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The Qur’an and Discriminatory Discourse
Against Women

by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 9 January 2014

The currents of political Islam, within Egypt, are viscerally opposed to our

new constitution. They believe it conflicts with Islamic shari‘a and Muslim
norms in general. They claim that this “deviation” from shari‘a is most evident
in the constitution’s treatment of women, for the constitution expressly
stipulates male and female equality in regard to political, economic and social rights. Islamists, on
the other hand, claim that discrimination against women is one of the most basic principals of
shari‘a.

Unfortunately, Islamists believe that systematic discrimination—on the basis of gender, religion
and even sectarian doctrine—is integral to shari‘a itself. This erroneous understanding of shari‘a—
rooted in the Islamists’ conflation of shari‘a (universal principles revealed by God) and figh (classical
Islamic law)—can never lead to reconciliation between Islam and modernity. In fact, this false
divinization of figh posits that Islam and modernity must remain in perpetual dispute.

Rather than reflecting or fulfilling God’s will for humanity, gender discrimination is, in fact,
rooted in social customs that have endured for millennia within the Arab world. The Qur’an sought
to gradually alter, or even eliminate, these customs. And yet the dominant (i.e., Arab) culture within
the history of Islam has consistently interpreted the verses of the Qur’an in such a way as to religiously
sanction discrimination against women and render it permanent, through the use of theological
mechanisms such as abrogation and consensus (ijma).

This would have been impossible, had jurists not positioned the Sunnah (narrations regarding
the example of the Prophet Muhammad, PBUH) as de facto “superior” to the Qur’an, and treated
these narrations as if they, too, were divine revelation. Naturally, this led to an enormous increase in
the number of prophetic narrations circulating prior to their canonization in the works of Bukhari,
Muslim et al, over two centuries following the Prophet’s death. [For a broader discussion of this
matter, see the accompanying article “The Phenomenon of the Enormous Expansion of Textual
Islam,” published in alAhram on 3 April 2014.]

These narratives employed the term “Sunnah” in order to legitimize and perpetuate discrimination
against women, through a complex set of rules and legal judgments. Jurists also employed (i.e.,
instrumentalized) a number of Qur’anic verses to perpetuate discrimination against women, utilizing
the concept of consensus.

For example, when fugaha’ (jurists) belonging to the Shafi‘i school of Islamic law sought to
legitimize this discrimination through Qur’anic exegesis, they cited the following verses from al-
‘Imran (emphasis added):
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When a woman of [the House of] ‘Imran prayed: “O my Sustainer! Behold, unto
Thee do I vow [the child] that is in my womb, to be devoted to Thy service. Accept it,
then, from me: verily, Thou alone art All-hearing, All-knowing!” But when she had
given birth to the child, she said: “O my Sustainer! Behold, I have given birth to a
female”—and Allah knew best what she brought forth—“and the male is not like the
female; and [ have named her Mary. And, verily, I seek Thy protection for her and
her offspring against Satan, the accursed.” And so her Sustainer accepted her with
goodly acceptance, and caused her to grow up in goodly growth, and placed her in

the care of Zachariah.” (QS. 3:35 - 37)

In this context, it is important to note:

1.

2.

3.

These verses constitute a dialogue between ‘Imran’s wife—the mother of Mary, and hence
the grandmother of Jesus—and God.

The key phrase in verse 36 (“the male is not like the female”) was spoken by ‘Imran’s wife,
not by God. In other words, this phrase expresses the viewpoint of a specific human being
(‘Imran’s wife), who recognizes the discriminatory social practices of her community. Thus,
the discourse regarding gender discrimination contained in this dialogue—so often employed
by Muslim jurists to legitimize discrimination against women—actually reflects the prevailing
social customs of Jews prior to the birth of Jesus, and neither originates with God, nor
constitutes a Divine command.

Verse 37—which states, “And so her [the Virgin Mary’s] Sustainer accepted her with goodly
acceptance”’—indicates that God does not view women as inferior to men, nor endorse the
narrative of gender discrimination. In fact, Fakhr al-Razi, an Ash’arite theologian who lived
from 1150 - 1210 CE, stated that this verse suggests a Divine preference of women over men.

S A g ples VAN Lakiaal 8 Qg Sl tal VAV S s T el

31, wo juedl Glhasg OT 4

2014 9

sl 6,2 A1) Olse W dslos Ol szl 53] & Aiebly il Aoyl Jol e (o JoY) Al Slani] plaz Y Cadodl g &
6355 (e st w eanles Lol 19,1T 43 suleadl MYl Ololoz o lgzllae Cuod oplolsl] US lymos (1551 pas § dule )] dsloz
81,4 pogasy yerwdll & 553 b 0553 OF 193l 43 o438 Lins poasl] e Gnolunal) 8 ikl Bl,e Y15 dy ) Ol e @ (2ol 4]
Ll Sododl § o9 31,41 5o Blsluckl Tase sgrwad] 558 3 «jgrwally dsy il o p2olsl] 1 Oolods Lo e JJWI 5o (SIUL
S5 Tl 13 0o yspacdl gty Clieis) W8 dysadudl le ] (18 dasdl Dgall Bhie &y gaks b 525 e daslad¥ly delozzg

Skl ol o saeedd] Qo3 o dsy i) 0,85 Lo zo dd)lss

el e ppslell 858 puSany Gl 8ol doludl o BT dlus O e w551 850 ASTI 9)lis) 48 Osasadladl O5Sy 13

Synopses - al-Ahram Columns - January through June, 2014



o sl ST US bolia] s ol Blusd] pas J) Jssal) ¢ pabl o) Lsls dlszy Lo slasol J] 5stwidl e Grug 38 .&lasdls
duism Les s il e 4ol slea¥l V] Ol Guoadludl OB dislozm VI BISL 5T &=l of cuadldl sl ool sl g ol ol e ould
dolo § pud oYl OY D3o 0 O agihl o paz9,5 OF s 0995 ey oalsds dlasdls pdudl o ool 8,88 s (o el
lg=d 5 Osmsiyy Ol ,lsll 04 Osdlsy o U] Aol pugus § 38 Lo yuy pasdl g:ds Blasdl ge (o)l & =iy ]

8 ant] 31 ¥l5 olazz ¥ adil aslsd U] Tad Cond 81,41 wd unntl] Giszrsy i sl Sa,5 Wl 033503 Lo O Jamdl s a9
8 Al ) aelsdll oda OF gu aiSU Llamdy Gio ol dgrlinds J) o) dhasall Bel a1 CauSS L sy =0T, dad U1 09,80 Sae e
&5 dl 698 bs S O s Al labsid Cansle U1 BT o pMwdl § diag)l ly) Ciiod 1l B Bl S
Ll BYe i oo dde 5yl go b OB @leoYls gt SUT D5 (o 3os 08 SIS s OIS 13]5 &5 ))gabl aslsdll ells
o=l plis J] &l Jlsd) (o 6,2 Lo asms Logasg s V1 &Y so S w8 O, e LSl diadl 4 0553 sl sl s OT,AN
Ll LVl psatll o aiagd Lo ] o] I sodl e dorlgll ns dumo Condi (o el 23 Log gz (o

o Lolanl & U3 «Cons all gl Jlso guand odiud gudl sl duio ol dasl alodl 2o HLYl daglaie § WJI lio Ty a8
pls b 01 = 1S Lol s~ (al 58 988 0T s LeSloall diadl &3 § Lgmensr g ailiblo Ly CSeansl Eao sl
Ly L) 50 3ol a5 ) a8 bl wismb) plall O il G2 (8 OsSe ol b Oy il Basb s 0sSa o1,
SIS gosll o S agismy Lgs ¢ dusadl slgw Oslin assl b By dily § diadly Bl 18 go QLS s O patiy 2 Ol
Caao Blozadl OJslz8 GH15) 02,50 el J] dsaib) Sl o s ol Uoge & 355 b dus o0 &ls Jsds LS e dial) (Sl
sol 1 o & xsdl dashil) p5as 5o 5% L ghaid (Couo o)l 2l ills) i ol atacd @ lato 233 Lo sus s (s
dia OF Y Gill Gashll o ~dio ol s ~Commol W8 diad] Al S g 33 5 ) &l doslaill ol O pabls 5l
AN 3o)b § g 8 Y]s sy il dially aills OT,EN e bl e Ll die

0B malls o 3o 5 I e 0T sler Glls 8,152kl @,xlls eloiz VI wudddl aelsd 5l petul plol QLI b Ul s ellS OIS wdlg
sl Ao g foupss Caslhul W8 &ylgibl dslsdll odn 3y s i) Ul e G sl Lo gu oe O 43 31,419 oIl o saced]
19 BT wb el usS5 Gl s8I (s 09 plol QLI il 488 s OT, 01 Oy ye o Lo sltel J] =85 Laalls - 4] I
O ED] 03t Los il doghathl ells gl ColS s »dtad] L3 Cand dudirabl dmalgll il doghaikl ells V] ly) wituch ¥
sVl daghite § uon Y oo didll of ikl ey OIS Lo 15058 . OIL gloz ¥ AT DS (o o8 OIS Lz o OT, ) dizg3 Olilas
gl ¥l e § LoVl oo Jlag 0T 095 geg todolie dils Lasd slolell Hsgaz glaz] 2l @) U] i) Couss ] oaolie gsus Lo
S Guds” BT I sl 5o 5z e J) 85LY1 55 w8 OT,aL 81,41 b el poledl &lsatl adisll dledy Lo e JlieSs
) e 9o 50 Bel,3 OF o Gl D3l dzg 018 Uas .all oo blas diogy BT,k wo suetll Olas s ¢ 63 1olee JT -8V
A 50 Tl e 81,4 wb el Ollas O ] @loxe ¥ (425 &Y

dyz oo (e J2) Al o $olse Blew & O35 93 “CEYS SUI puds” &T 0L ool oo 3L 851,801 0da § sl A Jsls
Les ild dll olud e (s Ol pas B0l Gl o 359 48 LI 0dgy Sladl O Sl lin Bl @9 -6551 daz (e Oles 3al ous
olatig ) g L) blas e GBYI 0o cadll Gllas 31 iy €l 0] )] Gy i) a3 dgorg e s Ll (e S dimy
b 5o suadl gy 3hs Ol e 1yl Uz Lo 0wy Cdlay I Ol e B pal dies @83 e sy L] Glhas s b Hudy Gl i
(oY e S AL 3 (e 5 sy Les <“Bols 5551 & T Gl dous” s 08 lgmozzs O (o (il 858 b3
SL Bl gBlSe 343 o0 U3 e 45 Lgs sl & doasdl GBYI 0985 OF Judiy ¥ Ul 52 gazl] ol sy I o)

oo bl Ol iy Y &l s s OB (o ety o) Qla3) weml] § daasdly (BY s OF J285 38 alll Of 5541 &hay e
S e GBY Adasl ] 8] L1 G 0556 o dle] 5 @31 dser gl asdl s o seeills Y

Ldla) 8l 3 § 58l Lo 509 Y (po Jasd] & gl I sulis)] iz s s 3l Bel ) o OIS spandl i & il I Bel 81 S
Y e S dLast e s Wl e Y1 el

http://www.ahram.org.eg/News(Q/252425.aspx

Synopses - al-Ahram Columns - January through June, 2014 3



- [
S By g s VAT i 8 1591 S0l sl VAW S i TV ]

The Essence of the Civil State
by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 22 January 2014

Since the revolution of 2011, many Egyptians have expressed their desire
to establish a so-called “civil state.” And yet, public discussion of this topic
generally remains confined to the use of slogans, while avoiding substantive

analysis regarding the nature and purpose of a genuine civil state, and its
necessary prerequisites. This mirrors the superficial approach to modernity
adopted by the entire Arab world, which is a primary cause of our unrelenting discomfort and unrest
(i.e., suffering and conflict).

Arabs generally believe that the primary requirement of a civil state is that its ruler be neither a
military nor a religious figure of authority. Yet in fact, a civil state may be established and flourish
under the rule of a former military figure, theologian or anyone else, so long as the necessary
prerequisites of a civil state are met, both conceptually and in reality.

The question then arises, “What are the fundamental characteristics of a civil state, and its
prerequisites!”

To answer this question, we must take into account the nature and purpose of the state, including
the historical context within which governments first emerged. We may posit that governments were
established to address the transition from a “natural community” in which human beings sought
only to satisfy their own needs and instincts, to a “civil community” that depends upon agreement
regarding basic social values (rights and duties) shared by those who live within the borders of the
state in question. This societal consensus depends, in turn, upon the concept or law of justice, which
guarantees the rights of all citizens of the state. In effect, the civil state is a state in which a common
sense of justice prevails.

We should emphasize that there is no ready-made path to justice for all peoples and cultures on
earth. People themselves must create this path, through a process of trial and error, as they interact
with life and history. We cannot simply borrow the experience of others and impose it upon our own
pre-existing socio-cultural, religious and historical reality.

The path to justice may be illumined by religion and/or the light of reason. Regardless of which
light(s) we choose, we should avoid the path of coercion, discrimination and tyranny, for such an
approach will always elicit resistance from those who are its victims.

Human beings are, by nature (fitra), free actors on the stage of life. Whenever the state deviates
from the path of justice—which is the sole guarantor of societal consensus and tranquility—it seeks
to alter the very nature of human beings, from free actors into mere tools subject to the whims of
a dominant authority. This authority may rule in the name of religion, a “great leader,” party or
ideology. Regardless of the mask worn by the tyrant in question, the result is to deny human beings
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the right to think and act freely. In which case, the ideals of a civil state will be nothing more than
empty slogans, completely divorced from reality.
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Classical Islamic Law and Politics
by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 6 February 2014

Classical Islamic jurisprudence (figh) has played a vital role in Islamic
history, as it represents Muslims’ effort to interpret the Qur’an (ijtihad). Figh
is extremely diverse and not inimical to human freedom, as may be seen from

its practice in Indonesia, where traditional Sunni ulama (religious scholars)
affiliated with the world’s largest Muslim organization, the Nahdlatul Ulama,
have to a large extent reconciled the inner (spiritual) and outer (formalistic) aspects of Islam.

Yet a dogmatic, virulent and dangerous approach to figh is on display whenever and wherever
Muslims sever figh from its socio-cultural context, and approach the discipline as if human beings’
interpretation of Divine Will (i.e., figh) were synonymous with Divine Will itself.

This falsely divinized (“absolutized”) and monolithic approach to figh has long been characteristic
of those with political ambition. In our present day, a wide range of Islamist movements—including
the Muslim Brotherhood, Hizbut Tahrir, Wahhabism/Salafism and al-Qaeda—seek to “Islamize the
state,” by bringing the entire apparatus of government (and, ultimately, the world at large) into line
with the dictates of a falsely divinized, and highly selective, fighi discipline.

A fascinating incident from the 2™ century of Islam reveals that the above-mentioned goal of
contemporary Islamists is nothing new. Rather—as one might expect, given the innate human urge
for certainty and dominance—it has deep roots, and parallels, within Islamic history. The incident in
question concerns a request made by the Abbasid Caliph Abu Ja’far al-Mansur (d. 775 CE/158 AH)
to Imam Malik, the well-known faqih (jurist) who died in 795 CE/179 AH.

Muslim historians relate that Imam Malik refused Abu Ja’far al-Mansur’s request to apply Maliki
figh in Iraq and all other Muslim states, by propagating and exclusively promoting his book al
Muawatta’, in order to establish a uniform system of Islamic law within the Abbasid Caliphate. This
unity would help the Abbasid state eliminate the diversity of legal opinions then existing between
various regions of the empire, such as Medina, Iraq, Syria and Egypt. These differences represented
a threat to the political unity of the Abbasid Caliphate.

Imam Malik refused al-Mansur’s request because he knew that his figh was specifically related to
the socio-cultural context of Medina, and could not be applied universally (i.e., at any time or place)
without ignoring and thus forcibly negating other regions’ social and cultural traditions.

Like contemporary leaders of the Nahdlatul Ulama, Imam Malik proved that the true fagih
(Islamic jurist) is far more open-minded than most politicians. Recognizing that figh is related to its
societal context, he accepted the concept of pluralism and believed that people should be allowed to
choose the figh that suits them, based on the way they live.
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On the other hand, al-Mansur and his advisors sought to unify the discipline of Islamic law by any
means necessary, including force. For them, pluralism was a source of anxiety. Al-Mansur’s proposed
solution (to his political anxiety) was to uniformly impose his preferred figh discipline throughout
the empire and falsely divinize it, while simultaneously dismissing other interpretations as the mere
“product of human understanding (ijtihad).”

As we can see from this example, political considerations have always been a primary factor
motivating those who possess, or wish to possess, temporal authority, to “divinize” the various

knowledge disciplines that have, from time to time, arisen and prevailed within the Muslim world.
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How Politics Gave Rise to a
Pseudo-religion Opposed to True Religion

by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 20 February 2014

Politics succeeded in manipulating the foundational elements of Islam—

including the Qur’an and its profound concept of shari‘a—by converting this
and other concepts (such as islam, muslim and mukmin, or believer) from their
original signification, which was imbued with spirituality, to vehicles of a
dogmatic, exclusive and supremacist interpretation of religion.

This occurred because politics within the Muslim community underwent a profound
transformation, from an initially fluid and open state—in which the public played a substantial role,
alongside the Prophet (PBUH) and early caliphs—to a tyrannical state ruled by hereditary kings and
their functionaries.

To cite one illuminating example: during the Umayyad period (41 - 132 AH; 661 - 750 CE),
predetermination was established as state-sponsored dogma, in order to secure the authority of the
Umayyad caliphs. Opposition to the caliph became tantamount to opposing the predetermined Will
of God—an act of heresy and disbelief punishable by death.

Needless to say, this policy neither recognized nor encouraged the exercise of free will—a vital
component of true belief—and instead instrumentalized religion to restrict personal freedom and its
exercise in the realm of thought and action.

Other examples of political self-interest inducing early Muslim rulers to distort the foundational
concepts of Islam include:

¢ Freedom of religion. Whereas God clearly states that “There shall be no compulsion in [the
acceptance of true] religion” (Al-Baqara: 256), politics subsequently rendered compulsion a
fundamental and pervasive element of institutionalized Islam.

e Shari‘a. The Qur’anic concept of shari‘a—which refers to universal principles taught by all
religions, such as love, compassion, humility and gratitude—was transformed into a dog
matic concept that both legitimized and institutionalized systematic discrimination against
women and the adherents of other faiths.

To liberate Islam from exploitation by those with an all-too-worldly agenda, wrapped in “the
language of heaven,” it is vital that we recognize the sublime, non-dogmatic roots of Islam embedded
within the Qur’an and its concept of shari‘a, as well as the transformations that occurred as a result
of political manipulation during the early centuries of Islamic history.
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Arab Repression
by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 6 March 2014

The Arab revolutions of 2011 demonstrated that millions of people
throughout the Middle East shared a fervent desire to end the centuries of
repression which they, and their ancestors, had suffered. Wishing to establish

the rule of law, they took to the streets and openly rebelled against tyrannical
rulers who governed through the principle of repression. Unfortunately, Arabs
have failed to achieve what they desire.

Within Egypt, efforts to propagate the rule of law have been derailed by an obsession with
the failings of state institutions, rather than the underlying cause thereof. I believe this reflects a
superficial understanding of the tyranny we have long suffered in Egypt and throughout the Arab
world. In fact, it closely resembles the manner in which Egyptians first confronted modernity at the
turn of the 19 century, triggered by the arrival of Napoleon’s Army of the Nile.

Egyptians were fascinated by the power of European weapons and technology, which they
sought to acquire. Yet they utterly failed to realize that the true power of modernity resides in the
epistemological and intellectual disciplines that underlie military and civilian technology, enabling
human beings to transform their relationship with nature.

[ believe that Arab governments adopted a superficial approach to modernity because the call
for “change” was basically a political rather than cultural or religious demand, arising from the
Arab world’s 19" century confrontation with the West. Politics is concerned with end results, not
with the principles that underlie and/or give rise to said results. Hence, an “external” approach to
modernity—which isolates the end products of modernity from their intellectual and epistemological
foundation—led Arab governments to adopt the superficial elements of modernity without altering
Arabs’ traditional cultural and religious modes of thought. This, in turn, gave rise to the Arab world’s
“schizophrenic” relationship with modernity, in which governments have consistently imposed
various policy decisions upon their people by force.

As a result, repression is deeply embedded within the fabric of modern Arab states. It makes no
difference whether a ruler claims to promote secular or Islamic values, if these merely serve as a veil
for tyranny.

Armed force, or repression, is the foundational element of the modern Arab state.

Pointing one’s finger at the institutions of the state—rather than examining the epistemological
dimensions and historical context of our current dilemma—represents a superficial approach to the
problem of authoritarianism. Tyranny is adept at reproducing itself in countless forms, and we will
never escape it while running madly in a closed circle.
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Al-Azhar and Modernity
by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 20 March 2014

During the illustrious 1,300 year course of its history, al-Azhar has faced
two challenges perhaps greater than any others:

1. Converting from the Shi’ite doctrines propagated by the Fatimid dynasty—
which ruled North Africa and established al-Azhar in 361 AH/972 CE—to the
doctrines of Sunni Islam. Al-Azhar successfully met this challenge after the collapse of the

Fatimid state in 567 AH/1171 CE at the hands of the Ayyubid dynasty, founded by Salah
ud-Din, and during the subsequent Mamluk Sultanate.

2. The challenge of dealing with modernity.

Although for the past 200 years many Azhari scholars have called for the embrace of modernity,
as an institution al-Azhar has generally acted in a conservative manner and remained committed
to its centuries-old traditions. Of particular significance is the fact that al-Azhat’s acceptance of the
modern sciences has not impacted its traditional approach to the legal (figh) and linguistic sciences.

At the close of the 18" century, Egypt had two primary institutions: the Mamluk Ottoman
government, which was highly repressive; and al-Azhar, which dominated the religious and cultural
landscape. The Ottomans had a tense relationship with al-Azhar, as the latter was highly sympathetic
towards, and supportive of, the subjugated people of Egypt.

After Napoleon defeated the Mamluk (local Ottoman) army in 1798, he sought to involve
Egyptians in managing their own affairs. He called for the establishment of a public association—led
by the Egyptian elite—which would represent native Egyptians and be consulted in establishing the
administrative, financial and judicial system of the state.

Through this semi-democratic effort, the French sought to refamiliarize the Egyptian elite with
the concept of rule through Ash-shura (consultative) councils, which Mamluk Turkish rule did not
employ, despite the Ottomans’ claim to represent an Islamic system of government. As the religious
scholars (ulama) of al-Azhar recognized, Ash-shura is a foundational principle within Islam itself, and
not the product of modern, legislative politics as developed and practiced in the West.

Yet in fact, it was Napoleon—during his brief term as ruler of Egypt—who reintroduced the
principle of Ash-shura into Egyptian government, after centuries of Mamluk Turkish repression. As
a result of this development, Azhari ulama began to affirm that the principle of Ash-shura must be
applied to ensure accountability on the part of rulers, and to provide a mechanism for the removal
of a corrupt and/or unjust ruler.
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[t was specifically due to the implementation of this principle of Ash-shura that Muhammed Ali
Pasha became ruler of Egypt in 1805, selected by Egyptians themselves, rather than appointed by
fiat by the Ottoman Sultan in Istanbul. On this basis, Muhammed Ali Pasha began his decades-long
effort to build modern Egypt.
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The Phenomenon of “The Enormous
Expansion of Textual Islam”

by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 3 April 2014

Human awareness tends to adopt one of two primary relationships between
a text—for example, the Qur’an—and the mind:

1. A relationship in which the mind is subjugated to the authority of the
text. In this case, we may refer to a “textual mind,” which is dependent upon texts and treats
them as a source of indisputable authority. This may refer to authority over oneself, or (more
dangerously) the exploitation of texts to exert authority over others.

2. An open relationship, in which the text becomes a starting point to explore and understand
the world. In this case, we may refer to a “non-textual mind.”

The text is the basic phenomenon upon which Islam was founded. Significantly, the first
generation of Muslims did not approach the text (i.e., the Qur’an) as an unambiguous authority
to which they must mindlessly submit, without striving to grasp its possible range of meanings.
Rather, they approached the text in light of their own understanding, experience and reality. In
fact, the Qur’anic text itself reflects a vigorous debate concerning the nature of ultimate reality and
man’s role therein. This debate unfolded within the context of a larger spiritual and epistemological
process that engaged the community of early Muslims and their contemporaries in Mecca, Medina
and further abroad—both responding to, and molding, their social, cultural, religious and historical
reality.

Imam Ali Ibn Abi Taleb—4™ Muslim Caliph, who died in the 40" year of Hijrah (661 CE)—
remarked: “The Qur’an does not speak for itself. Human beings speak for the Qur’an.” Ali meant
that interpretations of the Qur’an arise from the thought processes of human beings, and necessarily
reflect their individual experience and perception of reality. In other words, the Qur’an is an object
that humans seek to understand by interpreting its verses.

[t is significant that the first generation Companions suspended a number of Qur’anic injunctions
due to new conditions of reality. One example is how Umar Ibn al-Khattab—the second Muslim
Caliph, who died in the 23 year of Hijrah (644 CE)—stopped distributing the monies that had
previously been used to “bring hearts together (in Islam).” The payments in question had helped to
secure tribal support for the Muslim community, prior to the triumph and consolidation of Islam
throughout the Arabian Peninsula. The textual basis for these payments was:

“Zakah expenditures are only for the poor and for the needy and for those employed
to collect (zakah) and for bringing hearts together (for Islam) and for freeing captives
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(or slaves) and for those in debt and for the cause of Allah and for the (stranded)
traveler—an obligation [imposed] by Allah. And Allah is All-Knowing and Wise.”
(At Tawba: 60).

A second example is the debate that occurred between two prominent companions of the Prophet—
Zayd Ibn Thabet and Abdullah Ibn Abbas—concerning the mother’s share of an inheritance, when
her son died with a surviving wife and father, but no offspring. The argument concluded with Zayd
Ibn Thabet remarking, “I'm only a person who states his opinion, as are you.”

The companions were extremely cautious in approaching non-Qur’anic texts such as the Sunnah
(traditions attributed to the Prophet Muhammad), and in fact limited their sacred text to the Qur’an.
Abu Bakr al-Sedig—the 1 Muslim Caliph, who died in the 13" year of Hijrah (634 CE)—instructed
Muslims not to compile and share narratives or attribute them to the Prophet, as the number of such
narratives had already begun to multiply exponentially. Abu Bakr instructed Muslims to obey the
words of the Qur’an only. Umar Ibn al-Khattab did the same.

Although the Righteous Companions narrowed the field of texts—due to a concern that Muslims
would begin to follow texts written after the death of the Prophet, rather than the Qur’an—later
generations of Muslims expanded the field of narratives and ultimately gave birth to the phenomenon
of “textual Islam.” The number and scope of these narratives—said to have been over 600,000 at the
time of al-Bukhari, of which he viewed less than 1% as legitimate—continually expanded due to
human nature, which in the state of jahiliyyah (spiritual ignorance) will employ any means available
to impose its will upon others, whether in personal life or the field of politics at large.

e o
S By g s VAN Lkl @ g0 sl sl VAN O aas T s

aidl 3wyl 80l los]

LG i) WA a3 A o dme Gl lgasdy 3 BN o Tog3 O s sadl) Jasll 8,0l @iy (Size OT,AIS) padl puwss ¥
g3l cao doxtiio dy)lse dip OIS BYe Loly (gadl Jasdl elid puus bo & oadll go doled] duub OIS BYs O adds (gus 3
G 5 0 ) masy daluS Gl blall 48 § laie lhats sy daS jaill mo Jalsty gl gatl & Jisll (e g5 o Blgie 0585
poi5 lild 1igls foa 095 oo Myl uzg3 ¥ “Ladl” oda oSy Sl § iy kS “Eadl” 403 ol 095 (e dzsy OF oS padl Ol

95 oo S e 5u Y Y Fale ouss Y e ddliy
ol N IS s 65 A1 Aol Ay bl 08 lS 3l sl Lyl poy ) U1 &yl dsBlgll 90 “aill” Ol 0253 diSs
goasdl o3l dhle diogy Y OTAI padl ge 2¥5a doles wid Tl Tas Toly 3l o Uiz b o sll Gl v JYI dusd] il (r
dlos S & Loadss 301 o paisl o gl 48 Jeliny §yme Jmd oS 5 § AW polisl aoT 5o Le i 8y5lone ol 1S5 095 o o)
3k O S ¢ olusYl i sht Ly by sl ¥ L7 0 ge b Gl 01 o @ @b Lo Lia og - Blslly il Loag s e
Esdge 055 OTAU ssatl e O ol o5 ks vdls 56 o e 5 & @lsll Usay Il dagd 3o Y] 05 Y 0T ge Ol
Ghi U1 oY1 am Bels o colasd) o pasS dolnall LS (e pamd) ] she Lo clys hk Lo 9o @uS 5 G @Il Jou oo

20 Synopses - al- Ahram Columns - January through June, 2014



0 5031 O LlSoT padll Ly 58 I sl Telosl umis COlS o @3l8 1iSas . Jislls gdlsl) (3his 46,4 b s Us 3 coat) Ly
o) adly 5,3l 042518 dAISL) agu ey Glhsdl 5y e Jsd LS Ly dasdl 35w U] OloYl pamy § oy 15865 kil
el U nilics 8 sz Buziiud] glos¥l ad a5 b sl3h sl pulod] Jlos Yl e § dsilS 08 Js¥I duzdl Jloy 0T & Taol el o s
o3l Bue Jlsh Bastud) g losYl deaii b oo (Buslgll DLkl @) a5V o JEBYI o 4513 OT,8)1 a3 o)

& Bustudl gLosYl dpatss Lo oo (Baslgll ALkl §) oY1 o ST,/ patll J3o8 s wie Gy b ,eY1 OF e b1 I3y s
IS daos Yy (Sze 231,405) buslg)l Dkl § 8bstuc x& -(OT,81 plSoT) & @yl o) canmms ~pogadl” OF (oo U Lo J] oluss
st 01 Lo, 0550 o 0l L (e T JL Jills i)l dd JUsesl plol dorszabl oLk g Ll J] 355 0T doY OIS Lo el 018 LSl
Les ol U531 Bls el Jsis Jory ol el -5 555 b 0l Ll oo 031 Olge Usor izl o = ules 9 alll ssd S gy 00
W Slaculy dgz oo detug Lo go dalsdll § dowail] dog ) Blel e T, & $TJL sl oo l9s s & Dlall OF oo S dde Juy
Ol 556 O Les ! o &ls )l & HUSII Dloall JN8] o olall dds Camenl L eld syl uily 6,51 daz oo dogal distud §
S gotll e AT, 80 5 Sblo )l me Jolsd] & Isb 38 18 63l golgll Cuo sl Jb Sl Ol sgolel dug Lo pogadl (o pamxis
W § Y] 0T, i) dse @t b g1 ol U] pogad] 8,51 Gads ) o]

053] JUES (o 85 dsy puldl] ez Gaall (S5 L) o &le 4l ol Juwlyo 03”18 “Blasdl 5,5557 & el plodl 551 s
oSl a8 Dt Al Jgy o5 Isdasd Mo d3ust il (Susy iy dad Ooiliss Coslol wlus ade dlll o alll Jsw) oo Osiass
|5i§i5 O (Isdmsl) 19332 upall s pae o5 eaddl 3ysl LS . “aal o 50,55 ANl Ioloctuld calll QLS 1Sy Lty I5)528
285 & = bl 3)5] 4B Lduds Al J) ST a3 ey d5Y) e mibl 35 & die iy Lo yas ] cawtd polall O] w “Llg )
& Al it Tad Cols Uy ogals dle HLaT dll Jgu)y lowol dd slatls (iad] S OF o] Glhasdl o e OF - elllgodl
UL&S\”J.A‘UJQQAUHQISU)SJ)GJ M&uuwluww@uﬁoxdgl dusajaﬂlejs&sguy@wlp<m’l$bws
Ll I O o8 . ) DS 958 L,wudJJluLSQ“.J‘)’cLUb@lg‘d.U‘uLSlssygl.@,.‘.l.cl}SLs‘bLSClﬂ‘uLS@nly.SAs\oSLsd.a
de 32V S S 3555 ks dageS U oI Al QLS 15553 opdll QUSUI dal dyy2 1585 (oo 48555 ] griwdd e LS pas 353
sl (sees ,So @l) opolowall g Olaatl] 0da io oo O (o 02 ,Jbs S G 0 piitun Tad Eud OF amy yosd dlll @ g5 Lo
o) S e G ) QLS ] pte ) Issa O Y OIS (il sy dale JeV1s LadVl Lyl e -dedl Jol Colo oo ~logs]
oo BT sy ~Teuls O g Loy sonelud] o sos laie B335 LI -ObSUl dal & 525 51,55 o -0l o -asS, Ssb 6,2 Lo O
csatd] pddl & ,al5 Slxdil plol - 55,3

g e ¥ &l 558 of b gl s G pledls 2l U asdl Jls LS Gl Do o posaill 8310 polall Geadl i hlde §
G Buadl i @ 0ol ~dasdl sgud sty 08 5, gralud) 0B 08Ul el Coslol dsy)l addy dgd diero V) T8
O =8Lall O e 02 ,JL5 w6 5ma)l CIEI 0,80 (e IV Chaddl § By daiss pblss Gl gadl pdudl 8,0l Hlexiil ] eV JT
8535 plswll 558l 08 LiSon B,0lall oda Uia slowiil Clsr I & s)gagianVl g 2l =g semad] GUII 0,8 lyd U -mds gl 5o
Giss il Yl s OIS -Osalbls (¥l o dalud] e gl pall plazol <lly s )l G O,E) GLly me -dewls] duleudl § daSl>
(329 Usd Ul gl Lo sg 6,0l ells) Jedll lniYl dind

http://www.ahram.org.eg/NewsQ/274542.aspx

Synopses - al-Ahram Columns - January through June, 2014 21



- [
S By g s VAT i 8 1591 S0l sl VAW S i TV ]

Al-Tahtawi and Women’s Right

to Engage in Politics
by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 17 April 2014

Al-Tahtawi—an Egyptian intellectual who died in 1873 CE—criticized laws
that prevented women from engaging in politics. Al-Tahtawi emphasized that

these laws were not divine in nature. Rather, they simply reflected social and
cultural practices that discriminated against women.

Al-Tahtawi cited various historical examples in which women had proved themselves adept at
assuming and exercising power, having led great civilizations in Egypt, Mesopotamia, Syria and
Yemen. All of these civilizations functioned as “civil societies” prior to the emergence of Islam. Their
laws were created by humans, and allowed both men and women the freedom to practice politics
openly.

Prior to the appearance of Islam in the Arabian Peninsula, Arabs lived in a “pre-civil” society.
According to the historian Ibn Khaldun—who died in 1406 CE—the Arabs were savage and
vicious, always competing for power. They acquired a more advanced civilizational state following
the emergence of Islam, in which their laws were premised on religion. However, religion is not
the reason Arabs denied women the right to engage in politics. Rather, this prohibition stemmed
from the tribal and nomadic origins of Arab society, and their practice of ruling via conquest and
repression. Arab men assumed that women are physically weak and incapable of leading armies in
battle; hence, they could not be rulers.

When this nomadic culture suddenly came to possess a vast territory of settled populations,
characterized by the social and cultural practices of ancient civilizations, they retained key features
of their nomadic culture, including the prohibition against women engaging in politics. This feature

of classical Islamic law (figh) is not derived from religion, but rather, from the primitive culture of
Bedouin Arabs.
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The Origins of Our Crisis
by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 1 May 2014

Arab elites tend to think in terms of a “sole effective cause” when
contemplating reality. This colors their view of problems, as well as their
approach to solving them. From an historical perspective, this thought

mechanism may be traced to the pre-modern/pre-scientific era, when many
problems—and especially our understanding thereof—were not nearly as
complex as those we face today.

Although it is impossible to explain complex phenomena based on the theory of a “sole effective
cause,” this thought mechanism is so deeply rooted in the Arab world that it has long hindered the
development of critical thought, and the scientific method in particular. In large part, this is due to
the theory (of sole effective cause) having been “divinized” by Ash‘arite (a dominant mode of Sunni
Muslim) discourse, which distinguishes between two types of causes:

1. Apparent causes, which possess a merely superficial effect; and

2. A hidden cause, which is the sole effective cause of all phenomena.

This worldview has led Egyptians to think and behave as if politics were the “sole effective cause”
of all the troubles they face. Politics has acquired a dominant place within Egyptian awareness, and is
simultaneously used to explain completely opposite phenomena (e.g., both the Muslim Brotherhood
and many secularists accuse each other of being part of a vast Zionist conspiracy to destroy Egypt and
Islam in general).

[ronically, both Islamist and secular intellectuals also agree that tyranny lies at the core of the
Arab world’s current dilemma. They simply propose different solutions to the tyranny in question.

For the past two centuries, Arabs have never stopped asking themselves, “Why did the world
advance, while we remained stagnant!” Arab intellectuals have generally concluded that Muslims’
failure to advance is due to our political regimes, which are founded upon tyranny. Western nations,
on the other hand, have benefited from political systems rooted in freedom, justice and the rule of
law. Convinced that tyranny is the root of backwardness, Arab intellectuals have maintained that
a Muslim renaissance must begin by overcoming tyranny. This view has long been embraced by
Salafists and liberals alike.

Yet both camps have generally approached the idea of an Arab renaissance in a reductive
and heavily politicized manner, neglecting the core elements of modernity upon which Western
democracy, constitutions, etc. were founded. This reductive approach reflects a profound crisis of
thought, awareness and culture in the Arab world.
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Secular Arab discourse assumed that the solution to our crisis lay in adopting these elements
of Western civilization and directly applying them to the Arab world. To justify doing so, Arab
intellectuals began combing through our heritage, seeking to identify parallels for modern practices
that were, in fact, the end products of modernity (and thus, not present within early Islam).

Arab intellectuals employed deductive analogy (giyas) to eliminate any perceived contradiction
between these modern practices and shari‘a. Many posited a strong resemblance between modern
democracy and shura (“consultation”); or between modern constitutions and classical Islamic law
(shari‘a, or figh). The Arab mind was not concerned with the epistemological and historical context
in which these phenomena were actually practiced, whether the modern West or Muslim societies
throughout history.

Addressing and resolving our current crisis in Egypt requires that we adopt a mature, nuanced
approach, which harnesses both reason and spirituality to give birth to a renaissance of Arab culture
at large. This will not occur—whether in the realm of economics, politics, religion or the arts—if we
refuse to critically examine assumptions that have prevailed throughout Islamic history and thus
dominated Muslim awareness, particularly in the Arab world.
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The Renewal of Religious Discourse
at an Impasse

by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 15 May 2014

[t seems that virtually all attempts to revitalize religious discourse in the

Arab world, over the past two centuries, have been to no avail. This failure
is confirmed by the spectacular rise of Islamist discourse following the Arab
revolutions of 2011. Contemporary Wahhabi/Salafi and Muslim Brotherhood
discourse are, in fact, the historical heirs to a number of attempts made to renew Islamic discourse
since the 18% century. Unfortunately, this discourse represents a highly politicized version of Islam
that is rooted in bias, tribalism and dogma. As a result, those nations where the Arab revolutions
occurred (most notably Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Yemen and Syria) have become an arena for intense
sectarianism and bloodshed.

Epistemologically speaking, this failure arises from the ambiguous nature of the concepts in
question (“Renewal”; “Religion”; “Discourse”), and their extreme distortion at the hands of
[slamists. In light of the Arab Revolutions’ failure, we should re-examine the linguistic functions
of these concepts and the nature of their interrelationship within Arab culture. Such analysis will
quickly reveal the superficial manner in which these concepts are employed, in common parlance,
and especially the problematic relationship between the concepts of “renewal” and “religion.” This,
in turn, may explain why “religious renewal” has failed to produce any substantive epistemological
result. At this point in Arabs’ cultural development, “religious renewal” serves merely as a decorative
cosmetic, rather than as a vehicle for actual change (as, for example, occurred with the Italian
Renaissance).

The concept of “discourse” is the most centrally positioned of the three. In fact, it includes
the other two concepts within itself, as “discourse” determines the nature of “renewal” in practice,
and one’s understanding of “religion” as well. Thus, it is imperative that we liberate the concept of
“discourse” from ambiguity.

Within the Arab (and thus, to some extent, the entire Muslim) cultural, linguistic and
geographic realm, the terms “discourse” and “eloquent speech” derive from a common root. This
has contributed to a reductive approach to the concept of “discourse,” which emphasizes rhetorical
style to the exclusion of critical analysis, and thus results in a failure to properly examine and thereby
comprehend messages that originate with God (i.e., the Qur’an).

Unfortunately, nearly all attempts to renew religious discourse in the Arab world over the past two
centuries have been primarily concerned with the superficial style and content of said discourse—e.g.,
the Muslim Brotherhood slogans, “Islam is the solution!” or “Allah is our objective. The Prophet is
our leader. The Qur’an is our law. Jihad is our path. Dying on the path of Allah is our highest hope.
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Allahu akbar!”—rather than with the profound spiritual insight, discipline and critical methodologies
that should govern any and all attempts at substantive renewal.
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Why has the Renewal of

Religious Discourse Failed?
by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 29 May 2014

Arab and Muslim societies in general have expressed a need to “renew”
their religious discourse after coming into contact with modernity. During
the first half of the 19" century, intellectuals such as al-Tahtawi sought to
eliminate apparent contradictions between modernity and the fundamentals

of Islam. His approach and conclusion may be summarized as “modernity should not be regarded as
a threat to Islam.”

Other Muslim intellectuals, such as Jamal ad-Din al-Afghani (d. 1897)—who witnessed the
imperialist face of modernity in India, amid the brutal suppression of the Sepoy Rebellion—believed
that Western modernity represents a direct threat to Islam.

By conducting an epistemological analysis of al-Afghani’s discourse, we find that he called upon
Muslims to return to “true Islam.” Al-Afghani defined “true Islam” as that which existed before
human interpretation (i.e., the ostensible Islam of the Prophet and his Companions, the “Righteous
Forebears,” assalaf alsalih, from which the term Salafi is derived).

[t is necessary to point out that “true Islam,” as defined by al-Afghani, has never existed. From the
moment revelation descended upon the Prophet Muhammad and he began to share these revelations
with his companions, Islam has undergone countless processes of interpretation. Thus the “true
Islam,” as defined by al-Afghani, is merely a backward projection of his own interpretation of Islam,
for which he claimed exclusive truth. Yet in fact, al-Afghani’s interpretation was derived from certain
prevailing discourses within Islamic history.

For example, al-Afghani rejected Western claims that Muslims are fatalistic and adhere to the
doctrine of predetermination (i.e., that all events in the future are fated to occur, with no possibility of
human choice or influence upon the matter). He emphasized that all Muslims adhere to the Ash‘arite
theory of acquisition (kasb), which states that man, although not the cause of action, is somehow
responsible for actions through a process of “acquisition.” In other words, al-Afghani maintained
that the theory of acquisition (kasb) represents “true Islam,” while the theory of predetermination
constitutes a deviant form of belief.

The methodology employed by al-Afghani, in his attempt to renew religious discourse, is on full
display in his writings which posit that the theory of acquisition (kasb) is completely opposite to, and
incompatible with, the theory of predetermination; and his efforts to reconcile his own concept of
“true (i.e., original) Islam” and the theory of acquisition.

Actually, this “reconciliation” merely serves as an ideological mask, to obscure the fact that
predetermination and the theory of acquisition are synonymous.
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An epistemological analysis of the Ash‘arite theory of acquisition and its political consequences,
reveals that it is merely a disguised form of predetermination, which instrumentalized religion as a
veil for political tyranny.

If we believe that free will is an original component of the Islamic message, then both
predetermination and the theory of acquisition represent “deviations” from this original message.
Thus, one may view the Ash‘arite theory of acquisition as an obstacle that hinders any true attempt
to renew religious discourse.

The dilemma of al-Afghani’s discourse—not to mention that of other intellectuals closely associated
with the modern tide of political Islam—stems from the fact that what he claimed to be an attempt to
renew and revitalize religious discourse, was actually a “restoration” of the old order, threatened by
modernity. When outmoded theories are replaced with newly phrased yet similar content, both will
yield the same (tyrannical) results.
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Returning from Iran
(An Incident and a Discussion)

by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 11 June 2014

An Incident:

While I was checking out from the Great Persia Hotel in Qom—the

religious capital of Iran—a local professor approached and congratulated me

on Egypt’s recent election of a civilian president. I immediately sensed that the professor was not so

much wishing to congratulate Egypt; rather, he used this opportunity to express, in a veiled manner,

his aspirations for the future of his own country. He hopes that one day a civilian president will rule
[ran.

Persian clergy who belong to the Hawza school of Islamic law—affiliated with Ja'fari doctrine,
whose institutions in Najaf (Iraq) and Qom are the preeminent seminaries for training Shi’a
clergymen—officially support the “Islamic” Republic and its theocratic government, which rules in
the name of the Imamate.

Many [ranian youth wish to replace this theocratic system with a “civil” (i.e., secular) government.
Thus, the significance of the term “civilian” employed by the professor, who longs for a government
that will not abuse and instrumentalize religion, in order to justify its permanent monopoly of power
within Iran.

A Discussion:

The “International Conference on the Philosophical Thought of Murtada Mutahhari” was held
in Qom in May, 2014.

[ presented a paper entitled “The Language of the Qur’an and its History: a Reading of Mutahhari’s
Essay ‘On Knowing the Qur’an’.”

Personally, I believe that the Qur’an presented itself as a discourse for all mankind. The Qur’an
describes itself as a source of universal love and compassion (rahman); a precise/wise message (zekr);
guidance (huda); news (balagh) and a lesson (maw’eza) for humanity. However, throughout history
the prevailing culture of Islam has treated the Qur’an as an “eternal attribute” of Allah. Political
calculations, rather than spiritual insight, motivated the adoption of this approach to the Qur’an,
and gave rise to the doctrine that the Qur’an is transcendental; metaphysical; beyond the realm of
humanity. In other words, an absolute authority immune to questioning or criticism, rather than
a humanistic discourse that encourages people to acquire self-knowledge, and knowledge of God,

through the free and open pursuit of truth.
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This heavily constrained approach to the Qur’an—which gradually developed through the course
of history—stands in stark contrast with the approach employed by the first generation of Muslims,
who acted upon their understanding of the Qur’an as a discourse. They used the Qur’an as a stimulus
to personal and communal growth, both intellectually and spiritually, and did not hesitate to express
whatever thoughts emerged as a result. They were convinced that the divine revelation (al- Wahyu) was
inseparable from human reality—i.e. the social and cultural context of its recipients. This dynamic
relationship between the righteous companions and the Qur’an was completely marginalized over
time, and replaced by the concept of an “absolutized” Qur’an.

Viewing the Qur’an as an eternal attribute of God ultimately led to neglecting, and even denying,
the immense contributions to human welfare made by human beings themselves. To cite one salient
example: most Arabs attribute the benefits of modern technology to God, while neglecting to examine
the role played by scientific methodologies (i.e., institutionalized skepticism) developed in the West.

This attitude is the natural result of a worldview in which all human beings are subject to an
authority that demands their total (and unthinking) compliance. Such a worldview does not arise
from the Qur’an itself. Rather, it has been projected and imposed upon the Qur’an, by those who
benefit from doing so.

Thus, we need to re-approach the Qur’an as a discourse for all mankind, in order to excavate the
truly divine (loving, compassionate) Qur’an that was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH).
This approach will pave the way for Muslims to become creative doers rather than mere imitators and
followers, constantly living in the shadow of fear, and subject to an all-too-human interpretation of

God’s will.
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Pseudo-Modernists

by Dr. Ali Mabrook | 26 June 2014

Arab pseudo-modernists, and especially the Egyptian contingent thereof,
believe that the currentsituation in the Middle East can lead to the development
of modern, democratic states. Unfortunately, their vision—far from having

been achieved—exists merely in the realm of dreams.

Pseudo-modernists fail to realize that Egypt lacks the fundamental
conditions that would enable it to become the modern, democratic state they seek. Yet rather than
engage with reality in order to help mold the future, pseudo-modernists blame others for frustrating
their desires. They feel overwhelmed by malevolent conspiracies—an overlapping mix of Zionist,
Western, Islamist and/or militarist agendas—that prevent them from achieving what they desire for
Egypt and the Arab world at large.

Pseudo-modernists do not realize that if the historical context of our present reality lacks the
necessary pre-conditions, modernity cannot emerge in reality. Rather, the concept of modernity
will simply be employed to produce a “cosmetic” modernity. This superficial approach focuses on
practical procedures, rather than on the core elements of modernity.

Pseudo-modernists wish to subordinate reality to their own desires; their thought mechanisms
are ahistorical. They are not concerned with the historical processes that have produced our current
reality. Rather, they are convinced that change will occur merely because they wish it to happen.

[ronically, this approach to modernity resembles the theological concept of “Absolute will.”
Pseudo-modernists neglect to embrace and employ a truly modern concept of history, which is
essential if we are to recognize, address and overcome the multitude of challenges we face.

In other words, Egypt needs to develop the objective cultural, sociological and institutional
conditions required to produce a truly modern state, which cannot be erected upon a foundation of
mere hopes and dreams.
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The Question of Identity
Within the Modern Study of Islamic Philosophy

by Dr. Ali Mabrook

This paper® describes the context within which the modern study of Islamic philosophy
(developed by the pioneering Egyptian scholar Mustafa Abdelrazek) emerged in the first half of the
twentieth century, at a time when Egyptians were deeply concerned with questions of identity. In his
1937 book, The Future of Culture in Egypt, Taha Hussien had argued that Egypt belongs to a Greater
Mediterranean culture, not to the culture of the Arabian desert. In response to Taha’s claim, Mustafa
Abdelrazek emphasized the Islamic identity of Egypt, and the originality of Islamic philosophy vis-a-
vis the claims of European orientalists regarding the non-originality of Islamic philosophy.

* Presented at the “Mominoun (Believers) Without Borders” Conference in Marrakech, Morocco,

May 17 - 18, 2014.
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Where Did ISIS
(The Islamic State in Iraq and Syria)
Come From?

by Dr. Ali Mabrook

This article investigates the cultural, rather than political, context from which the Islamic State
in Iraq and Syria emerged. Specifically, it examines three major factors related to this phenomenon.
The first concerns the relationship between state and society within the discourse of the Arab
Awakening movement of the 19th and 20th centuries, at a time when Arab societies were dominated
by oppressive regimes. The 2011 Arab Revolutions stripped many authoritarian states of their
legitimacy and power, creating an ideal opportunity for ethnic, religious and sectarian groups to
revive their own threatened identities.

The second factor concerns regional powers’ efforts to transform primarily local conflicts in
Syria and Iraq into a wider sectarian war, which pits Sunnis against Shi’ites. Iran, Turkey, Israel and
various Arab states are all involved in this process, to one degree or another.

The third factor concerns the re-emergence of a heavily politicized Islam within Middle Eastern
societies, beginning with al-Afghani in the second half of the 19th century. Political Islam is primarily
focused upon issues related to power, rather than religion as a spiritual path to God.

These three factors represent the social, cultural and historical context within which ISIS and the
new caliphate have emerged.
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The Logic of the Qur’an and its History — A Reading of
Mutahhari’s Essay on ‘Knowing the Qur’an’

by Dr. Ali Mabrook

In this paper,* Dr. Mabrook claims that Muslims can positively and constructively engage with
the world, if their approach to Qur’anic interpretation allows human beings to resist the imposition
of authoritarian ideologies, which rely upon the concept of defending tradition (taqlid) and heritage.

It is vital that Muslims reconsider their relationship with the Qur’an, especially the widespread
phenomenon of viewing scripture as an authority that demands the subjugation of all humanity.
Rather, Muslims should view the Qur’an as an open arena in which to develop knowledge of
themselves, God and the world at large.

Throughout Muslim history the Qur’an has been regarded primarily as an “authority,” due to
political rather than spiritual or humanitarian motives. An authoritarian view of the Qur’an, its
language and history was forcibly imposed upon Muslims. One mechanism through which this was
accomplished was by describing the Qur’an as “an eternal attribute of God,” rather than a discourse
for human beings. The precise Arabic text of the Qur’an was claimed to have existed prior to creation
itself. Such a vision totally eliminates the human factor from any ontological equation involving the
Qur’an and its dynamic relationship to the world.

This authoritarian view of the Qur’an needs to be criticized epistemologically, so as to restore
the possibility of viewing and approaching the Qur’an as a humane and compassionate discourse
directed to all humanity.

* Presented at the “International Conference Regarding the Philosophical Thought of Murtada
Mutahhari” held in Qom, Iran on May 28 - 29, 2014. Conference organizers declined to include the
actual text of Dr. Mabrook’s paper in the book documenting conference proceedings. Instead, they
indicated they would publish Dr. Mabrook’s paper separately, accompanied by a formal refutation
authored by (conservative) Shi’ite clerics.
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Book containing the proceedings of the
“International Conference Regarding the
Philosophical Thought of Murtada Mutahhari”
Qom, Iran, May 28 - 29, 2014
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Synopsis of Dr. Mabrook’s paper
“The Logic of the Qur’an and its History - A Reading of
Mutahhari’s Essay on ‘Knowing the Qur’an’”
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