists collapse the distinction between phenomenal and ideal objectivity and as a consequence also do not distinguish between intellectual and ethical values. What made Fazlur Rahman prefer Betti was that he recognized that “ethical and aesthetic values belong to a second dimension of objectivity which is neither phenomenal nor any less different from the subjectivity of consciousness than the others ... Spiritual values represent an ideal objectivity that unerringly follows its own lawfulness.”34


Both Betti and Fazlur Rahman shared the Diltheyan notion of mental objectification. Betti identified interpretation as a triadic process in which the interpreter (subject) apprehends the object. When the interpreter apprehends the meaningful form as an objectification of the mind, it is achieved in such a way that it reproduces the original creative activity of the author. Betti then developed four canons that guide the interpreter in objectively reproducing the original meaning. The first is the canon of the hermeneutical autonomy of the object. This means those meaningful forms “have to be understood in accordance with their own logic of development, their intended connections and in their necessity, coherence and conclusiveness.”35 Meaningful forms, he adds, “should be judged in relation to the standards immanent in the original intention: the intention, that is, which the created forms should correspond to from the point of view of the author and his formative impulse in the course of the creative process.”36 The second canon is the principle of totality, also called the principle of the coherence of meaning. This canon proceeds on the presupposition “that the totality of speech issues from a unitary mind and gravitates towards a unitary mind and meaning ... and on the basis of the correspondence of the processes of creation and interpretation.”37 From this he concluded that “the meaning of the whole has to be derived from its individual elements, and an individual element has to be understood by reference to the comprehensive, penetrating whole of which it is part.”38 The third is the canon of the actuality of understanding. It is here that the interpreter retraces the creative process and reconstructs within herself a part of the past as an “event” into the actuality of her own life. The idea is to integrate such knowledge into one’s own “intellectual horizon within the framework of one’s own experiences by means of a kind of transformation on the basis of the same kind of synthesis which enabled the recognition and reconstruction of that thought.”39 Betti’s fourth canon is called the hermeneutical correspondence of meaning or harmonization where the interpreter deals with subjectivity. In terms of this view the interpreter brings his or her own “actuality into the closest harmony with the stimulation that he [she] receives from the object in such a way that the one and other resonate in a harmonious way.”40


Given Fazlur Rahman’s own predilection for objectivity it is not surprising that he favored Betti instead of Gadamer. His double-movement theory for interpreting the Qurͻān is an abbreviation of Betti’s four canons of interpretation into two movements. Of course the theoretical assumptions of Fazlur Rahman’s hermeneutic carried a faint echo of the views of the ninth-century Muctazila doctrine, especially the relative autonomy of values, which Hourani described as rationalistic objectivism.41 Rational, objective, and autonomous values that consciousness could discover are characteristic of both Fazlur Rahman and Betti. According to Betti:




A value is something absolute that has an ideal existence-in-itself as its essence; something that contains the basis for its own validity; an entity that remains removed from any change and any reduction through subjective arbitrariness – and which nevertheless remains an entity that can be reached by consciousness with the help of a mental structure that transcends the empirical self and incorporates it into a higher cosmos which is shared by those who have acquired the necessary spiritual maturity.42





They were both opposed to Gadamer’s introduction of subjectivity into the hermeneutic circle. Therefore Fazlur Rahman found Gadamer’s premise that our knowledge is fore-structured by our prejudices to be wholly unacceptable.43 Gadamer’s response to Betti, which is also applicable to Fazlur Rahman, was that his goal of philosophical hermeneutics was an attempt to discover what is common to all understanding, how such understanding is possible, and under what conditions. He argued that his project was to understand the ontological dimension of hermeneutics, as the primordial way of all Being. His critics, he said, were in search of a general methodology whose concerns are epistemological. Gadamer also believed that the hermeneutical object and subject unfolds in history, the main difference being that while Betti and Fazlur Rahman placed some distance between the object and subject of interpretation, Gadamer did not.


Fazlur Rahman’s argument against Gadamer is that at times radical changes occurred within an intellectual or religious tradition. He cited the example of Christian thinkers such as Augustine, Aquinas, and Luther and among Muslim thinkers, figures such as al-Ghazālī and Ibn Taymiyya. All of these people brought about near-irreversible changes in their respective religious traditions. Such changes, he argued, occurred due to a self-aware and conscious critique on their part that also rejected aspects of the inherited tradition. Fazlur Rahman found Gadamer’s claim that such self-aware changes in the tradition in themselves are pre-figured within the closed circuits of history to be untenable. He refused to accept Gadamer’s near-mystical determinism of being. Conscious changes, he argued, occur in history if there is an objective ascertaining of the past and an equivalent response that is determined by contemporary values. Fazlur Rahman conceded, however, that Gadamer may have a point in his description of “effective history” as already being part of the conscious act of understanding itself. What he could not accept was the overpowering and exclusive effect that Gadamer attributed to historical consciousness. Gadamer argued that the recognition of meaning and then the application of meaning, in other words the cognitive and normative functions of hermeneutics, are not two separate actions, but one process.44 For Fazlur Rahman these are indeed separate moments.


Behind Fazlur Rahman’s theory and disagreement with Gadamer lies the crux of his project. His was a radical project, in that he did not wish to control the flux of history or stabilize it. Rather, he wished to steer and direct the flux of history. “This means,” he said, “that the process of questioning and changing a tradition – in the interests of preserving or restoring its normative quality in the case of its normative elements – can continue indefinitely and that there is no fixed or privileged point at which the predetermining effective history is immune from such questioning and then being consciously confirmed or consciously changed.”45 The change he advocated is not coded, tracked, or limited by tradition, but goes against the grain of tradition, if by the latter is meant conservation. His hermeneutic project is an axiology, a concern for constructing new values that are anchored in a left-wing liberal political philosophy, possibly resembling a Rawlsian model. So when Fazlur Rahman talked about a normative moral system, he did not have in mind the persistence of a historical tradition. Normativism to him meant contextual ethics. Here history engages transcendent revelation in order to create a new consciousness and new values for the emerging age. It was also not a static normativism, as much as it was a perpetually unfolding one. Gadamer and Fazlur Rahman agreed that an unchanging and infinite spirit labors beneath the historical transition. Fazlur Rahman, like Gadamer, also believed in the metaphysical distinction between objective meaning and ceaselessly changing expression. At the end, the truth for him was singular. Even though the truth may have multiple or overlapping expressions, it did not necessarily mean a multiplicity of truths. In that sense he was every bit a child of the modern Enlightenment.


Within late twentieth-century Muslim intellectual discourse Fazlur Rahman mapped the process by which human beings could objectify the eternal spirit or the mind of absolute consciousness. In his Qurͻānic hermeneutic, one notion that looms large is that of taqwā, meaning “piety” or “reverential fear of God” or “consciousness.” Taqwā is that inner torch that illuminates human character and mind, and provides it with a transcendental compass. He described it as a “mental state of responsibility from which an agent’s actions proceed but which recognizes that the criterion of judgment upon them lies outside him.”46 It is also taqwā that is both activator of conscious history and the locus from which moral values derive. For this reason he distinguished between two kinds of values, namely historical values and moral values. Historical values include economic and social values that are peculiar to a particular society, a specific socio-economic context, and fall under the constraint of time and place. Such values only make sense within a given context. Moral values, in turn, are essentially transcendent. This means that while they do occur within a historical context, their “location at a point in history does not exhaust their practical impact or, one might even say, their meaning.”47 Employing an emanationist metaphor, he said that moral values “overflow” their specific contexts and history does not exhaust their validity. It is here that Fazlur Rahman and Betti, in my view, part ways. Betti believed in resurrecting meaning by ascertaining the intention in the mind of the original author. Fazlur Rahman for his part acknowledged the need to know the intention in the mind of the author, but insisted that the historical context of the author with all its complexities must be explored. This historicity of ideas was crucial to Fazlur Rahman and an aspect that tempered his Kantianism. The invisible context of ideas is not just mental, he said, but also environmental.48


The philosophy of history that permeates Fazlur Rahman’s corpus is one that leans gently towards a liberal materialist analysis. Having said this, he has to be read carefully before one could say that he also accepted historicism. There is no doubt that he supported the early twentieth-century intellectual trends that favored history and historicism. This view of history entertained the idea that metaphysical truth, far from transcending history, was on the contrary the product of history. One of its effects were that it undermined an epistemology that was rooted in the stable universe of metaphysics. As an intellectual grappling with changing realities, he recognized that this metaphysical certainty was no longer available to him. That may also account, one suspects, for his mental and psychological anguish in the 1940’s when he tried to grapple with questions of faith and history in the context of philosophy.49 Rationality premised on metaphysics floundered against the wall of historicism. Ibn Sīnā’s rationality, rooted in a stable metaphysics and cosmology and to which the younger Fazlur Rahman was beholden, lost its luster in the modern world. The thrust of historicism undermined the certainties inherited from Islam’s medieval legacy. In place of the old metaphysics, the new metaphysical thesis asserted that only history brings to light the potentialities of a human being. The force of history itself as an agent of change displaces the notion of a permanent and fixed human nature. Faced with this challenge, it appears that Fazlur Rahman gradually held on to a singular metaphysical truth, that of revelation in active collaboration with history. Human nature as the ground for speculative and detached thought would no doubt be an objectifying construction. If, however, human nature existentially encounters history, it may lend itself to greater dynamism and creativity. Inspired by this spirit of the Qurͻān, we observe that in the latter part of his intellectual life Fazlur Rahman effectively abandoned his concerns with metaphysics. It is replaced by a singular preoccupation with the Qurͻān. He was “confident,” he wrote in 1985, “of the eventual success of the pure Islam of the Qurͻān, which is fresh, promising, and progressive. It will take a few years and considerable effort, however, for the current obscurantism to be laid to rest in its grave. During the ensuing years of my life the bulk of my activity will be directed toward the realization of this end.”50 The Qurͻān now becomes not a pretext for philosophical hermeneutics as much as a historical hermeneutics with revealed truth as the centerpiece. Revelation represents the eternal and transcendent truth that unfolds and actualizes itself within history. After prophecy this task of actualizing truth is the function of the “learned,” (culamāͻ) who are, according to a famous tradition of the Prophet, the heirs to the legacy of prophets. It is their task to apply the revelation in every age and to renew the ethos of religion at relevant instances. So while there is no divinely sanctioned religio-moral instruction (tashrīc), such teaching will continue via the medium of creative and independent thinking (ijtihād).
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