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PROBLEM: WHAT IS THE RELA TIONSHIP BETWEEN 
THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF RELIGION AND 
THE ISLAMIC STUDY OF RELIGION? 

HYPOTHESIS: ISLAMIC TRADITION PROVIDES THE 
HERMENEUTICAL FRAMEWORK 1'0 
MAKE SENSE OF NON-ISLAMIC RELIGIONS; 
SCIENCE REMAINS SUBORDINA TE TO 
ISLAMIC FAIlli. 

ODJECTIVES: TO UNDERSTAND HOW THREE CONTEMPORARY 
MUSLIMS INTERPRET THE STUDY OF RELIGIONS; 
TO ASSESS THEIR USE OF THE METHODS 
AV AILABLE IN RELIGIONSWISSENSCHAFf. 

METHODS: COMPARATIVE, PHENOMENOLOGICAL AND 
HERMENEUTICAL. ... .. 
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RESULTS: 

Despite significant differences in the why, how and what of their 

Interpretations of religions, our three authors (Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah, cAbd-AlUih Diraz 

and A~mad Shalabi) undertand religions, and in Diraz's case the religious phenomenon in 

general, through categories specifie to an Islamic worldview. Their use of Western 

scientific methods to apprehend the study of religion is not systematic. It varies from Abü 

Zahrah's limited use to Shalahi's exuberant use, both being highly subservient to polemical 

intentions. Only Diraz shows familiarity and appreciation for scicntific m~thods, without 

however sllscribing to the epistemology of science which underlies them. The resulting 

relationship between the scientific study of religion and the Islamic study of religion, as 

epitomized ln the fusion ofmy own cornmitments to the former and my authors' 

commitment~ to the latter, proves ultimately irreconcilable. Our respective epistcmologies 

remain answerable to different centres of authority; the subjective selfin the first instance 

and the objectified God, Allah, in the second. 
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RESULTATS: 

Malgré des différences significatives dans le pourquoi. le comment et le 

quoi du contenu de leurs interprétations des religions, nos trois auteurs (Mu~ammad Abü 

Zahrah, C Abd-Allah Diraz et A}:lmad Shalabï) comprennent les religions, et dans le cas de 

Diraz le phénomène religieux en général, à travers des catégories spécifiques à une vision 

islamique du monde. Leurs utilisations des méthodes scientifiques occidentaies pour 

aborder l'étude des religions n'est pas systématique. Elles varient de l'emploi limité qu'en 

fait Abü Zahrah à l'emploi exubérant qu'en fait Shalabi, les deux modes d'emploi étant 

assujettis à leurs intentions polémiques. Seul Diraz démontre une familiarité et une 

appréciation pour les méthodes scientifiques, sans qu'il souscrive toutefois à 

l'épistémologie de la science qui les souligne. En fin d'analyse, la relation qui résulte entre 

l'étude scientifique des religions et l'étude islamique des religions, charactérisée par la 

fusion entre mon propre engagement à l'égard du premier et celui de mes auteurs à l'égard 

du second, se veut irréconciliable. Nos épistémologies respectives répondent à différents 

centres d'autorité: le soi subjectif dans le premier cas, et le Dieu objectifié, Allah, dans le 

second. 
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PREFACE 

The present thesis has been the result of a combined interest for Islam and method

ology in the study of religion. This interest developed in Canada and in the Middle-East as 

a result of much interactions with Muslims, historians of religions alad Islamicists here and 

there. The process of understanding one another across :ultures has often been 

challenging, to the extent where hcnneneutical philosophy came to play an important role in 

providing me with sorne intellectual understanding at the process of communication and 

interpretation across cultures, in short, enlightening the process of dialogue. This thesis 

hopes to provide to its readers sorne new information on the writings of three 

contemporary Egyptian Muslims. To rny knowledge, five out of the seven books under 

analysis here have not been studied before. Although these three authors' contributions do 

not :-eveal mueh new information in the field of Islamic studies or in the history of 

religions, 1 believe that the application to this body of material of methods dear to historians 

of religions in combination with new developments in philosophical henneneutics 

eonstitute an original endeavour, however incomplete or unfounded sorne of this thesis' 

results might prove to be. 

Throughout this thesis, the transliteration system of the Institute of Islamic Studies 

of McGill University has been followed. But in the case of few weIl known Arabie 

words, such as 'islam', the English spelling has been kept., thus writing 'Islam'. As for 

calendar years, two systems have been used: the Islamic counting, abbreviated as H. for 

hijrah, and the modem secular counting of Bef OTe Common Era and Common Era, 

abbreviated respectively to BCE and CE. 
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- 1. INTRODUcnON 

The present thesis revolves around two questions. How do c,)ntemporary Muslims 

understand the study ofreligion? Do they make U3e of the science of religion? The 

analysis of seven books on the study of religion, written by three contemporary Egyptian 

Muslims, will constitute the first dimension of this the!.Ïs. These books will be compaœd 

to the standards developed in the Western scientific study of religion. The second 

dimension will focus on the relaiÏonshlp between the science of religion (i.e. ReliglOns

wissenschaft) and the Islamic study of religion. Both levels are :ntertwined constantly, as 

evidenced by thj s thesis' underlying pmblem, hypothesis, objectives anà methods. 
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1.1 TIŒ PROBLEM 

From the time of the Enlightenment Religionswissenschaft has been operating with 
Western categories in the study of aU religions of the world [ ... ].1 

This sté.i:ement recurs, in different forms, in the works of several contemporary scholars2• 

It points to the Enlightenrnent as the formative period out of which later emerged the 

modem entieal study of religion, whereby religion is apprehended like any other object of 

inquiry along scientifie lines. This formative period occurred in the West, and it was 

principally Western Christian scho!ars who participated in it ereatively. The same 

Enlightenment experience has underlain the field of Religionswissenschaftsinee its 

inception too. The trend still continues as most seholars in the field of 

Religionswissenschaft are from the West. 

In view of the faet that the Enlightenment is not a fonnative period implicitly 

operative for Muslims, there follows a number of questions. Can we assume that the 

scientific nonns developed out of the specifie Western historieity are neeessarily applicable 

to other religio-cultural contexts, such as Islamic Egypt? Are we not faeing a hidden 

inteUectual imperialism if we expect Muslirns to use our seientific methods of analyzing 

religions? In short, is there a place for the scientifie study of religion in contemporary 

Islam? If so, then what is it for contemporary Muslims? If not, do Muslims rely 

exclusively on their own pool of historical approaehes to the study of religions? Indeed, 

J. Kitagawa Ed., The History of Religions: Essays on the Problem of UnderstandinJ/;, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959), 22. 
2 W. C. Smith, Towards a World Theology, (London: Macmillan, and Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1981). 124-125. Jacqucs Waardenburg, Classical API~roaches to the Study of 
Religion: Aims, Methods and Theorics of Research, 2 Vols., (The Hague: Mouton, 1973), 7. 
The omnipresent Western factor in the study of religion is beginmng to he challenged 
though, as cao he secn in Frank Whaling's "The Study of Religion ln a Global Context," 
Contemporanl Approachcs to the Study of Religion, Vol. 1, (Berlin: Mouton, 1983), 391-
443. Charles H. Long, "The History of the History of Religions," A Reader's Guide to the 
Great Religions, Ed. Charles J. Adams, (New York: The Free Press, 1977, second edition), 
469. 
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- there is no doubt that Muslims can choose from a rich tradition of historical interpretations 

of a number of religions: 

There is general agreement among historians of the history of religions that 
Islamicate civilization produced the greatest pre-modem historical studies of world 
religions. Indeed, Western scholarly approbation of this literature has been sustained and 
enthusiastic, based on the observation that that historical science was pioneered by 
Muslims.3 

3 

Ali these questions point towards our core problem: the relationship between the 

Western scientific study of religions and the Islamic study of religions. Both traditions may 

seem to have developed in isolation of one another, at different periods of human history. 

Yet both are now clearly in contact with one another, in confrontation for most, in harmony 

for a few. but certainly in a creative tension for both sides. It is precisely this tension 

which challenges us to seek anew the roots of the origins of the study of religions. A 

closer examination of these roots might reveal a key element in the incongruous nature of 

the relationship between the science of religion and islamic Studies in comparison with the 

relationship betweeJ1 the science of religion and other religious fields. Indeed, there has 

been relatively little contact bl!tween both fields: 

Eventually, though reluctantly, 1 came to the conclusion that the main thrust of 
scholarship in History of Religions in our day has little relevance even little interest, for 
students of Islarn.4 

But why is this? If Islamicate civilization has witnessed the first serious elaboration of 

historical studies of world religions, how can it be that there be little interest today in the 

history of religions for students of Islam? 

3 Wasserstrom, "Islamicate History of Religions?," History of Religions, 27:4(1988), 
408. Some examplcs of Muslim historians of religions include al-Shahrastllni, al-Biruni, 
Ibn I;Iazm, al-Baghdadi, etc. 
4 Charles 1. Adams, "The Hislory of Religions and the Study of Islam," The History of 
Religions: Essays on the Problem of Undcrstanding, Ed. J. Kitagawa, (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1967), 178. 



A closer look at this paradox truly challenges the perceived notion among Western 

scholars that the discipline of the science ofreligions began in the West in the second part 

of the nineteenth century, often conveniently assigned to 1870, the year Friedrich Max 

Müller delivered his momentous lecture series on "The Introduction to the Science of 

4 

Religion" in London. Indeed, many major contemporary histories of the history of 

religions have started with Müller5• Such wide agreement reinforces the argument that 

despite the varying claims of objectivity, especially prevalent among the positivists, the 

majority of today's historians of the history of religions subconsciously reveal their 

Western universalist tendencies. This attempt to claim the universal applicability of the 

science of religion on the one hand and the assigning of the beginnings of the science of 

religion to nineteenth century Europe may represent a potential contradiction. Firstly, it can 

easily ignore or minimize the literature from pre-modem periods, such as that of Muslim 

historians ofreligions6, an unavoidable historical reality as Wasserstrom has so clearly 

articulated. Secondly, in claiming that Müller is the founder of the discipline of 

Religionswissenschaft, these historians have implied that it is through the application of the 

scientific methods to the area of 'religion' that this discipline of Religionswissenschaftwas 

bom. This kind of argument is deductive and reductionist, a contradiction of scientific 

nonns ofinquiry which prefer inductive inferences to deductive ones7. Indeed, the process 

5 Many historians of religions have traced the beginnings of the science of religion to 
Müller. See Stan Yarian, "The Bcdrock of the Humanities: Religion or Science?," Liberal 
Education, 70:1(1984), 41. Bianchi, The History of Religions, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975), 
66. 
6 The expression 'Muslim historians of religions' does not imply that they were like 
contemporary historians of religions. Such people as al-Shahrastanï, al-Bïrünï, al-
Baghdadi, etc., werc esscntially concemed with gathering information. Sorne cornparing 
was donc too, although relatively little arnong the authors who rejected the polemical 
approach. As for a systematization of religions as a phenomenon, which i~ the distinctive 
nature of Religionswisscn..'lchaft, it is inexistant. Thus the expression 'Muslirn historians of 
religions' should he understood within the non-Fnhghtenment Islamic historiographical 
context of these authors. 
7 In fact therc are two schools within the Western sciences: the one which calls for an 
exclusive proccss of induction as the sole valid logical rneans to reach facts; the second 
wtich cans for the use of both inductive and dcductive logical proccsses, depending on the 
nature of the object obscrvcd. 
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of looking for the origins of the science of religions as a field in the influence of science on 

theological and philosophical inquiries into the nature of religion seems to disregard the 

possibility that the norms and methods developed in Western science could have been 

present, at least in part, in other cultural contexts. Thus to start any history of the discipline 

of the science of religion with Max Müller points to a rather exclusive Western self

referencepoint9. One challenge which still awaits the scholars of the history of religions 

and ofIslamic Studies is the task of clarifying the origins of the study of religion in order to 

take into account the non-Western writings on the history of religions, such as for example 

what Wasserstrom has called "the Islamicate history of religions" 10. This might allow 

Religionswissenschaftto operate beyond the narrow confines of Western categories in the 

study of all religions of the world. 

8 A sociological analysis of the emergence of Islamic historical wnungs on othcr 
religions would probably show the link bctween the resistance of non-Mulims 10 
conversion 10 Islam and the obligation for Muslims to start to make sense of why those 
people oppose Islam and prefer their own religions. So as long as Islam sprcad and 
imposed itself. Muslim thinkers did not worry about sludying other faiths. As the tide 
began to change, they used either apologetic, polemic or cntical methods. This criucal 
method the Muslims used then helped to highlight thcir different heterodoxies regarding 
Islam. The same phenomenon can he argucd for the risc of Rcligionswisscnschaft , insofar 
as it emcrgcd wlth the growing failure of missionary movements to con vert people to 
Christianity, giving rise to a new set of questions to makc sense of mis resistancc. 
9 The same problem arises with the discipline of psychology and Freud. It romains 
Iargely unaware of the profound knowlcdge of psychology present in Buddhism for 
centuries . 
10 There May also he other pre-modern pcriods of historical writings on world 
religions in civiIization other than the modem or Islamic pcriods. 
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1.2 HYPOTHESIS 

The relationship between the Western scientific study of religion and the Islamic 

study of religion has been characterized by tensions and misunderstandings, sucb as on the 

questirJn of the origins of the study of religions. At the heart of the matter, there is variance 

in the respective allegiance to specific ideals and purposes, as weil as in the legitimization of 

means to reach them. On the one hand, the Western scientific study of religion bas paid 

allegiance to the supreme principle that the system of science11 is univers al. The resulting 

purpose has been to legitimize this per~pective by applying its form (Le. its methods) to the 

content of world reality and by finding adherents to follow its path throughout the world. 

In order to reach the above ideal and purpose, Western scientists have made of reason the 

ultimate reference. This procedure proved relatively easy as through reason human beings 

have the capacity to bring coherence to the world by creating logical representations which 

approximateourexperiences12. The results become self-validating for the process itself. 

Il It might he presumptuous to generalize about the whole of Western science. Indecd, 
in the philosophy of science, thcre is a major debate on whether or not it is appropriat~ to 
model the study of man on the natural sciences, thus causing a major division within the 
scientific world as a who le. Sec Charles Taylor, Human Agency and Language: 
PhilosoDhical Papcrs 1, (Cambridge: Cambridge Umversity Press, 1985), 1. 
12 On the revolutionary challenge to the assumpbon that reason underlies Western 
science since it provides human consciousness with mirror effects of our world, see Martin 
Heidegger, Being and Time, translated by J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson, (London: SCM 
Press, [1962]). It would he important to remember thal reason is not equal to in.elligence or 
mind cither. The reasoning process IS only one mode human beings use 10 app' .!Cnd 
reality. This fact implies that a rescarcher who seeks to understand the nalure of a particular 
phenomcnon, in our case 'religion', only through logical reasoning is in facl reducing the 
nature of that phenomenon to a verbal interpretation which will never 00 equal to thal 
realily: it will al ways remain an explanation for it, however plausible it may 00. 
Furthermore, the rcasoning process is never emply of a prion elements either, as wc shall 
sec later when comparing the meaning of reason for one of our aulhors and our own 
meaning for il. This question brings us back to the age old truism, common to ail mystical 
traditions, about the difference betwccn talking about the ultimate and experiencing ie il is 
impossible truly 10 express the second in terms of the firsl. Thus il is important 10 recognize 
the purpose for our self-reflex ive concems wlthin Islamic Studies or Religionswissenschaft 
wc cannot be scck:ng the truth about 'religion', but only the 'correct' interpretation of 
'religion', which nccessarily means a variety of possibilities requiring a manifold spectrum 
of useful methods of inquiry. The necessanly relative nature of interpretation should not 
be confoundcd with ;he absolutc nature of religious apprehension: the former reduces ail 
forms of apprchcnsion to logical formulations, however close the content of these 
formulations might come 10 that religious apprehcnsion. while the latter corresponds to the 
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On the other hand, the Islamic study of religion, if it cao he characterized as a 

comprehensive unit at all13, has payed allegiance to the supreme goal of Islam's 

universality. The resulting purpose has been to legitimize this perspective through the well-

known exercise of mission 14, at allleveis ofhuman activities l5, in the hope that more 

adherents wouldjoin in the Islamic community. The means legitimized in the Islamic 

tradition in order to reach the above ideal and purpose is first and foremost the act of islam, 

submission, to the will of God through faith in the message of Mu~ammad, the last 

prophet, as enshrined in the Qur'an16. We are thus faced ',Vith radically dirferent 

worldviews between the scientific study of religion whose center is the thinking human 

truthful realit'l. Since the nature of Islamic Studies and Rcilgionswlsscnschafl is nccessarily 
limited ID the first, i.e. logical formuiations through the use of language, the writmgs on 
their respective purpose and methods should thus reflcct such hmitations through the 
acknowledgement of both the complexity of the phenomena of 'n.'.lgion', 'Islam' bcmg one 
case in particular, and the relative nature of our loglcal apprehension of them. 
13 It mlght bc preferable ID talk of the study of rehglons by Muslims rathcr than the 
Islamic study of religion. For one, the word 'Islamic' cames normattve implications for 
Muslim~ as opposed to the word 'Mushm', since 'lslamic' IS often undcrstood according to a 
person's mterpretation of Islam. For us, the word 'IslamlC' encompasses what relates ID the 
word 'Islam' at large, however thls word might bz dcfincd by Muslims themselves. Another 
point is that the expressIon 'Islamic study of rehglon' might bc confuscd with the field of 
Islamic Studies, which includes both Mushms and non-Muslims. However, ln reduce it ID 
the second name would imply an atomized representatlon insofar as each Muslim pcrS()O 
differs in hislher approach to the study of religions. On the con trary , the use of the first 
expression, namely the Islamic study of religIOns, imphcs the posslblitlty that their 
cumulative scholarshlp over the centuries forms a unit of sorne sort. If such an implication 
underlics the use of the expression scientlfic study of rehgion, then Il would make sense ID 
use a parai lei expression for Muslim wntings on rehglons. Both expressIOns then carry the 
same implications. 
14 ln English, the word 'missIon' (at lcast in a rehglous context) carries the assumptlon 
that human bcings go forth ID bring an important message to other people about the ultimatc 
meaning of life. The Latin word 'mlsslo' mcans the act of sending. Thus, there is a hldden 
imposition or patronizing value in the act of sending somoone to others. TIus procedure 
secms to deny the possiblhty that human bcings can dcnve thetr own meanmg to life and 
take responsiblity for it without outside intervention. On the contrary, ID Arablc, the word 
for mission, dacwah, implies a cali to something, an mVltation for somcone towards 
something. The implication here IS one of informmg a pcrson about a ccrtain message in the 
form of I\n invitation or a cali to a higher rcahty. The ultimate dccislon lies Wlth the 
person invited, thus acknowlcdging his/ller own sense of responslbihty. 'Sending' and 
'inviting' both imply a relationship bctwccn at least two people. But they are respcctlvcly 
al two opposite ends on the submisslOn/oontrol spcctrum. 
15 This mcans not only on the level of physical mISSIon bul also on 'bat of intcllcctual 
mission, which neccssarily involves apologetlcs and polemlcs, although Il may go far 
bcyond them. 
16 For a bcUer understanding of the relationship bctw~n faith 811d Islam in the Islamic 
tradition over lime, sec W. C. Smith, The Mcaning and End of Rcligion: a New Approach ID 
the Religious Tradittons of Mankind, (New York: Macmillan, 1962). 115-116. 
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being and the Islamic study of religions whose center is the human being's submlssion to 

the will of God as embodied in the Qur~iinic revelation. It should not come as a surprise 

thus if their relationship is full of tensions: the varying nature of each one's ultimate 

commitment is probably irreconcilable. It cames us back to the ancient and still unresolved 

tension between faith and reason17• 

ln the face of this situation, the first 10gic:11 hypothesis conceming the outcome of 

the relationship between the scientific study of religion and the Islamic study of religion in 

the case of our three Muslim Egyptian authors is that they remain subservient to their own 

worldview, whatever the degree of Western influence they rnight have been subject to18• 

Indeed, their Islamic tradition provides the hermeneutical framework ultimately to rnake 

sense of non-Islamic religions. The second hypothesis is that, insofar as our thrl!e authors 

have borrowed tools from !he Western scientific study ofreligion, their usage is 

circumscribed by the limits defined in the Islamic tradition 19. In short, their application of 

Western science remains subordinate to Islamic faith. 

17 For a good trcatrnent of titis question, see John Hick, The Philosophy of Religion, 
(Englewoods Cliff'i, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc., 19(3), espccially chapter 7 on "The 
Problem of Verification". 
18 There is the possibility for a Muslim ta decide not to believe in the Islamic faith and 
not to belong ta the Islarmc cultural milieu either. In this case, the Muslim can no longer he 
called Muslim, for his personal chOJce of identity excludes any Islamic elements. The 
question would then rcmain as to whether titis person still hves in an Islamic area, for il is 
not only a qucsuon of pcrsonal choice as a SOCial contcxt also impinges upon a person's 
worldview, even though il may claim ta rejcct il. Such a process of rejection would itself 
he coloured by the content ta he reflccted. And even If that person were ta hve outslde an 
Islamic context , it still romains uncertain as to whether the person can ever escape totally the 
formative worldview In which hc/shc has grown up. An example of such a slruggling case 
is that of SaI man Rushdie. 
19 Obviously, these Iimits are not fixed. They are themselves subject to change as the 
Islamic tradition cvolves over ume. 
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1.3 OBJEl,11VES 

The two principal objectives of this thesis are linked to our answering the two initial 

questions: how do our three contemporary Muslim authors understand the study of 

religion? And to what extent do they make use of the science of religion? The answers to 

these two questions will probably not reveal new information to historians of religions and 

to Islamicists. What might he more original tS the process developed to reach those 

answers, i.e. the combination of methods utilized to make sense of the problem mentioned 

above. This problem is not treated as an object in the tradilional way, but rather as a subject 

to which 1 relate as a subject too. Using in part the pt:rsonal, or dialogic, approach 

corresponding to W. C. Smith's methodological concems, a third objective of this thesis is 

indirectly to shed sorne light on the paradoxical situation which lies at the heart of the 

relationship between the scientific study of religion and the Islamic study of religion. 

Afterall, the three Muslim Egyptian aUthors selected for this thesis represent three different 

contemporary living links with the Islamic tradition and worldview out of which emerged 

the most imponant pre-modern historical study of religion20. An analysis of their works 

on various religions and in one case on the phenom~non of religion peT se will hopefully 

help better to understand the present variety of contemporary Muslim approaches to the 

study of religions. 

20 For Il detailcd list of the numerous Muslims who wrote about religions other than 
Islam in the past, thus crcating a movement of historical study of religions, sec Guy Monnot, 
"Les écrits musulmans sur les religions non-bibliques," Mélanges de l'Institut Dominicain 
d'Etudes Ori~ntaIes, 11(1972), 5-48. 

1 
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1.4 METHODOLOGY 

In 1973, Kockelmans identified three main possibilities in the human sciences: the 

empirical, the descriptive and the hermeneutic21 • The empirical approach produces 

systematic knowledge which derives from the observation of facts. This knowledge is 

often orgaoized into quantitative categories for easier functional deductions. As for the 

others: 

The phenomenological and hermeneutic systems provide two other contexts of 
knowledge. The phenomenological (descriptive) approach focuses on the structures of 
experience, the organizing princip les that give form and meaning to the lifeworld, while the 
bermeneutic (interpretive) approach concentrates on the historical meaning of experience 
and its developmental and cumulative effects at both the individu al and sociallevels.22 

These three possibilities in the hum an sciences are also present in 

Religionswissenschaft23. Indeed, methods appropriate to each respective approach have 

occupied the attention of scholars of religions too, although they may not have been 

grouped ioto such a triptych before. Nevertheless, this threefold division is useful for the 

present thesis as it conveniently synthesizes the three main methods which 1 have resorted 

to in order better to achieve this thesis' objectives. And these three methods are: the 

comparative. the phenomenological and the hermeneutical. 

The comparative method refers to the systematic collection of facts for the specific 

goal of comparing them with one another. This was done throughout the thesis in order 

better to assess bath the content and the context of each author's statements in comparison 

21 This division is taken from Donald Polkinghome, Methodology f'Jr the Human 
Sciences: Systems of Inguiry. (Albany: SUNY Press, 1983), 201. 
22 Ibid., 203. 
23 For sorne scholars such as Bijlefeld though, Religionswissenschaft incIudes only the 
History of Rehgions and Phenomenology of Religion, whether as two sub-disciplines or as 
two interrelatcd approaches within one disciphne. Sec W.A. Bljlefeld, "Islamic Studies 
within the Perspective of the History of Religions," The Muslim World, 62:1(1972), 1-11. 



- with one another, as weIl as the more quantifiable elements such as topics, footnotes and 

sources which have been presented in tabloid forms. 
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The phenomenological method24 consists of the study of the morphology of 

religious material and of the search for understanding religious phenomena. It also provides 

the history of religions with a meaning by holding it together and integrating it25. The two 

central concepts of the phenomenological method are epoché and the eîdetîc vision26. Our 

analysis of three Muslims' respective perceptions of religions other than Islam requîres the 

utilization of the concept of epoché in particalar. The results provide an indirect means to 

understand one aspect of the reJigious phenomenon of contemporary Islam. As for the 

historical method peT se, so instrumental in Islamic Studies and in Religionswissenschaft, 

it has been integrated into the phenomenological method for the purpose of this essay, in 

part because our selected authors are contemporaries and in pan because of the close 

interaction between the historieal and phenomenologie al methods27• As for the traditional 

24 Hultkranz and Isamhert in parùcular have doubted whether phcnomenology IS a 
method at ail. Morcover:"Many scholars rccogmze thal the phenomenological approach 
maJces an important and Indispensable contributIOn 10 the modem study of religion but It is 
by no means clcar whether phenomenology should he considercd an independent or 
subsidiary discipline LO the hlsLOry of religions in the wlder sense, and whcther there is a 
specific phenomenological method or merely a general phenomenologlcal perspccuve m the 
study of religious phenomena." From page 7 of the excellent presentation of the latcst 
debates on this question by Ursula Kmg, "Histoncal and Phcnomenologlcal Approaches to 
the Study of Religion: Sorne Major Developments and Issues under Debatc sJOce 1950," JO 
Frank Whaling, op. ciL, especially 100-108. 
25 Quoted from Ursula King, Ibid., lOO-lOI, whcre HulLkranz wntes regardmg thlS 

Iast point more spccifically: "The stricüy reglonally hmltcd, speclalizcd hlsLOncal rcscarch 
has led to an aLOmlzation of the hisLOry of religions so that Il runs the nsk of dlsappcaring 
as an indcpendent diSCipline or of bcmg swallowed up by parallcl anthropologlcal or 
philological researches. The phenomenology of religion offcrs a way out of this dllemma 
by providing a common perspccuve for all hisLOnans of religion and JO addition It might 
provlde a framework for the new rcscarch WhlCh incrcasingly takr-s over the place of the old 
philologically orientatcd history of religion:[ ... ]". 
26 For a definil10n of both of lhese concepts, refer to Whalmg, op. clL, 39-40. 
27 In his article mentioned in footnotc 21 above, Bijlefeld struggles with the nature of 
the exact relationship bctwecn the hlstory of religion and the phenomenology of religion. 
Part of the issue has becn observed ln the auempt to consider one superior to the other, 
aUempts oCten accompanied by specific ways of defimng cach approach. Looking at the 
issue from afar, 11 secms that the two approaches are inscparable due LO thcir 
complementarity. It would then be legltimatc LO emphaslze one approach over the other, 
depending on a researcher's objectives. 
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philological method also illseparable from any serious research in the field oflslamic 

Studies, and not altogether absent from this thesis, it was rather incorporclted into the wider 

hermeneuticahnethod. 

The hermeneutical method, especially in its philosophical description by Gadamer, 

explains the process of interpretation withm a linguistic framework: 

Im~rpretation is a mediation or construction between each interpreter's own 
language and the language of the text. The text continues to speak in various ways as it is 
approached by various translators, each of whom has his own lifeworld language.28 

There is no doubt that Gadamer's specifie ex ample of the translator's implication in the 

process of interpretation is at work throughout this thesis as much translation of our three 

Muslim Egyptians occurs. But certainly the most recurrent use of the hermeneutical method 

in this thesis appears in connection with section thret on intentionality. At the basis of the 

method used in that section is Betti's own interpretation ofhermeneutics in which 

"understanding is the reconstruction of the intentions of the author"29. But in this thesis as a 

whole, the usage of the hcnneneutical method, which is understood in various ways by 

different scholars, at times stresses a more Gadamerian interpretation (i.e. emphasis on the 

subjective) and at other times, a more Betti'an one (i.e. emphasis on the possibility to ,each 

objective understanding). The results should not necessarily be contradictory, as each 

interpretive style in the henneneutical method, should be judged according to the usefulness 

of the results obtai"ed for the advancement of one's understanding of this thesis' overall 

problem. 

28 Polkinghorne, op. cit., 226. 
Ibid., 229. Beui's inlerprctalion of henneneutics cornes very close lO Waardenburg's 29 

'new-style' phcnomcnology. 



The process of interpreting ~l1d understanding30 reslIlts in knowledge. For 

Polkinghorne, "knowledge is understood to be the best understanding that we have been 

able to produce thus far, not a statement ofwhat is ultimately real"31. From thh: 

philosophical position, Polkinghome assert~ that: 

in a postpositivist understanding of s"lence there is no correct method to follow. 

î3 

Science is not seen as an activity offollowing methodological recipes that yield acceptable 
results. Science becomes the creative search to understand better, and it uses whatever 
approaches are responsive to the particular questions and subject matters addressed. Tho~e 
methods are acceptable which produce results that convince the community that the new 
understanding is deeper, fuIler, and more useful th an the previous understanding.32 

Thus in the science of religion, the process of attempting to reach sorne higher degree of 

understanding, which r\~sults in more knowledge, need not be measured according to one 

precise methodology. Rather, the plurality ofmethods developed for the study of religion 

reflects the natural complexity of our object of concern and should he welcomed as a sign 

of vitality. It should not be forced into a competition of daims as to which med.oo is the 

most valid at aIl times. The purpose of methodological discussions should remain, on the 

one hand, the analysis of the context in which each method is most appropriate and yields 

valuable results and, on the other hand, the examination of the means by which these 

methods can, through their interrelatedness, bring grealer meaningful cohesion to the ma~.s 

oiresults which is growing exponentially. 

Thi~ interaction al process of understanding and interpreting through the use of 

various methods underlies my efforts in this thesis. On the one hand, l, the present writer, 

seek to know how my own tradition of interpreting the phenomena of religion -i.e. 

Re/igionswissenschaft- is perceived and utilized in a non-Western context such as 

contemporary Islamic Egypt. On the other, there is a heterogeneous body of Muslim 

30 For a detallcd analysls of the notIOn of undcrstandmg, or Vcrstchcn in German, sec 
D. Polkinghome, op. cIl., 215-220. 
31 Ibid., 2. 
32 Ibid., 3. 
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writers who have interpreted the phenomena of religion throughout the centuries. This 

preliminary binary interaction between me and three ofthose Muslim writers is admittedly 

uneven33. Moreover, it is not only a question of understanding how Muslims have 

interpreted the phenomena of religion (Betti's point of view). For this attempt at 

understanding them is itself influenced by my conceptual a prio.';. In order to confront this 

unavoidable limitation and bring the possible pitfaUs into the open, 1 acknowledge from the 

start my own situation in the interactional process of understanding, and briefly explain the 

conceptual framework which forms my own historicity. Gadarner's 'fusion of horizons' can 

thus become more visible to the reader. 

My own historicity is marked by an intentional attempt to put in practice what W. C. 

Smith has caUed "universal, trans-cultural, corporate, critical self-consciousness" on the 

one hand, and by a "polycontextual and rnultiperspectival worldview"34 on the other. So 

my own imentionality is closer to hermeneutical concerns. But in the process of developing 

these concerns, al least two potential dangers may surface. The first danger would be to 

impose upon the object studled (whether 'religion' In genera! or 'Islam through our three 

Muslims' in particular) certain criteria which correspond only to my own framework in the 

tirst place: for ex ample, to argue that Muslims should follow my Western scientitic 

1,lethods for the study of f\:'igions. The results emerging from research with such 

expectations might prove useful to me but irrelevant to my Muslim object/subJect of study. 

The second danger would he to avoid the interactional reality which has always existed 

between the abstracted notions of the 'West' and the 'Islarnic world'. Ifmaterialized, the 

resultl\ of both of these dangers might only reinforce the view dividing two groups whose 

33 Thc rcvcrse Situation IS not Lakcn mto consldcratlon at all- i.c. Muslirns analyzing 
how Wcstcrncrs have pcrcclvcd and uuli7.cd thc Islamlc tradition of intcrprctmg the 
~hcnomena of religIon throughflut thc centuries. 
4 Edward Hughes, paraphrasing W.C. Smith, dcfines corporalC sclf-consciousness as "a 

rnethod dcsigncd to transccnd thc subjcct/obJcct dlchotorny by recogmzmg the unique status 
of a subjcct/sub jcct rclationship. " -,-,W,-,-I=lfr,-"c",-d _C:::;a""n.:":.tw.!,!.c",,lc:...! -"S,,-,-m!!,;i~th=: -,--,A,---"Th.!.!c"",o:!!.lo~g:o.ly~for~....,th~!:c,---!W.!..:o~r=ld, 
(London: SCM Press LID, 1986), 150. 
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boundaries have always overlapped in any case. It is thus important to remain aware of 

the se dangers to which 1 may faU prey at times. The reader will determine whether 1 have 

succeeded in my intentions or remained unaware of even more limitations inherent to the 

methodological approach 1 have used to enlighten this thesis' problen •. 

The structure of this thesis essentiaUy follows four simple divisions. The flfst 

division focuses on each one of our three authors' hist0ricity, and then draws parallels and 

contrasts among them. The next three sections focus on the why-how-what of knowledge 

transmission. Why is knowledge transmitted? How is it transmitted? And what kind of 

factual knowledge is transmitted? Section 3 looks at the intentionality ofeach author. 

Section 4 analyses their respective methods on the basis of their own daims, definitions 

and usage of sources. Finally section 5 takes a close look at the factual descriptions of the 

various religions upon which each author has focused. The followirlg conclusIon will then 

tie together the results of the four previous sections with the theoretical problem formulated 

in this introduction in ordcr to assess our hypotheses. The results will hopefully shed sorne 

light on how three contemporary Egyptian Muslims have underslood the study of religion 

and its science, as weIl as on what their respective understandings imply for the relationship 

between, on the one hand, the science of religion and the Islamic study of religion and, on 

the other, the science of religion and Islamic studies. 
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2. THREE SOCIO-HISTORICAL PORTRAITS 

ln the pr~sent study, three Muslim Egyptian intellectuals will he studied: 

Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah (1898-1973 ?), cAbd-AlUih Diraz (1894-1958) and A~mad 

Shalabï (b. circa 1925). 1 will focus on seven works of theirs which were written between 

c. 1940 and 1965, a twenty-five year span. The books were conceived and first published 

in Egypt, with the exception of A~mad Shalabfs which were firsl elaborated in Indonesia. 

After a brief overview of the Egyptian intellectual milieu in which the authors grew up, 

there will he a short biography of each author so as to clarify their respective historical 

contexts. Finally, parallels and conttasts will emerge, clarifying the significance of each 

author's personal versus shared historicity, as well as providing important historical 

elements relevant to the later analysis of their respective works. 
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2.1 TWENTIETH CENTURY EGYPT: A SOCIO-IDSTORICAL OVERVIEW 

The course ofhistory has brought twentieth century Egyptians into contact with 

Europe in an unprecedented way. Politically, the 1798 Napoleonic occupation marked the 

begtnning of a shift from Ottoman to European domination. Egypt became more and more 

entangled in the geo-politics of European powers engaged in a worldwide colonial race. 

Even the official end of the British protectorate on February 28th 1922 was not ratified until 

1956. The British high commissioner, renamed British ambassador after 1922, had a 

preponderant intluence on internaI matters. The administration kept several British officers, 

especially at the head of the police forces l . During the Second World War, the British 

regained military control over Egypt, a vital strategie position for Great Britain. Following 

the war, the creation of the State of Israel in 1948 proved a shock to the Arabs who accused 

the English and the Western powers of continuing their imperialist policies against the Arab 

nation. It was only in 1952, with cAbd al-Na~ir's coup d'état of July 23rd, that Egypt's 

foreign occupation came to a de factopolitical end. 

ln conjunction with political imperialism, British economic interests took over 

Egypt's main sources of revenues: the Suez canal and the cotton trade. Any modemization 

attempt had to be achieved through the purchase of British or European technology and 

expertise: an expensive deper.dency for the Egyptian economy. The necessary 

transformations to modernize Egypt which began under Mul)arnmad t Ali' s reign (1805-

1849), required first and foremost Western training. In the course of the nineteenth century, 

many Egyptian missions were sent to study in different European countries. In tum, many 

Europeans, especially Greeks and ltalians, began to settle in Egypt, particularly during the 

cotton trade boom of the eighteen sixties. The duo, modernization-technology, which the 

1 Jean-Pierre Derriennic, Le Moyen Orient au XXè Siècle, (paris: Armand Colin, 
1980), 81. 
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Europeans had brought into Egypt pushed man y Egyptians to advocate the implementation 

of an European school system and curriculum, the basis of which had been laid in 1836 by 

Muhammad cAlï2. Greater trade with the West, which was mostly controlled by 

Europeans, slowly turned a minority of Muslims toward the obvious: the acquisition of 

Western education meant greater opportunities for the future. This Egyptian demand 

consolidated Western education within the élite of the newly transforming society. By the 

early twentieth century, the old reHgious or kuttao school system and the Western 

institutions fonned two distinct systems. And at a higher level: " The introduction of a new 

kind of training College for the Western Sciences at the same time maintaining the diir a1-

'ulüm resulted in the creation of a gap between the two cultures, the Islamic and the 

Western which was to widen gradually [ ... ]"3. 

So by the early twentieth century Egyptian society was in full transformation, from 

Alexandria sou th ward and from the élite downward. These transformations were far from 

being uniform. The rising gap between a minority striving to emulate the West, most often 

politically aligned with the nationalist forces, and a majority rooted in a traditional Islamic 

world-view, whether pro-monarchy or pro-Islamic unit y (al-ikhwiin al-muslimün), has 

foreshadowed the major social issue oftwentieth century Egypt: tradition versus modemity. 

This tension has underlain the life of our three authors, to which we shall now tum, and it 

has played a central role in the formation of their world-views and their subsequent choice 

ofmethods. 

2 Georgie D. M. Hyde, Education in Modern Egypt: Ideals and Realities, (London: 
Routlcdge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 2. 
3 J. Hcywonh-Dunne, An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern EgVPt, 
(London: LU1.aC & Co .• 1938), 428. 
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2.2 MUJ:IAMMAD ABÜ ZAHRAH: A SHORT BIOORAPHY 

Mul}ammad Abü Zahrah was born on March 29th 1898 in al-Mal}allat al-Kubra, a 

town in the middle of the Nile delta region of Egypt. Of a distinguished family (his uncle 

had the nickname ShaykhaJ-Mapallah), Abü Zahrah began his education in the kuttiib and 

local primary school, where he began to memorize the Qur~iin and to leam the rudiments of 

reading and writing. He then moved on to a higher school where he completed the 

memorization of the Qur'iin, began studies of the Arabic language and learned sorne 

rudiments ofmathematics and geography. At 15 years old, Abü Zahrah entered the al

Al}madï mosque in Tanta, an institutional branch of the Cairene al-Azhar4. Three years 

later, he was invited by his former teacher, Shaykh al-FaQil al-Al}madï al-Dhawahiri, to join 

him in al-Azhar in Cairo. In 1916, Abü Zahrah entered the School of sharicah with the 

highest grades on the entrance exam. This SChOOl, first conceived of by the famous 

reformer Mul}ammad C Abduh (1849-1905), was in fact founded by his pupil Al}mad Sacd 

Fatl}ï Zaghml (1860-1927), also a graduate of al-Azhar. Its first director CAtif Basha 

Barakat, exerted a formative influence upon its students, including Abü Zahrah5. 

After graduating in 1925, Abü Zahrah did a year of training in legal defense, during 

which he continued to study on his own. He passed the diir a/~cu1üm diploma in 1927. The 

same year, he was appointed to teach Islamic law and Arabie language at the preparatory 

level in diir aJ-'ilm and in the School of sharicah, where he remained for three years. He 

then taught another two and a half years at public high schools. From 1933 to 1942, he 

held an appointment at the College of u$üi al-din first as teacher of rhetoric, then of history 

4 MuI,lammad cAbduh studied in al-A~madï mosque in Tanta from 1862 to 1866. This 
mosque has becn under al-Azhar's administration since 1896. Sec Bayard Dodge, AI-Azhar: 
A Millenium of Muslim Learning, (Washmgton D.C.: The MIddle East Instltutc. 1961), 129 
and 135. 
5 Abü Bakr cAbd al-Raz7.aq, Muhammad Abü Zahrah: imam 'asrihl, (Calro: dHr al-
i'ti~, 1984), 25-26. 
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of religions, denominations and sects. It is during this period that Mu~ammad Abu Zahrah 

wrote "Lectures on Comparative Religions" and "Lectures on Christianity"6. In 1934, he 

accepted a further appointment in the College of Law to teach rhetoric. In 1935 he ~as 

promoted to teach Islamic law. Further promotions saw him move from teacher, assistant 

professor, chair prof essor , director of the sharicah department until he reached retirement 

age in 1958. Despite orders from the College of Law, Abu Zahrah refused to stop teaching, 

even if it did go against the Sultan's directives 7! He eventually took up teaching at the new 

Institute of Higher Arabie Studies founded as a branch of the Arab States Univer~ity. He 

participated in the founding of the Association oflslamic Studies and that of the Institute of 

Islamic Studies in which he was appointed prof essor and director of its sharic:m 

department. Finally, he was elected member of the Islamic Research Society of al-Azhar in 

February 1962. In 1963, he continued to teach Islamic law and sharicah at the College of 

Business Administration in al-Azhar University. His last publication dates from 1973. 

Abu Zahrah's literary contribution spans a wide spectrum, from theological 

academic writings to more popular writings8. In this almost encyclopeadic production, a 

number of works stand out as more reflective of Abü Zahrah's main concems and expertise. 

After writing on rhetoric and the history of religions in his early academic years, Abü 

Zahrah tumed principally to Ishmic jurisprudence. He wrote a major work on the different 

Islamic s~hools, as well as on eight major Islamic figures in the development of Islamic 

jurisprudence9. He also produced a general introduction to this field as weIl as another 

book on its problematic features. Furthermore, Abu Zahrah contributed a three volume 

work on "The la st of the Prophets", another on the Qur3iin entitled "The Great Miracle". In 

his numerous popular works, the emphasis moved to a more apologetic description of sorne 

6 
7 
8 
9 

Imllm 

Ibid., 31. 
Ibid. Rcported wilhout any refcrences. 
For a dctailcd list of Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah's publications, refer to section 7.1. 
Thcsc figures include: Abü l:Ianïfah, Malik Ibn Anas, al-Shafi'i, Ibn I;Ianbal, aI-

Zayd, Ibn Taymïyah, Ibn l:Iazm and al-Imllm aI-Sildiq. 
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current central Islamic themes lO• In short, Abü Zahrah's principalliterary output reflects a 

life long concem with normative sunnï1egalism. 

10 Sorne of these themes inelude: contraet of marri age and inheritanee, the cali (dacwah) 
to Islam, IsIamie society, family planning, Islamie war (jihfd) in Islam, Islamie unit y, etc. 
See section 7.1. 
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2.3 'ABD-ALLAH DIRAZ : A SHORT BIOGRAPHY 

'Abd-Allâh Dirâz Il was born in 1894 in an Egyptian village near Alexandria. In 

1905, he started to study at a religious institute in Alexandria. By 1912, he received his 

secondary school certificate from al-Azhar, which had then irnplernented sorne laws of 

reform (in 1895-1896) but still remained independent from the govemment 12. In 1916, he 

received the al-Azhar equivalent of a doctorate degree, the shahiidatal-ciiJamïyah 13. In 

between, he had leamed French and, after his graduation, he was offered a teaching position 

al the Lycée Français du Caire which he tumed down. While he continued his studies 

privately, he taught al various schools until, in 1928, he started teaching at the College of 

u$iil aJ-din in Cairo. 

In 1936, 'Abd-Allah Diraz received a scholarship, together with two other 

Egyptiansl4, to pursue his doctoral studies in France. He 1eft for Paris with his wife and 

ten children (five boys and five girls). They remained there for twelve years without 

returning once to Egypt. Even me war years were spent in Paris, with aIl the threats which 

German occupation posed for Egyptians due to the British presence in Egypt. Despite the 

very difficult situation during these years, CA bd-Allah Diraz never stopped attending 

Il Most of the following biographical infonnalion cornes from an interview with the 
daughter and son-in-Iaw of 'Abd-Alliih DIl3z. Dr. and Mrs. al-Sayyid MulJammad Badawï. 
Il took place in Alexandria on Dcccmbcr 18th 1986. Dr. Badawï used to be head of the 
department of sociology al the Umversity of Alexandria. 
12 Bayard Dodge. AI-Azh3l': A Millenium of Muslim Leaming. (Washmgton D.C.: The 
Middle East InSUlUIe. 1961). 134. 
13 This diploma laler bccame the cquivaIcnt of the current North American bachelor's 
degrce after certain laws were promulgatcd by King Fu'ad the First in 1930 and 1933. See 
Dodge. Ibid. 136 . 
. 4 The two other Egyptians were Shaikh aI-FaQQfun and Shaikh al-Taj also from al-
Azhar. The thrce forrncd the Fu3ad the First mIssion in Paris. During the German 
occupation of Paris. It was Impossible for the three Egyptians to receive their grants from the 
Egyptian governrnent. It was MasSIgnon and other French Oncntalists who often provided 
the ncccssary funds for the thrce Egyptian students and famtly to survive and pursue their 
studios. This information was provldcd by Dr. Albert Nader who was also pursuing his 
doctoral studios at La Sorbonne at thal time. Sce also the first page dedication 10 ç Abd
AllAh Oirnz's two pubtishcd thcsis. Initiation au Koran and La Morale du Koran. 
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classes at La Sorbonne. He first obtained a licence in philosophy while continuing his own 

research. He also gained a working knowlege of English. Finally, after successfully 

defending two theses on December 15th, 1947, CA bd-Allah Dirâz was awarded his 

doctorate degree with mention très honorable. The exarniners were Louis Massignon, 

Évariste Uvi-Provençal and Lessein. He wrote two theses: " Initiation au Koran: exposé 

historique, analytique et comparatif" as weIl as " La Morale du Koran "15. 

CAbd-Allah Ditiiz's return to Egypt in 1948 marked the beginning ot a new period. 

He began to teach for the first time a course on the History of Religions, at Fu~ad the First 

Universityl6. It was taught in the faculty of literature for students from the department of 

philosophy, concentrating in sociology 17. He was later appointed to al-Azhar and soon 

delegated to diir al-culüm to teach comparative religion. In 1949, he becarne a member of 

the al-Azhar academy. In 1953, he was chosen to be a member of the government's High 

Committee for Policies in Education. He also joined the High Council for Radio Diffusion, 

where he began the radio broadcasting of a weekly quarter of an hour presentation on 

morals and ethicsl8. He also became a member of the Supreme Council ofthe cUJamiP at 

Cairo. In January 1958, he represented al-Azhar, together with Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah, at 

the Pan-Islamic Conference held in Lahore, Pakistan. He delivered a lecture on the therne: 

"Islam's Attitude Towards and Relations with other Faiths". He died soon afterwards, 

during the conference itself19. 

15 Both thescs were publishcd in 1951 in Pans, at lhe Presses UnIversitaires de France. 
16 Firsl foundcd in 1925 under the narne Egyptian Umversity, Fu)ad the Fust 
University was laler renarncd Umversity of Cairo in 1952. Sec Dodge, Ibld.,143. 
17 çAbd-Allah Dllaz, a/-din, ([CaIrn]: [?J. [1952]), from the preface. 
18 Thcse radio presentations were comptlcd in a posthumous work cditcd by Dr. al· 
Sayyid Mu~amrnad Badawï under the lille dustüt al-Ilch/liq al-Our'an, (Beyrout: dlIr al-
bu~üth a/-cilmïyah, 1973). 
19 A collcctJon of a good nurnbcr of the papcrs presentcd at the International Islamic 
Colloquium held at the UniverSity of Panjab, Lahore, (rom Dcccmbcr 29th 1957 till 
January 8th 1958, is available at the Iibrary of the Institute of Islamlc Studies at McGlI1 
University, Montréal, Canada. Sec also Bayard Dodge, "The International Islamic 
Colloquium," The Muslim World, 48:2(1958), 170-173. Sec page 173 for a special 
reference 10 the unlimely dealh of tAbd-Allah Diraz. There is a fuller report also by Bayard 
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'Abd-Allih Diraz wrote in three major fields: Islamic ethics, Islamic law and 

philosophy20. According to jurists, his magnus opus is: aJ-nabiP al-cadhfm (The Great 

Revelation). Also important is al-mukhtarfi al-~adïth (Selection of Traditions). Through 

his publications, man y of which are general introductions, and through his social 

involvement in Egyptian society, 'Abd-AlllIh Diraz portrayed his deep rootedness in Islam 

and his openness to learning about and integrating Western knowledge. His written 

contributions reflect the merging of two culturallegacies, a tendency not unlike that started 

by Taha l;Iusayn (1889-1973), twenty years earlier. 

Dodgc, "The International Islamic Colloquium: 1958," The Muslim World, 48:3(1958), 
192·204, especially 199-202 for referenccs to the paper given by 'AM-Allah DirIz. 
20 For a detailcd Iist of 'Abd-Allrut DirIz's works, refcr to section 7.2. 
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2.4 AI;IMAD SHALABÏ: A SHORT BIOGRAPHY 

A~mad Shalabi was born in the early nineteen twenties in the village of çAlim near 

Abü l;Iammad in the Eastern province of Egypt21 • His father, a local well-to-do private 

tradesman, died when A~mad was only four years old. The inheritance was enough for his 

mother to keep supporting A~mad aud his sister independently. Like the other village 

children, his education began at the kuttab where he memorized the Q~iin, learned the 

rudiments of writing, counting and Qur:Jiin recitation. Upon completion of this first basic 

stage, rather than picking up his father's trade, A~mad decided to attend the preparatory 

school in the town of al-Zaqâziq22. After the preparatory level, he pursued his studies in 

diir al-culüm at the University ofCair023. Afler graduation, he pursued a doctorate program 

at Cambridge Universicy in England. In 1952, he completed his thesis entitle: "History of 

Muslim Education". It was later published in 1954. While at Cambridge, he studied 

comparative religions and more particularly the works of Ibn l;Iazm, al-Biruni, Shahrastanï 

and Mascüdï with such prof essors as Arthur John Arberry, Bernard Lewis and Bertram 

Thomas. Sha!abi acknowledged that he relied heavity on these early Muslim precursors of 

comparative religions in the Islamic world in his later publications on this topic. In 1955, 

Shalabiwas delegated by the University ofCairo and the Muslim Congress to become 

professor of Islamic Studies in the University of Indonesia. Then he was appointed 

director of the United Arab Republic Cultural Center in Jakarta. White in Indonesia, he 

21 Most of the following mformation cornes from A~mad Shalabi's aUlObiography, 
rihlat hayyah (Cairo: maktabat al-nah(lat al-mi$Tiyah, 1973), 27-31. A~mad Shalabrs 
birthdate is not given in that autobiography nor was it obtamed at the interview which he 
accorded to this author on Dccembcr 16th, 1986, whlch took place at Shalabï's appartment in 
al-Macl[dï, Cairo. 
22 This prcparalOry school in aJ-Zaqazïq was callcd al-ma'had al-dïnî (the Religious 
Institute). It was first affiliatcd with al-Azhar. Then it has come under full al-Azhar 
jurisdktion al least since 1930. Sec Dodge, Ibid., 149. 
23 Dar al-culüm had previously becn attachcd lO al-Azhar sincc 1925. At this time, al-
Azhar's f:nances did not escape this proccss of grcater centrali7.ation either. Betwecn the two 
World Wars, the finances of al-Azhar werc gradually removcd from the private scctor to 
government authorities. In 1952, al-Azhar bccame IOtally fundcd through the Egyplian 
govemment. See Dodge, Ibid., 146. 
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began delivering lectures on comparative religions. He worked with such people as Shaykh 

Mu~ammad 1:Iasbi, Professor 1;Iankah and Dr. Mukti cAli. It would seem that, upon 

leaving Indonesia in 1961, Shalabi left behind him a new interest for comparative 

religions24. But Shalabi also added that: "Comparative religions is very useful in Egypt 

[t001. We have to understand these people, theirreligion and we need to have full respect 

for Jewish people and Christians as weil as [promote al deep and sincere study [of 

them]"25. 50 upon his retum to Egypt, Shalabi began teaching, among other subjects, 

comparative religions at diir a/-'ulûm in Cairo (some twelve thousand student~). He is 

currently director of its Faculty of Islamic Studies (three thousand students)26. 

A~mad Shalabï truly writes on an encydopaedic scale27. To mention but a few of 

his publications, there are: "Encyclopaedia of Islamic History" (10 volumes, 3rd edition), 

"Encyc1opaedia oflslamic Institutions and Civilization" (10 volumes, the last volume being 

an autobiography), and "Islamic Library for aIl matters" (100 monographs divided into 6 

groups). He also wrote three books on the Arabic language for non-Arabie speakers, 

educational books such as his famous "How to write a researeh or thesis", now at more 

than its twentieth edition. Finally, he either wrote or had severa) books of his translated into 

Indonesian. He also published in English: "Belief-Legislation and MoraIs" as weIl as 

"History of Education in Egypt", which was his Cambridge doctoral thesis. Two threads 

seem to tie aIl these subjects together: history (especially contemporary) and education 

(relevance of Islam to the contemJNrary world). This is not surprising since A~mad 

Shalabi wrote his doctorate thesis on the history of Muslim education. 

24 Among sorne of A~mad Sh8.'.abi's foUowers, we may find a certain Mas'üdi in 
Indoncsia and a certain A~mad Ibn Sukkar at the National Publication House in Singapore. 
A~mad Shalabï addcd in the mtervlew with thlS author that there are now new prof essors 
teaehing comparative rehgions too. He named two of them: Safi al-Din and Racüf Shalabï. 
25 From the Dccember 16th, 1986 interview in Cairo. 
26 A~mad Shalabï said that several of his students in clar al-'ulÜ171 were currently 
working under his supervision on new publications in the field of comparative religions. 
27 For a detailcd li st of Abmad Shalabi's publications, see section 7.3. 
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2.5 PARALLELS AND CONTRASTS 

There are several parallels among Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah, cAbd-Alliih Direz and 

Al)mad Shalabï, especially in terms of social background, education and main occupation. 

They can also he differentiated through several contrasts, such as l:..ccess to foreign 

languages, exposure to travels and general attitudes loward the West. Despite the relative 

lack of detailed biograhical information about each author, it remains possible to outline 

sorne of the main fealures of the above parallels and conttasls. These will enlighten our 

three authors' shared historicity and differentiations, lhus providing imponant elements to 

explain, in subsequent chaplers, their choices of topic, methodology, rhetoric and style. 

The social backgrounds of our three authors reflect more parallels than contrasts. 

cAbd-Alliih Diriiz and Mul)ammad Abü Zahrah were bom al a close interval to one another, 

at the end of la st century, while A~mad Shalabï was born a generalion later, in the early 

nineteen twenties. AlI three grew up in more rural areas, whether in villages or a town, 

then yel little influenced by Western ways oflife28. Indeed, Diraz and Shalabï were raised 

in small villages, while Abii Zahrah grew up in a small town in the middle of the Nile delta. 

Although Diraz's family background within that small village is unknown, it might he 

assumed that it would have been similar to that of Shalabï insofar as both of them were able 

to leave home in their early adolescence to pursue their studies. In Shalabi's case, this 

implied a cenain relative freedom from financial responsibility towards his family. Shalabï 

came from a family of petit tradesman with sorne sma1l1and ownership, thus relatively 

wealthy wi:hin the context of agrarian Egypt. As f01 Abü Zahrah, his family seems also 10 

have been of sorne imponance if the uncle had becorne the Shaykh aJ-MaQallah. 

Accordingly, il would seem that our three authors enjoyed sorne degree of financial ease 

28 Taha l;Iusayn, a1-Cayyam (Cairo: dfr a1-ma'lfnf, [1952]), vols. 1-2. 
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which allowed them to pursue their studies. But only in the case I)f Abü Zahrah is it clear 

that his family background predisposed him toward long tenn religious studies. 

The second and most important element of cohesion among our three authors is their 

early years of education. AIl three of them passed through the kuttifb system. In their early 

teens, they left home for a betterreligious educational institution: Abü Zahrah to Tanta; 

Diraz to Alexandria; and Shalabï to al-Zaqazïq. Ali three thus entered institutions linked to 

the al-Azhar network ofreligious schools. Clearly, by the time they obtained their 

secondary diplomas, aU three had probably received a very similar traditional sunnï 

religious education outside the pale of the more modem school system established by 

Mul)ammad 'Alï in 1836. Even Shalabï who went through the system sorne twenty years 

later seems to have received the same essential training29• The relatively simHar family 

background and basic religious education of our three authors seem to indicate a strong 

traditional Egyptian Islamic context. This certainly contributed to a high degree of shared 

historicity among Diraz, Abü Zahrah atld Shalabï. 

In addition to this fonnative period during which the same traditional Islamic 

worldview was acquired, aIl three authors further specialized in Islamic Studies, whether at 

al-Azhar in the case of Diraz or at dar al-culüm for Abü Zahrah and Shalaùï. Clearly, these 

in~titutions were not monolithic in tenus of how their members interpreted the inherited 

Islamic tradition in the context of a rapidly changing Cairo and Alexandria confronted with 

Western technology and values. There existed several currents often dichotomized into pro 

and contra reform efforts30. But more importantly, these reforms were al ways prey to the 

29 The al-Zaqazïq mosque Jomcd al-Azhar in 1930, white the ones of Alexandria and 
Tan\.8 jOlncd ln 1896. The curriculum remamcd cssentially the same. For the content of this 
curriculum, sec Bayard Dodge, Ibid., 208 and 211-212. 
30 This process of modemizatlon al al-Azhar startcd in 1895-1896, with the fltst laws 
of rcform for whidl Mu~ammad cAbduh and the al-Azhar rcctor Shaikh l;Iassünah al
Nawliwï werc Instrumental. 

1 
1 
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- political rivalries among monarchists, nationalists and supporters of the growing Muslim 

Brothers (al-ikhwiinaJ-muslimün), after 1928. Whatever the personal inclinations of our 

three authors might have been, the fact that aIl three authors remained within the field of 

Islamic studies and eventually spent their lives teaching and writing about it speaks 

29 

el oquently of the strong commitment to Islam and Islamic tradition, however it might have 

been defined, which our three authors shared. In faet, they have themselves been aetors in 

this constantly changing tradition, contribllting in various ways to its contemporary 

coloring. 

Within the context of this shared Islamic Egyptian historicity, which constitutes the 

foundation for 'mderstanding our three authors, it is possible to discern major 

differentiations. The most obvious one pertains to the graduate studies carried on in Egypt 

and/or in Europe, the second of which implies an advanced knowledge of a second 

language. There is also the degree of exposure to the outside world through travelling and 

working abroad. FinaIly, and as a result in part of aIl of the above factors, different 

concems c. ~erged as we briefly survey eaeh author's publications. 

The greatest factor of differentiation among our three authors remains linked to the 

place and extent of their respective graduate studies. Diraz first obtained the shahadat al

caJamiyah, the al-Azharequivalent of a Ph.D., in 1916. Abü Zahrah, after graduating from 

the College of sharicah in 1926 and a year later obtaining the diir al-culiïm diploma 31, 

embarked on a teaching carreer and rapidly started publishing and thus climbing the 

academic ladder. During this time, Diraz concentrated on teaching and learning French 

which made him elligible for an Egyptian govemment scholarship to embark on a second 

doctorate in France in 1936. By this rime, Shalabï was probably studying towards his firs! 

31 It is not clcar how each one of thosc degrccs relates to the othcr at that pcriod of 
relatively frequent changes. Futhennore, since the exact dates of graduatIOn are not 
available, it remains dlfficult to give any valid cqUivalent. 
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degree at diiral-cuJüm, which made compulsory the learning of a foreign language, English 

in Shalabi's case. This later enabled him to begin his doctorate studies in England, about a 

decade after Diriiz had crossed the Mediterranean. In fact, Shalabi's leaving Egypt at a 

much younger age than Diraz, as well as his greater exposure to the Western influences so 

present in Cairo during the Second World War made the confrontation with the West even 

more challenging than it had been for Ahü Zahrah and Diriiz, a challenge closer to the core 

of his self-identity. If it remains difficult to measure the extent of such an impact, il is 

important to be aware of the va.rying dp.grees of potential Western influences on our 

authors. Indeed, both cAbd-Allâh Diraz and Al)mad Shalabï studied abroad for a major 

length of time (respectively 12 and about 7 years) in order to obtain a doctorate degree. As 

for Abü Zahrah, he remained in Cairo the major part of his life, connected directly or 

indirectly to al-Azhar and diIral-'ulüm, and seemingly without proficient knowledge of a 

European language. Furthermore, apart from the time spt;nt abroad for study pm'poses, 

Shalabï taught in Indonesia for six years. This rime spent abroad is much greater than that 

spent by both Dirâz and Abü Zahrah who sporadically travelled to various conferences, 

such as the International Islamic ColloquiulT' in Lahore in Pakistan in 1958. Shalabï still 

continues to travel much, giving classes and advice on Islamic education especially in the 

gulf states, such as Dubai32. 

Shalabi's broader exposure to the Muslim world's variety demarcate~ him from the 

other two authors. This is clearly reflected in the scope of Shalabi's publications. He 

claims that he is the flfst Muslim to have written a history oflslam from a truly global 

perspective and that he is the first Muslim in the contemporary period to revive the tradition 

of comparative religions which was first founded by Muslims33• It seems that Shalabï is at 

32 
33 

From the Dccembcr 16th. 1986 interview in Cairo. 
Ibid. 
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once rooted in the Islamic heritage of scholarship and concerned with twentieth century 

world reality. In fact, he should be considered as an educationalist historian, insofar as he 

attempts to make accessible to a wide audience the fruits ofIslamic history. However his 

apologetic bent emerges when his concerns for presenting Islamic history and civilization 

(1959, 1974) are linked to his concems for proving the all encompassing and superior 

nature ofIslam in terms ofpolitics (1964), communism (1976), economics (1964, 1976, 

1980), legislation (1976), Islamic socia1life (1958, 1968), socialism (1966), institutions 

(1978), not to mention world religions (1961-1964)34. A simple survey of the titles ofhis 

publications reveals an apologetic dialectic insofar as Shalabïjuxtaposes to Islam concepts 

clearly borrowed frO'll the West. In other words, he presents Islamic responses to Western 

phenomena in the light of his own historical interpretation. 

In contrast, a similar sUlvey of cAbd-AlHih Diraz's publications reveals only two 

tilles which resonate of apologetics: "Introduction to General International Law in Islam" 

and "Interest from the Point of View of Islamic Law". The others, inc1uding his two thesis, 

concentrate on core Islamic areas, such as QrWiin (1951, 1978), hadith (1978) and ethics 

(1950, 1973). Diraz's works include a strong ethical dimen~ion. It would seem that ethics. 

rather than history , constitute Diraz's major focus of commitment to Islam. 

As for Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah, his long list of publications reflects a primary 

interest in jurisprudence, especially in terms of the major founders of the various legal 

schools (rnadhf.hib). He also wrote several major works on a number of more specific 

legal issues such as waqf(1959), marriage and inheritance (1971), family and birth control 

(1976), etc. Apart fromjurisprudence per se, he wrote three books which stress the 

34 The years in parentheses refer to the publication date of the books rcfcrrcd 10, in 
accordance with the Iists of each author's publications found in section 7. Many of the 
publication dates refer 10 second or tater cditions, the specific dates of the first cdition not 
having bei-, found. 
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relevance of an Islamic society and Islamic unit y in our contemporary world (1965, 1965, 

1977). Ali these publications can be divide grosso modo into two broad categories: long 

monographs and lecture notes. Many of Abü Zahrah's tilles begin with "Lectures on ... ", 

including his two books on comparative religions and Christianity (1941, 1942). Abü 

Zahrah reflects the passage from oral transmission to a written fonn of transmission which 

is then used by students in the same traditional rote memory fashion35• It would then 

appear that these books of lecture format serve a more specific educational purpose36. In 

this respect, Abü Zahrah's intense involvement with publications for students implies sorne 

parallel with Shalabfs concem for educating Muslims of his age at large. But Abü Zahrah's 

main interest nonetheless remains the revitalization of sunnilegalism, making the 

foundations of Islamic jurisprudence or fiqh available to a wider and more literate audience 

than in the past. 

Whether historical, ethical or legal, each focus which Mul,lammad Abü Zahrah, 

cAbd-Allah Diraz and Al,lmad Shalabi has brought to bear on the developments taking place 

within today's Islamic world, carries with it the historicity of the twentieth century's 

turbulences. Indeed, in a few decades Egyptians passed from an Islamic centered 

worldview to often infringing influences from outside ideologies. This process finally 

culminated in a state of political independence, although marred with military and economic 

dependencies. How did these rapid changes affect our three authors' interpretations and 

35 Dodge, Ibid., 168. 
36 The distinction between lecture notes and more academically oriented publications 
sccrns somewhat inappropriate in the traditional Islamic context out of which Abû Zahrah is 
writing. This distinction stems from a Western context in which a clear difference is made 
betwcen academic (thus Ihoroughly researched and scientific in methodology) publications 
and tcaching tools such as lecture notes (not thoroughly revised and often incomplete for 
publication standards). The audience 10 which each type of writing is destined is also 
considercd as different: students versus the academic scientific community. Nevertheless, 
despite the obvious Western bias involved in making such a distinction in the case of Abü 
Zahrah's publications, it will become necessary in better defining his hermeneutical context, 
espccially as il will be comparcd laler on with that of Dirliz and ShaIabi in which Western 
influences directly shap!,(f thelr respective hermeneutics. 
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visions of Islam? How much did technological advance force our authors to reckon with 

alien scientific methods in their own work in the history , ethics and legal aspects of Islam? 

How much of the Western "other" has impinged on their Islamic and Egyptian identities? 

Why would all three authors, writing from different Islamic perspectives, decide to write on 

comparative religions? Unfortunately incomplete biographies relying too often on second 

hand reports and insufficient analyses of each author's works within their specifie historical 

sequence greaùy timit any meaningful answer we might give to aIl these important 

questions. Nevertheless, the primary parallels and contrasts noted above will prove 

essential to understand better the historical context of each author. As we now tum to a 

closer examination of our three authors' pUlposes and scopes in preseming religions other 

than Islam, it will thus become possible to recreate, at least in terms of the few books under 

study, Abü Zahrah's, Dirliz's and Shalabi's respective hermeneutical stances on the study of 

religion. 
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3. ON INTENTIONALITY: PURPOSE AND SCOPE 

The writings of our three authors comprise seven books: A~mad Shalabï's four 

volume series on comparative religions; Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah's "Lectures on 
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Comparativ(; Religions" and "Lectures on Christianity", and finally Mul)8mmad cAbd-Allah 

Diraz's "Religion: introductory investigations into the study of the History of Religions". 

Taken as a group, these selected writings cannot claim to represent a broad overview of 

contemporary Muslim perspectives on the study of religion. There exist several other 

books and genres which cannot he analysed in this context l, The present writings simply 

illustrate three different perspectives on the study of religion in twentieth century Egypt. 

There is no attempt al analyzing the sociological relevance of these works to the larger 

Muslim society, although the reverse, the society's influence on the creative act behind each 

work, in other words its historicity, is implicitly necessary to make sense of every book. 

Thus keeping in mind the broader social and personal histories of each author as explained 

in the preceding section, this section on intentionality will analyze the subjective context 

surrounding the writing of each book. Through a focus on our three authors' purposes and 

their respective scopes in the study of religion, we will he able to extract a number of 

subjective elements which will clarify their intentionality, so important to understand their 

hermeneutics. 

For a list of other books, in EngHsh and in Arabie, written on the subject of 
comparative religions by eontemporary Muslims, 1 recommend the pioneering articles of 
Jacques Waardenburg "World Religions as Seen in the Light of Islam," Islam: Past Influence 
and Present Challenge, eds. A.T. Welch and P. Cachia, (Albany: SUNY Press, 1979), 245-
269; "Twentieth-Century Muslim Writings on Other Religions: a Proposed Typology," 
Proceedings of the Union Europénne des Arabisants et Islamisants, Ed. R. Hillenbrand, 
(Edinburgh: 1982), 107-115. See also for contemporary writings on Jesus: J. Jomier, 
"Quatre ouvrages en arabe sur le Christ," Mélanges de l'Institut Dominicain d'Etudes 
Orientales, 5(1958), 367-386. 
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3.1 MUl;lAMMAD ABD ZAHRAH ON COMPARATIVE RELIGIONS 

Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah wrote two books on the study of religion: "Lectures on 

Comparative Religions" and "Lectures on Christianity" (referred to subsequently as LCR 

and LC). LCR was written and first published sometime between 1933 and 1942, a period 

during which Abü Zahrah was a teacher of rhetoric and argumentation as well as of history 

of religions, denominations and sects in the Depanment of Preaching and Missionary Work 

at the College of u$iil al-din in Cairo2. It is not possible to give a more definite date of 

publication since we must rely in the case of LCR, on a 1965 edition. In the case of LC. we 

know it was first published in 19423, although we shaH he using the 1966 third edition 

which fortunately includes the prefaces to the first, second and third editions4• Moreover, it 

seems that the two books were written in consecutive years, probably before the beginning 

of the Second World War5• 

2 Abü Bakr 'Abd al-Razzaq, Abü Zahf'dh: imam 'asnhl, Vol. l, (Cairo: dM al-citi$am, 
1985), 31. 
3 We know that on September 15th, 1942, Dr. Ra'üf, a Muslim membcr of the ncwly 
formed ikhwan al-$l1fij~ (Iater renamcd the Rehgious Fratemity or ikM~ al-dïnï), did a 
presentation on Abü Zahrah's LC for a mixed Chnstian-Muslim audience. Sec Georges 
Anawati, "Pour l'histoire du dialogue Islamo-chréuen en Egypte: l'association des frères 
sincères (lkhwan al-$afii~ ) 1941-1953," Mélanges rte l'Institut Dominicain d'Etudes 
Orientales, 14(1980), 385-395. ThiS contradicts Mahmoud Ayoub's statcmcnt that both Abü 
Zahrah and A~mad ~halabï wrote after the Second World War. Sec Mahmoud Ayoub, 
"Muslim Views of Christianity: Sorne Modem Exarnples," Islamochristiana. 10(1984), 51. 
4 We have only the following dates for sorne of the prefaces: 1942, May 1949 and 
March 1966, when Abü Zahrah wrote the LC prefaces to the first, second and third cditions 
respectively; March 1965 for a preface of LCR without any mention of cdltion. A 1986 re
print of LCR even deleted the March 1965 reference. 
5 There are two distinct questions to resolve: the publication ycar of LCR and the 
order of publication of LCR and LC. On the question of the ordcr of publication, we find 
on page 4 of the 1965 LCR preface that : "1 divided the study inLO two parts. the part of the 
ancient religions [ ... ] and in the second part, Chnstianity". This would indicate that LCR 
would have prececded LC, if not 10 actual publication timing, at least in how it inLCnded to 
he used in the classroom. TIus point is reinforced 10 Abü Zahrah's dccision to re-edit LCR 
in 1965 and then LC in 1966, both heing rc-taught by AM Zahrah hlrnself ID the newly 
founded Institute of Islamic Studles in Carro. This is confirmed ID both the 1965 LCR 
preface (p.4) and the 1966 LC preface (p.3). The issue at stake is to try to fmd the date of 
the frrsl course on comparative religions taught in Egypl In a table on the evoJution of the 
al-Azhar theology programme, C. Eccel lists the subjeCt of Mushm sccts and comparative 
religion. This subjcct was not taught 10 1936, while it was taught ID 1970 in both the core 
program for the BA and the Preaching and Missionary Work section. Sec C. Eccel, ~ 
Islam and Social Change: AI-Azhar in ConflicL and AccomO<!ation, (Berhn: Klaus Schwarl. 
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Abù Zahrah's stated purpose in writing thesc books was to provide lecture notes for 

the students who attended his classes. He wrote: " 1 presented that which 1 found about 

ancient religions [ white] teaching at the College of u~ül al-din ; the Institute of Islamic 

Studies say that 1 lectured in it [too] and this is a summary of the classes which 1 delivered 

to the students of this blessed institute"6. And in LC's first edition: " He [Abü Zahrah] was 

assigned the teaching of the history of religion in the Department of Preaching and 

Missionary Work of the College of 1J~ül al-din ; 1 delivered lectures on Christianity and this 

is its summary"7. Even as late as in 1966, the third preface to LC reveals the same basic 

purpose forreprinting a third edition: "When 1 decided to teach [comparative religions] to 

students of the Institute of Islamic Studies, the students did not find anything to con suIt 

about it, so there was no other choice for the Institute but to reprint a [new] edition of it so 

as to help the students"8. Although such lecture notes have undoubtedly served an 

education al purpose for Abü Zahrah's own students, there may have been an added 

economic incentive behind such publications t009• But whether educational or economic, 

these purposes do not indic!ue why Abü Zahrah was appointed to teach a course, most 

Verlag, 1984), 435. So this fact would lead us to imply that LCR was published after 1936 
and bcfore 1942. 
6 Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah, muhadariit fi muqifranat al-~adyiin, ([Cairo]: malbacat yüsuf, 
[1965]), 4. Following references 10 "Lectures on Comparative Religions" will he noted as 
LCR. Ali translations are mine unless otherwise stated. 
7 MuI}ammad Abü Zahrah, muhadarat fi al-nasraniyah, (Cairo: dar al-fJkr al-camhi, 
1966, third cdition), 8. Following references to "Lectures on Christianity" will he noted as 
LC. 
S LC,3. 
9 In order to compensate for the OI'.en insufficient salaries which teachers have umed at 
al-Azhar, a recent (twentieth century) tradition has developped WhlCh consists in giving full 
freedom to teachers over the content of their courses, including the compulsory buying of the 
teachers' own publications by their students. This information has becn given tu this author 
on May 24th 1989 by 'Abd al-RaJ:lïm Jallal, a 1984 graduate of al-Azhar. This practice has 
becn expcricnced by this author too in the Faculty of Islamlc Studics of the Umversity of 
Jordan during the academic year 1987-1988. Il would seem that thlS pracbce on the one 
hand st.ems from the traditional method of knowlege transmission (i.e. by rote), and on the 
other from the well-known fact that teachers' salaries have always becn at subsistance level, 
especially in Egypt, thus creating an incentive for teachers to make extra money by selling 
thcir own books to their students. On the question of low salaries, see Dodge, Ibid., 133-
135, 137 and 168. Sec also Eccel, Ibid., 167-171 and 249-267. 
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probably the first of its kind at al-Azhar, on ancient religions and another on Christianity, 

considering the fact that he came from a teaching position in rhetoric and argumentation. 

Nor is it clear when and in which context such courses were first developed at al-Azhar10• 

The only clue we have is that Abü Zahrah hints that his work in the field of comparative 

religions and more specifically on Christianity, is rathel uncommon: "The path was not 

smooth before the researcher who wanted to write on Christianity"ll. 

But the real purpose behind both Mu~ammad Abü Zahrah's courses and subsequent 

lecture notes is more polemical in nature than strictly educational. If education is the 

transmission ofknowledgel2, then the real issue resides in what knowledge needs to be 

transmitted, how this knowledge is selected and why. The what and the how will be 

closely analyzed in the following chapter, since they deal with sources and methods. The 

reason(s) why a particular set ofknowlege is selected sheds light on the purpose(s) behind 

the mere transmission of knowledge. Even though in the case of Abü Zahrah the reasons 

are not directly stipulated, hints can be extracted so as to illuminate his real intention, which 

is to prove the superiority and unique validity of Islam over and against other religions. 

This underlying aim is rather obvious in the LCR preface: 

1 was brought up a Muslim in a Muslim nation and ever since 1 grew up 1 have 
believed in God, the one and only, unique and eternal. But 1 was fascinated sin ce my 
childhood to know the be.liefs which prevail on the earth, East and West, to know the place 
of Islamic belief among them, with my faith in the Qur'iin. the truth about which there is no 
doubt [ ... ]". And: "1 thus ended with what 1 began, belie ng in the Qur'iin and its beliefs, 

10 Eccel, Ibid., 435-437. There is an unfonunate gap in Ecccl's tables bctwccn 1936 
and 1970. 
11 LC, 10. The question remains unsolved as to whcthcr the work is pcrceived as new 
because of Abü Zahrah's method, which will be analyzed in the next chapter, or bccause the 
subject matter had never becn taught al al-Azhar officially before. Il would bc nccessary ta 
check sorne bibliographies to get precise dates of publication for LCR and LC. 
12 Education in a broader meaning includes ethics too. See Webster, Third New 
International Dictionary of the English Language Unabridged, (Springfield: G.& C. 
Merriam Co., 1968), 723. 
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in the prophet and its laws (shari'ah) because there is in the Islamic belief a 
deanthropomorphism of the thoughts from illusions, a purification from dirt and, in the 
Islamic beliefthere is the righteousness ofhumanity13. 

38 

ln LC, the tirst pref ace stresses: "This book of mine is the best guide to all Christian 

students of the truth who are traveling on its path [ .. ] Say: 0 People of the Scripture! Come 

to an agreement between us and you: that we shaH worship none but Allah, and that we 

shaH ascribe no partner unto Him, and that none of us shall take others for the lords beside 

I\Hah"14. And the last part of this verse was dropped. It reads: " And if they run away 

then say: Bear witness that we are they who have surrendered (unto Him)." The polemical 

undertones resurface in the Le second edition's preface too: 

We wrote the book "Lectures on Christianity" hoping that the truth of guidance may 
prevail; we do not attack any belief nor invalidate any doctrine; rather we illuminate the path 
and we place a light in front of the main street so that whoever wants maturity may foUow 
it, whoever hopes for the right thing. [ ... ] They [people] do not truly understand [religion] 
as a belief, nor as a spiritual correction, nor as a spiritual redemption. This is an obstacle 
without which guidance wouid reach hearts in which the spirits would radiate the light of 
truth l5. 

This st Y le appears once more in the third edition's preface where after much apologetic 

explanation of his own methods and sources, Abü Zahrah ends with the following answer 

to Christian criticisms: 

Lastly we tell to our brothers that we believe i.1 the Messiah, peace be upon him, and 
we believe in Mu~ammad, God bless him and grant him salvation, and in the remaining 
prophets. "Say (0 Muslims): we believe in Allah and that which was revealed unto us and 
that which was revealed \lnto Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the tribes, 
and that which Moses and Jesus received, and that which the Prophets received from the 
Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and unto Him we have surrendered" 
(sUrah 2:136)16. 

In fact Abü Zahrah follows the Qur'iinic injunction which, within a context of discussion 

on beliefs regarding Jesus, caUs for Muslims " to witness white dwelling among them 

13 
14 
IS 

LCR, 3-4. 
LC, 9. The quotc is from sürah 3:64. 
LC,6. 

16 LC, 5. Ail Qur~nic quoaation in English are taken from 
translation of the Qur'5n, The Meaning of the Glorious Komn. 

M. M. PickthaU's 
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[Christians) "17. The Western challenge which has gradually infiltrated and imposed itself 

on contemporary Islamic history seems to have awakened in Abü Zahrah the old stream of 

polemical attitude which strives to prove the superiority of Islam. Mu~ammad Abü 

Zahrah's intentionality thus functions within the parameters of the henneneutical Muslim 

tradition of dacwah developed over centuries18• 

Abü Zahrah's two books on Comparative Religions cover a scope limited by this 

conceptual framework. This framework was conditioned in part by his sources (see next 

section) and in part by the academic context, each book representing one course. Yet the 

two books really fonn only one set19, including altogether seven sections. The first six 

sections total 108 pages: ancient Egyptian religion (15 pages), Hinduism (31), Buddhism 

(26), Confucianism (32), Greek Paganism (2) and Roman Paganism (2). The seventh 

section, fonning LC, comprises 194 pages. It is divided itself into 16 sections which will 

he analyzed in the following chapter. This scope and its classification reveal a 

preoccupation for historical progression. On the one hand three major Eastern traditions 

and on the other four traditions which sprang up around the Mediterranean basin. What 

stands out though, is the total absence of any reference to Judaism20, and the unspoken 

17 SUrah 5:117. It should be added too that every preface bcgins with the bismillah 
and a paragraph of Muslim pmyer which refers directly (once indtrcetly) to the unicity of 
God and to the fact that Muslims believe in Jesus. Furthennore, out of the four prefaces, two 
end with a qur.lladon from the Qur~an and one with a prayer. 
18 This polemical attitude represents an old stream m Islamic thought which gocs back 
lO the carly fonnative period of Islam. The developmcnt of hcresiography in the third and 
fourth centuries after the hijrah was fostcred by the necessity lO prove the validity of Islam 
over and against other existmg faiths and philosophies. 
19 LeR, 4. 
20 ln view of the absence of any rcferencc to Judaism in any of the two books, wc 
might ask oursclvcs why there was not any course on Judaism as there was on Christiamty, 
or at least part of one. Indccd Judaism is not dealt with at all, unless Abü Zahrah discussed 
it in the classroom without having any written references to il This senous absence, at least 
in the final documents we are left with, might indicate several possibiliues. Abü Zahrah 
might have intcndcd to coyer il ID a third book in a senes on Comparative Religions. 
However, no clcar rcferences lO thlS effcet have yel becn found. This absence might also bc 
due to external pressures, i.e. the college administration and/or fellow tcachers' not wanting 
that such a topic be taughL Another reason might be Abü Zahrah's own pomt of view, 
whether theological or politica;, on Jews and Judalsm. Fmally, in view of the importance 
of Zionisl activities among the Egyptian Jewish communily [W. Laqueur, A HislOry of 
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assumption that the history of religions ends with Islam21• Except for the conspiculalus 

absence of Judaism from his presentation, the religions in his survey mostly reflect 

traditional Muslim heresiography, with the exception ofConfucianism. Ali these religious 

traditions which were not examined by the classical Muslim heresiographers, such as 

primitive religions (with the exception of pre-Islamic Arab religion), Sikhism, Taoism or 

Bah~Pism, were not examined by Abü Zahrah either. In fact Abü Zahrah's scope respects 

the parameters of the classical Muslim heresiographers even though he replaced the 

traditional nomenclature of the field" history of sects" (ta~hal-firaq) by the more recent 

term "comparative religions" (muqifranatal-adyifn )22. Although Abü Zahrah never defined 

what he meant by comparative religions, he must have been influenced somehow by 

Western trends even to use this expression at all. Sorne references to a certain Müller on 

the topie of Sanskrit literature might indicate that Abü Zahrah borrowed the tenn 

compar.ttive religions from sorne of Max Müller's writings translated into Arabic23. It is 

thus possible to conc1ude that despite occasional borrowings from Western sources in 

translation, Abü Zahrah's intentionality in terms ofboth purpose and scope reveals a 

Zionism, (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1972), 161] and its anti-zionisL counterpan in 
Egypt [N. J. Mandel, The Arabs and Sionism before World War 1. (Los Angeles: University 
of Califomia Press, 1976), 191-193] as weil as the Arab-Jewish frictions which were 
gaining political preeminence under the British Mandate of Palestine in the thirties, it is 
probable that any auempl at tcaching a whole course, or part of il, on Judaism might have 
becn too politlcally sensitive dcspite the Anglo-Egyptian treaty of 1936 [Laqueur, op.cit., 
5101, first for the Egypuan nationalists and secondly for the Muslim community which 
might not have becn ready 10 grant legitim~cy to Judaism in the poliiicai context of the day, 
as it did to Christianity whose presence in Egypt was 00 markcd. Whatever the case May be, 
the absence is certainly an indication that already by the late thirties, the treatment of 
Judaism in the higher cducational Muslim context proved Droblematic. For personal 
examples of the hfe of Jews in Egypt in the first half of this century, see Maurice Mizrahi, 
L'Egypte el ses juifs: le temps révolu (xix-xx siècle), (Lausanne: [?], [7]), espccially 33-34. 
21 Abü Zahrah never wrote on any religIons that developed after the emergence of 
Islam. 
22 For a detailcd Iisung of the different Islamic fields of inquiry over the centuries, see 
Ibn al-Nadim, The F1hrist of al-Nadim, Ed. and translated by Bayard Dodge, 2 vols. (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1970). 
23 LCR, 61. 
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henneneutics heavily indebted to the parameters of the Islamic polemical tradition of 

da cwaJJ24. 

24 It is not c1ear to what cxtent Abü Zahrah was influenced by the works of Sayyid 

41 

Qutb in particular. Indeed, the works of Sayyid Qu,b mark a turning point in this Istamic 
tradition of da'wah, as he begins to transfonn this old theological stream into a political 
ideology to counteract the presence of foreign elements in the Islamic :Jummah, that is the 
British first and the lsraelis latcr on through the further exposition of QU,b'S doctrines by his 
followers. 



1 
t 
Il 
" 

{ 

--- ------- --- --- -----------------

42 

3.2 cABD-ALLAH DIRÀZ ON THE HIS TORY OF RELIGIONS 

C Abd-Allah Diraz opens the preface of his book " al-dïn" on the history of religions 

with a clear presentation of his book's context: 

For the last three years and for the first time in the span of our Egypthn University, 
[ ... ] the course "history of religions" entered the Fucad the First University [ ... ]. And since 
that day [1948],1 was entrusted with the teaching ofthis course and 1 was commissioned to 
write and set up the course25. 

Unlike Abü Zahrah and Al)mad Shalabï, cAbd-Allah D: lZ does not classify his material 

according to different religions. In this respect, Diraz follows the French school of 

"Histoire des Religions" , with its emphasis on the thematic elements common to all 

religions. His book is a collection of four essays, with an important introduction, which 

chiefJy reconstruct the growth of accounts on religions through human history. As for his 

short chronological history, is divided ioto several periods; Pharaonic, Greek, Roman, 

Christian, hlamic and Modern (for a total of 22 pages). The first essay is entitled: "On 

defining the meaning of religion" (28 pages)26. The second: "011 the relation between 

religion and various kinds of culture and education" (23). The third: "On the attitude of 

religious people and the range of its firmness in creation" (24). And the fourth: "On the 

25 Mu~ammad 'Abd-Allah Dirliz, al-din ([Cairo]: [?] , [1952]), first and second 
sentences of the preface. Following references 10 this book will he noted as DIN. It sould 
he notcd that the book on hand, althougft it includes only the 1952 dating of the preface, 
also mcludes, at the end, the presentation which Diraz gave at the International Islamic 
Colloquium in Lahore in January 1958. Thus our edltion of the book. is la ter than 1958. 
This addcd sectIon, entitlcd "The Place of Islam from the Othcr Religions' Point of View" 
(pages 181 to 192) shonld oot be considercd within the pale of thr book as such, although it 
revcals much on Diriiz's own personal bchefs iUld positIons. Il should be ooted also that the 
cditors introduccd t'us section as bcing a lecture delivered at the "International Colloquium 
of Religions", which might have becn a mistake on purpose. The ArablC title of the 
colloquium was: al-nadwat al-'iilamiyah lil-dirasat al-islamiyah. 
26 'IlJis frrst essay in Dirliz's book DIN will he analyzcd ln section 4.2 entitled: "On 
Dcfining Religion". 
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origin of theistic belief' (73)27. This final section ends with ten pages on "The Place of 

Islam in Other Religions and their Relations to it"28. 
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CAbd-Allah Diniz's scope of analysis and his classification scheme go beyond the 

tTaditional Islamic worldview. His primary intentionality is not to describe religions but 

rather to explain religion in terms of its function and specifie nature. 

1 taught it might be good, before entering upon analytical studies of various religions 
[ ... ], to have them preceded by general investigations which compare what religion is, its 
formation and its function in life and the like, within the princip les of the College in which 
the university students are found29• 

In fact, this short r assage contains the three key elements to make sense of Diraz's 

intentionality. Tl~e frrst two elements represent the premise in Diraz's argument. The third 

represents the circumscribing boundary for his analysis. In a nutshell, we may say that 

Diraz's premise on the question of the history of religions consists of two e!ements: a new 

one and an old one. The old olle is the historical analysis of various religions; the new one: 

general investigations which compare what religion is, what is its formation and what is its 

function in life. This di vision is underlined in the first page of the introduction. 

The expression 'ta :Jrikh al-adyan ' is an arabized expression taken from the French 
[Le. histoire des religions]. and the coming of this name is new: Europe ha~ known it only 
since the beginning of the nineteenth century. However, accounts ofhuman belicfs is 
sornething ancient in its essence, cO!ltemporary to the differences among peoples in terms of 
their sects and divisions [ ... ]30. 

The pUIpose of his introduction is briefly to prove his argument so that he may then 

spend the four main chapters on the newer approaches to understanding religion. Compare 

27 The second and third cssays will he analyzcd in section 5.4 entiùcd: "On l.~c Sludy 
of Religion". 
28 This scellon was added taler. Sec secllon 3.2, page 42 nole 1. 
29 Ibid., third sentencc. 
30 DIN, 1. 
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the initial argument of the introduction, which implies the old descriptive survey but hints al 

the newer comparative approach, with the final one: 

If we foIlow the chain of accounts of the religions from the period of the Pharaohs, 
through the Greeks, the Romans, Christianity, Islam and the Renaissance, it is possible to 
discem differences in their pictures from period to period, rather perhaps from time to time, 
within the tim~s of one single period31 • 

And the final one: 

Then do you not see that this kind [the newer branch] of study of the history of 
religion is for sure worthier in precedence over the well-known studies of the detailed 
histories of religions and that it deserves from its education point of view, to be an 
introduction to such studies? [ ... ] Because of this, it is our first aim to treat this side of 
researches. And we thought it pennissible to record here a summary whose treatment was 
not done yet12. 

Thus Diraz's purpose in writing his book DIN is to present a new approach to 

understanding religion, which contrasts with the older analyt.ical historical description of the 

different religions at various periods in human history. But il should be clear that his 

intentionality remains within the framework of the "principles of the College", that is within 

the principle of Islamic faith. Indeed, although very brief, his introduction betrays an 

Islamic, and maybe even more specifically, an Egyptian outlook on how Diraz selected the 

important periods in human history. Furthermore, the centrality of religion for human 

affairs, a basic Islamic a priori, is never challenged, despite the relative scepticism which the 

psychological, sociological and philosophical approaches have sometimes created in the 

European mind. We shall see in the section on describing religions how this Islamic 

boundary affects the content of Diraz's understanding and exposition of his so-called newer 

approach to the study of religion. 

31 
32 

DIN, 1 
DIN, 19. 
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As for his arrangement of the subject material, it is clear that c: Abd-Allah Diraz's 

scope reflects concerns and conceptions emerging out of his study period in Paris. His 

selecting four chapters with such topics as the definition of religion, hs anthropological and 

sociologie al aspects, its moral and psychologieal dimensions and finally the philosophical 

premises for the belief in God, all speak of a desire to make available, to an Arabie speaking 

audience. the main issues which were debated in Europe in the thirties and forties. These 

were non-existent in theological and philosophie al circles of Egypt in those days33. 

Furtherrnore, since his course was taught in the Faculty of Literature, for students of 

philosophy, the impact ofhis approach to the study of religion probably remained limited to 

the philosophical rather than to theoJogicaJ circles34. Whatever may be the case, it is clear 

tllat Diraz's intentionality both in tenns of its purpose and scope is heavily indebted to the 

Western scientific study of religion. The questions he is willing to raise and the methods he 

intends to use to carry out his purpose of presenting the old history of religion in a new 

approach so as to understand the larger phenomena of religion, ail this attests to his Western 

influences, although the solutions he brings remain well within the boundaries of an Islamic 

henneneutics. 

33 Even the Icctures delivered within the context of the ikhwan al-~fa~ in Cairo 
hardly dea1t with the science of religion peT se. See G. Anawati, op. cit. , note 4. 
34 This might explain the rather limited impact of his book. Much more dtfficult lO 
fmd in bookslOres in the nineteen eighties in comparison to Abü Zahrah's or Shalabï's 
books, it would seem that 'Abd-Allah Diraz's more open altiwde to WcslCm sciences and 10 

their usefulness for the study of religions does not attract the same attention as Shalabi's 
more popular series on Comparative Religions. This point would nced 10 he confinned by a 
thorough survey though. Funhermore, the tradition to which Diraz belongs is certainly not 
extinct with people such as l:Iasan l:Ianafi who write on epistcmology and Islam, with the 
same open attitude to the West and the same commitment 10 Islam as Dirllz had. For example, 
I:Iassan l;Ianafi, Religious Dialogue and Revolution: Essays on Judaism. Christianity and 
Islam. (Cairo: Anglo-Egyptian Bookshop, [19771]). 

l 
1 
1 



(~ 

( 

46 

3.3 AI;lMAD SHALABÏ ON COMPARATIVE RELIGIONS 

A~mad Shalabï published his four volume series on Comparative Religions between 

1960 and 1964. An ambitious project, the four books cover a wide scope reflected in their 

tides "Judaism" (book 1), "Christianity" (book II), "Islam" (book III) and "The Great 

Religions of India" (book IV)35. The first two books to appear were "Islam" and 

"Christianity". They were written upon the request of sorne Muslims who had attended one 

of Shalabi's lectures on Islam, delivered on June 13th 1 ~ :.·9 at a Christian theological college 

in Tjijirong. sorne one hundred kilometers from Jakarta36. "The Great Religions of India" 

was published third. Initially, Shalabï's intention was to wrlte solely on monotheistic 

religions37• However, after sorne studies. Shalabï c1aimed to have under~tood the 

connection (or influences) between Islam, Christianity and the religions of India. As an 

example, he writes that the trinity in Christianity is a Hindu concept38. Another reason 

which brought Shalabï to study Indian culture is stipulated in book IV: .. there has been a 

long anri profound contact between Muslims and the Indian culture, yet it has remained 

unknown to Muslims "39. Funhennore, because Shalabï believes that Chr'.stianity is half 

way between Islam and Hinduism, he claims that it is essential to present Hinduism so as 

better to understand Christianity. As for B uddhism, since it has a missionary dimension, it 

is bound to clash with Islam. So it should also he described in order to be better 

35 A~mad Shalabi mentions that he will not write on Zoroastrianism, Confucianism 
and primitive religions or other religions bccause these do not constitute a threat: they are 
too small and Dot missionary. A~mad Shalabi, al-yahüdiyah, (Cairo: maktabat al-nah(lat al-
mi$TÏyah, [1960, aUegcd first edition1, 1984 seventh edition), 20. Subsequent references 
will be noted as " l ". 
36 A~mad Shalabi, al-masïhïrah, (Cairo: maktabat al-nah(lat al-mi$rïyah, [1961, first 
cdition1, 1984, cighth edition), 22-23. Subsequent rcfcrcnccs to this second volume in 
Shalabï's series on Comparative Religions will he noted as " II ". Il appears that sorne parts 
of this book werc firsl published in Indonesian (p.22). At tbat time, Shalabï gave lectures 
on Islam, ChristiaDlty and Buddhism. 
37 n, 20. 
38 IV, 19. 
39 Ibid. On the one hand, Sbalabi does not seem to take into account the writings of 
ShahraslanI and al-Biruni. On the other band, it is oot unfair to claim that indeed these 
authors' books had probably little impact on the Iarger Muslim population of India. 
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disproved40. This briefly explains Shalabï's reasoning for going heyond a description of 

purely monotheistic religions in order to include the religions of India. Finally, "Judaism" 

was published last, despite its 1960 first edition date. Shalabï readily acknowledged that if 

what was to he the frrst book of his series on Comparative Religions was indeed published 

last, it was due to the huge quantity of books Jews have written on their religion and their 

distortions of the images of world heroes except those of Jews41 . He concludes this 

section saying: "we indeed had to tell the truth from among this boisterous bibliographical 

wave, to extract from it the fair notion and the right idea without any influence of bias or 

sympathy"42. Whether the se reasons justify the fact that "Judaism" was written last or not , 

they amount to a weak argument. Indeed, Shalabï boasts elsewhere of his having read 

through whatcertainly amount to large bibliographies43. So what would prevent him in 

this case from perfonning such a feat? It seems more likely that a practical reason for not 

having read the large bibliography on Judaism might simply be that while in Indonesia, 

certainly very few books must have been available on Judaism. Even upon his return to 

Egypt in 1961, access to such books must have proven difficult too. Indeed, there are 

hardly any Jewish authors in the bibliography of his seventh edition of "Judaism". Yet if 

Shalabï were to acknowledge such circumstances, his claim to present a scientific analysis 

of J udaism would he greatly undennined. So rather than facing the limitations of the 

coniext in which he was working, that is, dealing mostly with second hand sources, he 

discredited Jewish sources at large, thus giving himself the freedom to pick those few 

sources which were acceptable in his eyes. 

The purpose of Shalabi's series on Comparative Religions amounts, in its various 

paraphrases, to proving the superiority of Islam as the only valid religion: 

40 
41 
42 

l, 20-21. 
l, 18. 
Ibid. 

43 l, 17-18. Elscwhere, he writes that he received the secds of this science 
University: II, 19. 

at Cambridge 
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It is indisputable that the just and unbiased researcher will soon hail Islam when he 
compares the Islamic thought on the subject of "Allah", God, with the Christian or 
Buddhist thought on the same subject. [ ... ] My God! Realize, through this book, my sincere 
aspirations of introducing Islam to those who are in search of light, truth and guidance44. 

Islam is thus the ideal solution to humanity's contemporary problems45. Although Shalabi 

claims his interest for the field of Comparative Religions dates from the middle of this 

century46, which would refer to the years during which he was a doctoral student in 

Cambridge, what seems pressing on Shalabï's agenda of concem 1S to counteract Christian 

missionary activity in its spread through Asia and Africa47. This pressing concem seems 

to have developed while he was in Indonesia, where Shalabï engaged in much polernical 

debate with Christians48• Indeed, the whole series is written in a polemical tone49 with a 

pseudo-scientific paraphernalia, to which we shaH come back in section four. Moreover, in 

all the prefaces, besides a few ambiguous references to scÎentific objectivity, Shalabï really 

wriles about his own experience al dealing with non-Muslims. 

In response to his own historicity, Shalabï has developed sorne four thernes or sub

purposes to support the underlying polemical purpose for his series on Comparative 

Religions. Firstly, th~re is an attempt al providing intelleclual amunition fo- Muslim 

stuggles, such as fighting back the missionary activities of Buddhists and of Christians 

especially, as weil as to awaken Muslims to the threats of Jews, Z10nism and its allegedly 

dependent organizations. Secondly, there is a desire to enlighten through "scientific 

44 The translation cornes from A~mad Shalabi, Islam: Belief - Legislation - Momls, 
(Cairo: The Renaissance Bookshop, 1970), 22-23. It should he ooted that this book is 
almost the exact translation of III, allbough there is no acknowledgement to Ibat effecL 
Moreover, on the back covers of the whole series on comparative religions, Ibis book passes 
as if il is another book wriucn by Shalabi in English, adding 10 his prestige in the eyes of 
the potential reader. The same deception can he found on the rear page of the English 
version. Ali subsequent reference to III will lx, from the pagination of the English version. 
45 m, 20, 22. 
46 III, 13. 
47 II, ']Jj.27. 
48 II, 22·24 and IV, 17-18. 
49 Ibid., 17, 19, etc. 
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rationality" non-Muslims so that they may see the light of Islam. Thirdly, there is a claim to 

rejuvenate the science of Comparative Religions which was founded by Muslims. And 

lastly, there is a constant reiteration of the need to prG!note the science of Comparative 

Religions throughout the Islamic world. 

For Shalabi, one of the urgent needs of his days is to provide intellectual 

ammunition for Muslims. Indeed" The Muslirns used to know nothing about Christianity, 

nor about Judaism, nor about the Old and New Testaments"so. Thus it is irnperative to 

have knowledge, for through this knowledge one is able to centrol, since knowledge 

influencespoliticaldecision-making51 . Shalabï gives the example of Jews whoregained 

Palestine frrst through words, and then through actions52• So Il 1 understand that the 

reconquest of Palestine must pass by certain stages, the first one of which is the stage of 

works of speech and writing. But this stage must he more fertile than what it is now 

[ ... ]"53. In fact, Shalabï considers that Muslirns face several ennemies, the most important 

ones heing: th~ rnissionaries (especially Christians), the Jews and Socialism54. He writes Il 

1 helieve that this book ["lslam"] -at this JV-'int in time- is a weapon through which the 

Muslirn knows his religion and knows its answers". In fact, ail his books in Islarnic 

history are written with a concem for the contemporary situation55, in order to "give 

answers to the millions of Muslirns who have embraced Islam without dwelling deeply into 

it or to those who quibble and who would like to know more about it"56• 

50 
51 
52 
53 

n. 20. 
n. 17-18. 
l, 20. They did it through prayers lOO. 

l, 19. 
54 n, 24. There is one severe indirect critique of cAbd al-NlI~ir's regime: it witnessed 
the cruelly of oppression against the Muslim brothers. Il is not sure when exactly Shalabï 
wrote titis passage. 
55 l, 21. 
56 nI, 21. 

• , 
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The building up of Muslim intellectual ammunition is, for A~mad Shalabi, best 

served through the weapon of Comparative Religion. Yet, the production and use of a 

weapon makes no sense without a target. Probably because of his Indonesian experience, 

the fiTSt and main target has heen Christian missionaries. After describing a polemical 

debate with them, he writes: "\Ve aeeomplished aclear vietory, we raise<! the se ale of the 

missionaries; and it was the science of Comparative Religions which provided us the 

weapon. We resisted and replied, as it -Nas presented to us, and we attacked and questioned 

[back] "57. Of the many polemical references in the fony pages of the four books' prefaces, 

over flfteen represent polemieal passages directed against Christian missionaries. Sorne 

refer to Christian missionary aetivity in Indonesia, sueh as: 

At the same time, 1 was interested in producing the book "Christianity" of the series 
Comparative Religions; 1 wanted to introduce in it true Christianity as well as the distortions 
which generations have brought in , [ ... ] in order that this may stop the activities of 
missionaries in those places [Indonesia] .58 

ln the preface to the eighth edition of "Christianity", after mentioning how both of his 

books "Islam" and "Christianity" have helped to rescue millions of human beings from 

evangelization, Shalabï explains the message of present missionaries as "political 

Christianity", not as that whieh Jesus brought. And such a political message "Is not a threat 

against us from the religious point of view only but a political and economic menace too"59. 

This occurs in Asia and Africa, and Shalabï funher lists the means by which Christianity is 

spread in those areas60• But the most horrible (min ashnaCin) is that missionaries have 

opened fronts in Islamic countries too. After expanding on this situation, he concludes: 

57 
58 
59 
60 

IV, 18. 
III, 21. 
II, 26. 
II, 27-28. 
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1 ask that the effort be multiplied in our republic, in Sudan, in Pakistan, and other 
Islamic regions so that the sinful missionary voice may be stopped forever. In aIl my 
official books and reports, 1 have alerted to the danger of this evangelization and 1 still do. 
These lines are one such illustration of alert so 1 ask that interest be directed at resisting 

1· . r ]61 evange lzanon ..... 

Obviously such polemical writing raised a wave of protests on the part of 

Christians, especially in Egypt. Shalauï skillfully includes sorne of those criticisms and 

tums them to his own advantage. He gives the example of an uneducated man who is ready 

to challenge him: in presenting the case only in the light of the Christian's lack of education 

rather than focusing on the critique itself, Shalabï manages to dismiss the person while 

showing his own vanity. The same occurs with the next example taken from an insulting 

Christian. Then he moves to a general statement by which he indicates that the majority of 

Christians, among whom are many people of distinction, received his book with favor. No 

example is given to prove this statement though, except for the fact that he was invited by 

the Rotary Club to deliver a lecture on the literature of fasting and its wisdom during 

Ramaçlan. At this meeting, he was asked by sorne leading Christians what his opinion 

might be on the fact that there is sometimes strife between Muslims and Christians. He 

gave sürah cimTiin, verse 64, as an answer. After sorne more discussion, Shalabï claims 

that his answer was weIl accepted and praised by leading contemporary Christians62• The 

logical argumentation ofthis section entitled "Position of Christians Regarding this Book" 

is very weak, halfthe section discussing Shalabï's l'!uelated meeting with the Rotarians. 

The point he is trying to make is that Christians agree with him and his book; thus what he 

wrote about them must be true. But more importantly for us, Shalabi's dismissal of any 

potentially valid criticism reflects a di sabili t y to cope with true criticisms. 

61 
62 

n, 28. 
n, 19. 

• 
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The second target for his weapon of Comparative Religion is Jews. Shalabi readily 

acknowledges the enmity between Muslims and Jews, and he adds: "it is a serious problem 

in terms of scientific research. It is clear that Jews fought with us with aU weapons, the 

weapons of the pen, thought being among the most powerful weapons. But we tried not to 

descend unto that arena in the scope of [this] scientific research [ ... ]"63. Indeed he writes in 

a footnote: "Not only people from the West were mislead by what Jews wrote, but also 

many Arabs and Muslims were mislead [too]"64. After giving examples of how Muslims 

have won important battles in the past against the West, especiaUy the episode of the 

Crusades65, Shalabi invokes God so that he may "Dispose of the conditions in which we 

can purify our sacred land from what befell in il of dirt and what descended upon it of 

disease"66. Finally, Shalabï associates with Jews, Judaism and Zionism, several 

organisations which form a new addition to the seventh edition: It pleases me that this 

edition has important additions that deal with Masonry, Rotary and Lions clubs, and the 

Yoga organization: those epidemics which push Zionism into our land [ ... ]"67. In fact the 

Jews become the scapegoat for what cornes from the West but is not specificaUy Christian. 

Such reasoning is justified at its source by the belief that "what Christians wrote differs 

from book to book while what the majority of Jews wrote is mostly a chain of accusations 

and hostility"68. Such assertions by Shalabï are never substantiated with any kind of 

ex amples however. 

63 1, 18. 
64 1, 19; footnote 1. 
65 Il suggcsts thal Shalabi links Jews and Zionism 10 the West on the basis of an 
analogy with the Crusaders. And since Sala~ al-Din did eventually conquer back Palestine 
in the laie 13th ccnlury, Shalabi cherishes the hope of Many contemporary Muslims who are 
willing ID make the necessasy sacrifices ID cosme that their anachronistic paraUe1 be 
fulfilled. 
66 
67 
68 

1, 20. 
1, 23. 
l, 17. 
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Shalabi manages logically to bead together into his preface several unconnected 

themes, such as: his encounter with many different books on Comparative Religions, his 

own scientific search, his reasons for writing Judaism last, the enmity with Jews, the need 

for objectivity to reach the truth, the Palestinian issue and what we must learn from the 

experience of how Jews regained their land, a parallel wi th the Crusaders and, finally, the 

brief question: "Are we afraid to enter Western countries?" Ail this concurs to make 

Shalabï's purpose in writing "Judaism" apologetic and strongly polemical, ratherthan 

scientific as he claims it to be. As for Shalabï's personal assessment of his own 

contribution, he wrltes: "this book is my medium in this field [Israeli-Palestinian issue] and 

it represents in rime my sacrifice to the spirits of the martyrs who fell or will fall in this 

noble battle"69. 

If the first sub-purpose for Shalabi's series on Comparative Religions is to provide 

intellectual amunition to Muslims against the attacks of the West, Christians and Jews in 

particular, the second sub-purpose, intimately linked with the firstone, is toenlighten non

Muslims so that they may see the light. Here too Comparative Religions is presented as a 

rational scientific tool, which speaks to the intelligence of any human being. "This science 

[of comparative religions] knows its way to the reasons of people, to their libraries, to their 

hou ses [ ... ]70. Elsewhere he writes: 

My book on Christianity is a present to Muslirns and Christians equally because it 
represents a scientific, and not religious, investigation. 1 moved far away from the latter 
according to the capacity of an encompassing sympathy. Perhaps, 1 succeeded in this and] 
hope that, with its examples of investigations, there will be guidance and light in it [his 

69 I, 20. Such an analogy makes no room for the contcmporary nation-stalC concept out 
of which Zionism emerged. It dismisses Jewish hislOry insofar as Il is distinct from 
Christian Western HislOry. and disregards completcly the rcccnt hislOry out of which 
emerged the state of Israel (whlch he nevcr mentions by name) as weil as the sccular 
ideology prevalent in Western societies. Whatcver the limitations from our perspective. it is 
clear that Shalabï functions within a worldview subservient 00 Qur~lnjc revelation and 
Islamic tradition. Reason is at the service of a set of reveaIc.d beliefs and the subsequent 
tradition which dcvcloped out of that period in history. 
70 m. 17. 
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book "Christianity"] for the sons of humanity and that there be in it satisfaction for the great 
Creator.71 

In his preface to the book "Islam", after c1aiming that Christians recognize that Muslims are 

more devoted and have greater devotion to their religion 72, Shalabï concludes that: "There is 

only Islam left which carries an incomparable number between the followers of different 

religions "73. At the end of this same preface he writes: "it is undisputed that a fair 

researcher will yeU the shout of Islam when he compares Islamic thought on the subject of 

God to that of Christian or Jewish thought on the topic itselft74. And so on and so forth. 

At times, il seems that by "light" Shalabï refers to his scientific method of investigation. 

But even in those cases, it is obvious that his method leads to recognizing the light of Islam 

Thus directly or indirectly, Shalabi's second sub-purpose remains to enlighten non-Muslims 

about Islam, through the use of Comparative Religions. 

Shalabi's third sub-purpose is to rejuvenate the science of Comparative Religions. 

He is proud to claim for himself in the fifSt page of his series the originality of the 

enterprise in the Muslim world. "1 presented to my religion and to my country something 

which 1 am proud of, namely this study on Comparative Religions which is the first of its 

kind in the Arabie Library"75. This claim is somewhat clarified in the first two pages of his 

section on Comparative Religions; he explains the concept of Comparative Religions and 

links its initial development to early Islam 76. With that history in mind, Shalabï's c1aim to 

71 Il, 32. 
72 Il is important 10 compare here the English rendering of this passage. There is a clear 
manipulation according to the audience for whom Shalabi is writing. Indeed, instead of 
"Christians rccognizing thal Muslims are more devoted [ ... ]", he writes in English that 
"specialists rescarching on religion admit lbat Muslims uphold their religion with better 
adhcrence and respect than followers of other religions do". Shalabï, III, 22. 
73 III, 25. 
74 III, 26. 
ï5 l, 17. 
76 l, 24-25. 
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be the renewer of the science of Comparative Religions in the contemporary Muslim world 

is not altogether baseless 77. 

Shalabfs fourth and la st important sub-purpose for writing his series on 

Comparative Religions, building on his attempt to renew the science of Comparative 

Religions, is to provide a vehicle for the popularization of its object: namely to raise the 

awareness and interest in leaming about other faiths 78. Shalabï is very astute in securing 

recognition for his "new" method, which has led to a quick increase in the interest shown 

for Comparative Religions. Indeed, on every first page of his later editions, ShalabI 

recounts the growth of the interest in Comparative Religions, starting from al-Azh~.r itself. 

ShalabI resorts to this indirect recognition from the leading SunnI Muslim institution so as 

to guarantee the acceptability of his series in the eyes of orthodox Muslims. Furthermore, 

in many plac'!s ShalabI mentions how his books have been translated ioto many languages. 

This is another indirect way of promoting his books. It becomes self-validating. The 

editors have also added their own pron~otion to his series, using misleading information 79. 

Finally, every book first begins with the complete list of Shalabï's pubhcations, which 

normally appears at the end of books in other Arabie publications. This bragging tone 

recurs in the prefaces too, as we have just seen. It helps to create the impression that 

Shalabi's books are of a high scholarly value. This spreads the ideas of his books still 

77 Such a claim Shalabï repeatcd lO me in our intel'Vlcw of Dcccmbcr 16th 1986. Yet 
more important still, 1 have secn hls books in many bookstorèS in Syria, Iraq, Egypt, Turkey 
and Sudan. Moreover, 1 know that his series was translatcd in Indoneslan, Urdu and 
Persian. Shalabi al50 daims thal they were translaled mlo French and Enghsh 1OO. 1 have 
secn only one book 10 English and none in French. The wholc series was also uscd 
extensively, as a mam textbook, in a course in Comparauve Rehgions 1 attendcd at the 
Faculty of Islamic Studlcs 10 the University of Jordan, Autumn scmcstcr of 1987. Yet 
Shalabï acknowlcdgcs ID have uttlizcd the books of Abü Zahrah and others. So what then 
constitutes his exact onginalllY? 
78 Obviously, Sha1;,bï's wnt10gs reflcct an apologeuc response ID a certain hlstorical 
reality and thus he developcd an understanding of the sclcnce of Comparative Religions 
which validaLCs Islam. 
79 Sorne of the blbliographlcal information uscd on the covers of Shalabi's series refcr 
to him as a lecturer at Cambridge and Oxford Universities. Therc IS IilUe possibllity that he 
actually Icctured therc on a regular basis. It is more Iikely 10 have becn an occasional kind 
of presentation. 
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furcher, thus promoting the use of comparative religions in the light ofhis initial polemical 

purpose: to show that Islam is the only valid religion. 

Shalabfs scope is detennined by his preoccupation with the above mentioned 

purposes. These purposes explain why Shalabï wrote a series on Comparative Religions 

rather than separate monographs, thus shedding light on his basic intentionality which is 

rooted in a pattern of polemics inherited from a long historical interaction between Muslims 

and members of other religious communities. In this respect, he follows the ex ample of 

Abû Zahrah, his earlier predecessor in pioneering the study of religion in Egypt. But the 

major difference is that Diraz, who writes a generation aftt!r Abü Zahrah, is heir to a much 

more ideological form of polemical debate. Diraz's intentionality thus places him in a 

category of his own, with a henneneutical outlook in which politics is much more 

influential th an in Abü Zahrah's and Diraz's respective hermeneutics. 

O~r knowing each authors' intentionality is not enough to reveal the complete 

picture on their hermeneutics. And as a preparation to section 5 where w(.. will investigate 

how Abû Zahrah, cAbd-Allah Diraz and ShaIabï described each religion, we shaH now 

turn our attention in section 4 to three factors: the methods our authors have claimed to 

follow in their descriptions, the definitions they have put forth to explain their procedures 

(if mentioned at ail), and the kinds of sources to which they referred. The analysis of the se 

three elements will further define our three authors' hermeneu tics on the study of religion. 
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4. ON METHODS. DEFINITIONS AND SOURCES 

In the previous chapter on intentio"~~iL)I, certain Islamic characteristics of our three 

author's henneneutics were brought to light. These in tum suggest further qnestions. Is it 

possible to see a link between these characteristics and our authors' choices of methods for 

the study of religion? To what extent are their claims to be using a specifie method 

articulated consciously? The following methodology of our three authors will contribute to 

further define their hermeneutical parameters. A look at their use of definitions of key 

concepts for the study of religion WIll aiso add information. But in order to better measure 

our three authors' use of and potential influence from the Western scientific study of 

religion, another key question remains: what kinds of sources have Abü Zahrah, Dh'âz and 

Shalabi utilized to gain the knowledge which their writings present? The following three 

sub-sections on methods, definitions and sources will attempt to sketch sorne answt.:s to 

these questions. 
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4.1 ON CLAIMING METHODS 

Methodology is the study of methods by which procedures of inquiry in a particular 

field are carried out. Philosophers throughout the centuries have dc~ised methods by which 

they could verify one another's daims}. But it is only with the scientific revolution of the 

Enlightenment period that methodology has grown with time to become in separable from 

any serious scientific research, whatever the field of inquiry might he. This conscious 

preoccupation with the how in our search for the what of knowledge is particularly 

preeminent among the many contemporary problemc; dealt with in Western scientific 

research. The field of Religicnswissenschaftis no exception2. It is thus nonnal that we 

should analyze the methodological daims and de facto methods which Abû Zahrah, Diraz 

and Shalabï have put forward in their writings. AlI three authors made daims regarding 

methods, although none very systematically. Let us first examine each one of them 

separately3 and then in comparison with one another. 

Shaikh Mul)ammad Abu Zahrah makes no direct reference to any kind of method in 

his LCR. In its one and a half page preface, we find only the following short passage: "1 

studied about ancient religions and divine religions [ ... ] in order to know what issues lie 

therein, what agrees with the power of reason and what thoughts admit of it, what reason 

cannot accept or must even reject [ ... ]". It seems that, in writing his LCR in the late 

1930'ies, Abu Zahrah's reason stands in lieu of a method: that i~, the simple criterion of 

} 

11. 
2 

Eric Sharpc, Comparative Religion: a History. (London: Duckworth, 1975), 2 and 

F. Whaling Ed., Conlemoorarv Approaches to the Sludy of Religion, (New York: 
Mouton Publishers, 1983), espccially 27, 31, 384-385 of Vol. l "The Hurnanities". 
3 Sorne aspects of these claims were aIready touched upon in section 3 on 
inlcnlionalily. 



logical reasoning is enough for reaching a conclusion. However, in LC, A bü Zahrah is 

more explicit. In its introduction, he describes sorne sort of a scientific approach: 

59 

Therefore the path is not srnooth before the researcher who wishes to write about 
Christianity, 2ccording to what the Christians believe, to describe to the readers according to 
what is on the mind of those who embrace it, to aim for himself towards an unbiased point 
of view, to describe the beliefs as they are for t' ~ followers themselves and not the way it 
ought to have been or the way the [researcher] would believe it, since the researcher 
removes hirnself from what he embraces and believes in.4 

He goes even farther in defining the process of scientific research: "But scientific research 

demands of the researcher the right freedorn to study Christianity if he wants to present it 

the way its people helieve it to he, apart froln his past attitudes regarding his study"5. So in 

Abü Zahrah's prefaces, we wi tness sorne hints of the epoché concept in the 

phenornenological approach to the study of religion. 

Abü Zahrah's real purpose in speaking indirectly of a scientific methodology is not 

so much to describe a methodological process as to legitimize his own concem: presenting 

Christianity in a way which will be acceptable to Christians. Indeed he repeats three times 

this purpose - to describe the Christians the way they really are - in the two page 

introduction. As for the preceding three prefaces, there are passages which stress this point 

too: 

God knows that 1 am wearing the clothes of a fair researcher who looks with an 
unbiased look and who abandons behind hirn everything in order to reach the truth as a free 
inquirer.6 

4 LC, 10. 
S Ibid. The parallels with a1-Biriini are striking. See al-Biruni, The Chronology, 
trans. by E. Sachau (London: William H. Allen & Co., 1879), 3. Also Alberuni's India, 
trans. by E. Sachau (London: Tribner & Co., 1888), 4 [from a 1962 Lahore re-print]. 
6 LC,9. 
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The institute had to republish [my book LC] to present it to the students and to 
disseminate those truths which are devoid of attacks on the followers and of anger from 
non-Muslims because the research follows the pure scientific method.[".]7 

60 

We wrote those lectures in the spirit oftruthfulness which gathers the truths and 
presents them in such a way as to he combined to one another so that they create a scientific 
collection which guides and does not mislead. [ .. ,] In this we were like the fair judge [qa9ï] 
who surrenders to the information which is in his hands. For it is that information which 
judges the evidence which we compile, without changing or altering it. We do not distort 
the facts whose introduction leads to it, for we go where the proof willlead us, without 
distortion norcorruption.8 

Finally, and very revealing for an understanding of Abü Zahrah's meaning of the function 

of science and the methodological framework he claims to use, he writes: "As for the 

mission of science, it is not so much to oblige us to advance as to believe in the plain 

truth"9. This implies a refutation ofthe Western notion of progre ss 10 , for which Abü 

Zahrah substitutes the core Islamic notion of faith, iman, in the plain truth 11, 

In the following two paragraphs of the introduction of LC, Abü Zahrah contradicts 

his previous 'phenomenological' claims and puts forth his real method: 'comparative 

polemics'. 

This is Jesus as it is presented in their books and teachings. We do not wish to 
embark on a presentation of their differences about it, or their differences in explaining this 
belief, nor embark on a detailed exploration of their general concepts before we expound 
what befell Christianity after Jesus. But we urge to elaborate their belief about Jesus on 
which they have decided in order that the reader may compare what came in the Roly 
Q.wiin and what came in their gospels and teachings. 

We return after this to what the scientific research imposes, that is to follow the 
belief in its growth and in its soundness or distortion after its master. In preparation for 
this, we will expound what befell Christianity after him in order that the reader may notice 
the scope of strength of transmission between the religion and its master with these 

7 LC, 3. 
8 Ibid. 
9 LC,4. 
10 Eric Sharpc, op. cit., 47-71, which is the chapter "Darwinism makes it possible". 
Such early use of methods lS very weil presenlCd in the case of history by Emst Breisach, 
Historiography: Andenl, Medieval and Modem, (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1983). 
Il W. C. Smith, Faith and Belief, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979). 
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accounts, and so that he may know the philosophies which were contemporary to 
Christianity and the range of their contact. 12 

61 

The second part again stresses Abü Zahrah's 'scientific' endeavour, which seems limited to 

the methods of Muslim historiography with its heavy emphasis on transmission (isniid) 13. 

We shaH see in the foHowing sections how Abü Zahrah's c1aim to follow the scientific 

method, both from the point of view of his own definition of science and from the point of 

view of a Western definition of science, holds up in the rest of his books, insofar as the use 

of sources and the descriptions of religions are concerned. 

CAbd-Allah Diraz does not c1aim to follow any method directly. But there are two 

passages in his introduction which clarify his conception of science, in particular the science 

of the history of religion. We have seen in section 3.2 how for Diraz "the science of 

religions has two branches: a new and original branch, as well as an old branch influenced 

by a renewal" 14. In short, for Diriiz the old branch is made up of the descriptive and 

analytical studies done for each religion. This branch he caUs "histories of religions"lS. 

And there is no doubt that the main tool in the study of this branch must be the 
investigation of beliefs, worship and the rest of instructions in every faith, from the reality 
of its sayings and of its doings. [ ... ] 

This is the goal of scientific criticism which is based upon the study of history in order truly 
to ascertain the documents and their ascriptions and the study of the laws of language and 
the conventions of the arts to detennine the meaning of texts, etc 16. 

12 LC, 29. 
13 See Franz Rosenthal, A History of Muslim HistoriQgT~, second rcviscd e<ht;on, 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1(8); and Claude Cahen, "L'historiographie arabe: des ongines au 
Vllè. s. H," Arabica, 13(1986), 136-137 and the methods developcd by the tradllionists 
(mufraddithün). 
14 OIN, 17. 
IS This name is indccd very challcnging since il wou Id make sense to c1asslfy the field 
in those lenns since the lenn hlstory has changcd over time. Il would thus he possible to 
Iink the growth in the meaning of history with the growth in the perceptions and dcsires to 
describe people of other falths, as weil as people of a researchcr's own falth. 
16 OIN, 18-19. 
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This definition is a perfeet example of the historico-linguistic approach emphasized among 

Islamicists17, as cenainly appropriated by Diriiz during his period of study in Paris. "The 

other branch, newer and more original, comes from the theoretical sciences and the 

numerous discoveries, whose aim is to satisfy the desire of reason in ils striving for the 

origins ofthings and their general foundations, when its parts and details are ramified" 18. 

Funhermore, Diriiz adds: 

The proof of this, in our subject, is that those who investigate faiths in their 
pl urali ty , if they study them comparatively and if they begin to isolate the differences and 
the appearances of dissimilarity, they will definitely find in them aspects of resemblance 
which every religion receives, and in doing so, they will find by themselves the causes 
which make resistance difficuit and push them to extraet these general foundations whieh 
defines the nature of religion wherever it may he and gather them in one whole19. 

We have here a sketch of Diriiz's assumptions as to the nature of the newer approach to the 

study of religion which stresses the comparative method. 

As for Al}mad Shalabi, we find that his claims conceming methods are often 

contradietory. On tht: one hand, there is the constant reminder that he is using the scientific 

method and that his approach respects the norms of science. On the other hand, his whole 

series presents a polemical rhetoric often devoid of scientific accuraey. This fact cannot he 

easily explained on the part of someone who must have learned the rudiments of scholarly 

research while doing his doctoral studies al Cambridge University in England. In the same 

paragraph in his book "Islam", Shalabi can wrlte: 

17 Charles J. Adams, "The State of Ihe Art: lhe Study of Islam as Religion," (Montreal; 
[?], 1973), 7. Sec also by the same aut}\or, the following two essays: "The HislOry of 
Religions and the Study of Islam," American Council of Leamed Socieues Newslettcr, 25-
3/4(1974), 1-10, espccially 7; "The Hlstory of Religions and the Sludy of Islam," Histon.....qf 
ReligIons: Essays on the Problem of Understanding, 00. J,M. Kilagawa, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1967), 177-193, especially 192 for a clear example 
(Goldziher) and the impact of his approach on Muslims themselves. 
18 OIN. 18. 
19 OIN, 18. 
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1 certify indeed that 1 tried strongly and eamestly to make this research scientific, not 
religious: that is, 1 made it uninfluenced by my feelings and my embracing of this religion 
[Islam]. [and later on] Any knowledgable researcher must favor monotheism and scorn 
polytheism and idols.20 

ln "Judaism", he writes: 

Aside from the problem of bibliography and thoughts, there was here the problem 
of enmity between us and the Jews. It is a difficult problem in terms Of scientiftc research, 
and it it clear that the Jews fought us with ail weapons, especially the weapon of the pen, 
thought being among the strongest of their weapons. But we tried not to descend into this 
arena in place of scientific research. 1 had to search for the truth without the influence of 
any agent, in order to present to the readers the most precise of truths from the most 
trustwonhy sources. So scientific research is integrity, integrity towards the community, 
integrity towards the numerous readers. It is possible that a person may speak from one 
point of view or another, but when he writes he leaves aside this or that point of view and 
searches for the truth.21 

ln "Christianity", he writes: 

And my book on Christianity is a gift to both Muslims and Christians equally. 
They are [the book on Islam and the one on Christianity] a scientific research, not a 
religious one. 1 kept away from the the temptations of all desires. Perhaps 1 succeeded in 
this and 1 hope that, with examples of researches, it might be a light to guide on the path.22 

Shalabfs claims to be using a scientific method closely resembles Abü Zahrah's 

claims. Both scholars subconsciously draw a direct correlation between reason (caql) and 

science (Cilm) on the basis oftheir Arabic-Islamic meanings. They understand science as a 

method which requires the use oflogical reasoning, which remains subordinate to Islamic 

faith though. They do not see that science in the West refers to an approach, a system of 

inquiry which consists of several kinds of methods23 which answer to only one ultimate 

criterion: human reason. In fact, we are faced with a classicaJ exampJe of récupération2A• 

20 m, 23. 
21 l, 18. 
22 D, 23. 
23 In sorne circ1es, !ldence bas tumed iuto an ideology in the same way as Islam bas 
become an idcology for certain Muslims. 
24 This French word means the appropriation of one set of signais and symbols with a 
clear meaning 10 a particular contexl, i.e. science in the West. by people of a dlfferenl 
conlext who interprel thlS set differcntly, i.e. 'dm in Islamic Egypl 11us process recurs 
constantly, though al various Icvel of sublleties, in an Islamic polemical dlSCourse when 
Muslims daim for example ID bclieve ID Judaism and Christiamly: they 'rccuperate' their 
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Moreover, both resort to the use of polemics, although Abii Zahrah's tone is less virulent 

and its style less politicized. As for Diraz, he clearly acknowledges science's aim "to satisfy 

the desire of reason ... ". The difference, in comparison to the previous two authors, lies in 

that Diriz avoids contrasting reason with Faith. He does not refer to Islam when he 

describes the Western scientific use of reason. In other words, Dirliz's interpretation of the 

scientific method does notconflict with his personal Faith in Islam2S. 

own inlcrprctalion of the word 'Judaism' and 'Christianity' without acknowledging the 
differenl mcaning it canies for Jews and Christians. It seems that we are facing this 
situation in the case of 'science' and 'ci/m'. 
2S Indeed, the conflicl in the case of Abii Zahrah and ShaiabI refleclS more the personal 
threal which thcy considcr Western science 10 be for 'their' Islam than a reaI incompatibility 
belween lhe Islamic rcligio", and the use of reason which Western science requires. 
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4.2 ON DEFINING RELIGION 

Whatever the methods claimed and/or used by a researcher, the process of 

detennining the nature of a field of inquiry, in our case the study of religion, requires a 

minimal attempt at defining the important words in the field. Il represents the process by 

which boundaries are drawn in order hetter to agree on the actual content to he analyzed. 

Shaikh Abü Zahrah does not define religion anywhere, nor does A~mad Shalabï26. As for 

cAbd-Allah DiIiiz, he thoroughly discusses definitions of religion in the first chapter of his 

book. So let us then proceed to analyze how cAbd-Allah Diraz defined and introduced the 

word "religion" to his 1950ies' audience of Muslim students. 

DiIiiz begins his first chapter "Definition of the Meaning of Religion" with the 

following sentences: 

The sound logical foundation, in the rational organization of our works, requires 
from us, when we request the explanation of a scientific truth, to stan with the knowledge 
of its general elements and of its comprehensive values, before we begin the research on its 
specifics and pecularities. So for the one who would like to know the essence of the 
religion of Islam, or the religion of Christianity, or of J udaism, Zoroastrianism, B uddhism, 
Paganism, or other religions which came into existence, it is suitable for him to increase 
hefore anything else, his endeavour to define the comprehensive meaning altogether and the 
common scope which it includes as a whole. If this is c1ear, though the religions dîffer 
among themselves or in their sources, or in their goals, or in their rights, the name 'religion' 
assembles ail of these. So there must he here an ide al unit y which penneates them [the 
religions] and which designates them by this common name. What is that unit y? What is 
religion? This is the first question which we must lay down before our eyes, as we are al 
the threshold of the door of inquiry into the history of religions "27 

In this prelude to defining religion, three elements stand out. The frrst one concems the 

vocabulary Diraz uses. His argument is based on the premise that the readers will he 

convinced by the first few words: "sound logical foundation" and "rational organization of 

26 Shalabï indircclly defincs religion when he uses a saying of Mu~ammad: "Religion 
is good human relations". III, 254. 
27 OIN, 23. 
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our works". ft is well-known that these words do not contradict basic ~anic beliefs. 

Vet what seems striking, especially in comparison with Abii Zahrah and Shalabi, is the 

absence of the word cilm (knowledge, science), which could be used so easily in this 

context. Jt might be argued that by stressing, on the one hand, the power of reason and 

logic and, on the omer, avoiding a too frequent use of the ambiguous word ci/m, Diriiz 

could in fact appeal to the positive Islamic values regarding reason (Caq/) without falling 

prey to the popular dichotomies such as science/religion and reason/faith28• There is a 

second element to not!cp. from Diraz's introductory statement above. Although Islam cornes 

first and is followed by the monotheistic religions in Diraz's listing, the tradition al Islamic 

three-step hierarchy is bypassed: Diraz treats ail religions equally since they ail pertain to 

the one conceptZ 'religion'. This revolutionary equalization for the sake of extracting the 

meaning of religion might not have been so easily acceptable to the Muslim readers, if it 

were not for the stress on the unit y of meaning. This brings us to the third element worth 

noticing. Indeed, Diraz's proposaI to Teach a common underlying ideai unit y in the meaning 

of the word religion might reflect the subconscious assumption that such unit y must exist. 

Such an assumption is not foreign to historians of religion in the West either. It probably 

stems from the subconscious tendency among monotheists to view God as ultimate unit y , 

and thus religion as a concept that should reflect the unit y of the ultimate29. 

These three elements reflect Diraz's framework of inquiry . Although heavily 

influenced by the rationalistic approach in the history ofreligion, especially coming out of 

28 For an insighlful analysis of the hnk betwen knowledge and science and the 
changing usage of the words 'intellect' and intellectual' today (i.e. c10sely identified 10 the 
analytical functions of the mind), sec S. H. Nasr, SCience and Civilization in Islam, 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968), 23-24. 
29 The rcpcalCd attempts over the last century and a half ID the West 10 come up with 
one all-encompassing definition for the wc,rd 'religion' scem 10 me linked to a conceptual 
issue whosc importance lies not so mueh in its ultimate rcaIity as in the ultimate reality 
which the monolhelstic traditions have pointed 10. For a serious discussion on this very 
CruCial problem in the philosophy of science and in the philosophy of the study of religion, 
sce F. Whaling, op. cit., Vol I, 379-390. 
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France, Diriz nevertheless rernains within the parameters of Islamic faith, alheit moving 

closer to a phitosophicallanguage not unsuited to his philosophy students. His introduction 

is a forerunner to the rest of his chapter. 

After a brief sarcastic passage on the futility of dictionnaries to give us a real 

rneaning for many words, including a variety of contradictory statements on religion, Diraz 

presents a concise etymology of the Arabie word for religion (dïn)30. He explains how the 

word dïn carries in its roots the meanings associated with three verbs. The first is danahu, 

which consists of the verb diina and its direct object hu .. It means: to grant a loan, to 

subjugate, to condernn, to judge, sanction and reward. The second verb is dana followed 

by the particle lahu .. It means: to obey, to subrnit or be submitted, to pay allegiance, to 

surender. The third verb is composed of diina and the particle bishay. Il means: to believe 

in something, to put into practice, to he used to. From dana bishay is directly derived the 

noun form dïn , with the meaning of helief, path or custornary practice. The three concepts 

are linked to one another and may he summarized as follow. In the first usage, dïn irnplies 

compulsion to subrnit, a sanction of sorne sort; in the second, it means dut y or necessity to 

submit; and in the third, dïn rneans the principle which requires subrnission. In other 

words, the first implies an extemal obligation to submit; the second an internaI obligation to 

submit, white the third implies the abstract concept of subrnission. Diraz further 

distinguishes the subtle difference between dïn and dayn. The first irnplies a moral debt 

white the second implies a financial debt. Thus in Arabie, by a slight change in voweling, il 

is possible to move from the rnaterial to the imrnaterial realrn31 . 

30 Yvonne Y. Haddad, "The Conception of the Teno 'din' in the Qur'§n," Ih~ ___ ~.tusljrn 
World. 64:2(1974), 114-123. 
31 DirAz lerscly reminds the reader thal ail these mcanings arc authentic lO the Arabie 
language, withoul any borrowings as was suggcsted by sorne Orienlalisls who thoughl the 
use of the word din rnighl have becn fostered by the presence of shu'übiyah auitudcs in 
Islamic manuscripLc;, which tcnded to deny any validily lO anythmg genUlly Arab. 
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Then Diriz eontrasts the three Arabie meaning of din with the two meanings 

generally used in the field of the history of religions. 'The tirst refers to religion in tenns of 

a subjective state called religiosity. The second meaning stresses objective facts which 

allow a retum to external habits or sensible visions. This meaning is attached to the 

principles, i.e. religious doctrine, whieh a nation, or a group, puts into practice. 

Diraz's real aim in writing a whole chapter on the question of the definition of 

religion is the following: 

If it is impossible for us now, as we are at the beginning of the research, to present 
the religions themselves in order to extract from them the literary limits common among 
them, so we present a number of the definitions which scientists have gone through, both 
what Islamicists meant by the word din and what the Westerners meant by its parallel word, 
which is religion. We shan then add to this exposition something of an analysis and 
criticism, in order to know to which extent these definitions may he applied to the known 
religions.32 

After quotihg numerous Westemers' definitions of religion33, he makes it clear that 

in classifying religion, the ideas of submission and beliefs are insufficient34. It is possible 

to also classify religions into revealed, mythical and natural religions. But other links to 

define and reveal the essential ingredients of religion are necessary. Diriz proves that he is 

weIl acquainted with much of the major figures in the history of religions of the first part of 

the twentieth century. 

Diriiz finaIly eoncludes with: 

OIN, 28-29. 32 
33 DirtIz quOlcs lhem 
footnotes. 
34 OIN, 32. 

in Arabie. with the French original or translated version in the 
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the complete limits to the essence of religion. Religion is: the belief in the existence 
of a higher, transcendent being, or beings, which has feelings and freedom of choice, free 
disposaI and planning in human affairs; a belief that tends to be sent by way of secret 
conversation of an elevated essence in desire, fear, submission and glorification. [Or in 
short] the beliefin a Godly being, worthy of obedience and worship.3S 

This is the defiilition which Diraz gives if we consider religion from its subjective side. If 

we take the objective facts, then Diraz writes: "The sum of the theoreticallaws which 

delimit the characteristics of that Godly power and the sum of the practical doctrines which 

describe the path of its worship"36. 

Diraz could have ended his chapter with these two definitions. However, he added 

two pages essentially to guard the readers against two dangers The first is the tendency to 

describe religion only from its negative side (tabou). The second, even more dangerous, is 

to deprive religion of its essence, which combines the two notions of spirituality and 

divinity. These dangers are present in the definitions of the French sociological school. 

But what is most important to remernber, notes Diraz. is: "that the religious concept permits 

the belief in the creation which is not aIl of one kind nor in one observatory but rather sorne 

are more elevated than the rest"37. 

With this conclusion to his first chapter, we are far frorn the initial ideal unit y 

pointed out in the introduction to that sarne chapter. This discrepancy between Diraz's 

initial claim to he able to find an ideal unity in the rneaning of religion and his actual 

conclusion with two definitions of his own seern not to have attracted his attention. This 

desire to bring about definitional unit y for a word while recognizing its de facto 

impossibility, especially a word such as religion38, wou Id again support the argument 

35 DIN, 49. 
36 DIN, 49-50. 
37 DIN, 51. 
38 On th~ question of the definition of the word 'religion', John Hick writes: "Therc is, 
consequently, no universally accepted definition of religion, and quiœ possibly thcre ncvcr 
will be." See J. Hick, Philosophy of Religion, (Englewoods Chffs: Prcnucc-Haii Ine., 
1963), 5. 



( 

( 

( 

70 

thatthe conflict between unit y and factual diversity as pointed out in Diraz's definition of 

religion refers to a much larger philosophical problem as regards monotheistic 

conceptualisation of the word 'religion', towhich both the Islamic and the Western world 

are heirs39• 

39 The hrnlls of definitions in the SlUdy of religion is an intriguing dilemma. It seems 
that we cannol know what religion is until we have sludied il. And yel we cannol study il 
until we know what il is. This dilemma is in separable from the discipline of the academic 
sludy of religion and underlines a dicholomy between subjecl and obJect. Religion is both 
al once, and generations of scholars have attemptcd 10 reduce it 10 one or the other: those 
with theological bent to subject, those with a sclenttfic bent to object. Furthennore, a 
scarcely dissociable question IS that of a scholar's degree of particIpation within a religious 
tradition. How cao a scholar rcally define rehglOn if he has nol experienced il? Wc arc 
facing here a second dimension 10 lite subjcct-object dichotorny SO Imbedded in our 
twent!cth century Western scientific culture. It is no surprise thal these two questions have 
becn so intcrtwincd. They indced represent one single reality: the researcher can not avoid 
being himself or herself an interpretive subject in symbiotic relationship with the objcct 
under analysis. Any mcaningful interpretatlon is on1OlogIcally rooted m the relation 
betwccn a human bemg and his/lter hlstoricity. In fact, hennencutical thinkers agree that 
hlstory and language are always both conditIons and IimllS of understanding. How can it 
bc different for our quest to undcrstand religion? Whether wc arc dcaImg Wlth the origins 
of the study of relIgIon or seelo.ng 10 dcfine religion, we are hound 111 both cases by our 
own system of SlgnS (I.d. language) and our own histoncity. Habermas caUs both history 
and language 'transl1Ory a pntJn' of thought. The acknowlcdgernent of the transitory nature 
of 8 priori mcans that "hermeneutÎCs does not seek the conditions of intelleglbllity as such, 
as if understanding were always and everywhere the same". The recogmtion of transitory a 
priori makes sense of the fact that scholars of religion have not agrecd on one 'best' 
definiuon of religIOn, but have uscd several working definiuon accord mg 10 each one's 
contcxL In the light of hermeneutics, one begins 10 make sense of the varying reality within 
the dIscipline of the history of relisions both in terms of how rehglon is defincd, when 
and where the field of religlous study begms and ends, and the rnethodology in use. 
Indccd, "There IS no thcory-frcc standpoint or set of rules by whlch wc could evaluate new 
thcoretIcal proposaIs. Instcad, wc must rely on sometlnng l'kc an cmerging consensus of 
scicntists workmg m the field regardmg the 'vahdlty', 'fruitfulness', and 'cogency' of new 
developmcnts wlthm the field." Insofar as this prcclsely dcscnbcs the shaping of the field 
of the h1Slory of religiOns in ilS various philological, sociological, psychological, 
structural, phcnornenologlcal, etc. variations, we rnay argue thal the latest developmenlS in 
philosophlcal herrneneutics may he uscd to mfuse a new self understanding 10 our own 
discipline. A small contribution m that directIon, the attempt to make sense of contcmporary 
MuslIm perspectIves on the study of relIgIon and the extent of thcir use of the science of 
religion incvitably confronts us wlth the issue of language and histoncity. On the other 
harld, 10 religion and dïn belong t\Vo very distinct family resemblances, to use 
Wiugenstem's frarnework. The same may be said of science and 'llm. A simple 
contemporary translatIon lS hound lO create a rathcr narrow and wcak bridge bctwccn two 
seL" of hlstoricltles: the MuslJm authors' hlstoricity and my own. Thus language and 
historicity mtertwmcd in the very hcart of our central working concepts of religion and 
science will prove another challenge to the elaboration of a propcr understandmg of our 
topie. Afterall, Smart is probably nght when he wrote: "Can we arnve at an understanding 
of (religion1 by mcans of a definition? This is scarcely probable". Wc are thus confronted 
wilh the challenge of finding other ways of reaching a satlsfactory understanding of 
'religion' for our field. 
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4.3 ON USING SOURCES 

In the sciences as developed in the Western world, the process by which any idea or 

hypothesis is put forth rests on the basis of an open investigation where each argument 

must be substantiated with a number of evidences whose sourc~s must he agreed and clear 

to a1l40. Without a clear logical demonstration of one's arguments supponed by appropriate 

evidences in the form of sources, the hypothesis put forward risks not to be taken seriously, 

and the results not he considered 'factual reality'. What consti tutes factual reality remains, 

however, always something debatable and in constant flux. Indeed, through the process of 

science, each area of knowledge becomes better and better circumscribed. But the nature of 

reality remains bound to human perceptions, however close we may think we are to an 

objectivereality41 . 

To what extent, then, do our three authors openly indicate their sources in describing 

religions? How do they cite their sources? What kinds of sources do they use? These are 

only sorne of the questions which a thorough analysis of each author's use of sources 

would enta il. In this section, due to the broad range of material, it will not he possible to do 

a systematic analysis of the use of sources in our three authors' books, though a 1 tmid 

attempt has been made through c!evising tabulüI' compilations for quantitative 

measurements. Nevertheless, the above questions will guide our i>road investigation to 

extract a number of examples from which the nature of our authors' de facto use of 

methods will be analyzed. Our understanding of their respective hermeneutics will become 

even more predse. 

40 James K. Feibleman, Scientific Method, (La Haye: Martinus Nijhoff, 1972), 
especially chapter V, "The Tcsting of Hypothesis: experimenl," in particlular 153-159. 
41 F. Whaling, op. ciL, 380. 



( 

(~ 

( 

72 

4.3.1 On Acknowledging Sources of Infonnation 

As a means to try to assess our three authors' degree of subjection to Western 

scientific influence in tenns of source references, the extent of their methods in indicating 

sources has been summarized in TABLE 1: Reference Survey (see following page). The 

three ways which are prevalent in Western scientific rnethods to trace back one's sources 3"e 

the bibliography, the footnotes and the references within the body of a text. In TABLE 1, 

the number of such references are given per author and in sorne cases per book, or even in 

two instanœs per section of one book (DIN). We have also included the nurnber of 

QlWiinic and Biblical references, as one means quantitatively to monitor, on the one hand, 

the reliance upon the Islamic source parexcellence and, on the other, the use of Jewish and 

Christian primary sources in the descriptions of Judaism and Christianity in particular. 

Despite many limitations in using such a graphie survey of the various types of referenees 

used by our three authors42, it nonetheless remains useful as an indicator of sorne trends, 

specifie to each author or common to two or three of them. It should be noted however that 

this table relies on the authors' acknowledgement of sources, for the unnamed sources go 

unnoticed tooeasily. 

42 Therc arc many limitations to such a Reference Survey Table. The frrsl one is that tt.e 
Arabie rcferences may bc European translations. in WhlCh case they blur the intended 
distinction bctwccn \.he Arabie cultural context and the European cultural context out of 
which each book cornes. The second limitation is that a certain number of references does 
not mcan much unless this number can somehow reflect the lime period from which il source 
cornes. Thesc last two limitations arc 10 part resolved if the rcader compares Table 2 with 
Table 3. However, accuracy IS obvlOusly Jacking. The fourth limitation is the selecû0n of 
Qur3iülic ~nd Bibhcal rcfcrcnccs. whtle not selccting any of the references pertaining 
dircctly to Hindu. Buddhlst or other holy scnptures. A fifth limitation IS the lack of 
corrcspondmg numbcrs of other types of references WhlCh cannat bc so easily tabulated. such 
as uncl31med borrowmgs. Findmg thcse mfluences would require a great amount of time 
and much grcalcr erudltion. 
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TABLE 1 Reference Survey 

CAbd-Allah Diraz 

DIN* 

A~mad Shalabi 

1 Il II1 IV 

Number of pages 

LCR 

115 

LC 

196 
a 
179 

b 

12 333 301 310 198 

~hical Bibliogra 
Reference 

in Ara 
s: 
bic 

pean in Euro 
lan guages 

0 0 18 197"* 

0 0 40 52"* 

Footnote 
Reference 

bottom 
s: 

(176 in two 
5 103 37 639 481 502 224 

of page 

s: Reference 

in th e text** 

references: 

Bible Christian 
Referenc es***: 

tables) 

57 128 

4 22 

76 61 

140 1846 

15 4 3 5 

32 36 91 54 309 

0 152 147 9 

*: The 'a' column refers to the book itself while the 'b' column refers to the added presentation 
done in Lahore in 1958. 

**: These references appear in the text itself, without any foot note references. 

2 

2 

2 

***: None of the authors claimed to be using references from the Hebrew Bible, which would imply 
the knowledge of Hebrew. Generally, our three authors refer to the Old Testament as the 
Jewish Torah without mentioning the differences. 

"*: These numbers are a compilation of the four bibliographies found in Shalabfs four volumes. 



( 

( 

73 

The use of a bibliography has become a sine qua non in any scientific research done 

in the West. It is thus interesting to note that both Diriiz and Shalabï who have studied in 

the West make use of one in their books, while Abü Zahrah does not. Funhennore, Diriiz's 

degree of scientifie Westemization seems higher than Shalabï's on two accounts. First 

Diraz's bibliography includes the place and date of publication, while Shalabfs does not. 

Secondly, Diraz refers to a much broader range of books in European languages versus 

Arabie ones than Shalabï does43. The extent to which such factors ean imply greater 

Westernization is not clear in and of itself. However, they certainly point to the fact that 

Diraz does show greater affinity with the Western scientific methods of writing 

bibliographies, despite the fact that both Diraz and Shalabï earned theirdoctoral degrees in 

Europe and were thus both aware of these methods. Thus we may conclude that, in their 

acknowlegement of sources of information, the order of our three authors on the scale of 

Western scientit:c method versus a traditional Islamic presentation44 is as follows: Diraz, 

Shalabï and Abü Zahrah. 

43 DiriIz's bibliography contains 17 Arabic {'ntrics, sorne of which are encyclopaedias 
or rcvicws, whilc others are monographs mosUy written in the forties. It a1so contains 40 
European en trics, ail in thcir French tiUes, but obvie usly more <taled than the Allibic ûnes, 
sincc only four were pubhshed in the forties. l1IÏs liSlS tncludes such well-known figures 
for lhcir impact on the sludy of religIOn as: Bergson, Bumouf, Durkheim, Kant, Müller, 
PInard de la Boullaye, Schleiermacher, Schmidt, Spencer, Tylor and Van der Leeuw. lt is 
intercsung to notice lhal none of the more famous Mushm carly hlstonans of religions, or 
herc<;iographers, IS mentioncd, although aJ-flhrist of Ibn al-Nadïm, Dirâz's first 
bibliographical reference, 1Oc1udes several of them. 
44 Let us lx: c1car that by seltmg up thlS seale, we do not intcnd to rnean that the Western 
scientlflc mcthod IS ln opposition to Islam. What IS in opposition ID this specifie case is the 
scientlfic methods developcd ln the West 10 tcrms of source refcrenccs and the lack of any 
cohcsivc method present in much of contemporary Islamic rnatcnal wnUcn from the more 
traditional Isialluc point of vlew. For a clarification as 10 what 'traditlOnal Islam' rcfcrs to, 
sec Scyycd Hosscm Nasr, Tradltional Islam in the Modem World, (London: Routledge and 
Kcgan Paul, 1987), espccially the prologue entitled: "What is traditional Islam?," 11-25. 



..... 

-

74 

4.3.2 On Accuraey in Citing Sources 

In our authors' usage of bottom of the page footnotes. the sarne trend persists45 • 

Abü Zahrah seems to follow least the Western scientifie requirements. for his use of 

footnotes is c1early inconsistent. In the text of LCR, there are ni ne bottom page footnotes, 

six of which give sorne detail, one of whieh gives a book and author reference, one of 

whieh gives only the book reference and the other only the author reference. In LC, there 

are five bottom page footnotes, two of which give book and author references with a 

quotation but without a page number, and one of which refers to the Eneyc10paedia 

Britanniea without any page reference. The two other footnotes add precision to a specifie 

point. However, by far the greatest number of referenees (170) are found in two tabular 

presentations comparing elements of Hinduism and Christianity on the one hand (pages 30-

42), and Buddha and Jesus on the other (pages 55-68). A reference, in most cases with a 

page number, is given for every single element of cornparison46. However, Abü Zahrah 

does not necessarily give the author of some books he refers t047 or vice versa48• Nor do 

45 It should he noted that a1though Shalabï used more bottom of the page footnotes 
(1846 footnotes for 824 pages) than Dirliz did (140 for 191 pages), Shalabï cannot he 
considered more influenced by Western methods than Diraz, since Dlraz's footnotcs are much 
more accurate. The numbers are not necessarily indicative of accuracy. 
46 It would he interestmg to find out if the table presentations arc an idea propcr to 
Abü Zahrah or borrowed from one of hls referencc books. In the few books 1 was able to 
fmd, 1 did not find such table presentations. However, Edward Thomas docs give the 
parallels lY.twcen Buddha and Jcsus at Icngth 10: The life of Buddha as Lcgend and History 
(London: Routlcdge and Kegan Paul L ID, 1927), espcclally 238-248. Another posslblc 
source from which such a companson could have becn borrowed is A. Lillic's Tlle Influence 
of Buddhism on Pnmltive Chnstlamty, (London: [?], 1893, or cise re-Issucd an a new 
edltion as Indla 10 Pnmll1ve Chnsllanlty, 1909. The systcmal1c use of footnotes 10 the case 
of these two table prcsentallon.; scems 100 mcongruous wlth Abü Zahrah's normal sparsc use 
of them JO the rest of his books. This IS why 1 would he mclincd to thmk that Abü Zahrah 
borrowcd the idca of such a table presentatIOn from somcone cise. Shalabï later makes use 
of il too: II, 183-187. 
47 LCR, 29: "And so the author of the book The Pagan Bellefs JO the RehglOn of thc 
Christians' stnkes a balance bctwecn the saymgs of Hmdus on Krishna and thosc of the 
Chrisllans on Jesus, [ ... J". No author is given. 
48 A quote from Herodotus (c.484-c.425 BCE) appears 10 LCR, 5 and one from the 
Latin writer Petronius (died in 65 CE) in LCR, 114 are WlthOUt any book references, 
a1though in thesc two parttcular cases it IS oot difficult to find whlch books Abü Zahrah 
lOOk his refcrences from. 
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any of the references include place, date and house of publication. More often than not, we 

are faced with general expressions ernpty of any significance to the consciencious reader 

who wou Id Iike to read funher on a given point raised by Abü Zahrah49• Then there are 

sorne passing apiidïth (tradition al accounts) with no details given; the same is true of 

Qur'iinicquotations50. Ail these exarnples point to the fact that Abü Zahrah's use of 

footnote references lacks any systernatic method. Thus his eciectic way of providing source 

references, in comparison to Diraz and Shalabi, Ieast resernbIes the Western scientific 

rnethods developed to systernatize the use of footnote references51 . 

As for Shalabi, his nurnerous footnotes follow a rnuch more systematic method 

aiong Western lines. Indeed he rnakes a systematic use of footnotes, providing a reference 

to aimost everything he says52. However, there are still rnany discrepancies, such as 

inversion of authors and titles of books, changing the abreviation of a tide, and of course 

the lack of any publication infonnation. But the worst cornes when the reader discovers the 

49 For examp1e, we can find the following expressions: "Sorne lcamed people ['ullU1J~ 
] said that ..... (LCR, 12); "histonans agree that the Egyptians used to worship." (LCR, 13); 
"One of the wnters said about this worship that..." (LCR, 13); "Hcre the writings of 
historians vary on ... " (LCR, 22); "of what IS found frorn the historians who declare that 
Buddha ... " (LCR, 69); etc. In all thcsc cases, the histonans Abü Zahrah refers 10 are never 
mentioncd. 
50 In LCR, 74 L'1ere IS one such ~adith (one trawtional account) but without any isnfId 
(line of transmission) refercnce, or even Jess the degree of iLS reliabllity. Indeed, Muslims 
have developcd a complex science of transmissIOn to evaluate the degree of reliability of 
each tradition. For an mtroductlon on this toplC, consult Mal)müd al-TaI)l)lün, taysir 
mUSlBlah aI-hadith, (Riyad: maktabat al-ma'iirif, 1985, 7th edition). And for a more 
tradltlonal survcy, sec: Subl)i al-Slilil), 'uliim al-hadith wa-mUSl11lahuhu, (Beyrout dar al-
'ilm /l/malliyin, 1986, 6th cdJuon). 
51 We mlght ask oursclves If there was ever any systernauc method for deahng with 
how sources of mformauon were acknowledgcd at sorne brne in IslanllC history. 
52 Il secms al urnes that hls books are more a juxtaposition of other people's writings, 
with fcw comrnentarics hnking thern all up lOto a whole, than a systernauzed exposition of 
his own. This phenomenon rccurs Wlth Abü Zahrah too, espccially in the case of his 
description of Confucianism. This procedure might simply reflccl, in both cases, the relative 
lack of good grounding JO a parl1cular tOpiC. 
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limitations and often subjective interpretations Shalabï gives of certain source material in 

order to fit it into his own argument. Here are a few examples53. 
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In the description of Buddha's life, Shalabi makes much use of Edward Thomas' 

book 'The Life of Buddha as Legend and History'. Among the eight references he makes to 

il, we find four different ways of dring this book54. BUl more important, after verification 

of both a 1927 first edition and a 1969 fourth reprint of the third edition of this book, where 

all the pages correspond, we discovered that, except for the first reference, in six other 

instances the text written by Shalabi does not correspond to the content written in the pages 

referred tO, Unless Shalabi has been using a varying second edition, there is sorne lack of 

accuracy. The same is true of the 12 references to a book edited by Louis Renou (Shalabi 

writes Lewis Renou ... ) where none of the pages he gives correspond to anything in this 

book's 1962 first edition55. Unless anotheredition appeared before 1964, the date when 

'The Great Religions ofIndia' was published, then we are faced with misguiding references. 

In a few instances where the corresponding text was found, the paraphrasing was on the 

whole correct. There were a few interpretations, however, which implied a deliberately 

selecriveattitude56. 

53 It was not possible to find many of the sources Shalabî has uscd in wnlmg his four 
book series on Comparative Religions. Thus the verification of hls sources is unsystematlc. 
Nevertheless, 1 fecl that the examplcs provldcd are numerous enough to make the reader 
aware of the bias Shalabi has excercized at tirnes. 
54 Compare IV, 150, 156, 175 and 208. 
55 The page references to the two books of H. G. Wells do IlOt correspond elther. The 
full reference to thcsc two books is: A Short Hlstory of the World, (New York; The 
Macmillan Company, 1922); The Outhne of HIStOry, (New York; The Macmillan Company, 
1923). 
56 Compare LoUIS Renou, Hmduism._ (New York: Georgc Bra.l.lller, 1962), 49·50 wlth 
IV, 64-65. In thlS passage, Renou writes about the Sikhs as havmg "borrowed many 
elements from doctnnes which are fundamentally Hllldu", whlle Shalabi writes about the 
Sikhs who "quickly dld not base thcir doctrmes on the caste system a1though thcy called for 
a caste of thClr own and they refused to marry exccpt thosc among themsclves[ .. ]". Renou 
docs not rnenuon anythmg about marnages, nor about the caste system. There is a delibcmte 
interpretation on the part of Shalabi of what clements were borrowed by the SIkhs from 
Hinduisrn, without any such refercnœ in Renou's words. There IS also the example where 
Shalabî droppcd the mcntlon of Hindus who still hve in Pakistan, dcspite an otherwisc 
a1most fully translaled passage. Compare Hmduism,44 with IV, 2-3. 
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Another set of examples comes from Shalabrs book on Christianity. One such 

example is a whole paragraph which Shalabi quotes from Otto Meinardus' "Christian 

Egypt"57. It translates thus: 
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In the March 1968, the Church of the Virgin in Sharia Tuman Bey, Zeitun, called 
out a shout that the virgin had appeared in it and that it cured the sick, and the blind returned 
to sight. Thousand Christians heard this shout and went to see this momentous thing. The 
Christian leadership in Egypt was not convinced that to announce such a news without 
authentification. So the Patriarch Cyril VI mandated the Bishop of Beni Süyefto see that 
by himself and to announce it in a press conference. And on April the second, this Bishop 
announced the appearance of the virgin in this church and that it had appeared several times 
in her natural size or in her upper half. So the Bishop public1y delivered this announcement 
in a press conference mentioning that he had seen the virgin himself and that thousands of 
people saw her with him.58 

The passage from which Shalabi 'quoted' Meinardus, which is not on page 265 as given by 

Shalabi but on page 264, reads as follows: 

In April and May 1968, ten thousands of Copts and Muslims went to the Church of 
the Holy Virgin in Sharia Tuman Dey, Zeitun, a suburb ofCairo, to behold "the apparition 
of the Holy Virgin", who has been seen "in and around" this church. More th an a month 
after the first "apparition" on April 2, the Coptic Orthodox Patriarchate issued an official 
statement, which was made by Bishop Athanasius of the of the Diocese of Benï Suef, who 
was a member of the Committee appointed by Cyril VI to investigate and determine 
'whether or not the Virgain has been appearing at Zeitun Church". 

Reading out the statement at a press conference to which more than one hundred and 
fifty local and foreign correspondents were invited, the Bishop said that he had personally 
seen the apparition. "The apparition was seen on various nights and is still being seen. 
Sometimes the Virgin Mary appeared in full fOTm, while on other occasions, only the 
Virgin's bust, surrounded by a glorious halo of shining light, appeared.[ ... ]59 

57 The whole reference, which is not given by Shalabi, is: Otto Meinardus, Christian 
Egypl: Faith and Lire, (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 1970). From the 
publication date, this whole scellon must have been included in one of the later revised 
editions. 
58 II, 109. 
59 OllO Meinardus, op. cil., 264. 
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The differences are rather obvlous. The Muslims are not mentioned; the visit and 

declaration of the Bishop of Beni Süyef is not an official mandate, nor is it clear from 

Meinardus' passage whether the press conference where he declared his seeing the virgin 

can he directly related to the official statement made also by the Bishop of Beni Süyef about 

the appointment of a committee to investigate the matter. There is a month in hetween, 

which is April and May, not March and April as understood by Shalabi. Even if this 

passage were only a paraphrase of the main ideas, it would not truly represent what 

Meinardus wrote. The deception is even greater if Shalabi, through the use of quotation 

marks, intends to give the impression that he is in fact quoting Meinardus verbatum. 

Further on, Shalabi quotes, in English (to give more weight?), from Adolf von 

Hamack's famous book "What is Christianity?": 

Christ Described the Lord of Heaven and Earth as His God and Father, as the 
Greater, as the only God. In aU things he is Dependent on and Submissive to God; and 
over agaillst His God even includes himself among other men.f,() 

The actual text from whence he takes this quotation reads as follows: 

In the second place, he [Jesus] described the Lord of heaven and earth as his God 
and his Father; as the Greater, and as Him who is alone good. He is certain that everything 
which he has and everything which he is to accomplish cornes from this Father. He prays 
to Him; he subjects himself to His will; he stuggles hard to find out what it is and to fulfil it. 
Aims, strength, understanding, the issue, and the hard must, ail come from the Father. This 
is what the Gospels say, and it cannot he tumed and twisted. This feeling, praying, 
working, struggling and suffering individu al is a man who in the face of his God also 
associates himself with other men.61 

The underlined passages are my OWIl. It wou Id seem that Shalabï either 3lightly tumed 

these above quotations so that they better serve his own argument, or else he simply did not 

know the language he was quoting well enough truly to understand. Nevertheless, the 

60 n, 154. 
61 Adolf von Harnack, What is Christianity7, ([7]: Harper and Brothers, 1957), 126. 
The first English cdition of thls epoch making book appearcd ln 1900. 

• 
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passage he quotes does stress the human nature of Christ, which has been the case among 

the Protestant schools. This is true especially when, at the height of Biblical criticism, 

historians cou Id rationalize any supernatural phenomenon due to the influence of 

positivism. But the lack of corresponding Catholic and Orthodox perspectives on this same 

issue thus serves to misrepresent the pluralistic nature of Christian theology throughout its 

history. 

A~mad Shalabi's method in citing his sources is definitely borrowed from Western 

science. However, his lack of thorough precision in systematizing his presentation of 

references and his lack of complete information about each book (especially which edition 

of a book he is using) make his procedure less than acceptable from the point of view of 

Western scientific accuracy. At rimes, as many of the examples above have shown, the 

ambiguity in his references can lead to assuming a lack of intellectual integrity on Shalabi's 

paJt62. However, a much more systematic analysis ofhis references would be necessary 

before any such judgement could be sustained. 

CAbd-Allah Diraz's method of citing his sources agrees on the whole with the 

Western scientific norms. Ali footnote references are included in the bibliography. As we 

have seen for the bibliography, Diraz's greaterreliance than Shalabï on Western sources is 

also reflected in the systematic accuracy offootnote references. Of the 103 footnotes in the 

main book, 71 refer to Western authors, 35 to Muslim authors, and 32 to QUT:Jifnic 

references63. If we consider the newer approach which Diraz uses, on the one hand it is 

62 The dlfference bctwecn a lack of inlCllcctual integrity on the one hand, and a 
subconsclOus subjccllvity ln the selccting of one's informaUon on the other, is not 
allOgether obvious. The dirrerence would secm to lie in the degree of consciousness which 
one applics to hls/her choices wlthm the context of one's acknowledgcd methodology. Such 
is the notion of the problcmauc overlap betwecn hermeneutics and methodology. 
63 In contra<;t, the article included at the end of OIN, which Diraz wrote for the 1958 
Lahore Colloquium, sorne eight years after he wrote DIN, con tains 38 footnotes, ail of 
which arc Qur~Ml;C rcferenccs. 
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surprising that he did still use so many non-Western sources. On the other hand, this fact 

may point to a good number of sources available in Arabie written by Muslims on topics 

related to the study of religion. But at a closer look, Diraz cites only sorne four books 

written by Muslims on topies related to the study of religion. So the other works written by 

Muslims cannot tells us mueh beyond the fael that Diriiz relies on different types of Muslim 

sources for his analysis of the meaning of religion. As for the systematie presentations of 

these footnote references, we notice eer.ain smal! inconsistencies such as tides abreviated in 

sorne places and not in others. But the usage of certain expressions such as "ouvrage cité" 

64 does facilitate the work of the reader. 

In conclusion, as regards source references, the order Abü Zahrah, Shalabï and 

Diraz on the scale 'traditional Islam versus Western scientific method' holds true, although 

Shalabï is definitely closer to Diraz ill his accuracy in citing sources than he is to Abü 

Zahrah. 

64 See OIN, 132, 142, 158, etc. 
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4.3.3 On Various Kinds of Sources 

We have looked at how the sources were used with the help of TABLE 1. With 

TABLE 2 (see following page), we are now able to focus on the kinds of sources our 

authors have used. This is of particular importance for tracing the influences which 

operated on the authors through their own choice of sources. In contrast to the section on 

intentionality where the authors expressed their ideal goals as regards their research, we can 

find out, through the analysis of their actual sources and how they make use of them, how 

far their stipulated goals are from the reality of their writings. TABLE 2 supplies 

infonnation concerning several elements of our research. The major one is the distinction 

between the use of Muslim sources versus non-Muslim ones. The second is the different 

types ofnon-Muslim sources. Indeed, 'non-Western' is a negative definition which means 

nothing in and of itself. Thus there is a m~ed further to subdivide it into several categories, 

the most important of which are: Christian, Jewish and Indian, if we take into consideration 

the coverage of religions by our three authors. This way of doing things is obviously 

incomplete, since no distinctions are made among the Indian sources ofHindu, Buddhist or 

Jain authorship. The categorization would have been a necessary démarche were it not for 

the very small number of those combined references. The method refIects the 

Medi terranean 1 monotheist point of view of ail three authors and the compilor of this 

table65. A third element for our research is a compilation of sources according to linguistic 

differences. This was intended at first as a means to compare and quantify the relative 

influences of the cultural worlds of Europe, versus Arabie, Indian, or other culturo

linguistic groupings. It is important to be able to measure how much each author has used 

sources in a language different from his own. But this dimension has serious limitations 

65 Such a stale of affairs is s!.I1l a major characlerislic in lhe field of the Sludy of 
rehgion. Sec lhe followmg quolauon of F. Whahng, op. cit., 5: "These books [Whaling's 
IwO volume senes l arc wriuen by an aUlhentically international tcam and our only slighl 
regret is lhal Il has not been possible 10 include a non-Western scholar in the tearn." Il seems 
10 me lhal 'slighi regret' is an understalcment 
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TABLE 2: Source Survey 

AbüZahrah CAbd-Allah Diraz A~mad Shalabï 

LCR Le DIN 1 II III 

Muslim Sources: 

in Arabie 1 7 16 36 30 53 

inlslamic 
Languages 0 0 0 0 0 () 

in European 
Languages 0 0 0 0 2 2 

Non-Muslim Sources: 

Christian 
16 12 2 13 31 10 

in Arabie 

in European 
Languages 0 0 31 19 16 16 

Jewish 
0 0 0 13 1 0 

in Arabie 

in Hebrew 0 0 0 0 0 0 

in European 
Languages 0 0 6 Il 1 1 

Indian* 
2 0 0 0 0 0 

in Arabie 

in Indian 
Languages 0 0 0 0 0 0 

in European 
Languages 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Other 
3 1 0 9 0 () 

in Arabie 

in European 
Languages (1 0 3 1 0 2 

Non-identified**: 16 18 0 4 3 2 

*: 'Indian' refers to one large group, whether each author is a Hindu, a Buddhist or a Sikh. 

**: Either the author's name or the title (thus the language) of the book referred to is missing. 

• 

IV 

15 

() 

0 

4 

Il 
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() 
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10 

0 
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0 
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since translations were put in the:: translated language column, rather than in the column of 

the original language. A more elaborate table could have included such distinctions66• 

Nevertheless, despite all these limitations and other smaller ones67, it is possible to extract 

from TABLE 2 a number of valuable conclusions. 

TABLE 2 is entirely based upon source references. Thus it is inextricably linked to 

an author's wiilingness to resort to such procedures for the sake of his readers. This is why 

it should he studied together with TABLE 1. Moreover, the potential use of this table is 

directly proportion al to the degree of systematic method each author has demonstrated in 

citing his own sources of information. This is why the fIfst conclusion refers to the last 

row: the non-identified sources. There is a direct parallel between our conclusion in section 

4.3.2 and the number of unidentified sources. Abü Zahrah has the greatest number bec au se 

he uses least the' Western scientific method of acknowledging and citing sources of 

infonnation. On the other extreme, Dirais high degree of technical Westernization is 

corroborated by the absence of aay unidentified source of information. As for Shalabï, he 

stands hetween Abü Zahrah and Diraz, yet closer to the latter, because he makes a great use 

of the Western sdentific method of acknowledging and citing sources of infonnation, 

despite few exceptions and a lack of accuracy. 

66 The ultirnate table, above and bcyond our present TABLE 2, would have brocken 
down the present categories per rehgion described and per numbcr of references. 
67 Here arc sorne other limitations to our TABLE 2. Shalabï's own book were not 
counted, for they could have dl<;tortcd the real origins of hls sources. Sorne books whose 
tilles appcar IR Arablc ffilght not ncccssanly have becn written ID Arablc. For example, the 
10 Hmdu Holy Books referred to by Shalabï are probably availablc IR the Arab world only 
in Enghsh translatIOn, ulthough for sorne rcason Shalabï dccldcd to mclude them under 
thclr Arablc tilles in hls bibliography, I1te c.1asslflcatlOn mto the dlfferent categories was 
not always ObVIOUS, espcclally In the case of Jcwish authors. Sorne rnistakes rnight han 
crept in for whlch we are sorry. Fmally, the period ID whlch cach source book was written 
is also rnissmg. But a<; a who le, sorne thrcc quartcrs of the sources uscd by our three authors 
date frorn the last one hundrcd ycars. 
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The other conclusions are meaningful to the extent that the authors have high 

degrees of accuracy. Thus the following conclusions will apply less precisely to Abü 

Zahrah. The second conclusion conftrms the greater use of Western (both Christian and 

Jewish) sources cver and against Muslim sources. This was to be eÂpected as the 

development in the West of the study ofrpligion has produced a vast literature on religions. 

There are two exceptions, though, to this conclusion. The first which was to he expected, 

concerns the overwhelming use of Muslim sources in Shalabî's book "Islam". The second, 

less obvious, concems the relative balance in the numher of both Muslim and Christian 

sources used by Shalabi in his book on "the Great Religions of lndia". This fact could 

indicate th lit eaeh global tradition is, for Shalabï, equally reiiable when it cornes to using its 

information on a third religio-eultural group. To this point, the presence of sorne eight 

Hindu books with Arabie tilles seems to indicate that these books are available in Arabie. If 

this is so, then the prospect of greater aceessiblity of Hindu thought to both Christian and 

Muslim Arabs is a reason for rejoicing. This might spur more interest in the Arabic 

speaking world for the study of religions as a world phenomena. 

The third conclusion regard3 the comparative usage of Western versus Muslim 

sources between Shalabi and Diraz more specifically. Diraz tends to show greater 

Westemization in his three times greater reliance on Western sources than Muslim ones, or 

of any other. Aeknowledging the faet that the purpose for his book requires more direct 

borrowings from the newer developments in the study of religion in the West, Dlraz betrays 

his great indebtedness to Europe. He also uses books in their language of origin almost 

exclusively. In eomparison, Shalabï makes a much greater use of Mushm sources than 

Diraz. His [slamic point ofview would seem to vindicate such behavior. He also relies on 

many Christian Arab writers. Thus Shalabï ean be seen on this level too to he c1os.!r to the 

Islamic civilization's pool of inf'Jrmation than was Diraz. 
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The fourth conclusion states the lack of any great linguistic ability. The stage seems 

to he taken by Arabie, English and French respectively. to the exclusion of other very 

important languages without which access to prim~ry source is very difficult. Furthennore, 

the correlation Diraz - three languages, Shalabï - two languages and Abü Zahrah - one 

language, seems to be one more evidence to the effeet that Diriiz is more liable to Western 

influences than Shalabi, and Shalabi more than Abü Zahrah. This very simple difference in 

language acquisition conveniently summarizes and further strengthen the many 

corroborating evidences which correspond to the above Diriiz-Shalabi-Abü Zahrah 

distribution on the scale of Western influences versus Islamic ones. 
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5. ON DESCRIBING RELIGIONS 

With a clearer understanding of our three authors' methods, definitions and sources, 

we are now ready to analyse their respective ways of describing religions, the what of 

knowledge which they intend to transmit to the readers. Instead of focusing primarily on 

the accuracy of the factual information throughout their descriptions of each religion, the 

aim is to try to find out how much our authors' hermeneutics have shaped their 

understanding and presentation of each religion. For this, we shaH examine at times the 

underlying structures of their presentations on each religion as weIl as select examples of 

howeach author has treated a particular aspect of a religion. Furthennore, from TABLE 3 

(see following page), which surveys the topics dealt with by each author, it emerges that 

each author has not necessarily dealt with the same religions, nor covered them equally. 

The difficulties in comparing such varied coverage of different elements in the study of 

religion appear immediately. How can each author's factual information on each topic be 

verified? How can a two page coverage be compared with a 253 page one? Or how can 

Diraz he compared with the other two if most of his writing does not describe specifie 

religions directly? These questions point toward severallimitations. Nevertheless, since we 

are preoccuppied with how three Muslims have perceived the study of religion in its 

broadest sense, then each author's choices for describing religions are revealing in and of 

themselves. 
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TABLE 3: Topie Survey 

Abü Zahrah cA bd-Allah Diraz A~mad ShaJabï 

AncientEgyptian 
Religion 

15* 2 

Hinduism 31 92 

Jainism 22 

Buddhism 26 67 

Confucianism 32 

Greek Religion 2 7 

Roman Religion 2 3 

Judaism 343 

Christianity 194 2 280 

Islam 3 283 

Baha'ism 10 

Modernity 5 

Study of Religion 169 17 

* : The numbers indicate the number of pages written by each author on each topic. 
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5.1 MUJ:IAMMAD ABU ZAHRAl-l 

Abü Zahrah started his lectures on Comparative religions with a description of the 

ancient religion ofEgypt which is the oldest civilization with historical evidence 1, Yet, 

Abü Zahrah's main emphasis in not historical. What we find is first an appeal to the 

patriotic Egyptian identity, with a quote from Herodotus saying how "the Egyptians are the 

most religious people", to which Abü Zahrah adds: "These are true words"2. The 

tremendous legacy of the past must attest to a strong religiosity and faith. For Abü Zahrah, 

it is clear that the reason lies in the fact "that religion entered the race as a strong agent in aIl 

their works both private and public and religion prevailed even in writing, in special needs, 

in health instructions, in police orders and in governrnent policies"3. Abü Zahrah is 

conscious that a religion which has lasted sorne four thousands years cannot be described in 

any fixed fonn, since 

that is against the nature of nations and against the laws of change and mutability. 
Therefore, we must say that the Egyptians used to alter their religion, and their beliefs 
changed according to the law ofGod among nations and in the world, as long a~ their 
religion did not rest on revealed foundations, aIthough the revealed religions before Islam 
were themselves subject to distortion, alteration and change.4 

This passage sets the framework through which Abü Zahrah interprets the religion of the 

Pharoahs. Indeed, he points out how the Egyptian Gods were local Gods, and thus there 

was no monotheism. But he adds: 

However, we must believe that caUs to pure unicity in the worship of God, the one, 
single, everlasting, not begetting and not begotten, none comparable unto Him5, did occur 
in the Egyptian mind. 1 t wou Id be far fetched to dismiss completely that Egyptians in the 

Geoffrey Parrinder, World Rehgions: From Ancient History to the Present, (New 
York: Facts on File Publications, 1983 reviscd edltion), 137. 
2 LCR, 5. ThIS quotation probably cornes from Hcrodotus' Persian Wars, translated by 
George Rawlinsoo, (New York: Modem Library, 1942). 
3 LCR, 5-6. 
4 LCR, 7. 
5 Abü Zahrah uses hcre the almost exact wording of surat al-iawl)ïd (112), in the 
Qur'llnic chaptcr on Unicity. 
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course of five thousand years during which their civilization flourished and developed , 
would not have come in contact with the belief in unicity through the caU of an authentic 
prophet6. 
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So baliing himself on the Qur'an, especially 12:37, Abü Zahrah claims that the Egyptians 

were in contact with monotheism thmugh Joseph. There was also Moses (40:15) and 

during the Hyksos invasion of Egypt, Abraham would have visited Egypt7• And thr(\ugh 

the many wars with the Asians, Abü Zahrah is certain that the Egyptians must have come 

into contact with the remnants of the prophets in terms of laws, beliefs and pr~cepts. But 

despite aIl this, the beliefs in polytheism prevailed in Egypt. 

In Abü Zahrah's mind, this polytheism was gradually structured by the official 

classes: "But it appears that the ptiests, who were philosophers too, were striving to unite 

Egyptians under one set of Gods, and therefore they were preaching a beHefthat wou Id be 

considered the official doctrine of the country "8. Howe\'er, due to distortions (inlJiriif), the 

religion changed from time to time and more or less according to the regions. So Abü 

Zahrah gives us a summary of the official religion and sorne of its deviations. He begins 

with the ancient myth of Osiris, Isis, Horus and Seth9. According to A bü Zahrah, Menes 

(King of Upper Egypt who united Upper and Lower Egypt around 3100 BeE) would have 

declared these Goos as incarnate in him, thus beginning the belief in the deification of the 

King or the incarnation of the soul of God in him. The death of the kings would have 

caused a conflict though. This was partly resolved through the practice of embalming the 

Kings especially. The worship of the King as God continued and from the trinity Osiris, 

Horus and Isis developed the ennead: Ra, Osiris, Isis, Shu, Tefnut, Gob and Nut, Seth and 

Nephthys. Scientists have argued about the reason for such developments. For Abü 

6 
7 

LCR, 7-8. 
The reversaI of the historical order does not sccm to have prcocuppied Abü Zahrah. 
LCR, 10. 8 

9 Il is misJcadmg to start a description of the ancient rcligion of Egypt Wlth mis myth 
since it bclongs ln facl to the Middle Kingdom pcriod. Abü Zahrah docs not demonstrate a 
high sense of historical accuracy m his description of the anclcnt religion of Egypl. 
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Zahrah, the important thing to remember is that the Egyptian philosophy was mixed up in 

the religion, which explains why at times the Egyptians used to add other Goos to lift up 

certain local beliefs to the larger reality to which the tnnily or ennead referred. In this way 

the masses could he more easily brought to worshjp a part of the larger, aIl encompassing 

reality. Afterdescribing the official religion, Abu Zahrah describes three importa 1t 

elements, in his opinion, in the Egyptian religion: the sanctification of animaIs, th, after-life 

and the soul, and the Book of the Dead. 

What we may infer for our pu:poses from Abu Zahrah's description of the ancient 

religion of Egypt inc1udes five elements, which reflect the Islamic structures ofhis 

presentation. The first one can be seen in how the common notion that Islam provides for 

aIl aspects oflife is applied by Abu Zahrah to the c" ~ of the ancientreligion of EgyptlO • 

The parallel is a subtle reminder of the importance of religion in aIl aspects of life, for a 

people to be strong and enjoy a long lasting civilization. 

The second important element fcr our analysis is how Abu Zahrah uses Qur-anic 

verses to support logical argument on matters of history. For many Muslims, there is no 

contradiction belween history and revelation, reason and revelation. Since the QurJan is the 

word of GOO, its passages are as important a proof as archaeological evidences, and even 

stronger that any textual evidence which might always have Jeen distorted Il. 

The third element is the mixing of philosophy and religion. There came to exist a 

c1eardistinction in Islamic history (that is sunnfmore specifically) "~tween the realmof 

10 LCR, 5-6 as mcntioncd in the summary above. It would scem that Abü Zahpl.h might 
have taken this concept from G. Maspcro in: History of Egypt, Chaldca. Syria. Babylon~ 

and Assyria, 9 vols. (London: The Grolier Society. 1903). 
11 Y. Haddad. Contcmporary Islam and the Challenge of history, (Albany: SUNY Press, 
1982), 46-53, espcc lall y 52. 
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reason unbound by religious revelation (Le. philoSûphy) and that of reason submissive to 

Qll1"anicrevelation (Le. the religion ofIslam). This distinction developed in the very 

structures of Islam in its carly history. The modem period has witnessed an increase in this 

tension due to confrontatio'l with Western science in panicular. Indeed, the Islamic world 

has begun to rise to the challp.nge of integrating Western science into Islam, on the basis that 

Islam never denied the use ::>f reason but on the contrary extolled it. The fundamental 

difference does not lie in the difference betv\ een the Western dichotomy of faith and reason 

and the Islamic unit y which claims constructive tension between faith and reason. Rather, 

the difference lies on the one hand between reason as the sole cri tierion of judgement, 

whether in philosophy or Western sciences since the enlightenment period, and on the other 

the ultimate submission to Islamic precepts in the name of faith. 

The founh element is the need Abü Zahrah must have felt to present the anciem 

religion of Egypt first in tenns of an official doctrine, and then through three distincts 

topics, as ifthese were deviations. There seems to be an implicit contradiction between, on 

the one hand, the initial warning against generalizing and coming to conclusions too 

quickly and, on the other, committing that very same mistake himself. Indeed Abü Zahrah 

quotes the famous French EgyptologISt G. Maspero (1846-1916) as making contradictory 

statements. Although Abü Zahrah assumes that Maspero "must have changed hIS rnind, or 

at least rectified his opinion "12, Abü Zahrah nevertheless correctly (in myopinion) 

concludes that with a religion which lasted for over four thousand years, changes over time 

must have occurred and that any researcher must allow for these. Yet what changes does 

Abü Zahrah himself allow for? He does not allow for any type of historical growth in the 

development of the ancient relIgion of Egypt. He does not allow for changes from simple 

to more complex, to the following need for systematizing the complexities. What Abü 

12 LeR,6. 
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Zahrah allows for in tenns of changes is what looks like Islamic structures whose patterns 

he imposes on his description of the ancient religion of Egypt. Indeed, he helieves in one 

eternal, true religion -Islam- to which ail other religions must in sorne degree confonn if 

they truly he religions. Thus Islamic noœ.ative doctnnes must have sorne sort of 

counterpart in ancient Egypt. Otherwise, ancient Egyptians would not have had what 

wou Id classify as a religion from Abü Zahrah's perspective. As for the many deviations 

from the normative doctrines in Egypt, they fOTm the grounds from which the manifold 

changes in history can he explained. 

In his description of Greek Religion, Abü Zahrah points toward a few pictures, not 

to make sense of Greek religion as a whole, but rather to prove how pagan it was from an 

Islamic point of view. The title of his chitpter is revealing in and of itself: On Greek 

Paganism. Earh paragraph takes up one characteristic of paganism as understood (but 

never ciearly defined) in the J udeo-Christian-Muslim tradition. The first paragraph talks 

about the deification of natural elements and phenomena. The second presents the 

numerous variety of Goos and their places of worship. The third describes how the Goos 

were given human forms each one with its specific ideal chara.cteristics. The fourth 

compares the hierarchy of Greek Goos to human lineage. In the fifth, Abü Zahrah 

describes how each GOO was made il'to sculptures to which sacrifices were offered. 

Finally, Christianity replaced this religion, althol.lgh the philosophy ')fthe Greeks and their 

artgreatly influenced Christianity. 

This two page present3tion ciearly projects Abü Zahrah's aim: to link Greek 

Paganism toChristianity. Each paragraph deals with one majorcharacteristic ofpaganism 

which the Qur'iin so emphatically rejects. The resulting chain can he summarized as 

follow: pantheism, polythelsm, anthropomorphism, God genealogies, GOO sacrifices. 
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Obviously the first three deseribe paganism in terms of Islamic norms while the last three 

are indirect criticisms of Christian paganistic elements borrowed from the Greeks. 

Abü Zahrah presents Roman Religion as he did Greek Religion: as Roman 

paganism. The first paragraph contrasts the unit y of the creator with polytheism. "But they 

[the Rom~ms] did not believe in the unit y of the creator. Rather they multiplied their Goos 

for the multiplicity of natural phenomena"13 . Many Roman Goos were borrowed from the 

Greeks and the Egyptians. The second paragraph diseuses how gradually the Romans 

came to represent their Goos through statues like the Greeks, although they did not add to 

their Gods human characteristics or links of alliances. The main function of each God was 

"to control one power of nature and to do good or evil to people, as he so desired" 14. Th\! 

third paragraph discusses omens and predictions, although the Romans claimed that Goos 

often sent ominous signs without human beings asking for them, such as the case of the 

flying stuc alleged to have been seen on the day Caesar died. And the last sentence: "And 

thus the Romans used to sanctify their emperor and they ereeted mches"15. The first lwo 

parts refleet a description of Roman paganism stressing polytheism and anthropomorphism. 

The third and fourth, although correct in their factual content, can point to an indirect 

polemical attack on Christian beliefs, such as the star at Jesus'birth, the dove over Jesus' 

head at baptism, and finally tuming a human into a God to he worshipped. 

Building upon the above results of LCR, Abü Zahrah now devotes a whole book to 

Christianity. His subjectivity emerges from a simple analysis of this book's structure. 

There is an introductory section 16, five main sections and a conclusion. The first section 

13 
14 
IS 
16 

pages 

LCR, 114. 
LCR, 115. Sec also Nlclsen, op. CIl., 277-278. 
LCR, 115. 
For the essentlal clcmcnts of this introduction, sec section 3.1 on intcntionality, 
35-41. 
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introduces Chri:.tianity according to the Islamic perspective. It is made up of two chapters. 

The tirst is entitled: "Cllristianity as it was brought Dy Christ, pea~e be upon him". It 

begins with an exposition on Christianity in the QUT'an17, and ends with what is supposed 

to be a comparisoil between Christ as portrayed in the Qur'iin hnd as portrayed in 

contemporary Ct",stianity. In fact, it is simply a short exposition ofwh~t Muslims believe 

has been introduced into Christianity after the death of Jesusl8. The secon-1 ;hapter looks 

at the developments ofChristianity in tenns of the martyrs' penod which was then followed 

by major influences of Ror.lan and Neo-Platonic philosophies on Christianity19. The 

second section looks at "the sources ofC'hristianity after Jesus"20. The third section 

presents "Christianity according to Christians and their books"21, The fourth section 

devel~.,s at length the history of Christianity through its different councils22, And the fifth 

looks at the Protestant era23. 

Such a structure reveals how Abü Zahrah's main preoccupation is to contrast 

Christianity ~s ~t is understood in the Islamic tradition with Christianity as Christians see it. 

His tirst paragraph sets the polemical tone of his point of view: 

Before we embark upon Christianity as it is with the Christians, we shaH talk about 
Christianity which was brought by Jesus, peace he upon him. Ifwe examine the 
Christianity which Jesus has brought, we find that history does not help us in h, since it 

17 LC, 13, 
18 LC, 25-28. Indccd. the first sentence of this chapter is a QlWlinic quotation (sürah 
19:34), in which Jesus IS sald exph"itly not to he the son of God. Theil Abü Zahrah asles 
the questIon: "what entcrcd it after he [Jesus] was raised te his Lord?". LC, 25. 
19 It IS very Imponanl 10 notice how from thlS chaptcr onwards, Abü Zahrah refers to 
Chrisuanity as al-nél$rifnïyah, whlle he had becn using up to then the word aI-masï/;Jïyah. 
In the Qur~n, only the firsl, undcr the fonn aI-na$8tti IS found, whde the Chrisuans refer to 
themsc1ves usmg the second only. In Abü Zahrah's mmd. there is a clear dIstinction 
bctwccn the words: al-masïl)ïyah refers 10 Ideal Ch.ristianity to WhlCh the Qur'an points, 
whlle al-na$rifnïyah dcslgnates the ChnslIanity whlch the Christlans atlest to and whlch the 
Qur~ often rcfers to (sorne 15 passages), either as aI-na~ranïyah (once) or as the followers 
of Jesus. al-na~ (14 passages). 
20 Le, 40.98. 
21 LC. 99-119. 
22 LC, 120-166. 
23 LC, 167-188. 
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cornes after the period. Historieal accounts clash with events which occurred in 
Christianity. It!S possible to erase and ~onfrrm what it did till everything became confused. 
Il became diffieult to distinguish between the good and the evil, the truth and tht:: false, the 
right from the wrong. We, a group of M uslims, do not know a true source wonhy of the 
relianee and ~he trust of Muslims except the gerlerous Qur'iin and the noble prophet's 
traditions. Tt ese are the two sources on which Mushms rely in this. We do not write this 
to force thenl [the Muslim sot/Tees] upon Christians, nor on the condition that It he taken as 
an example for them, but rather we write it so as to put in good order the reseaTch and to 
complete the chain24. 

Abü Zahrah's whole enterprise is certainly polemical at first sight. This IS Mahmoud 

Ayoub's point ofview25 as well as that of Father Anawatl in his comments on the activities 

of the Ikhwan al-SaIa~ in Cairo26. However, this polemieal attitude is never defined by 

them. Nevertheless, let us examine funher Abü Zahrah's description of Christianity and 

then find out to what extent it fits the eharacterist:\,.,$ of a polemical work 

In the Qur'iin, the belief which Christ is stated to have had is perfeet monotheism 

(sürah 5: 116-117)27. His mission is to announce the after-life. As for his life, Abü 

Zahrah w;tes: 

If the personality of Christ is at the heart of contemporary Christianity, and the basis 
of the belief in it, it is necessary to demonstrate it as it came in the Qur'an. We shaH also 

24 lC, 12. The word al-masïQ IS sometimes translatcd as Jesu~, although Messmh 
would bt~ more appropriate elymologleally spcakmg Thcologleally spcakmg, wc arc 
confrontcd with a problcm whethcr wc translate al-masïQ by Jesus or by Mcsstah. On the 
onc hand, clther translatIOn Imphes major Chnsllan eonnotaUons. On the Olher, the Arable 
word al-masïl) docs not carry a c1car mcamng 10 Islamle thcology, although sorne Islamlc 
Christology sccms lO he developmg prescntly Sec for example the lwo articles by 
Mahmoud Ayoub, "Towards an hlamlc Chnstology: an Image of Jc!.U'i JO carly Shï'j 
Muslim bteralurc," The Mushm World, 66:3(1976), 163-188; and "Towards an Islarfllc
Chnstology, lI: the dcath of Jesus, rcahly or deluslon," The Musltm World, 702(1980), 91-
121. For a dlfferenl pcrspccuve, cIsam al-Dïn I:Ilfnï N~lf, a/-Ma.'iïh fi ma/Mm mu~, 
(Bayrüt clar a/-Ta/j'ah, [19791); and FalQi Osman, "Jesus 10 Jewlsh-Chnsuan-Mu~llm 
dialogue," Journal of EcdmWIWlI Sludles, 14(1977), 448-465 
25 Sec Mahmoud Ayoub, "Mushm vlews of Chnstlamly," op cIL, 60-61. 
26 Dunng a conversal1on Wlth thlS aulhor In March 1988 In Calro on hl~ arucle "Pour 
l'hlSlOIrc du DIalogue Islamo-Chréuen en Egyple: l'Assoclalllon des frèrcs !>mcèrcs (Ikhw~n 
al-$Bfa~) 1941-1953," op. CIl., espcclally 391. 
27 LC, 12. il should he nolCd thal Abü Zahrah never glves any rcfcrcnces lo hls 
Qur'linic quotatlons. He was part of a tradItion m whlch knowmg the Qur'Hn by hcart 
meanl thal them was no nccd LO glvc the exact Qur'Bnlc referencc to a verse. Il mlghl then he 
possible to mfer that the audience for which the book was conceivcd must certatnly have 
becn made up of Mushms. 
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demonstrate;t é.S it came if' Christianity in order that the reader may compare between the 
two personalities, and know which one is c10ser lO the imagination, and reason will accept it 
properly. So let us start with his mother.28 

There is no vehemt:nce in his language, only the faith t!lat through a proper argumentation, 

reason will make it obvious that the Islamic Jesus is the true one. S1.1ch is an exarnple of 

polemicallogic, whereby Abü Zalrah first describes the Islamic story surrounding the 

coming of Jesus on eanh in the form of a Qur:liiniccommentary on passages dealing with 

the pregnancy of Mary and the birth of Jcsus29. Obviously, there are certain aspects which 

are stressed: the birth of Jesus without any father and his miracles. He then rlevelops the 

rneans by which these miracles were delivered to the Jews, and how they were hostile to 

lhem. He closes his account with how Jesus' life came to an end. He supports his 

arguments with Qur:liinic passages and with a long pa~sage frorn the Gospel of Barnabas. 

For him "the gospels revered by the Christians do not differ in anything more than in the 

story of the crucifixion."30 A~ for Jesus' mission after his alleged crucifixion, sorne people 

reporf that he would have fled to Indla. Abü Zahrah quotes GhuIam A~rnad al-Qadiyanï al

Hindi (1837 -1908) who supposedly denies such traditions31 . After the Islamic account of 

the life of Jesus, the first section ends with a chapter entitled: "Comparison between Jesus 

in the Generous Qur:lan and Jesus in contemporary Christianity". This chapter which 

would point to a balanced comparison does not live up to its title. Il begins with a Qur:liinic 

quotation (19:34) and the following sentence: "And this is its religion as it is reported and 

invoked by them. So what was afterwards presented of it? And what was introduced after 

He was c-Ievated to his Lord?" This is the beginning of the chapter which tries to give an 

Le. 14 28 
29 Sec the mlCrplay bclwccn the thrcc Qur'âIlle quota lIons and hi~ explanattOn of this 
toplC in LC. 14-15. 
30 LC, 24. Abü Zahrah ends hls passa3e wn!ing: "Let us drop the question. It suffices 
to say that we bchevc as an abwlute bchef that the Messmh was not rrucificd but .vas 
substitutcd by them". LC, 25. 
31 LC, 25. Abü Zahra~ quotes his passage from the EgyplIa.'l revlew al-Manar, 
wlthour any l'age refcrence. Abü Zahrah mlght have translatcd thlS mfonnallon from Mina 
Ghull1m A~mad's book Jesus In Indla, (Rabwah: Ai,lmadiyah Mushrr. Foreign MIssions 
Dcpartrnenl, [1962]), whlch. on the con trary , daims that Jesus flcd to India and died ttmre kt 
Srinagar. 
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account of the life and meaning of Jesus for Christians, without any comparison 

whatsoever. This comparison is 1eft for the reader to do on his OWII. It is interesting to 

notice that this section is three pages long, while the previous Islamlc version of Jesus' life 

and mission was 14 pages. This whole chapter would bent>fit from so'\rce references. 

Indeed, only one reference IS given (from the Book ofWisdom), and it is erroneous3î. 

Despite the lack of references, it seems that Ahü Zahrah summarizes very \'/ell the gospel 

passages about the early part of Jesus' li l'e. His summary is based mostly on Matthcw's 

account. Although the short account is indeed very well written, there are two elements 

worth noting. The fir:;t is the assertion that Jesus would have selected twclve dIsciples and 

th en seventy which he would have "sent two by two to Jewish villages and to the Galilee in 

order to preach the good news"33. Whcre he takes this from is unknown. The second 

element is stylistic. On several occasions, especially when citing a passage which goe~ 

directly against Islamic teachings, he adds words such as "accordmg to them, in their claim, 

etc." 34 to make sure that there is no mistake as to where he stands on the matter. This ends 

our analysis of Abü Zahrah's first section on the life and t"achings of Jesus, which 

nevertheless presents the ')asic Christian beliefs about Jesus. 

The second section describes Christianity after Jesus. What seems important to Abü 

Zahrah is to show how foreign influences came to distort the early message of Christianity. 

Ht describes the different Roman emperors under whom the Christians particularly 

suffered35. The importance of this passage for Abü Zahrah 1S not so much to describe the 

!listorical events of early Chri~tianity, as to see how these events influenced Christianity. In 

32 LC, 27. The referencc IS 10 the Book of Wisdom, chapter onc verse 19 Bul lhere is 
no verse 19 ID thal chaptcr. 
33 LC, 28 
34 LC, 26-28. C;;uch exampJcs of Arable expJCsslOns l";e' Kama qUylJa Jahum; fi 
za'mlhlm; ka..'TIa ya'œqldüna; etc. 
35 It sccrn:; that his only source on thls pcnod wou Id bc a certam book History of 
ClvilizatlOn whosc author IS not rnenuoncd and, for the more ~pcclflc Egypuan cxpcnencc, 
Bistory of the Copuc Nation by a Patnarch of Alexandria who rcmams unnamcd 
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fact, for A bü Zahrah the disorder in the Christians' holy books, the lack of proper 

transmission chains, the variety in perspectives were aIl due to the forced underground 

period due to Roman persecutions36• This went on at the same time as there was the 

obvious presence of different philosophies37, Neo-Platonism in particular, which exerted 

great influence on Christianity. In terms of religion - for Abü Zahrah seems to make a clear 

distinction between religions and philosophies - he claims that "history tells us that there 

were three religions in the Roman empire: Roman Paganism, Judaism and growing 

Christianity"38. The three are interrelated in the mind of Abü Zahrah. But how exactly they 

influenced Christianity is unsaid. As for Neo-Platonism, Abü Zahrah summarizes both the 

life of its founder Plotinus and its main doctrines. In both cases, there are mistakes. First 

Plotinus never went to India to meet with Brahmans and BuJdhists39• He went as far a~ 

Persia and retumed to Rome very quickly thereafter. He also refers to the philosophy of 

emanation as coming from India. Moreover, the use of the word al-$üfiyah al-hindlyah is 

very misleading. It could refer to the the type of sufism practiced by MusHms in India, 

although this is not Abü Zahrah's intended meaning. He is probably msinuating through 

this expression that Sufism cornes from India, thus is not truly Islamic. Secondly, in his 

summary of Plotinus' main tenets, Abü Zahrah is confusing if not misleading. He describes 

the three important points in Plotinus' philosophy as: "munshi:J azall, or the One; all the 

souls assemble into the One SOJl, and they contact the One by way of the Intellect; the 

world in its order and creation is subje,ct to these three"40. In fact, the three points should 

simpJy read: the One, the Intellect and the Sou141. Finally, Abü Zahrah uses the word 

AlUih to refer to the One42. This would suggest that Abü Zahrah subconsciously equates 

36 Le. 33. 
37 Abü Zahrah 
38 Le, 34-35. 

lumps them logcthcr and caUs them Roman Philosophy. Le, 33-35. 

39 Le. 35. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Richard T. Wallis, Neoplalonism, (London: Duckworth, 1972). 
42 Le, 35. 
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his God, AlHih, with the highest level ofPlotinus' hierarchy, which is called the One. Il is 

unclear whether this is an intention al parallel on the pan of Abü Zahrah or simply an 

unavoidableequation. 

Abü Zahrah's presentation of the Roman persecutions, Roman philosophy and Neo

Platonism in this second section served to reach the followiag conclusion: 

This is the contemporary philosophies at the beginning of the religion of Christianity 
when its transfonnation was taking place. And you see that Roman philosophies aim at 
reaching an agreement among paganism, Judaism and the Christianity of Jesus, peace he 
upon him, as you can see that Alexandrine philosophy attributes to the world in its creation 
and its organization to three elements or to the holy trinity: the One, the Intellect which is 
born of it as a son is born of a father, and the soul which links ail living and from which 
life flows. And if we interpret the One as the Father, the born Intellect as the Son and the 
Soul as the Roly Spirit, like the Christian trinity which was adopted by sorne at the Nicean 
council and by a11 the councils that followed, we can conclude in tenns of truth that there 
was sorne compromise. And this tri nit y in its meaning is the trinity of Christians. And if 
the being named is not changed, then why is the narne changed?43 

Abü Zahrah concludes by saying that the doctrine of the trinity was not fully cornpleted till 

the end of the fourth century, weIl after the trinity was officially adopted at the Nicean 

Council in 325. But in his la~t paragraph, which hardly shows any connection with the 

preceding flow ofthought, AbU Zahrah writes that there are even sorne European scholars 

who doubt the existence of Jesus, saying that his personality is legendary. Thus he ends 

stressing that "but we Muslims do not agree with this at ail, as far as it denies the existence 

of Jesus which we believe in. The faithful revelation was reported through him even if we 

used to believe in his heart. "44 

After ~ pseudo-historical overview of sorne influential developments in the early 

centuries of Christianity, the third section retums to an analysis of the sources of 

43 
44 

Le, 36. 
Le, 39. 
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Christianity after Jesus, especially the Gospels and the epistles45. One by one, Abu Zahrah 

reviews the four gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, evaluating the authenticity of 

authorship in the spirit of higher Biblical criticism with its emphasis on history and 

philology46. The logic of his argument is worth noticing. After eliminating the Old 

Testament as pertaining in fact to Judaism, Abu Zahrah briefly explains about the centrality 

for Christians of the four Gospels. Although the Churches agree on the se four, history 

teaches us, says Abu Zahrah, that there were other Gospels developed from such persons 

as Marcion, Tertullian, Mani, the Gospel of the se'lenty47, the Gospel of "al-tadhakkurah" 

(?) and the Gospel of "saran tahas" (?). Although the plurality of Gospels explains in itself 

part of the necessity which arose in the third and fourth centuries for Christians to define a 

"holy" corpus, Abü Zahrah displays it at this stage with the assumption that it will discredit 

the truth which Christians have attributed to the four Gospels contained in the New 

Testament. Indeed, the next paragraph shows how "sorne historians mention that no 

explanation was found which alludes to the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John 

before the end of the third century"48. In short, as the title of the next paragraph 

summarizes, "The Gospels were not dictated by Jesus and were not revealed to him"49. 

This remains the leitmotiv in this whole section, which is an effort to prove his argument in 

the case of each one of the four Gospels, after which Abu Zahrah repeats again: 

45 The Old Testament is left aside slllce it overlaps with research on the Jewish 
religion. LC, 40. It sccms probable that there is in this rapid sctting aside of the Old 
Testament a subconscious understanding that the Old Testament does not carry the same value 
as the New Testament, the second overridlllg the first. Such an understanding makes sense in 
the contcxt of a progressive revelation thcory upheld by Mushms. In fact, it is not 
eonsidercd to bc that way by Chnstians, who have developcd there own hermeneutieal 
rcading of the Old Testament, whleh is dlffercnt from that of the Jews. 
46 ln fact, thlS methodology is not used as such by Abü Zahrah. I,e simply borrows 
sorne of its results from European scholarship whieh has been translatcd into Arabie. 
47 Le, 41. Docs he refer 10 the Septuagint? or what else then? There seems 10 he a 
mistake. 
48 LC, 41. Il should probably rcad "bcfore the bcginnlllg of the third century". 
Indccd, the next sentences states that Ireneus was the first to mention the four Gospels in 209 
CE. 
49 LC, 41. 
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These are the Gospels which we have mentioned the way Christians wrote them. 
They do not believe in any other. We shall present a scientific point ofview about them 
[the other gospels], but it is appropriate for us here to warn that these Gospels were not 
revealed to Jesus, peace be upon him, in their view, nor are they attributed to him. But it is 
attributed to sorne ofhis disciples and those related to them. They include report on Jesus 
and his stories, his discussions, his discourses, his beginning and end in the world as they 
believed them.50 

This passage clearly distinguishes between Abu Zahrah's presentation of the four Christian 

gospels, as 'they', the Christians, believe in them, and the other gospels. This distinction 

serves the purpose of clarifying right and wrong, and the use of the word scientific here 

aImost implies that the second part is scientific while the first is not. Finally, there is 

another example of Muslim reading into what is supposedly important to Christians. In 

Abü Zahrah's attempt to warn the readers, he mentions how the "Gospels were not revealed 

to Jesus, in their view, nor are they attributed to him". This implies that Abü Zahrah thinks 

the four gospels ought to have been revealed to Jesus or attributed to him, if they were to 

have any meaning. This is obviously not the case in the Christian tradition. In fact, 

revelation and attribution ('1isbah) are concepts integral to Islamic normativity. 

In the descrirtion of the Gospel of Jesus, there are sorne mistakes. First the passage 

in the Gospel of Mark is attributed to the frrst chapter when it cornes from the second. 

Second, the world bisharah ~'hich we find in any Arabic version of the Bible51 is replaced 

by the word injïl. This is dangerous since he is building his argument on how the word 

Good News, or bisharah really means injïl. With this misleading substitution, Abu Zahrah 

is able to write that: "because this gospel [of Jesus] was already mentioned in these Gospels 

[such as Matthew and Mark for example] , and although il existed in Ihe time of Jesus 

[ ... ]"52. This implies that the Good News wou Id be the actual Gospel of Jesus. To support 

his argument, Abu Zahrah refers to sorne 'free thinkers' whom he defines as "people who 

50 LC, 54. 
51 See for examplc: al-kitab al-muqaddas. ~ay kutub al-'ahd aJ-qadïm wa-al-'ahd al-
;adïd, ([?]: jam'iyat al-kitab al-muqaddas al-muttal,Jidah, 1966). 
52 LC, 55. 
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are not tied in their research to anything but science and historical truths"53. These people, 

whom he does not name except for a certain Nanan, argue, in a book from which he quotes 

without giving any reference, that there was in the first century a writing wllich was 

considered as a source for the se gospels which Jesus had brought54. "and this is the 

[gospel] which was revealed to Jesus. Is it his gospel and the gospel of God? Perhaps. "55 

According to Abü Zahrah, the Church wou Id have coveted its remains and these would 

have remained in her secret custody. 

There is another Gospel which scientific research has discovered according to Abü 

Zahrah. It is similar to the other Gospels, but it has neither been recognized nor denied by 

the Church. It is not a text considered by Christians as a religious source. But it has been 

in the hands of European Jcholars who have done research on it without the Church's 

opposition. Abü Zahrah concludes: 

This Gospel is the Gospel of Barnabas. Verily we must study it and know the 
opinions of Christians about it, as weIl as what the scientific view is without any attack 
upon il. Ho wever, we are convinced that it is not for us to erase the beHef in their 
religion. '6 
The first step in establishing the validity of a Gospel is to legitimize its author. Abü Zahrah 

unfolds the process by fiast attributing to Barnabas, on the basis of an elaborate 

commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, an importance equivalent to that of Paul. 

Secondly, on the basis of the preceeding deduction, that Barnabas is one of the pillars on 

which the diffusion on Christianity relied, Abü Zahrah deduces that since the Gospel was 

attributed to Barnabas, then it must be because he was among the 12 disciples. Obviously, 

there is no attempt on the part of Abü Zahrah to he critical about the alleged authorship of 

53 
54 
55 
56 

Le, 56. 
Le. 56. 
Le, 56. 
Le, 57. 
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Barnabas. The attribution of the name is taken for granted, and the process of deduction 

moves backward from that assumption. 

The second step is to establish the truth about the Gospel itself. The appearance of 

the oldest copy of the Gospel of Barnabas, which is in Italian, is dated 1709 CES7. After 

insuring that this copy was in the hands of Christians only, he then links it to a Catholic 

priest, Faramino, who wou Id have stolen it without permission from the Pope's private 

library in the Vatican. This then allows Abu Zahrah to jump from the early 18th century to 

the fifth century, when Pope Galatius the First decreed that a number of books be put on the 

index, one of which was the Gospel of Barnabas. There is no doubt for Abu Zahrah that 

this Pope's bull existed. Thus the Gospel of Barnabas would have been in hiding for 

thirteen bndred years. 

According to Abü Zahrah, Dr. Satadah rejects the existence of the Gospel of 

Barnabas at an early date on the basis that if it existed in 492 CE and was widespread, then 

MuJ:tammad would have heard about it and referred to it. But there is no reference to it. 

Abu Zahrah's three counter arguments are firstly, that the prophet was illiterate, secondly, 

that he did not live in a country where Christianity prevailed and was far from its places of 

knowledge, and thirdly that l:e lived two centuries after the Gospel of Barnabas was 

outlawed, a time long enough for what was known to have been buried. Abu Zahrah's third 

argument is weak. The time period was not two centuries but hardly more th an one. This is 

a short period of time considering that the decision to outlaw the book was taken in Rome at 

a rime when there was great divisions in the Christian Roman empire' The Christians of the 

East would have been more likely to preserve the Gospel of Barnabas, had it existed, as a 

57 Le, 60. There are claims that this gospel was writlCn by a Muslim. Abü lahrah 
dismisses this point saying that the Muslim only translatcd from the original Italmn version 
to Spanish. Abü Zahrah uses an Arabie translation done by a Chnslian, Dr. Sa'lldah. 
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further detiance of Roman authority, as was the case for several other pieces of apocryphal 

literature58• So after six pages of elaboration, Abii Zahrah conc1udes that: 

Although they are not clear eut, these arguments are evidf. lices that the attribution of 
this Gospel to Barnabas is an attribution which is probably true, because we foul"d its 
original copy in the possession of Christians only, that it was known before that century 
that Barnabas had a Gospel and that it shows how its author had great knowledge about the 
Torah, which Christian people except for experts in theology did not know; rather those 
experts who knew were rare indeed, and that Barnabas was among the tirst propagandists 
whose missionary work was no less than that of Paul, as mentioned in the Acts of the 
Apostles. So he had to have either an epistle or a Gospe1.59 

Once Abü Zahrah had established in his mind the veracity of the Gospel of 

Barnabas, he then turned to a description of its content. The main elements here are: Jesus 

is not the son of God; Abraham offered Ishmael in Sacrifice, not Isaac; the last prophet is 

Mul:Jammad; and Jesus was not crucified60. Every one of these elements coincides with the 

main criticisms found in the Qur3iin. For Abü Zahrah, there is no doubt that this Gospel is 

the key to understanding true Christianity. And for that reason, he ends his chapters on the 

Gospel of Bamabas, saying polemically that: 

Indeed it wou Id render a service to religions and humanity if the Church would 
study it, criticize it, and give us the arguments which demonstrate this criticism, comparing 
it to the epistle'i of Paul, so that the reader and the researcher may know which of these two 
is the most guided path, the closest to the truth. 1 am confident in it completely.61 

58 For more preciSion on the Iink belween the apocrypha and thc pohucal context of 
thclr appcarancc and prcservation, sec Robert H. Pfeiffer, Hlstory of New Testament Times 
Wllh_~!LJm.rO(tu_ctiQlt Lü the Apocrypha, (New York: [?], 1984) and Bruce M. Metzger, An 
IntrQ9~tio!l_to the Apoc~, (New York: Oxford Umversity Press, 1957). 
59 LC, 62. 
60 LC, 64-66. 
61 LC, 67. The most comprehensive analysis of the Gospel of Barnabas is Luigi 
Cinllo's Doctorat d'Etat from La Sorbonne. Il has becn publishcd under the title: Evangile 
de Barnabé: recherche sur la compositIOn el l'origi~, (Pans: Ediuons Beauchesne, 1977). 
ILS preface by Henry Corbin helps to sec the slgnificance of thlS gospel for our 
understanding of the Influences of a certain current of Judco-Chnstians, which later 
emergcd as the Ebiomtcs. Sec cspcdally pages 8-10. For a critical aSSCSHment of Cirillo's 
book, sec Jacques Jomier, "Une 6nigme persistante: l'évangIle dit de BamablS," Mélanges de 
l'Institut Domimcain d'Etudes Ortentales, 14(1980), 271-300. There is aIso the article by 
Mikel de Epalza. "Etudes hispaniques actuelles sur l'évangile islrumsant de Barnabé," AI
Masag: Studia Arabo-Islamica Mcdlterranca. 1(1988), 33-38. 
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In the next section, there is a general description of a nurnber of Christian epistles 

and their authors. Abü Zahrah develops several thernes: inspiration, contradictions 

between the New Testament books; broken transmission in attributions; comparison 

between accounts from Mul)ammad and those ill Christian books; what falsehoods there are 

in these books and a comparison between revelation in Islam and in Christianity. Much can 

be written on how Abü Zahrah presented each one of these questions. Our analysis of three 

overlapping thernes will suffice: inspiration, transmission and revelation. 

Ninc short chapters discuss the theme of inspiration. The tirst begins with: "Before 

we move truly to criticize scientifically [these Christian books]'s content (matan), and their 

chain of authorities, we say that the Christians declare that aIl these books were written 

under inspiration or revelation in the fonn of inspiration, [ ... ]62. After quoting unnamed 

Christian authorities, Abü Zahrah opens a new chapter entitled: "A Critica) Point ofView". 

"And now we wish to move from the point of view of a reporter who pretends not to 

notice, to a scrutinizing and exploring point of view"63. What does that mean? Is reponing 

not a part of scientitic analysis? Did he not use scientific analysis before? There seems to be 

somecontradiction. 

What this scrutinizing point of view consists of follows immediately in his section 

"What are the necessary characteristics in a religious book for it to be an authoritative 

proof?" Abü Zahrah daims it takes four element: that its prophet be considered truthful 

through miracles; that this book be without contradiction; that it be the result of inspiration 

or revelation; and that it be attibuted to the prophet through perfect transmission with only 

62 
63 

Le,76. 
Ibid. 
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people of integrity included in the line of transmission64• These criteria are immediately 

applied to the Christian Gospels. The questions which Abü Zahrah asks are revealing of 

hissubjectivity: 

Christians do not claim that these books were written by Jesus Christ himself so 
that we will look at the strength of their attribution to him. But the: .... laim that those who 
wrote them were apostles who came after him [ ... ]. Are these apostles true, truthful and can 
their epistIes he proven to he true without any bubt?65 

Abü Zahrah rejects the Christian belief that the New Testament books are true on the basis 

of inspiration since in the acts of Apostles and in the Gospel of Luke, the seventy or one 

hundred and twenty apostIes are not mentioned by name. "[ ... ] the transmission line is not 

connected between Luke and the disciples and Jesus. [ ... ] Therefore, it is necessary to say 

that the authors of these books and epistles did not invoke for themselves the writing and 

the inspiration, except for Paul [ ... ]"66 Thus from an Islamic point ofview, there cannot be 

any transmission without even names. Moreover, there is not even any consensus among 

Christians of the past and of today regarding who really wrote their holy books67. 

The second point worth examining is the interruption in transmission. Abü Zahrah 

examines the matter in connection with inspiration, as seen above. But for sorne reason, 

after discllssing the contradictions between and within the several Christian books of the 

New Testament, he cornes back to this question of broken transmi~sion, which cannot he 

dissociated from the question of inspiration. He ends this chapter lamenting on the lack of 

clear transmission lines and of claims ofinspiration: 

64 

'Abd 
Bibi 
65 
66 

Il should bc notcd that these four (;ritena represent the Islamic nonn. See Mul}ammad 
al-'Adhim al-Zarql1ni, Manahil al-c;rfiïn fi 'ulüm al-QUT~an, ([al-Qahirah): '[sa al
aJ-l:l1fJabi, [1952]). 
LC, 78. 
LC, 82. 

67 He refers 10 the Encyclopcdia Britannica about this, without giving any more 
information than this. 
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These are their books. They believe that they were written under the inspiration of 
their authors, and they do not advance any proof for the c1aim of inspiration. The 
oppositions between them are expressed in their studies, and .. hat is constant is that there is 
no inspiration from God. In their historical studies, they maintain that it is broken in 
transmission from those who attributed il to them68. 

Thus, both transmission and claims of inspiration are lacking according to Abü Zahrah. 

As for revelation, the third concept, il fares no better in Abü Zahrah's sight. Islam 

recognizes two types of revelation: direct speech revelation and revelation of meaning to 

which the prophet gives his own words69• But in Christianity, Abü Zahrah c1aims: "The 

gospels do flot therefore contain those prophecies, and th us natural human gifts entered in 

their books "70. So through emphasizing a priest who regards only the so-called prophecies 

in the Old Testament as truly revealed, Abü Zahrah fails to recognize the traditional 

Christian understanding of revelation and the multitude of interpretations presently 

circulating in the Christian world. 

Abü Zahrah's special concem for the holy books of the Christians is equally strong 

in his description of Hinduism and Buddhism. The centrality of the QurJiin in Islam forms 

the measuring rod to which aIl other faiths should be compared. In his conclusion about 

Hinduism, Abü Zahrah analyses the holy books of Hînduism71 . He discusses how Hindus 

view the Veda, then describes ilS four parts. Finally, he runs through sorne concepts 

present in those subsequent books, the most important of which is the concept of 

reincarnation. And just to reaffirm his belief, Abü Zahrah ends with the Islamic shahiidah. 

For our purposes, it is important to notice how Abü Zahrah based himself almost 

entirely upon al-Biruni for his own description of Hinduism. Indeed scattered through the 

68 
69 
70 
71 

Le, 91. 
Le, 96-97. 
LC, 97. 
LCR, 50-52. 
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nineteen pages of text on Hinduism, there are 12 references to al-Biruni. And in the 

comparative table between Hindu and Christian beliefs, there are thineen more. In one of 

these references, Abu Zahrah quotes al-Biruni who says that the Hindu specialists could 

reproduce their holy scriptures although they refrain from doing so by respect72• Abu 

Zahrah takes advantage of this passage to cdticize this opinion which sorne Arabs and 

Muslims have held regarding the Qur:Jiin. It is clear that Abu Zahrah refers to a doctrine of 

the mu'tazi/ah, although he never states this openly. He uses the word $arf (torefrain 

from), which is linJc-ed to the word $irfah (the concept that human beings can reproduce the 

Qur:Jiin, aIthough God prevents them from doing so). Abü Zahrah adds in a foot note that 

al-Baghdadi, al-Eaqillani and others have refuted this position at length. Unfonunately, no 

page references, whether for al-Biruni or for the other Muslim authors he cites are given. 

Abu Zahrah simply refers to the upholders of su ch an opinion as juha/ii:J, or ignorant 

people. He is not afraid ofinferring from al-Biruni's repon that the whole mu'tazi/i 

controversy around $irfah was another influence from India, thus not truly Islamic. Abü 

Zahrah thus uses al-Biruni within his own polemical framework, disregarding al-Birunfs 

own rejection of such an approach. 

In his presentation of Buddhism, Abu Zahrah also ends with a short discussion on 

the holy books of Buddhism 73. These books are not considered by Bllddhists to be 

revealed. They contain sections on the life and deeds of the Buddha. There are several 

different texts due to internaI divisions among Buddhists, especially between Nonh and 

South. The Southern versions are closer to the truth. These books are divided into three 

types: collections of Buddhists laws and methods, collections of Buddha's discourses and 

sayings, as weIl as pseudo-historical accounts on the origins of a school of thought. His 

conclusion is that those books were translated into the language oflife in such a way that 

72 
73 

LCR, 51. 
LCR, 78-79. 
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Buddhism became a subject for ethical and philosophical &tudies. Such a conclusion avoids 

the problem of confronting Buddhism as a religion, since Buddhism does not claim any 

revelation. 

Abu Zahrah y,.TÎtes 32 pages on Confucianism. Alost treasure unknown to Western 

scientists for centuries, the philosophies of China have been unveiled through "their 

striving for the demands of knowledge, evefl in China"74. His general assessment of 

Chinese religions is that there were transformations which allowed ethical theories to 

become moral practices. He conclùdes his introduction sayinl that "the most perfect 

religious doctrines came from the Semites, the most perfect ascetism belonged to the 

Hindus, speculative philosophy to the Greeks, and the most perfect practical philosophy 

belonged to the Chinese"75. 

In front of such ethicallevels, states Abü Zahrah, the Christian missionnaries 

needed to look for a proph~t in China and compared their holy books with those of the 

Chinese. But this is not necessary for Muslims since it 's stated in the Qur'iin that God 

leaves no community devoiJ of its guidance76. Thus if Muslims are not aware of the name 

of a Chinese prophet, this does not mean that none existed. "Therefore, we cannot stop the 

negating position of the Christian allegations that prophets were sent to China"77. Unlike in 

ancient Greece and in the European Middle-Ages when religion and philosophy got mixed 

up, in China tiley remained together side by side. Thus Chinese ethics stands on two 

pillars. The first is philosophy, reason and logic. The second is religion. The two were 

solidified together with Confucius. It is important to notice here that Abü Zahrah feels the 

74 This reference to a famous I)adïth also makcs ambiguous as 10 who was rcally 
seeking knowledge about China. Abu Zahrah docs not say c1carly whcther it were the 
Western scientlsts or Musltms who in fact lift the veil about the Chmcsc trcasures. 
75 LCR, SO. 
76 sürah 40: 78. 
77 LCR, 81. 
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interaction varies from one religion to the other. But for Abü Zahrah, 
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truly philosophical meditations and religiosity both ~pring from one soul, originating 
from a place in the deeper self, except that one of them stands on reason alone and the other 
stands on the report in the majority of its aspects, the benefit of the philosophical case does 
not agree with the true religion, because the true religion can not result in anything which 
could he refuted through sound intellect. 78 

Over the next five pages, Abü Zahrah repeats sorne of the hagiographical elements 

surrounding the life of Confucius79• And after a large section on various Confucian 

beliefs, Abü Zahrah conc1udes his description of Confucianism with his usual comments 

regarding holy books. But in this case, there are no holy books, since it was not Confucius' 

goal to write a book. Confucius' aim was the proper formation of souls. But his disciples 

did record thetT master':; opinions in the book "dialogue"80. It is from this book that Abü 

Zahrah extracts 31 quotes in 32 pages, and only one quote from Lao Tsu's Tao Te Ching81 • 

Thus, his description of Confucianism stems essentially from one book. 

Abü Zahrah describes the main tenets of anciem (and at times contemporary) 

Chinese beliefs82: "The sky, the spirits controlling the appearances of thing3 (the angels) 

78 LCR, 81-82. 
79 There IS only one footnote in whlch Abü Zahrah diSClL'lses TaOlsm. LCR, 85. In it, 
Abü Zahrah stresses the dlffcrences bctween ConfucIUs and Lao Tsu's respective 
philosophies. AccordlOg lo hlm, Confucius' philosophy caUs for a way without 
cxaggeralions, rendermg the bad for the bad for example, while Lao Tsu's phllosophy caUs 
for moderauon, ascellsm and complete tolerance, for example rendcring good for bad. Such 
a presentation of the dlfferences bctween Confuciamsm and Taoism IS rather slmplisttc. 
80 This book was translated from the Chlnese lOto Arabic by professor Mubammad 
Makin. 
81 LCR, 85. The Arabie tttIe IS kitab al akhliiq, the Book of Eth.cs. Abü Zahrah does 
not glVe furthcr dC'lml. 
82 On the ongin of the word bchcf, sec the work of W. C. SmIth, The meaning and End 
QL RebgiQ~;LTIç,~_appr"ach to the rchglOus traditions of mankmd, (New York: Macmillan, 
1962) and hls more recent Fatth and Belier, (Princeton: Pnnccton Univ~rslty Press, 1979). 
Etymologically, the word bclicf in Arabie, caqïdah, is rather Iinked to the concept of 
obligation, as thmgs whlch are lied up to humans, rather than the Indo-European meaning 
of falth. 
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and the spirits of the ancestors"83. Although Confucius did rely on the Chinese values and 

tradition al customs of the past, Abü Zahrah in fact misleads the reader into thinking that the 

traditional Chinese beliefs and practices are part of the actual Confucian philosophy and 

practice. Abü Zahrah should have divided his section into at least two: one describing the 

ancient Chinese religIOn and the other ûn Confucianism per se. Another unfortunate point 

is the absenœ of the central concept of zhun-zi, the ide al man, and the basic practice of li 84. 

Abü Zahrah does stress the ethical dimensions of Cùnfucian thought, but it is evident that 

he did so only on the basis of a selective reading of the Analects. 

In summary, we find that Abü Zahrah makes a serious attempt to present the main 

religions of the world. Considering the little infonnation in Arabie he must have had on 

hand in the late nineteen thirties, we may conlcude that his purposes in describing other 

faiths was not one of malevolent distortion. However, it is clear that hlS belief in the 

superiority of Islam affected his presentations of the various fai th and often blinded him to 

the actual believers' point of vew85. And as regards to Christianity more speclficaIly, the 

polemical tone is much greater than that found in his description of other religious faiths. 

Furthennore, we might assume that since his two books were written for Muslim students, 

he must have paid sorne attention to his readers' background. One of many such examples 

appear~ in the following passage: 

The Ancient Chinese did not believe in heaven or hell, nor reward nor punishment. 
Thus Confucius inherited an of these beliefs and did not add to them. He does not believe 
in the last day, nor does he think about about life after death, but rather aIl his attention was 
in reforming life on earth.86 

83 LCR, 88. 
84 Nielscn. op. cit., 2.68-273. 
85 For a similar rcality from the point of vicw of Christians who havc analyzcd Islam, 
see Jacques Waardenburg, L'Islam da.,s le miroir de l'Occident. (paris, La Haye: Mouton, 
1%3). 
86 LCR, 90 . 
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There is no doubt that Abü Zahrah innovated when he first wrote his books in 

Egypt sorne fifty years ago. He innovated in tenns of the idea of composing two books 

which conjoined analytical and descriptive approaches to 50 many religions. He also 

innovated insofar as he presented one of the first serious accounts in Arabic of 

Confucianistl' and Buddhism. Nevertheless, his primary intentionality - toprove the 

superiority of Islam - never fails to he present in his descriptions. His hermeneutics reflect 

his faith in Islam, and more particularly his helonging to an Islamic tradition of 

interpretation which might best he described as sunnftraditionalism87• Abü Zahrah does 

not betray much Western influence, except insofar as he used Max Müller's expression 

"Comparative Religion "88. Although he uses sorne Western books in translations, his 

frame of thought remains aloof to the real issues and methods present in those books, 

despite his récupération of sorne Protestant theological debates on the nature of Jesus and 

the origins of Christianity. Even though Abü Zahrah shows greater awareness of sorne 

Christian theological debates than was present in other past Muslim writings on 

Christianity, he nevertheless follows in the line of Islamic heresiography, with little 

distinctive addition to make to it in terms of methods and objectives. He remains within an 

Islamic hermeneutics whose main factor of conternporaneity is the polemical method he 

uses for his arguments: it represents the beginnings of a more ideological polemic which 

reflects one type of reaction wi thin Islamic Egypt to the conflict hetween tradition and 

modernity. This trend will flourish lateron with such writings as those of Sha~abï, as we 

shaH see after our analysis of Diraz's very different approach to describing religions and the 

religious phenomena. 

87 William E. Sheppard, "Islam and ideology: 10wards a typology," Intemational 
Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 19(1987), 307-336. 
88 In fact, Max Müller was not the fITSt person 10 use this expression, a1though he 
ccrtainly helpcd in popularizing il Sce for further dCiail, Eric Sharpe, op. cit.Jo xi-xii. 
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5.2 cABD-ALLAH DlRAZ 

Dira~ has flot wriuen on the various religions per se. This pan is to come after his 

book DIN. He only provides his reader with a very brief overview which touches upon 

Egypt, Greece, Rome, Christianity, Islam and Modemity89. As we have seen eartier, this 

overview serves two purposes. The first is to expose the readers to a brief historical survey 

(22 pages) of sorne of the major developments in tenns of religious history. The second 

purpose is briefly to mention sorne of the main writings which have described and analyzed 

religions since the dawn of history. This procedure strengthens Diraz's argument that the 

descriptive approach to religions had existed for centuries before any science of religion 

developed in Europe. With Diraz's two purposes in mind, we understand the major 

limitations wllich his 'descriptions' of religions entail. Nevertheless, there are important 

points to notice in his very cursory treatment of sorne religions 90. 

Diriiz's presentation of the ancient religion of Egypt is very brief. He first stresses 

how: "no complete seroU in which the ancient Egyptians would have recorded their religion 

and the religions of their neighbours has reached our hands "91. The infonnation we have 

rather cornes from various papyri and stone engravings. Diriiz's stress on the absence of 

one single source compiling the main elements of the ancient religion of Egypt might he 

linked to Diriiz's Islamic frame of reference in which the Quf3ifn provides the central written 

89 This overview reflects a very Mcditerranean point of view, still very common in 
Europe at the time of Diraz's studies in France. It is still too corn mon even today. 
90 In fact, Diraz himself would not have considered hls short overviews as descriptions 
of 'religion' as such, since this whole section IS describcd as If it were one long historical 
thread, one period afler the other, without any sense that cach traditIOn had a past aml a 
future disctinct from that pcriod of hegemony. This probably explains why cach section IS 
entitlcd 'period' rather than religIOn. But the sense that histoncal time moves along in one 
swecp limits much of Duaz's argument in favor of ncwer forms of analyzing religIOns. 
However, it has the advantage of rcachmg hls immcdlatc goal: to provlde the students with 
at least minimal information so that they may begin to put the rest of his book in sorne 
('.ontext larger than simply the Islamic one. 
91 DIN, 1. 
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evidences for the Islamic religion. The next emphasis is on Egyptian tolerance which 

resulted on the one hand in freedom of worship for those who were conquered and on the 

other in the englobing of other Gods into Egypt's own religious system. There were 

exceptions, such as the school of CAyn Shams, which worshiped the sun God exclusively 

and Akhnaton's monotheism which is symbolized through the sun in heaven and the king 

on earth. But such revolutions did not last long. In a footnote, niraz mentions how 

recently discovered papyri show that the beHef in one supreme God was known to ancient 

Egyptians. What remains important to Diraz in his brief coverage of the ancient religion of 

Egypt is to show how tolenmt Egyptians were, how they had not one single source of 

written hol)' documents, and that in that whole period there was an awareness in sorne 

circ1es of a monotheistic conception of God. 

After the Pharaonic period, Diraz moves to Greece and, in contrast with the 

paganistic interpretation of Abü Zahrah, offers a much more historical presentation. Thus 

he discusses Homer's Odyssey and I1iad. Then he describes the historical descriptive 

studies by such people as Herodotus, and the analytical studies by such people as Plato, 

Aristotlc, and their respective schools. He then discusses Socrates, the scepticism school 

with Pyrrhon as weil as the Epicurians and Stoics. 

Three points emerge out of Diraz's brief presentation of the Greek period. First, he 

begins that section with: "There is no doubt that the ancient ones among the knowledgeable 

people of Greece and their philosophies were trained in the school of the Eastern 

civilization, and the Egyptian civilization in partie u lar. "92 Through this statement, Diraz 

links his previous section on Egypt with this one on Greece. Although Diraz makes it clear 

in the following paragraph that this does not belittle the great contribution the Greeks have 

92 OIN, 3. 
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made to the advancement of knowledge, he llevertheless emphasizes that the Greeks owe 

much to the East. There seem to he sorne traces of apologetic feeling in this passage. The 

second point to notice is how Diriiz sets his presentation within the context of historical 

literary sources: first Homer, than Herodotus, finally Negastene (?) who wrote on India. 

Through these descriptive studies, it is possible to extracts bits and pieces about various 

religious practices among the Greeks and other religions with which they came in contact. 

The third point worth noticing is Diraz's order of presentation of the Greek religion. Diraz 

hegins with a discussion of the historical sources and ends with a brief exposition of how 

the soul came to occupy an important place in different Greek philosophies. This 

development brought about a belief in Pantheism, despite the continued paganistic and 

polytheistic practices. This sequence in presentati 'n reflects a desire to link philosophy 

with polytheism and paganism, through pantheism, whether consciously or not. Thus, in 

the structure of his own presentation, we can see how Diraz's training in the historico-

critical school of thought with its emphasis on textual analysis cornes to expression. 

On the Roman period, Diraz writes: 

1 wonder how this mixture betwen the two nations [Greek and Roman] over 
uninterrupted centuries, before and after [the takeover of Greece by Rome], di d not make 
ofboth one single nation in language, religion, art, law, and ail the values of sociallife, as 
did the Islamic conque st in the regions where it penetrated? No, we did not even hope for 
this exemplary unity!93 

In fact, Diraz sees the Roman period as characterized by a superficial borrowing from the 

Greeks. 

As the Roman conquest of Greece was a reason for irnporting sorne of their ideas 
widespread in the period, so was this conquest of the Asian and African countries a reason 
for transfering sorne of their religious doctrines to Rome. So in it spread the names of 
deities such as: Mithra, Baal, Isis, etc.94 

93 
94 

DIN, 9. 
DIN, 10. 
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And from this presence of a religious pluralism, Diriiz stresses how the Roman participated 

in various kinds of worship on the basis that aIl of them were symbols of the one truth. 

And this behaviour did not port:ray any respect of aIl those believers whose religion 
differed from their own, which is the meaning of tolerance and condoning, but rather it 
showed the disintegration and lack of support for whatever religion.95 

So we find Diraz preoccupied in this section with the notion of so-called tolerance and 

borrowings on the part of the Romans. There is no attempt whatsoever at describing tbe 

actual Roman civil religion. 

Diraz's description of the Christian period is extremely brier. Christianityentered 

the Roman empire as a challenge to the Pagan religions. There was a series of conflicts and 

confrontations among the different religions and philosophical schools such as 

Manichaeism and Neo-Platonism. But eventually Christianity took over when the Emperor 

Constantine dec1ared Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire. One of the 

most important proponents of Christianity in that period was Saint Augustine (354-430), 

who had been first a Manichaen before he converted to Christianity96. But the culture of 

argumentation went on, although this time it took place among the proponents of the 

different Christian doctrines. The aim became one of power struggle rather than a search 

for truth, according to Diraz. 

Diraz presents the Islamic period in terms of an initial rapid conquest of much of the 

then known world. 

A century did not pass before [Islam] moved to the regions of Western Europe 
(Spain, Italy, France) carrying with her the science ofIslam, its literature and laws, adding 
to the science of the Greeks and their philosophy, and being added what the Arabs and 

95 OIN. ) 1. 
96 On the ncoplatonic background of Augustine. sec Henry J. Blumenthal and Robert A. 
Markus Eds.. Neoplatonism and Early Christian Thought: Essays in Honor of A. H. 
Armstrong, (London: [?], 1981). 
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Muslims discovered of Eastern science and literature in their travels, and what benefited 
them of new experiments.97 

Diraz writes what is weIl worth translating at length for it presents the author's subjectivity 

moreprecisely: 

The Roman conque st passed, as we have mentioned, without making use of Greek 
literature except what was widespread in the market, sometimes of external views or of bad 
schools; and the Christian period passed busying itself with religious rhetoric, internaI and 
externat, white investigating the sciences of Greece, their history, and their different schools 
ofthought. Thus Western Europe remained during this period as ifin literary isolation 
from its Eastern flank which grew stronger in rnateriallinks. [ ... ] And Westerners did not 
open theiT eyes to those intellectual treasures except when it was in the hands of the Muslim 
Arabs who came to them ITom beyond the sea in the beginning of the eighth century, as 
conquerers in conquests of science and peace, of justice and toleranee (not conquests of 
greatness and arrogance, or of satisfaction of untamable instincts and extraeting blood and 
riches).98 

But in faet the Jews were the first to translate the knowledge of the Muslims from Arabie 

into Hebrew, and from there, Christians translated into Latin. As an example, Diraz gives 

the sequence Averroes (Ibn Rushd), Maimonides and St. Thomas Aquinas. Although the 

basis of this argument carries sorne validity, it c1early simplifies the complexi ties of the 

relations between the Jews and the Muslims in the Middle-Ages99. But the main point of 

Diraz's argument is that Europeans benditted greatly from the Muslirn Arabs who linked 

Antiquity to the Renaissance. These bellefits also occurred in the field of religions: "What 

concerns us here are the remains of Arab Muslims in the science of religion" 100. There are 

two kinds of remains: those aecounts submerged in reports of human affairs or pushed 

away into the corners of spiritual, philosophical or rhetorical works; the other accounts are 

97 DIN, 12. Diriiz surprismgly faUs victim of hlstorical anachronism. Neither SCience, 
Iiteraturc, law, nor thcology for that matter, was much developcd among Muslims in the 
frrst century af\er the conquest 
98 DIN, 12-13. Here too, Diriiz suffers from historical anachronism. He sccms to 
projcct backward in time the Western Europe of the modem pcriod, forgetlmg the state of 
Europe in the early Middle-Ages north of the Alps: the German tribcs, the paucity of 
wulation, the absence of great ccntcrs of culture, etc. 

For a clcarer picture of the ycars of interaction and collaboration bctwccn Jews and 
Arabs in the Middle-Ages (that is in Egypt, lfriqïyah and Spam). sec Norman Stillman, The 
Jews of Arab Lands: a History and Source Book, (Philadelphia: The Jewlsh Publication 
Society of America, 1979), especially 40-63. 
100 DIN, 14. 
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systematic analyses of the reiigions without distortions to prove a specifie truth, drawing 

infonnation from primary sources. Diriiz gives five example~101 and ends with an open 

question: "Did Islam not make anything in the history of Comparative Religions?"102. 

What might sound like apologetica is in fact a daim which even a quarter of a century tater 

still deserves much more attention. 

After the Islamic period, Diraz descri bes the Renaissance period. In the 13th and 

14th centuries, there began in sorne parts of Europe a movement towards the East103. 

Many Europeans began to re-discover the treasures of the past, through the Islamic 

civilization. But it is really with the physical conquests of many unknown areas of the 

world throughout the 15-17th c period that the renaissance cou Id he sustained and spread to 

the whole of Western Europe. During this time a growing number of descriptive accounts 

on the man y religions encountered on the way were made by Europeans. By the 18th 

century, together with the Enlightenment period, the collective reasoning of many 

Europeans began to tackle anew the questions of the origin and function for religion in 

humanity. From the so-called natural religion of the primitive peoples, up to the moral 

ethical religion of Christianity, there was a need to make sense of an the differences, a need 

to see a progression of sorne sort, or rather an order of sorne sort. 

Through the use of comparlson, diffcrences and similarities emerge among all 

religions. Parallels, whether true or apparent, force the researcher to ask furtherquestions. 

Sorne have focused on the more philosophical questions; sorne other.; have addressed 

transient points; still others have exaggerated fonns and appearances and minimize the 

101 Thcse five examplcs are books by: Abi a1-Basan aJ-3Ashcari (?-130 H.), a1-Mascüdï 
(?- 342 H.), Ibn l;Iazm a1-Dhalurï (? - 456 H.), al-ShahrasUini (? -548 H.), and al-Fakhr al
Din a1-Ra:zi (? - 606 H.). 
102 OIN, 15. 
103 In fact thlS movemcnt was more towards Spain, although St-Francis is an example of 
somcone going dircctly to Egypt. Only Inter did the far Orient become a larget after the 
retum of Marco Polo. 
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essence and core. After a series of serious questions addressed to the student readers of his 

book, Diraz conc1udes with a reiteration of his basic purpose in the form of a plea: 

Then do you not see that this kind [the newer branch] of study of the history of 
religion is for sure wonhier in precedence over the well-known studies of the detailed 
histories of religions and that it deserves from its education al point of view, to he an 
introduction to such studies? [ ... ] Because ofthis, it is our tirst aim to treat this side of 
researches. And we thought it permissible to record here a summary whose treatment was 
not done yet.104 

104 DIN, 19. 

• 
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5.3 AJ:lMAD SHALABÏ 

A~mad Shalabï's four volume series on Comparative Religions represents by far the 

largest Muslim contemporary work on the study of religion. The breadth ofhis coverage, 

though not necessarily its depth, makes it difficult to analyze the vast amount of material he 

has gathered. We will thus need to focus on sorne particular aspects of his work, insofar as 

these selected items reflect Shalabi's henneneutics more dramatically. We have seen in 

analyzing his intentionality how the polernicallanguage, in all its different shades, remains 

eonstnntly present in ShaIabi's writings. He feels a sense of mission in his work which 

strongly influences his descriptions of the various religions he has selected. Let us analyze 

how he approaches every one of them so that we may then extract the structural elements of 

his hermeneutics, the nature and presuppostions of his interpretation of religions other than 

Islam. 

Shalabi's series begins with a first book on Judaism. His introduction to "Judaism" 

was elearly written after he had completed his whole series on Comparative Religion105• 

We have seen earlier106, how polernical his whole enterprise is and more specifically, how 

Shalabi himself claimed scientific neutrality, although this goal was particularly difficult in 

the case of Jews. If ShaIabï believes he was successfully "neutraI" as a whole in his series, 

he can he proven wrong in manifold instances, especially as regards Judaism. The enmity 

hetween Arabs and Jews which he openly acknowledges unfortunately curtails Shalabi's 

self-avowed goal of scientific neutrality. And it is certainly not due to ignorance on his 

part, for he must have leamt about the concept of epoché in England or if not, of its early 

approximation in the books of Abü Zahrah, a concept which the latter himselfhad 

105 
106 

l, 20. 
In section 3.3, 47-48. 
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borrowed from al-Birüni107. What remains the real goal for Shalabï is to vilify Jews and 

Judaism so that his argument about the en mit y between the Jews and the Arabs becomes 

validated. The success of such an enterprise, to use Shalabfs own vocabulary, will provide 

the Muslims with a strong weapon in the battle to regain Palestine from the hands of the 

infidels108• 

Shalabi divides his book "Judaism" into six sections: Jews in history, the prophets 

of the sons of Israel and their beliefs according to the Qu~an; the prophets of the sons of 

Israel and their beliefs according to non-Qur'iinic sources; sources of Jewish thought; 

legislation; and Jews in darkness. Shalabfs henneneutics and his intentionality are 

transparent in the structure. The first chapter stresses the historical dimensions of reality. 

This level is one of primary importance in comparative religion in the West and hall been a 

prominent science within Islamic civilization too. It thus makes sense to begin with history 

from both perspectives to which Shalabï is indebted. The order of the second and third 

chapters, in the same way as did Abii Zahrah for Christianity, sets the stage free of doubts: 

the Qur'iin enables the reader to see Jlldaism first through God's revelation in the Qur'iin, 

and then through other sources. The dichotomy is c1ear eut between Islam and the other 

sources, and the priority of the frrst over the second is an axiomatic a priori in Shalabfs 

hermeneutics109. The fourth chapter with its emphasis on the sources of Jewish thought, 

betrays the Islamic concern for verification of sources through the scicnl-e of ascription and 

transmission lines (isniid) and their content (matn), which on both grounds can be proven to 

be the result of distortion (inQiriif). The fifth chapter on legislation inevitably compares 

Jewish to Islamic law, whereby the concern for legislation is equally reflective of an 

107 It is possible to find several footnotc rcfercnccs to Abü Zahrah's wriùngs in 
Shalabi's books, cspecially in II, 49, 150, etc. 
lOS Sec espccially the introduction to the scventh cdition, which opens with AII~hu 
Akbar. and proclaims the 1973 October war as God's victory for Muslims. Shalabi uses the 
occasion ta draw simplistic parallels with the Hyksos, the Crusadcrs and the Tatars. Sec l, 
22. 
109 Il is reminisccnt in sorne ways of the period of Schola<;ticism. 
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important component of Judaism in and of itself on the one hand, and of an Islamic 

subjectivity which wou Id seek in any religion the legal dimension so important in Islam. 

Finally, through the titIe of his last chapter, Jews in darkness, Shalabï expresses more his 

own subconcious fears of Jews, than a reality peT se. Through secret societies Jews are 

trying to control the world. This fiction of Jewish infiltration everywhere to control the 

world is reminiscent of a certain syndrome not uncommon in recent European and Western 

history. As the concluding chapter, it reflects the particular picture Shalabi wants to portray 

of Jews and Judaism. It also reveals to the daylight the hermeneutical foundation of much 

of Shalabfs polemical enterprise in the study of religion. 

In the first chapter, 3,500 years of history are covered. Such a vast amount of 

material necessitates a selection. Shalabfs choices of main periods for Jewish history agree 

with much of Western scholarship on Jews. But he chooses to emphasize political rather 

th.ln social historyllO. For this, Shalabi makes a broad use of Western scholarship on the 

Jews. However, at times he draws from Islamic sources as factual information too. For 

example, he writes: 

In the first century of the second millenium BeE, two groups 'Nènt into Egypt, 
which history mixed up one with the other. These two groups are th~ Hyksm, and the 
Hebrews. The Hyksos are the shepherds of the Amaliq and they are a tribe of the Arabs 
which the Qur~an mentions in what follows: The wandering Arabs are more hard in 
disbeHef and hypocrisy, and more likely to he ignorant of the limits which Allah hath 
revealed unto His messenger (sÜT'ah 9; 97). When they were calling to the faith, the 
Generous Qur~an shouted at them: "The Bedouins say: 'We beHeve'. Say:'You helieve not 
but rather say 'we surrender', for faith has not yet entered your hearts' (sürah Qujarah; 14). 
Thus these shepherds struck the land of Egypt because of the drought in the Arabian 
penin sula. This was at the time of the disintegration of the thirteenth dynasty of the 
Pharaohs. The Hyksos were able to overthrow th~s dynasty and they took possession of 

110 In the firSl SIX pages of gcographical depiclion, and even on page 77, Shalabi draws 
four maps of the arca al different tirncs in history. None shows the word Israel or Judah; 
only Palestine or Canaan is used. Morcover, his use of the world Palestine is ambiguous: it 
sccms that il rcfcrs both to what gcographically corresponds to loday's State of Israel, or else 
10 the whole of the lower South-West Asia. 1, 40. 
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power in the Eastern Delta and they remained during four dynasties, that is, the fourteenth, 
fifthteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth. 111 

The logic of this passage fails me. First the Qur'iin does not refer to the Hyksos d;,'ectly 

but to Bedouins in general. How can Shalabï apply this verse to Hyksos? He probably 

assumes that the Hyksos are Arabs and Bedouinsl12, although h~ refers to nû source on 

this matter. Or else he simply wants to give weight to his argument about the nature of the 

Hyksos by drawing a parallel with the Qur'iin, using it literally. This would indicate that it 

is possible for Shalabï to use the Qur'iin out of its historical context and even to apply it to 

ancient history. 

In another instance, Shalabï does just the contrdl)'. He refutes th~ popular literaI 

interpretation of a passage and explains it historically 113. Indeed, he rejects the 

interpretation by man y Muslims who say that the 1973 war was forecast in sürah 17:3-8. 

The two instances when Jews suffered terrible defeat happened before Islam according to 

Shalabï. But the essence of Gods' message is that these defeats and destructions were 

numerous throughout Jewish history. For Shalabï: 

this verse teaches the potentiality of the oppr;~ssion of the sons of Israel another 
time, promising that God will bring down upon them what the y de serve of punishment. 
And what the Jews did in the contemporary period in Palestine and in the Holy Shrine will 
make them retum to darkness and oppression. We caU on God to help us to expel them to 
take revenge from their confirrning his promises, until there befalls upon our land the good 
[equivalent] to what befell upon it of opression and darkness.114 

This homelitic excursus, placed between the description of Titus' destruction of the Temple 

of Jerusalem and the Muslim conquest, reveals ShaIabfs real intention. It is there not so 

much to lectify an erroneous popular belief as to explain the several upheavals in Jewish 

111 l, 51-52. 
112 In fact the Hyksos invaded Egypt around 1750 BCE only and were a group of 
nomadic Asian peoples sorne of whose rulers had Sernitic names. Nielsen, op. cit., 405. 
113 l, 88-90. 
114 l, 90. 
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history as God's will. Thus Shalabï opens t.'te way for his contemporary preoccupations to 

be ventilated in the midst of Jewish history. 

Shalabï then tums the first Muslim conquest of Palestine in 636 CE into a righteous 

act of reconquest: 

And in 636 BC, Muslims conquered Palestine from the Byzantines. Since that 
historical time, Palestine became completely Arab, in blood and flesh, or say that its 
complete Arabness had come back to Palestine. For before it had known the Jews, it was 
Arab from the remains of the early Arab immigrants to il. Then the Jews acquired it over 
its inhabitants as we mentioned. Lastly the Islamk conquest came and gave back [the land] 
to ils rightful owner and the poems of the pure Arabness raised anew. 115 

Shalabi's historie account becomes prey to a political ideology, sustained by an undercurrent 

of apologetics and polemicsl16. What is more dangerous is his making a particular group 

of people a scapegoat. Contemporary malaises are read back into history, as we have seen 

above111. This procedure can bring about such aberrations as: "it follows clearly from the 

study of these [Crusader] wars that the Jews were behind the Crusaders, that they were 

among the secret reasons which pushed the CflIsaders to conquer the Holy Land"118. 

Historically, this is an unsubstantiated stltement. The few historical facts we have convey 

the sufferings which befell the .lewish communities both in Europe and in the Holy Land 

due to the Crusadersl19. 

But what is worst is that the reader ends this section on the history of Judaism with 

absolutely no sense of the growth and changes in the Jewish beliefs, practices and 

institutions over their long history. This fact might reflect Shalabi's own inability to see 

115 I, 90. 
116 

sec Y. 
1982). 
117 

For several Mushm rcsponscs to history in the context of contemporary ideologies, 
Haddad, Contemporary Islam and the Challenge of History, (Albany: SUNY Press, 

l, 93. 
118 l, 90-91-
119 Stillman, op. CIl., 61 and 75. F. E. Petees, Jerusalem, (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1985), 288-290. 
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historically the religious developments in the Islamic beliefs and practices, especially in their 

fonnativeperiod. 

In the last section ofthis tirst chapter, Shalabï writes about Juuaism and Zionism. 

According to him, the tirst Zionist was Moses. Ever since, Zionists have been those wh" 

want to live in Palestine and those who help others live there. Thus Zionism has been in 

existence at all times of Jewish history, at leas[ in theory, for after the expulsion of Jews 

from Jerusalem in 135 CE, the Jewish presence there was almost eliminated. "And over 

time, there were aIl sorts of forced submissiveness in the countries where they lived and 

they participated in activities against them [the countries] as we mentioned before"120. With 

the Russian pogroms, the desire to return to the land of the ancestors starts anew. What 

Shalabï does not seem to understand is first that this desire had seen renewals at certain 

times in different centuries121 and secondly that what made the attempt successful this time 

is the ideology of nationalism. The readers gain no sense of the secular dimension of 

Zionism. Rather, they gain the 'knowledge' that: 

with the beginning of the Zionist movement began wide destruction whose purpose 
was that the Jews control the world. Their decisions about Palestine are the decisions 
proclaimed at their conference in Basel. As for their secret decisions, they are included in 
the Protocols of the EIders of Zion. [ ... ] With the passing of time and during generations, 
the various Jews tried to have many non-Jewish leaders join their ranks, [ ... such as] 
Churchill, Truman and Eisenhower, [ ... ]. The Zionist parade still goes on but the Arab and 
Muslim forces will curtail its threats and wage a war so that this backward parade retreat 
and so that a place for the Arabs who bear a message of love and peace may be 
established.122 

120 l, 119. 
121 Shlomo Avineri, The Making of Modem Zionism, (London: Weidcnfcld and 
Nicolson, 1981), 3-4. 
122 l, 124-125. 
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Shalabi's first chapter ends thus. His political aims are blatent, and he falls prey, 

through his anti-zionism, to an anti-semitism123 c10aked in Islamic garbl24• There is not 

even one reference to the Holocaust. It is a distortion of the history of Judaism, which 

Shalabi c1aims to portray scientifica1ly. 

The next two chapters contrast (,n the one hand the Jewish beliefs as seen from an 

Islamic perspective and on the other as seen from non-Islamic sources. This simple 

division reminds the reader how sorne Muslims clearly distinguish between God's 

revelation, which cannot be disputed in the eyes of a believing Muslim, and the rest of the 

world which has not accepted the messabe of Islam. If what falls into the frrst category is 

not necessarily truthful, it is approached positively. Ifwhat faIls into the second category is 

not necessarily false, it is approached with suspicion. 

This simplistic dichotomy is operative jn Shalabi's case. After assembling Qur'iinic 

descriptions of Abraham, Ishmael and Isaac, Jacob and Joseph, Moses and Aaron, David, 

and Solomon, Shalabï writes: " 

Now cornes the role of recouMing the beliefs of the sons of Israel. As the Generous 
Qur'iin gave a good picture of th~ prophets of the sons of Israe~, thus it talks about the 
belief with which they were entr'.!sted. Its picture is perfect andjust and clear, and it does 
not differ from the belief of Muslims.l25 

Shalabi ends thls chapter saying that "we will see in the following chapter details of 

distortion which the sons of Israel arrived at regarding the words of their prophets and their 

123 Sec espccially Léon Poliakov, De l'antisionisme à l'antisémitisme, (paris: Cal mann
Levy, 1969), 133-149. 
124 For l) presentation of the Jewish b'eatment in Islamic history, see Léon Poliakov, 
Histoire de l'Antisémitisme, (paris: Calmann-Levy, 1961), especially vol. II "De Mahomet 
aux Marranes". 
125 I, 143. 
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beliefs". These quotes especially the last one, prove how operative the dichotomy Islam

other can be for Shalabï. 

The third chapter begins with the same descriptive approach to the prophets as was 

used in the previous chapter. The only difference is that Shalabï now utilizes a variety of 

non-Muslim sources. He ends that section writing: "And so on and so forth. This quick, 

non-Qur:Janic picture of the prophets of the sons of Israel clarities the orientation of the 

writers and researchers and especially ll':e writers of the Bible on these prophets" 126. In 

those descriptions, Shalabi uses relevant biblical passages which he th en compares with 

quotes from different scholars emphasizing the contradictions and "distorted" nature of their 

contents. Then he moves to the second part: 

From a historical and factual point of view, it follows clearly that the sons of Israel 
neglected the true source of belief, which is heaven, they drifted behind other sources. The 
sons of Isreal went through dangerous events: they lived in Egypt, they stood in between 
the two gaps of a rnillstone in Palestine; they were exiled to Babylon; and the period of 
struggle between them and the countries; then in the period of exile they wrote the Old 
Testament and they compiled the Talmud and the Protocols of the Eiders of Zion, as we 
shaH see in what follows. And this is what it became. These are real sources for the beliefs 
of Jews. And we will research in what follows the most imporant of the teachings of these 
beliefs.127 

This context for an understanding of Jewish belief implicitly carries certain 

assumptions. The obvious one is that according to Shalabi the source of true belief is in 

heaven. The second one is that from a historical and factual point of view, a researcher 

concludes that a certain people neglected the true source of belief: heaven. Thus history is 

subordinate to faith, for how can one historically prove the existence of Heaven? Finally, 

there is the assumption that Shalabi knows what are the most important beliefs of Jews. 

More than assumptions, it also carries a judgement: Jewish beliefs are not true, for their 

126 
127 

l, 172. 
l, 173. 
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sources are not from heaven. And the only way Shalabi can come to this conclusion is by 

letting his Islamic faith interferein his writing about Judaism128• 

What are the most important beliefs of Jews according to Shalabï? God; the 

worship of God before during and after the temple; Judaism as a racist religion; the ark and 

the temple; priesthood and sacrifices; the chosen people and the Messiah; sects in Judaism. 

Firstly man y of these elements are not beliefs as such. Secondly the choice of beliefs 

reflects a preferf.nce for ancient beliefs and practices rather than contemporary ones. 'This 

was unavoidable since Shalabï analyzes Judaism as he would Islam: taking the Holy Book 

as primary source and deducing from it what the religion is ail about. There is no clear 

sense of historicallayers of interpretation of these beliefs nor of the practices. More 

specifically, Shalabï reports incorrect information, sorne of which may be due to research 

which has now been supersededl29, sorne other, out of malevolencel30• What Shalabï fails 

to acknowlege is the existing tension between the high ethical demands of the religion of the 

prophets and what the people practiced, as weIl as the different historical periods to which 

the Torah refers. One can doubt that Muslims would have been better than Jews at a time 

when polytheism and paganism were the norm and monotheism the exception. But the 

most darnaging is Shllabï's assumption that Judaism means essentially what can be 

perceived in the Torah. The whole Rabbinic period which followed the destruction of the 

second temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE is nowhere mentionedl31 • In fact, his analysis mixes 

128 This thus directly violates the several claims he made that his own feelings and 
commitment to Islam do IlOt interfere with his 'scientific' study of comparative religions. 
129 l, 176-177. On the origm of the word yahweh and its meaning, the Iate vocalization 
is incorrect. 
130 l, 173. Take the example of the Jewish worship of God whlch Shalabï c1aims is not 
the rcal God for "The sons of Israel were never able in any period of their history te abide 
in the worship of the one God which the prophets have called for. Their tendency for 
anthropomorphism, polytheism, utilitarianism is clear in the stages of its history." 
131 The best proof J m he found in hls description of Jewish sects, where only Pharisees, 
Sadduces, Kamitcs, Scrilx.s, and the Extremists (which he links to the Assassins by way of a 
seriously deffective etymology). J, 218-225. Only Kamites represent a sect which played a 
very important role from the cighth century CE onwards. 
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his Islamic henneneutics with the many Christian sources on Judaism which, especially 25 

years ago or more, had not yet gone through the revoIuiion of Vatican II which made room 

for an approach to understanding Judaism the way Jews do (at least in theory), that is with 

both Biblical and Rabbinical periods and even modernity. But such a revolution was made 

possible through the development of biblical criticism, a process hardly begun even today in 

the Muslim world132• 

The short preface to the fourth chapter reads thus: 

The first plan to this book was that it be a research on the "Old Testament" which 
would compare with the research which appeared in the book "Christianity" on the "New 
Testament". But with respect to the sources, 1 quickly decided that the "Old Testament" 
was not the only holy book for Jews. There are other sources which Jews have preserved 
as sacred and no iess important than the "Old Testament". Because of this the title of this 
chapter was changed and it became "Sources in Jewish Thought" where the research will 
include words about the sources which the Jews consider holy and upon which they rely 
for direction. These sources are: the Old Testament, the Ta \mud and the Protocols of the 
EIders of Zion. 133 

This passage is very important insofar as it confirms that the book "Judaism" was written 

after the book "Christianity". It also confinns the basic Christian theoIogicaI influence 

which until recently so clearly distinguished between the Old and the New Testaments in 

Western scholarship, thus explaining why our previous chapters were so Hmited to the 

Biblical period. What it does reveal though is that the fourth chapter did not previously 

include discussions of the Talmud and the Protocols of the Eiders of Zion 134. Il could 

132 There are more and more examples of such Muslims though, such as Mahmoud 
Ayoub with his articles mentioned above and Mohammed Arkoun in lwo of the following 
writings among many others: Relhinking Islam Today, (Washington: Center for 
Conlemporary Arab Sludies, 1987) and "The Notion of Revelallon: From Ahl al-Kitab ln lhe 
Societies of the Book," Die Weil tJes Islam, 28(1988), 62-89, ele. Howcvcr thesc Mushms 
tend lO live 10 the West. 
133 I, 229. 
134 What it did include would bc impon'IDt lO know, in order better to assess when 
exactly the idea of adding the more ideologically wnlten sections on the Talmud and the 
Protocols surfaced. In the previous chapters only lwo passing references to Talmud are 
made: l, 214 and 219. Thus even after writing chapter four, the other thrce were probably 
lefl unchanged essentially. 
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indicate an important change in both Shalabi's conception that after all, Jews believed in the 

sacredness of more than the Old Testament, and his initial intentionality to provide 

"Judaism" as acounterpoint to "Christianity", as ifin tenns ofholy books one could say: 

Old Testament = Judaism; New Testament = Christianity; as Qur~an = Islam. 

We shaH extract one majorelement from Shalabi's description of the Old 

Testament 135. Firstly, 

from the previous studies it has appeared to us how quickly the disintegration 
reached the sons of Israel after Moses. It has also appeareà to us that the books of the Old 
Testament were written late, that is in the period of disintegration and disturbances. Their 
authors were not those to whom the se books were ascribed, and revelation is not a source 
for these books. The clear result of all these introductions is that the Jews wrote the Torah 
reflecting their differences and thejr hopes. They built il with the aim ofvalidating their 
own goals and from there the mistakes swarmed and came continuously in the Old 
Testament. Many are concerned with the presentation of the mistakes of the Old Testament 
and clarifying what there is in it of error and contradic~jon.136 

From this paragraph, reminiscent of Abü Zahrah, the elements of writing at the time of 

disintegration are: lack of proper ascription and no revelation. AlI reflect valued criteria in 

the Islamic normativity. If many in th~ West itself are concemed with bringing out into the 

open these mistakes, then Shalabï must be on the right analytical path. 

About the Talmud, Shalabï relies exclusively upon a French book wrltten by a 

professor in Prague, Roeling (?), whose title is: "Treasures observed in the laws of the 

Talmud". Il was translated into Arabic by Dr. YüsufNa~r-AIHih, and also includes a 

document calIed "The Talmud: the Shari'ah ofIsrael". Shalabï describes in the course of 

over 5 pages the following concepts; God, the Soul of Jews, Jews and authority, Jews and 

135 It is important to noie that on 261, Shalabï refers to Maspero, without any reference, 
saying mat the ilumbcr of years the Hebrews stayed in Egypt was not 430 (as in Exodus 
34:2) but 210. This argument was taken directly from Ibn Khaldun's Mugaddimah. 
Maspcro's book where the passage can he found for comparison is in V. 5, 271 (or on the 
question of the Hyksos and Hebrews, 269). 
136 l, 260. 
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non-Jews; Jews and possessions; division in the Talmud; and finally, Jews and the 

Messiah. Shalabï protrays against the anti-semitic stereotypes through his preoccupation 

for Jews and: non-Jews (racism?), and possession (materialistic), and authority 

(discriptive?). 

Shalabï devotes fourteen pages to the Protocoles of the EIders of Zion. He 

introduces the topic without attributing to them any clear date of composition. "They show 

evidences of the existence of a timely link between these protocols and the end of the 

nineteen century and of the existence of a link between these protocols and the Basel 

Conference of 1897"1~7. This weakness of speech gives away the unsubstantiated nature 

of the claim that these Protocols are a holy book for Jews. Such a view has been 

completely repudiated by scholarship long ago138. S uffice it to quote the last two 

propagandistic sentences of this chapter: 

This is a quick picture of these protocols from which appears what danger there is in 
them for individuals, nations and civilizations. Those who read these protocols with 
precision will understand that many of the dictatorial govemments in the East are built upon 
its foundations and carry out its directives.139 

The fifth chapter focuses on Jewish jurisprudence, portraying with clarity how Jews 

regard Moses as the Law giver from whom aIl Jewish laws subsequently derive. Shalabï 

137 l, 272. 
138 ln fact they have widely served the spread of antisemitism in Europe al the 
beginning of this century, among a population with probably similar levels of education 
we find today in Arab countnes. They are presently sold as oost sellers in sorne Arab 
countries 1 have visited, with the danger such lies and defamation may carry. For a detailcd 
analysis and translation, sec a boat wntten by the publishers without any author, The 
Protocols and World RevolutIon including a translation and analysis of the Protocols of the 
Meetings of the Zlonist Men of Wisdom, (Boston: Small & Maynard, 1920); also Protocols 
of the Wise Men of Zion, second edition, (London: "the BrifOns", 1920). Both are 
translations from S. Nilus' book, first published in Russian in the city of Tsarkoye Selo in 
1905. See also Leon Poliakov, "Protocols of the Learned Eiders of Zlon," Encyclopaedia 
Judaica. (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1971), 582-583. 
139 l, 286. 
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discusses the ten commandments and the severallaws which can he found directly in the 

Torah. 

We now want to bring forth examples of some laws related to important questions 
such as the status of women in Judaism, slavery, confession, inheritance, interest, 
interdictions in marriage, etc. We based ourselves to verify these questions on a detailed 
Jewish bi bliography. It will enable us for sorne of these questions to make a comparison 
between laws in Judaism and laws in Islam.140 

These themes reflect either specific Islamic concerns, or concerns close to an apologetic 

discourse. Only the topic of confession refers more directly to Christianity. Amost all 

these themes come back in Shalabï's third book "Islam". 

Finally, the last chapter on the Jews in Darkness, seems to be an addition to the 

1984 seventh edition141. This chapter would represent a fascinating study in and ofitself. 

It hegins thus: 

The Jews have played a major role in secrecy to realh.~ their aims. This role is no 
less than the role they ha"/e played in publicity. The range of this role has widened to 
include conspiracy and assassination. It included spying and the kindling of revolutions, 
and other kinds of treachery. And in this chapter, we will mention the broad plans for the se 
great events.142 

According to Shalabï, these plans include the infiltration and control of several 

organizations such as: information media, several religions ("they entered Buddhism, 

Christianity and Islam"143), Templars, Rosicrucians, A~madïyah, IsmaCilïyah, Masonry, 

Rotary, Lions, Yoga and BahlPis. The rationale behind such a thesis stems more from 

paranoia that actual facts. Forexample, in the Rotary section of 14 pages, only two 

references appear. The frrst one refers to another book of ShalabL The second refers to the 

meaning of Carmate. From Philip Hitti who defines carmate as 'secret teacher'144, Shalabï 

140 l, 294-295. 
141 l, 23. 
142 l, 309. 
143 l, 316. 
144 P. Hitti, History of the Arabs, (London: MacmiIJan, 1%3, eighth edition). 158. 
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jumps to make of Cannates sorne Jews... The argumentation lacks any historicallogic. 

~ifnic and Biblical references are used as evidences of Jewish hehavior, as if one could 

apply what was wriuen more than a thousand years ago to our contemporary situation 145. 

Shalabi represents a pseudo-historical method whose results are devoid of any historical 

reality. 

The two closing paragraphs ofShalabi's book "Judaism" clearly indicate his 

underlying purpose for such a book within the series as a whole. Furthermore it carries the 

implicit contradicrion between a definite judgement on certain religions and the supposedly 

neutral quest for science and knowlege. He thus disguises into a pseudo-scientific method 

the real polemical nature of his whole enterprise. 

So the Jews allocated tothemselves or had the Imperialists allocate to them our Arab 
land. Religion was their means to realize this tragedy. Around us, in Africa and Asia, 
revolves a long struggle between the missionary religions (which are Buddhism, 
Christianityand Islam). But the imperialists are frightened of Islam and are afraid ofit. 
They hegan to mobilize efforts against il. So the imperialists have been able to cover 
themselves up in the false moderation called Christianity, which is in reality very far from 
the Christianity of Jesus. The Christian imperialists have met with the atheists and the 
apostates in this field. Then the Jews have unhed with this group in order to he granted 
what Jewish thought was used to of cheep gains over the account of the Arabs and the 
Muslims. And by way of Judaism, forms of falsehood and darkness named Baha'ism, 
Rotary and Masonry burst forth in the land of MusJims. 

But the troops of truth will march and will surpass the difficuhies. They will 
overcome falsehood and aU what is hoped the Muslims will uncover about their enemies. 
[ ... ] Perhaps in this and in the other books of this series "Cnmparative Religions" is what 
invalidates this falsehood and sends rays of science and kn. ~lege to the student of science 
and knowledge.146 

Shalabi devotes a whole book to Christianity. In this regard, Ayoub writes: "[Dr. 

Shalabi] displays in his book, Christianity, neither a high level of political thinkil1g nor 

145 He uses Qur'anic verses as supporting arguments 8 times in mis section, and Biblical 
verses 3 limes. 
146 l, 360. 
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rigorous scholarship. Therefore it may he more l1seful to follow the argument of Abü 

Zahrah and refer to Shalabi only where he presents important points setting forth his own 

view.147 Since we have dealt at l~ngth with Abü Zahrah on Christianity and since Shalabï 

has used Abü Zahrah as one of his main sources, it is sufficient to emphasize Ayoub's 

conclusions and add where need he. 

There is indeed very little difference hetween both authors' descriptions of 

Christianity. Their tendency to demythologize Jesus and play down the miraculous aspect 

of his life rcpresents influences from classical Islamic hagiography and from Christian 

christological theology, especially protestant Biblical scholarship for Shalabi. Both use 

traditional Qur~iinicexegesis (tafsir) and the Gospel of Bamabas to refute Christian s' helief 

in the resurrection of Jesus. The similarities go on and on. What differs i~ not their 

purpose, for both used tradition al Christian disagreements as weapons for refutation rather 

than methodological styles. What differs is their style. Abü Zahrah remains in fact more 

rigorous than Shalabi, despite Shalabi's greater use of scientific techniques. This difference 

can easily he imputed to their respective histories, Shalabi having studied for years in 

England while Abü Zahrah did not. Another distinction i~ their tone. Abü Zahrah remains 

on the whole calm and tediously develops his argument, although he does faIl into diatribes 

for sorne few pagesl48. As for Shalabi, his tone continues to be pretentious and at times 

condescending. In his concluding paragraph he writes: 

1 undertook this study on Christianity, with the spirit of equity and the clarity of the 
truth, as far as possible. 1 airned that it be a scientific research, following the intellect and 
logic, not sentiment and feelings. It is hoped that 1 have been right in what 1 intended for it 
and that it follows c1early for us from this study that Christianity went far heyond its purity. 
Strange and bizarre elements entered it until it moved away from its nature and the nature of 
ail the revealed religions. It was a declaration to send a new prophet with a new message to 
save the world from what befell it ef misfortunes and afflictions and to lay the complete and 
righteous foundation for religious and wordly affairs. And hereby Mu~ammad came and 

147 
148 

Mahrnoud Ayoub, "Sorne Muslirns vicws of Christianity," op. dt, 29. 
LC, 96-101. 
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hereby came the message of Islam to which we devoted the third part of this series 
"Comparative Religions" .149 

Shalabfs third book "Islam" was translated into English under the tille "Islam: 

133 

Belief-Legislation-Morals"150. It summarizes three of the most important sectors in the 

religion ofIslam, whieh in Arabie are called: 'aqïdah, shari'ah and akhliiq. They represent 

the normative Islamic framework through which Shalabî perceives reality, and thus they 

constitute a primary source for his hermeneutics. The way in which Shalabî presents his 

own religion serves as much to understand his own Islamic beliefs as to learn about his 

subjectivity in the study ofreligion151. However, since his book seems to have been 

wriuen for a non-Islamie audience, the resulting content is simp~istic and the style purely 

polemical with the obvi01!S aim of refuting other faiths, proving the superiority of Islam and 

hoping that the non-Muslim readers will convert to Islam. 

Now we had better try hard to explain Islam in the era of light that has enveloped the 
Muslim World, in the era of trouble that prevails among humanity nowadays. What we 
believe is that it is only Islam that prescribes the remedy for the problems and sufferings 
that have befallen humanity. l ... ] Embracing Islam, at pre sem, fosters belief that Islam is the 
religion of the future. This is realized by every researcher in the spread of religion. There 
is no doubt that the efforts of Christian missionaries are very near to failure, l ... ] whereas 
the religion of Islam spreads and flourishes without anyone knowing its advocates and 
without joint efforts to serve it. Islam spread in the periods of darkness. So one can 
imagine what it would do in the periods of light.152 

My God! Realize, through this book, my sincere aspirations of introducing Islam to 
those who are in seareh of light, truth and guidance. 153 

Polemies apart, the book reveals certain important elements for our analysis of a 

Muslim's point of view on the study of religion. Shalabï sets his book in the context of 

149 
150 

n, 277. 
See section 3.3, page 41 note 1 for details on the differencc between the Arabie and 

English tJersions. 
151 For a hicrarchical listing of the most important belicfs in Islam for Shalabi, sec III, 
144-145. 
152 nI, 20-21. 
153 nI, 23. Sce also 181. 
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humanity as a whole, which definitely opens a new era in Muslim heresiography. He also 

combines the Islamic concept of progressive revelation with the Spencerian/Darwinian 

evolutionary theory 154. Although the logical argun: ~ntation is weak and simplistic, it does 

point towards a process of appropriation and subsequent Islamization of sorne European 

concepts. Indeed the four first chapters model such a theory, with tides such as: Evolution 

of the Prophet's Missions with the Development of the Human Race; Humanity's Long 

Night (which inc1udes brief surveys on Judaism, Christianity, Life in Persia, the Religions 

of China, India and the Arabs); Dawn; CaIl in Balance (Mu~ammad's mission). Yet this 

possibility to perceive reality in largerterms, both geographicaIly (ail the earth's peoples and 

religions, at least in theory) and historically (going back further than ever in humanity's 

past), does not necessarily imply any change in conceptualization. Shalabï continues to 

integrat~ the new information into an already weIl conceptualized Islamic framework. Thus 

we find Shalabi writing: "It may be truly said that revealed religions have been concentrated 

in the Middle-East for this reason, as this area had witnessed the most advanced 

civilizations since the oidest times"155. Thus Shalabfs new advances in terms of the scope 

he is willing to encompass do not correspond to any new advance in conceptual thinking. 

Indeed, his polemics are considered by Mahmoud Ayoub a retrogression to the apologetics 

ofMu~ammad cAbduh and Rashïd Riçt~p156, who were pioneers in opening up Islarnic 

tradition to modernity. 

The impression of a retrogression in logical argumentation is further evidenced in 

the next four c.hapters, which faU under the general category of Caqidah, belief; Allah (God); 

154 III, 24. The evolutionary imagery Shalabï uses for humanity is that of a human 
being's growth: primitiveness and simplicity 10 maturity. He does not say complexity 
though. This was borrowed from Mu~ammad 'Abduh in Risalat al-Tawhfd. Sec also 
MuJ:!ammad al-'Aqqnd, m! yuqlfl I:an al-islam, (Cairo: maktabah dar a1-~urubah, [7]), 53. 
155 III, 26. 

156 M. Ayoub, op CIl., 60-61. Shalabï's chapters on "The Spread of Islam: Betwecn Cali 
and Force," "Women in Islam" and "Slavery" are ail examples of apologetic discourse. 
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Prophethood; the Soulund Matter in Islamic Thought; and No Monasticism in Islaml57. 

Indeed, as the titles are, so is the content: sporadic and ecc1ectic. Shalabï dabbles in a 

mixture ofmethods: comparativel58, philosophical syllogismsl59, historica}l60, etc. AIl 

methods are subvervient to proving how great Islam IS. In the process, Shalabï makes a 

series of illogica}l 61 and unsubstantiated claims, su ch as the following. The question 

Shalabï tries to answeris: "Why were the pre-Islamic Missions Private and Mohammed's 

Universal?"162. Shalabi seems to contradict himself in his very question, as not only Islam 

is universal since he acknowleges that Buddhism and Christianity are also missionary 

religion. Unless Shalabi distinguishes between universal and missionary in its outlook, 

then there is contradiction. But since he seems to make a distinction, then let us quote his 

argument: 

As for Muhammad's mission, it was natural that it should be universal, as the two 
previously mentioned reasons are out of question with the caU. The world is no longer 
divided into regions, each living in isolation from the other as means of communication 
now connect aIl parts of the world together. Besides, the learning of foreign languages is 
now so widely spread that the different nations can get in touch with one another and, 
consequently, it has become easy for one mission to spread among the whole of mankind. 
Moreover, most of the nations have been given access to sorne degree of culture as a result 
of the diffusion of printing and the removal of teachers and students to an parts of the 
world, due to the easy mcans of transçort, thus leading to an exchange of culture and to a 

157 As for the chapter on "No Monasticism in Islam", it is thcre to contrast the bcliefs 
discussed ln the previous and in the following section on the legal dimenSions of Islam. 
Shalabï proves his lack of knowlcdge about Christian monasticism as well as about 
Judaism: "Therefore, tbey rcsortcd 10 monastcries synagogues and caves making monasticlsm 
and a life of cehbacy the Ir hw. Such a group should bc Ignored by Islam as thclr conduCl is 
unnatural." III, 197. 
158 As one example, sec the passage 158-160. The whole chapters on "A Glimpsc on the 
Political Institution in Islam" (III, 375-396) and nA Ghmpsc on the Economie Orgamzauon 
in Islam" (III, 397-413) arc also cascs in pomt. 
159 For example: III, 101-134. 
160 For one example among many, sec: III, 154-158. 
161 Sec III, 291. Or else contrast these two statcments: "The degrcc of supcriorlly of the 
man [over the woman) is ncccssary whenever there is divergence of opinion" (331) and 
"Islam has put an end 10 the dIscrimInation bctwecn man and woman ID ail the common 
values. It has also put an end to any legal discriminauon bclwecn them in public rights. Il 
has made woman equal to man in al1 these affairs." 
162 III, 154. 
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breaching of the wide gulf between the thoughts and cultures of the different nations of the 
world. Ali this was a hera1d to the sending of one Pl'Ophet to aIl mankind.163 

This is not the only ex ample where Shalabï appropriates the developments which emerged 

out of modernity for Islamic civilization 164. 

Moreover, his lack of hi storic al acuity can also lead to a blind avoidance of historical 

facts, or to a biaised presentation altogether, such as: 

At present, you see non-Muslims in Islamic societies enjCly the great rights secured 
to them by Islam, and take delight in the cooperation, friendHness and good companionship 
for which Muslims are reputed. Vou go round the Islamic world, but you scarc~ly hear any 
complaintof a Christian or a Jew against his Muslim compatriot. [ ... ] As for the presence 
of Muslims living under non-Muslim governments, it shows great pains, cruelty, 
deprivation, deportation and bitter struggle. Muslims have undergone aIl this in Israel, so 
much so that they deserted their homes and have not been allowed to return to them.165 

Shalabï's black and white depictions and his lack of any self-criticism lead us to suggest that 

he is blinded by his missionary zeaP66. Inneed, he even goes so far as to conclude his 

book with a c!1apter l)orrowed from the oiography of a researcher on religions who 

converted to Islaml67. Fort,mately, Shalabï's historical and logical capacities are much 

more evident in his fourth book of the series "Comparative Religions". 

ln his fourth book "The Great ~eligions ofIndia", Shalabï first gives an overview 

of India, its geograph) people, languages, as weil as a brief overview on cow worship and 

deities of natural phenomena. In this introduction, Shalabï follows a pseudo-historical 

concept of progress. For him, the human instinct, confronted by the forces of nature, 

developed totemic ideas, which later gave rise to polytheism. Shalabi chooses to stress two 

such fonns of worshlp: the worship of the Lingam, the God of procreation and that of the 

III, 155-156. A rathcr anachronistlc statcmcnt! 163 
164 m, 255. Accordmg lO Shalabï, the fact that the United Nations meets once a year is 
derived from Islanllc tcachings. On 374: "the ab::llition of slavcry is one of the gifts 
yrescntcd to hurnamty by Islam". 

65 III, 239-240. Sec also 242: "As for the non-Musli.ns in Islamic SûCieties, history has 
witncssC<l how they enjoy prospcrity sccurity and safety under Islam". 
166 For sorne c,;ample, sec nI, 314, 387 and 396, 413, etc. 
167 III, 421-426. 
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Cow. He gives concrete examples ofprayers to the Cow and quotes Gandhi who 

supposedly counted himself among ~he worshippers of the cowl68• Afterwards, Shalabï 

adds the general characteristics of Hinduism, such as tolerance fordiversity, most 

widespread religion in India, interconnectedness of aB aspects of life. FinaBy, Shalabï ends 

his introduction with a brief hü;torical classification: the first Vedic p\!riod (15th-6th BeE), 

period of heterodoxy (6th-3rd c. BeE) and the second Vedic period (3rd c. BeE - ?). "So 

our study in this book will include the greatest characteristic traits in Indian thought 

comprising three religions: Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism, as weU as studies on the 

sacred books of the Indians"169. 

Any introduction to the Indian subcontinent poses a significant challenge due to the 

vast amount of m~terial and the tremendous varieties of everything. This challenge was 

weIl taken up by Shalabï on the whole, but his biases emerge in three more specifie 

instances: the emphasis on the worship of the sacred cow; the description of nalUral dieties; 

and his reference to Urdu. The worship of the cow is given much space in this short 

introduction (4 out of 17 pages), which is supposed to introduce the whole of India. And 

even in these four pages, no effort is made to empathize with the rational elements which 

explain in part why the cow became sacred. As for the simple presentation of the natural 

deities. it is done in such a way as to be reminiscent in a Muslim reader's mind of pre-

Islamic Arabia. In the case of Urdu, why should it occupy half of a one and a half page 

presentation on languages in India? Shalabï nat only describes that language but also states 

his astonishment al the attack which Urdu has suffer~ in recent history. Albeit a valid 

claim, it has no place in a general introduction which hardly even mentions Sanskrit! So in 

an introduction which seeks to present a historical view of the development of pluralism in 

168 For a more pragmatic explanation of Gandhi's respect for the cow. sec M. K. Gandhi, 
An Autobiography, (Ahmedabad: The Navajivan Trust, first cdltion 1927), 355 (1983 
edition). 
169 IV, 40. 
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India, such emphases attract the attention of the reader to certain points outside their real 

historical proportion. Indeed, it is pr ~isely this lack of historical balance (and even 

accuracy) which is so characteristic of Shalabï. He begins with India's ancient history170 

and jumps at times to conte!Jlporary issues with quotes nom Mahatma Gandhi. 

Furthermore, his last classification ends in the 3rd c. BCE, as if not much more happened 

afterwards. Obviously it is impossible to cover the whole of Indian religions' history. But 

a clearer acknowledgement of the boundaries of one's analysis would have been less 

misleading for the unaware reader. 

Shalabï covers Hinduism in 65 pages, which he divides in 8 sections plus a short 

introduction and concluding assessment. The description reflects Shalabi's own mindset. 

A parallel presentation of his chapter structure on Hinduism with corresponding Islamic 

elements is revealing: 

Hinduism: Corresponding Islamic elements: 

1. Veda QlWiin 

2. God in Hindu thought God in Islamic thought (monotheism) 

3. Caste system Islamicequality 

4. Most important Hindu beliefs Most important Islamic beliefs ( CaqiPid) 

5. Hindu ethics Islamic ethics (akhliiq) 

6. Hindu jurisprudence Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) 

7. Hindu sacred books (after the Veda) Sunnah 

8. Historical glance on the Hindu religion Historical glance at the Islamic religion 

170 ShaJabi tends ta write in a factuaJ way. as if Most of what he says is plain truth. 
There is litt!e room for expressing doubts and the Many controversies which surround any 
historical account, espccially with regard to periods so far remote as ancient Indian history. 
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There is no doubt that some of the core elements of Islam include Monotheism, the Qur'ifn 

(which implies Mul;tammad's prophethood), the Sunnah (or tradition of the Prophet), the 

shari'ah (laws), justice (which implies equality) , ethics (akhlifq), etc. Through ail the se, 

God is seen by Muslims as acting in history. It wou Id not be surprising then to find 

Shalabï seeking the se elements or their equivalent in Hinduism, whether consciously or not. 

The above parallel table validates this argument. So except perhaps for item three (caste 

system/lslamic equality), the order of classification of what is most important in Hinduism 

ao;ording to Shalabï represents, in fact, the Islamic divisions of what is considered 

important in Islam. 

Ifwe take a c10ser look at the content, we first find that Shalabi bases his description 

ofthe Veda principally on the writing of MUQammad cAbd al-Salam. According to him, 

the Veda is divided into four religious books: Rig Veda, Yajur Veda, Sama Veda and 

Atharva Veda, each one divided into four parts: Samhita, Brahman, Aranyaka and 

Upanishad. This simplified division is not really COl'fe(;t. The four last parts are not present 

in each Veda, but rather represent different styles of composition. Then Shalabi gives 

examples from the Veda: one hymn to Indra, the God of Gods, a short prayer to the Sun 

and two to Agni, God of the fire. These examples complement the eartier references in the 

introduction, stressing how the natural phenomena are being worshipped 171. In the section 

on God in Hindu thought, Shalabï claims that "There is in Hindu thought as regards God, 

two completely different types: the monotheist type and the polytheist type, the second of 

which is stronger and more widespread"l72. In the midst of this polytheism, sorne Hindus 

were still inclined towards something close to monotheism, which became a fixed belief 

with time. Around the ninth century BeE, under the influence of this emerging 

monotheism, there was a movement to organise the Gods into a hiercrrchy, whose head 

171 
172 

IV, 49-50. 
IV, 51. 
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became a trinity. In the Veda, we find Varuna, Andra and Agni. Elsewhere, we find: 

Brahma, Vishnu and Siva 173. Shalabï concludes: "Thus the Hindu priests opened the door 

for the Christians in what is called: the trinity in unity and the unit y in trinity" 174 • This 

passing comment reveals much about Shalabi's intentions as mentioned before. 

Hinduism remains though, for the most part, a religion in which several Gods are 

worshipped. Sculptures are buitt and then treated like human beings, receiving the best of 

ail offerings. Sorne see them as real Gods, others as symbols. Apart from major public 

ceremonies, Shalabï describes how the prayers are repeated three times a day, often at 

home. He is careful to mention the laws of cleanliness, fasting and special bodily positions, 

which accompany worship, as is the case also in I~lam. There is a wide variety of 

celebrations. For sorne reason, in this chapter on celebrations, Shalabï reports two creation 

stories, the first on how Brahma emerged out of nothing, creating everything out of his will. 

The second is about the spirit of creation which becomes the primitive human being as he 

yells "ha~nadha", upon finding something apart from him 175. Since that day the word 

Il ana', "1" exists. In his loneliness, the primitive human being divided himself into two, the 

second part becoming a woman. The cycle of human creation has existed ever since. Why 

Shalabï relates these two stories is unc1ear. But the second story is exactly the same as the 

one found in the dialogue of Plato176• Would Shalabï be subtly implying that Plato 

borrowed from pagan India? 

Up to now, Shalabï has described the Gods of ail the Hindus of the four major 

Hindu castes. But there were sorne other people in India in those early urnes who had a 

173 
174 
175 

IV, 52. 
IV, 52. 
IV, 56. 

176 Il is possible to find the core of this story in Plato's dialogue with Timaeus in The 
Great Books oi the Western World, ed. R. Maynard Hutchins, (London: Encyclopeadia 
Britannica, 1952), Vol. 7 "Plato", 452c-454a, 466a-467d. 
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special religion: the untouchables. These peoples ante-dated the Aryan invasions and were 

not allowed to mix in with the Aryans. They were mistreated throught'ut the centuries. But 

with Christian missionaries using this opportunity to their advantage, the Hindus, for fear 

of seeing the number of conversions to other faiths increase, the Hindus had to improve 

their behavior towards the untouchables. This passage is again an example of Shalabfs 

mindset. "Thus Christian missionary sects took this opportunity and penetrated deeply into 

the communities of untouchables calling them to enter Christianity. As for Muslims, to my 

regret, there were very limited efforts to present Islam to these untouchables, and the 

struggle still goes on." 177 

The next section deals with the caste system, which includes four main categories: 

BrahmaQs, or priests, the Rajanyas or K~atriyas, rulers and leaders in war, Vaisyas, the 

traders and farmers, and Südras, the servants of the other three classes. Shalabfs 

contention is that this caste system did not develop out of the necessities of life or the 

division of labour, but rather out of the necessities of power and rulership which the 

Aryans safeguarded for themselves through such a caste system178. It is clear that for 

Shalabi, "the caste system has its sources in race and the rulership of race more than 

anythingelse"179. He laterconcludes that this caste system is so ingrained in India that 

177 IV, 58. 
178 IV, 58-59. 
179 IV, 59. This opmlon of Shalabï should be compared with the passages IR his book 
"Islam" where he vehemently explains how Islam is againsl racism. Shalabi defines the four 
caste levels, using quotes from the laws of Mano. Il is very mtcresting ID notice thal, in the 
midst of a section on castes, he reflccts 00 Sikhism, "which was founded ID crcatc a common 
religion out of Hinduism and Islam" (IV, 64) as a rehgion WhlCh rejected al fICSt the caste 
system, although it soon becarne a new caste of its own. 11us brief passage on Slkhlsm docs 
not do justice to the 'ipccific characler of Slkhlsm as a rchgion and the theolOglCal challenge 
il poses to Muslims in parttcular. Nor does Shalabï's later passage (IV, 104-106) WhlCh 
reduces Sikhism to an abortIve auempt to try lO unite Hmd'!ism wllh Islam (IV, 105). His 
brief hisIDry is fauJty. Indeed. he jumps from Guru Nanak in the 15th century lO Govmd 
two centuries laler. And he clalms the possibilily thal there he a link bctwcen the religion 
of the Emperor Akbar and such renovation allempts as Slkhism. 
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even Gandhi with aIl his efforts was unable successfully to implement the end of the caste 

systeml80• 

Shalabi elaborates four of the most important Hindu beliefs: karma, metempsychosis 

(taniisukh or tijwiil al-TÜtJ ), liberation (inpliiq) and pantheism (waQdatal-wujud). "We 

will expose in what fo11ows the opinion of Hindus on a11 of these beliefs"181. Kanna is the 

doctrine by which every human act is accounted for and the bad and good alike rewarded 

accordingly. But since not a11 actions can be rewarded orpunished during a lifetime, there 

developed the need to account for injustices which were not repaired by the time a person 

died. Thus developed the doctrine of metempsychosis according to Shalabï. The soul 

leaves the body at death although it remains linked to the material world. It must then start 

to repay for the deeds of the previous life. Hindus talk of a subtle body for the soul. In 

fact, the only point of contact between Hinduism and the Semitic religions is the immortality 

of the soul and the accountability of human actionsl82. For Hindus, the ultimate goal in 

life is not good over bad, paradise over hell, but liberation from aIl human desires, to blend 

in Brahma. So Shalabï ends this paragraph with a subtle conclusion of his own: "the 

reproach is to be leve11ed against this principle that Sufism, asceticism and passivity become 

better than righteousness of actions, that it be the way to God, while righteousness of 

actions J esults in a new cycle in life in which the soul is rewarded according to the good it 

did in the previous cycle. "183 As for the doctrine of pantheism, Shalabi summarizes 

Mu~ammad cAbd al-Salam's and Mu~ammad cAli I:Im?'s points ofview. The fast writes 

that metempsychosis is the result of a three stage development: from reaching God through 

worship and sacrifice, through observation of creation's extemal appearances, finally 

180 IV, 65. 
IV, 65. 
In the midst of such dcscnptions, Shalabï does not mIss the occasion ID mention that 

the philosophy of metempsychosis was upheld by a small number of Muslims. Shalabi 
quotcs Ibn l;Iazm on the mauer and fully agrees that "the doctrine of metempsychosis is 
allcgations and legcnds without any proof" (IV, 69). 
183 IV, 70. 

181 
182 
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through the sacrifice of one's own self. The second,l;Iafi~, stresses that the soul is what 

lives, not the body. When the soul abstracts itself from material appearances, it begins its 

return 10 the great Soul, God, Brahmal84• 

Then, according to Shalabï, the Vedanta philosophy of Sankaracharya (c.788-c.820) 

further developed the concept of pantheism in 8th c. India. It was taken over by some 

Sufis, such as the famous al-l:Iallaj (c.858-922), or else , according to al-Shahrastani, Ibn 

Saba~, a J ewish con vert to Islam who tried to deify cAli. These two examples taken from 

al-Shahrastani and Ibn l:Iazm give Muslim parallels to the concept of pantheism in such a 

way as to take away from the Hindu notion much of its uniqueness. It subtly sends the 

message that such a doctrine is false and that it belongs to the fringe in Islam, leading only 

to deification of man, an obvious heresy in Islam. 

The following section deals with images of ethics among Hindus. Most of his text 

(p. 73-7 6) quotes the laws of Manu, the books of professor A treya and sorne passages from 

the book of 'Yoga wasistha'185. As for Hindu jurisprudence, Shalabi relies upon the Manu 

Dharma Sastra which he describes as lia comprehensive book which includes the laws 

which Hindu sects follow" 186. It is intt"resting that Shalabi chooses only examples 

pertaining to Kings, Women and economic questions. Here again the apologetic bias of 

Shalabi emerges in his choices. Shalabi then describes some of the most important Hindu 

Holy books. And since "we have already discussed both of the se [the Veda and the Laws 

of Mano] from which we extracted enough to see their important points, so t;ler~ remains to 

introduce four other books which are considered the top among Hindu holy books, and 

184 
185 
186 

IV, 71. 
This is the way it is latinized in IV. 75. 
IV, 76. 
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Mahabharata, he concludes that: 
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These are examples of the stories in w hich Gods participated and the Mahabharata 
recorded, and, as we said, above that in it are blended roles, laws and customs. The 
drinking of wine became sinful after Sukar Ajarya was cheated on its account. And it is 
the role of Sukar Ajarya to caution about wine[ ... ].189 

If there is such a blend, why is there a need to talk about roles and regulations? And why 

end with a reference to wine more specifically? 

In his historical glance at th/~ Hindu religion, Shalabï does not give a historicaI 

overview of Hinduism. He simply contrasts his narrow understanding of Hinduism with 

Buddhism, Jainism, Christianity, Islam (the longest part) and Sikhism. He summarizes 

Hinduism as: 

a religion of monotheism on the one side and of polytheism on the other, as we said 
earlier. You can see in it primitive thoughts such as worship of the powers of nature, 
ancestor worship, and worship of the cow in particular. Hinduism rose when the 
Brahmans joined together in the eighth century [BCE]. They restored the belief in their 
religion, they established the school of Brahmanism and they declared the worship of 
Brahma. Hinduism used to mean the caste system, metempsychosis and pantheism. And 
among the most important things it meant was the presentation of sacrifices although it 
completed this presentation with a submission to Brahma and his blessing. And without 
the sacrifices the souls of the dead disappeared and the glory of the family died out 
completely. [ ... ].190 

Then under the challenge of Buddhism and Jainism, Hinduism developed the laws of 

Manu, which foster more preoccupation with rituaIs and the outward form than with the 

actual worship of God, since God becomes immanent in aIl things. When Christianity 

187 'Mahapharta' is the Enghsh spelling ShaJabi gives (IV, 81). Can this he a simple 
lyping mistake, especially when this word appears in a tille? If il is, il means thal ShaJabï 
lacks a sense of preciSion and accuracy. If il is nOl a spelling mistake, than it means that 
Shalabï is not so familiar with Hinduism as he should he. 
188 IV, 80. In fact, the Mahllbharata represents the six book collection of the eighteen 
cantos of Sanskrit verse WhlCh make up the Bhagavadgita. Thus the lwo are synonymous. 
Nielsen, op. cil., 163. 
189 IV, 85. 
190 IV, 99. 
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reached India, via the Nestorians, it did convert sorne Hindus. According to Shalabi, this 

fact became the basis from which the Western Christians further developped their 

missionary activities among the Hindus. "However the results of Christian mission in both 

cases were not very successful"191. As for the coming of Islam to India, "through the 

successive waves of Arab, Afghan, Turkish and Mughal invasions, and because Islam had 

easy precepts, Islam spread widely and quickly in India [ .. )"192. But the influences on both 

sides were greal. ShalabI gives a few examples: the Ismacilis, the A~madis and the 

followers of Mucin al-Din Chhisti193. "These distortions were but the results of influences 

from Hindui~m"194. There is no doubt that the A~madIs developed within the context of 

India, and thus were influenced by the Indian milieu. But the Ismacilis' development is 

much more complicated and cannot he understood only on the basis of Indian influences, 

which only really affected the community as a whole from the 19th century onwards, when 

Aga Khan 1 moved to India 195. 

ShalabI borrows his conclusion and writes that: 

Considering that India was influenced by external thought and the nature ofthat 
influence, Ryland resolved that India reached out by way of commerce and wars in Iran, 
Persia and in the heart of Asia (Burma, China, Sumatra, Java), Greece and Rome, but its 
interaction of thought was very weak. Indeed the constitution of India has always encircled 
Hindu thought with a wall 50 that nothing escapes from it or nothing foreign penetrates into 
il. And except for Buddhism, India did not send out anything of its thought or of its 
philosophy.196 

Such an opinion is convenient to Shalabi insofar as il would sustain his argument that 

Hinduism is essentially parochial and unlikely to have influcnced Islam in any meaningful 

191 IV, 101. 
192 Ibid. 
193 This refercnce seems la indicate that Sufism 100 was considered by Shalabl as a 
distortion. 
194 IV, 102. 
195 Encyclopedia of Islam, flfSt edition, Vol. III, (Leidcn: E. J. Brill, 1913-1936), 551. 
196 IV, 106. 
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wayt97. Moreover, by the nature ofits local calling, it would automatically fall far away 

from the universal message of Islam. In his final assessment of Hinduism, Shalabï repeats 

the many stereotypes about Hinduisrn, which only proves his distance, both physical and 

intellectual, from the world of Hinduism. The important aspects he choses to underline are: 

the magic in their worship, the ancestor worship, the caste system, the passivity, the early 

arranged marriages, the incineration of dead bodies and the individual's lack ofimportance. 

AIl these aspects, although still present in Hinduism nowadays, are not the most important 

goals of the religious edifice, or the religious cosmos, that Hindus have built for making 

sense of the world. Indeed, these thernes reflect much more the contrasts which the 

inevitable encounter between a follower of Islam and a devotee ofHinduism brings out. 

Furthermore, there are a few passages weil worth quoting as examples of Shalabi's 

subjectivity: 

Hinduism is reproached for its profound passivity, the tolerance which reaches the 
degree of contentment in injustice and sometimes it is considered as a vÏrtue. But the 
exaggeration in it reduces it to comprehensive vise.198 

The Hindu prefers isolation and poverty. Philosophy in Hinduism is a spiritual 
training which requires of people to purify themselves and their surroundings more than it 
requires them to think. The relation between the philosopher and the scholar is but a 
relation of magic and versatility.l99 

Hinduism is the religion of wisdom and because of the wisdom in Hinduism, the 
Greeks were influenced by it wh en they went to India and got in touch with its culture. 
And the wisdorn of Hinduisrn is able to offer the culture of the contemporary epoch good 
and useful elements. Sorne researchers are of the opinion that the attainments of Hinduism 
in tenns ofwisdom are greater than its attainments in tenns of spirituality.200 

Nevertheless, Hinduism will be forced to bow its head before the thoughts which 
resist her orientations now, the future will not protect any one of its communities and 
perhaps the caste system will he the quickest Hindu system to disappear.201 

t 97 The influence on Sufism does IlOt count since Sufism is probably considered by 
Shalabi as a distortion, if we are to understand 'the followers of Mu'ïn al-Dio Chisa' stated 
earlier as representalive of ail Sufis. 
198 IV, 107. 
199 IV, 107-108. 
200 IV. 108. 
201 Ibid. 
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It is possible to see the clear bias which Shalabï upholds against the Hindu caste 

system especially. Secondly, in his usage of the word Hinduism alone, he implies the 

religion with &JI its polytheistic aspects. When he refers to the higher levels of Hindu 

understanding, he caUs it the Hindu philosophy. It should he noted that Shalabï clearly 

distinguishes between the concept of philosopher (faylasüf) and that of scholar, or person 

of knowlege (Ciflim). Such a distinction in our opinion is totally inadequate as regards to 

Hinduism. In fact, such a distinction is purely Islamic, insofar as the câlim implies a 

Muslim who is knowlegeable about Islam and whose reason remains subordinate to Islamic 

faith, white the faylasüf (philosopher) implies a person who pursues knowledge under the 

impulse of reason only. 

Shalabï is the only one of our authors to discuss Jainism (22 pages). He sets the 

stage for the appearance of Jainism in the 6th century, together with Buddhism. At that 

time, the arbitrary absolutism of the Brahman class caused great social instabilityand 

dissatisfaction within the Hindu religious system. Shalabï considers both Buddha and 

Mahavira's lives as the primary focii for two revolutions. He begins with that of Mahiivira. 

Shalabï goes in detail to recount Mahiivïra's life, how he first got married for his 

parents' sake and when he was thirty, finally asked for the pennission to go into a life of 

absolute chastity and purity. This was done after his parents had died, in respect for their 

wish. The biographical account of Mahavïra is on the whole accurate, although Shalabi 

should have indicated that Most of his information was entangled in much Jegendary 

material. The biography is followed, although it might have been preceded, by a short 

section on the 24 tïrtharlkaras. Let us compare how the topic is introduced by Shalabi and 

by a Western scholar. 
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The Jains believe that Jainism is a very ancient doctrine and that it has been 
completed through 24 Jains. The first Jain's name was nabha. He appeared in a far away 
period of time, and history did not preserve anything about him, and but a few legends are 
connectl.'d to him.202 

In contrast, NieIs C. Nielsen writes: 

Jains reject the Western scholt'fS' c1aim that Mahavïra was the founderof Jainism 
and instead trace the tïrthalikaras to prehistoric times. According to the Jain's theory, there 
were twenty-four til'thalÎkaras in aIl, beginning with r~bha, who lived fOf 8.4 million 
years.203 

The tone of Shalabï in this case seems more sympathethic to Jain history than that of 

Nielsen. Nielsen opposes Jaïns beliefs and their sense of symbolic history (which he caUs 

theory) to "Western scholar c1aims". In contrast, Shalabï plainly states in a factual manner 

that history did not preserve anything about the origins of Jainism, accept for a few legends. 

The resulting message is the same: yet the style implies a difference in methodological 

presuppositions. It seems that Shalabrs faith in timeless realities not necessarily 

corroborated by history prevents him from using such language as Nielsen's204. 

Shalabï dcscribes Jainism as an atheistic religion in Mahavïra's time, which was then 

influnced by the Hindu context to accept the Hindu Gods and now the 24 tiithalÎkaras as 

Gods too. But Shalabï fails to mention that these Gods do not affect the core Jain belief 

which rejects the existence of" reality other than the world in which wc live205 • After the 

biographical description, Shalabï de scribes the principal Jain beliefs: Jainism and God; 

Karma and ~tempsychosis; good and evil; salvation and the path to its attainment; 

nakedness anc suicide. The next section discusses the philosophy of Jainism from their 

202 IV, 117. 
203 Niclsen, op. ciL, 364. 
204 This examplc may seem to contradi-::t an earlier statement in which 1 claimed that 
Shalabi ~lterci7.cd a lack of empathy rcgarding the Hindu worship of the sacred cow. Therc 
is no such contradictIon though: bath ex amples show how the resulting description is 
influenced by certain sensitivitics emcrging out of an author's own religio-cultural 
framewortc. Moreovcr, this last example with Nielsen is also a proof that Westemers are not 
exempt from such value-full judgemcnts. 
205 N' l '364 IC sen, op, CIl., . 
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holy books. It is summarized in the three jewels: right belief, right knowledge and right 

creation(i.e.: rightly shaped by Jain ethics). There is also the basic principles for spiritual 

purity and the deg:ees ofknowledge in Jain philosophy. Shalabï then closes his analysis of 

Jainism with a glance at its history. 

Although the basic precepts of Jainism are weil covered, Shalabï makes a distinction 

between philosophy and religion. He distinguishes in his chapter divisions between Jain 

beliefs and Jain philosophy. In the section on Holy books, again the idea of distortion 

cornes up. and lack of unanimity in recognizing the Holy Books206• Moreover, Shalabï 

does not give the right dates nor does he explain properly (even much later in a different 

context p.130), the later separation between the two historical branches in Jainism: the 

Svetambaras and the Digambaras 207. Shalabï goes on with the issues of women and 

liberation, as weB as the foetal origin of Mahavïra (its being from Brah !la). In the section 

on Jain philosophy, Shalabï describes the five degrees of knowledge so central to the Jain 

religious quest. Shalabï is far from clear about them. Thus Shalabï's presentation of 

Jainism, the tirst of ilS kind in Arabic probably, lacks accuracy and reflects the same 

concems as we see emerging out of his description of Hinduism. 

Ahmad Shalabï offers to the Arabic speaking reader wh~t is probably the longest 

introduction to Buddhism (54 pages) in Arabic208• He divides the material into 10 parts: 

historical background, biography of the Buddha, his teachings (naturallaws and our role in 

them; metempsychosis; the tire of passion and how to extinguish it), nirvana and God in 

Buddhist philosophy; Buddhist doctrines; historical glance; holy books. Although the 

206 IV. 125. 
207 Nielsen, op. cil., 365. 
208 As mentioned previously, the main reason why Shalabi offers such a long 
introduction is because Buddhism is becoming a source of threat to Islam, due to its 
missionary outlook (preface: l, 20). He also makes his claim quite clear in his biographical 
account of Buddha, and how Buddhism bccame a missionary re~igion (IV, 152-154). 
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sequence differs from that found in hi!' description of Hinduism, the same elements come 

back, as much linked to Shalabfs Islamic hermeneutics as before. In what remains 

probably the most difficult for Shalabï, the section on Nirvana, Shalabï distinguishes weIl 

between the liheration (inpliiq) of Hinduism, the salvation (najiit) of Jainism and the 

nirvana of Buddhism. However, it is clear that the most important aspect to describe and 

explain is the missionary nature of Buddhism. Thus we find towards the end a five page 

section which is entitled: The new generation: hetween Buddhism, Nihilism and 

Christianity. Shalabï repeats once more his now familiar leitmotiv with his conclusion that 

there is but one alternative for the new generation: thL.1 lS, to convert to Islam. 

This overview of Shalabi's descriptions of religions allow us to extract the main 

structural elements of his henneneutics. The first and underlying element is Islamic faith. It 

influences Shalabfs reading of the signs, symbols and structures of the religions he 

descrihes. In particular, the QUT~iin occupies a primary place both in tenns of its perceived 

nature as scierl~ific corroboration ofhistorical reality and in terms of Shalabi's subconscious 

projection of the QUT~iin onto what a religion ought to he constÏtuted of, that is, for a 

religion to be true it must h~ve one holy text revealed by God and not affected by human 

dhttortions. The second element is the place of reason in the process of reaching what 

S!talabï considers as reality about the various religions. The answer to Shalabi's 

interpretation of science and the role of reason can he found in the difference between the 

meaning of the word cilm in the Islamic tradition, which has meant for centuries 

'knowledge' and only recently 'science' and the meaning of 'science' in the West as 

'systematic classification ofknowledge through logical reasoning', a definition which carries 

a much more specific meaning than 'knowiedge'. A third element is the meaning of the 

word history. For Shalabï, history is an outcome of God's intervention in the world. It is 

not interpreted as a systematic sequence of events whkh can he measured back to the 

beginnings of humanity's invention of writing. The Qzu3iinic revelation here too plays an 
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important fonnative role in Shalabfs interpretation of history. A founh element is the 

influence political events have played in Shalabï choice of method and language. The 

polemics to which he resorts in order to vindicate his own sense of reality, cornes from an 

ideological interpretation oflslam, not an uncommon phenomenon in the last fort Y years in 

Egypt. FinaHy, a last important element in Shalabfs hermeneutics remains his appropriation 

of new contemporary know ledge into the tradition al Islamic worldview. For example, he 

continues on the pa th of the school of Muslim heresiography which has attempted to 

typologized the whole of known human beliefs into one single Islamic system throughout a 

good part of Islamic civilization. The aifference is simply one of scale, the contemporary 

reality now extending to include aIl peoples of the world. OUI analysis of Shalabi's 

hermeneutics in his four volume series on comparative religions has hopefully revealed the 

under1ying intentions and structures utilized to write the tirst eonscious attempt by a 

contemporary Muslim to provide the general Arabie readership with a series of books 

which seek to interprete aIl the main religions on earth. 
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5.4 ON THE sruOY OF RELIGION 

The previous three sections examined the descriptions which our three authors have 

made of separate religions. But such a historical approach to describe each religion 

separately is not the only way to examine the phenomena of religion. In Religions

wissenschaft, a scholar may use several other approaches, such as sociological, 

philological,anthropological,phenomenological,structuralist,philosophical,comparative, 

etc. Oid our three authors resort to such approaches as developed in the W e'~t? and if so to 

what extent? An examination of these questions is vital to complete our assessment of how 

Abü Zahrah, Diraz and Shalabï understood the study of religion and to what extent they 

made use of the wider variety of approaches nowadays available within 

Religionswissenschaft. 

Abü Zahrah did not go beyond the use of a historical presentation of seven different 

religions. It should not he surprising as he was hardly exposed to Western trends in the 

study of religion. On the contrary, Shalabï 9.nd Diraz were both influenced to different 

degrees by these Western trends. Shalabï not only made use of the comparative method a 

lot throughout his series, as we have pointed out earlier, but he even conceived the nature of 

the study of religion as heing comparative. As for Diraz, the whole of his book DIN 

reflects an atte'11pt to depart from the traditional historical approach to describe separate 

religions. Let us examine Shalabï first, and then Diraz. 

Shalabï devotes two sections to comparative religions. The fIfst consists of twelve 

pages in his introduction to "Judaism"209. The second one crowns his four book series on 

J, 24-36. 
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comparative religions, as itends the final volume210. It is a 16 page section entitled: "The 

way of inquiry in comparative religions". In it, Shalabï does not only de scribe his two 

ways of inquiry in comparative religions, but gives an ex ample of both. The first possible 

way is to take a theme and study il through the different religions, such as God, 

prophethood, holy books, etc. This approach was used by people like Max Müller, writes 

Shalabï211 • The second approach is to write a series of books about each religicus 

traditions, with somecomments comparing aspects of the described religion with another 

tradition. This tnethod is obviously the one which Shalabi has used for his own series212. 

But in an a\tempt to he thorough, Shalabï still writes this small section on comparative 

religions in which he compares the theme of God in the religions he studied. The aim and 

the results do not differ from the rest of his polemical series. His hermeneutics thus does 

not differ, whether he uses the first approaeh or the second. What is more interesting is that 

both imply the comp~tive method whieh reflects very much the English preoccupations in 

the study of religion during the forties and fifties, when Shalabi studied in England. 

DiIiiz's conceptualization of the study of religion, although certainly influenced in 

part by the French school"Histoiredes Religions", in faet reacts against its more positivists 

tendency. Nevertheless, Diraz's approaehes still reflect trends more common in France and 

continental Europe than in England among scientists of religion in the nineteen forties. 

However, Diraz's majorepistemological commitment follows the subjectivism inherent to 

his Islamic faith commitment. Thus he naturally reacts against the objectivist schools such 

210 IV, 210-226. This sarne section is also repcatcd at the end of hls second volume on 
Christianity: II, 280..197. He probably repeatcd thlS scellon ln volume II ln partlCUlar 
because this volume was bound to he bought scparately from the whole senes by many 
Christians. It was thus Important to make sure that Chnstians would rcad the culmmatlon of 
his argument for the importance of comparatIve rehglons. 
211 IV, 210. Il is natural that Shalabï would glve such an example smce Shalabi studlcd 
comparative rehgions in England where Müller had had such an impact on the crcal10n of 
chairs in Religionswisscr.schaft. Il IS also nonnal thal Shalabi would have used the terrn 
'comparative religion' to rcfer to the slUdy of religion since thlS wali the prefercd term in 
England in his student days. Eric Sharpc, Comparative ReligIon· A HISlory, op. cil., XIiI. 
212 IV, 211. 
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as positivism and materialism213. This is clear in his second, third and founh essays of his 

book DIN in which Diraz describes the broad relations between religion on the one hand 

and ethics, sociology, psychology, philosophy, theology, etc. on the other. Although these 

essays represent a mixture of approaches, they reflect important factors which enlighten 

Diriiz's hermeneutics on the study of religion. 

ln the second essay, Diraz expounds on the relation between religion and the 

various kinds of culture and education. He divides his analysis into three sections: religion 

and ethics, religion and philosophy and religion and other sciences. Although there is a 

strong relationship offraternity or fatherhood between religion, philosophy and ethics, 

Diraz considers that there is a definite hierarchy in the value of sciences. From the sciences 

dealing with material things to those dealing with the immaterial, until the science of religion 

which deals with the highest of all ideals, the meaning of the beginning and end oflife. AIl 

inferior sciences benefit directly to the sciences which are above them, but the science of 

religion is at the top since in does not directly feed in any other science: it is not useful to 

other sciences as such. Indeed, "reli!tion will never he able to dispense from sciences,"214 

writes Diraz unambiguously. In fact, sciences help human beings to dissipate ignorance, a 

process which enlighten the individual and thus prepare his or her spirit to religion. If 

historically there has been a conflict between religion and science, it is precisely when 

religion and science have assumed utilitarian ends, and thus entering into competition with 

one another. However, there should never be any contradiction since there is no overlap in 

their respective objects of analysis215• Diraz then moves to the more =thical realm in stating 

that taxing others or other fields oflying simply because it appears either to be in 

contradiction with one's findings or irrelevent to them reflects only ignorance. "And this is 

213 

(New 
214 
215 

Henry Le Roy Fmch, "EplslCmology," "",En...,cu.y.!!<!cl~opedt<=::=:ia:........;o",-,f---,Ro.:;e~h:.c·g~ion~., Ed. M. Eliade, 
York: MacMillan, 1986), Vol. 5, 133-135. 
OINt 75. 
OIN, 76. 
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the proper situation during which the knowledge of humanity may advance: for if it was 

necessary that every scientist celebrates a research on every questions in itself, then the 

sciences wou Id advance al one pace" 216. To strengthen his argument, Diraz asks whether 

the knowlege and benefits gained from the spliting of the atom is not agreed upon by ail 

despite the fact that only very few scientists actually investigated the matter? So what then, 

he continues, prevents us from believing in the spiritual wonders which were brought by 

prophets?217 Thus Diraz not only sees no contradiction between the two realms, but 

promotes the inquiry in both areas as a necessary human endeavour which will bring us 

closer to God. 

The third essay deals with attitude of religiosity and the range of its finnness in 

creation. This chapter allempts to answer certain key questions such as: when did the ide a 

of religiosity appear on earth? What is its destiny in the face of ideological developments in 

science? What is its psychological function? What is its sociologie al function? Diraz 

concludes in his analysis that there is no more sol id link then the religious one, which is 

above the links of race, language or geographical proximity. And he goes even further in 

drawing a very concrete exemple of what this should mean for a nation, Egypt being 

certainly the primary case implied: "Often we see countries which are based upon a 

foundation of shared conciliation in a homeland between the different sects which are 

obliged to seek help from ail these religions' basis for cooperation for the g<JOl.:! and to help 

each other pushing off enemies and invasions. Therefore it is truly said that the nationalism 

which does not rely upon the reason of creation and religion then il is a shaky protection 

which is about to collapse"218. Diraz then concludes: "In short, religions in communities 

216 
217 
218 

DIN, 77. 
Ibid. 
DIN, lOS . 
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take the place of the heart in the body, and as for those who study religions it is as if they 

are recording the life of people and the times of civilizationsl/219. 

In his final overview of the book, Diraz stresses the importance of trying to find the 

common grounds between different doctrines220• For this end, he recommends that we 

benefit from ail positive points of view, rather than from the negative ones. Thus our 

differences will induce cooperation rather than discorde. For Diraz, lhe intuitive knowledge 

in religion is much stronger than the extemal factors221. Nevertheless, there are a number 

of ways to reach God, and the diversity should not be reduced to one. He concludes that 

there are two broad characteristics. I/Firstl y, divine elements are manifested in everything. 

Secondly, every type of people has its own way ofbehavior, rather than another, in the 

seeking of guidance". So without mentioning at ail the very sensitive issue of ijtihiid, or 

personal struggle [to interprete, in this case], he argues that the Qur3iin is open to much 

interpretation222. 

And in his last paragraph, Diraz closes by saying that the different ways to reach 

God are ail mentioned in the Q~iin. Thus it is clear that Diraz never leaves his deep 

convictions, although he is able to go fanher than our two other authors in showing how 

one can and must integrate scientific knowlege from the West into one's own religious 

understandi ng223. 

The position of Islam regarding other religions and its relation to il. This is the title 

ofDiraz's la st public presentation which he delivered in Lahore, Pakistan at the International 

219 IbId. 
220 DIN, 173. 
221 /bid. 
222 DIN, 175-176. 
223 OIN, 185. 
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Islamic Colloquium in January 1958. Although this ten page additio:1 does not belong to 

the book per se but since the publishers have decided to included it in a later edition, the 

content of this article can not he overlooked. The readers of the later edition will 

automatically associate the article wilh the book, nOl distinguishing the circumstances and 

content of both. Yet the book and this article vary considerably in style, content and 

purpose. It is of much interest to make a comparison now, as it will shed considerable light 

on another perspective emerging out of Diraz himself a decade after l'le publication of Din. 

But let us first describe the contents of this presentation. 

"Ifwe take the word Islam", begins Diraz,"we find that itdoes not induce a scope 

for this question about the relation between Islam and the remaining divine religions"224. 

"For Islam in the qur'anic language in not a name for a special religion but a name for the 

common religion which aIl the prophets aimed at and with which all the followers of the 

prophets were associated"225. After quoting eight qur'anic passages to support his claim, 

Diraz defines this common religion, the religion of aU prophets, as the belief in the unicity 

of God, Lord of the universe, and a sincere submission to it wilhout associating to il 

anything. There is thus no need to ask ourselves what is the link between this Islam and 

other revealed religions, since il is the one and same thing. However, there is a popular 

understanding of Islam which con stricts its meaning to only that which Muhammad 

brought of specific laws and teachings. So if we take this new popular understanding of 

Islam, the question then becomes: what is the relation between Islam (Mu~ammadiyah) on 

the one hand and Judaism (müsawïyah) and Christianity (masï~ïyah) on the other?226 

Diraz answers in two steps. 

224 
225 
226 

DIN, 183. 
Ibid. 
DIN, 184. 
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In the first step, Dirü investigates the relation between Islam and the two other 

faiths in tenns of their original fonn. Second, he compares Islam with the two other faiths 

in their laterdeveloped appearances. Regarding the frrst, the (}uT'an cornes to approve of 

and confinn the previous revelations. In this, there is two stages reflected by the two types 

of laws: the etemallaws, such as the nine commandments and the laws fixed in time, thus 

possibly abrogated at the appropriate time by another revelation. These two types 

correspond to two necessities for the happiness of the human society: the element of 

continuity which links the human present with the past and the element of creation and 

renewal which prepares the present for development and progress towards a better and 

more perfect future227. He then elaborates on his argument giving only Qur'anic verses to 

support his claims. 

In his second step, Diraz investigates the relation between the Qur~iin and the 

revealed religions as they presently exist. The main verse from which Diraz derives his two 

part analysis is sürah miPidah, verse 48, which reads: "And unto thee have We revealed the 

Scripture with the truth, confmning whatever Scripture was before it, and a watcher over 

it." For Diraz, the watcher over is the Qur'an, as final revelation. The watcher over function 

is one step beyond simply confirming what had come before. Indeed, it is to watch over all 

the accretions which slowly altered with time the initial pure messageofmonotheism, the 

Islam revealed by God through ail his prophets. "In short, the relation ofIslam with 

revealed religions in their initial fonn is a relation of confirmation and complete 

corroboration. As for its relation with revealed religions in their visible forms, it is a relation 

of confirmation for what remains of original parts and correction of what overtook it of 

innovation and strange accretions"228. But Diraz goes even so far as saying that: "even for 

pagan religions, we see that the Qur~iin allows it and makes it clear, !:ri) that the elements of 

227 
228 

OINt 186. 
OINt \89. 
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good, justice, right conduct are retained and those elements of falsehood, evil and 

innovation are removed"229. 

If this is the relation of Islam with other religions from a lheoretical point of view, 

Diriiz adds also about the relation of Islam with other faiths from a practical point of view. 

He fast asks whether the attitude of apathy is better than that of fighting and killing to 

enforce one's own vision? Islam is a middle way between these two extremes. There is a 

responsibility in being active in the calling people to God, (daCwah), yet there is no 

imposition of any kind. If the (}ur3ifn is so generous in ilS wise counsels about even the 

funhest away from monotheism as idolatrous religions, then how much more generous it is 

for people of the revealed religions. Indt.ed, it is not sufficient for Islam to provide freedom 

of worship and to protect that right for non-muslims, but it does so to the same extent as 

that provided to Muslims. In fact, "Islam never stopped one moment from extending its 

hand to touch the followers of all denominations and sects in the path of cooperation for 

building justice [ ... )"230. And Diraz ends writing: "And this is the basis ofworld 

cooperation for peace which the prophet of Islam and the prophet of peaee has 

proclaimed"231. Thus even ifhis question does relate to the reality ofhow Islam is often 

perceived, versus how the West is often pereeived, Diraz does not really talk of the reality 

of frictions: he remains on a theoretieallevel about how the message of the QurJifn is really 

a middle way which, if followed, would ensure peaee. 

229 
230 
231 

Ibid. 
DIN t 192. 
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6. CONCLUSION 

This co.lclusion will highlight the historicality of con sciousness 1 which has been 

rnarked by the fusion between the interpreter, i.e. myself, and our three authors' seven 

books. Through this fusion the two traditions of Religionswissenschaft and of the Islamic 

study of religiol' h:we met. The above analysis of how three contemporary Muslirns have 

interpreted the study of religions and of how they have used the scientific study of religion 

represents one possi ble angle to eval uate sorne of the issues arising out of the unique 

relationship between these two traditions. Before we tum to these issues however, it is 

necessary to sum up the following points: first, the Islamic hem1eneutical perspective out of 

which our three authors have interpreted the study of religion; second, the scientific 

hermeneutics which have constituted the standard of comparison. Finally, a set of 

introspective questions on the possibility for an integrated epistemology for the Islamic 

study of religion and Religions wissenschaft on the basis of this thesis' results will, we 

hope, en able us to assess the historicality of consciousness which has nurtured this thesis. 

The 'historicality of consciousness' is a phrase meaning the fusion between the 
interpreter and his/her text, or action, symbol, etc. under interpretation. William Schweiker, 
"Beyond imitation: mimetic praxis in Gadamer, Ricoeur, and Derrida." The Journal of 
Religion. 68: 1 (1988), 26. 
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6.1 ISLAMIC HERMENEUTICS 

The mode of interpretation which cornes out of the seven books written by Abü 

Zahrah, Diriiz and Shalabi is distinctively Islamic, despite the wide differences in its 

application. It constitutes first and foremost an Islamic henneneutics because the principal 

components of an epistemology based on Islamic faith are present. First, there is faith in 

the Qurtifn as God's ultimate revelation for all of humanity. Second, there is faith in the 

Islamic community, the ~ummah, as the community parexcellence which is faithful to God's 

will and through whic!l have come down through the centuries, the perfect interpretation of 

the Qurcifn and Mul:tammad's sunnah, tradition. Third, there is faith in the mission to 

promote Islam to the whole world. And finally, there is faith in the superiority of God's 

guidlng revelation to the work of human reason alone. 

The other components in the underlying structures common among our three 

authors are not specifically Islamic, although they reveal varying degrees of subordination 

to the Islamic factors. Firstly, there is the use of reason as a scientific method in and of 

itself. This usage reflects the very close association between caq/, reason, and ci/m, 

knowledge, as indicated in the Arabie of the Qur~ifn2. The difference with the West, in 

which we also find this close association reason-knowledge, is that our three authors show 

no attitude of self-reflexion on the nature of their own reasoning process or on how to 

study a data field, Le. on methodology3. Secondly, there is the use of a specific holy text, in 

this case the Qur3iin, as a valid source of scientific knowledge which need not go through 

2 "The concepts of reason and science ('Hm) used in the Qur~lin, for ex ample, are not 
the same as those developcd later by the fal~ifah, according to the Platonic and the 
Aristotelian schools. However, the concepts elaborated in Qur~l(nic dlSCOurse arc still used 
more or less accurately today bccause the cpistcmc introduced by the Qur~l(n has not becn 
intellectually reconsidcred". Mohammed Arkoun, Rethinking Islam Today, (Washington, 
D.C.: Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, 1987), 5. 
3 Richard Martin Ed., Approachcs ta Islam in Religious Studics, (Tucson: The 
University of Arizona Press, 1985), 10 . 
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the same critical process as any other text since the Islamic tradition validates its objective 

truth4. Thirdly, we are faced, as Arkoun 50 aptly noted, with lia collection of facts [which] 

is related to a chronology representing time as stable, without adynamie movement of 

change and progress. No link is established between time as a historical dynamic process 

(historicity) and theelements ofknowledge collected by the historiography"5. And finally, 

the contemporary Islamic categories, beliefs, and procedures of reasoning we have found in 

our three authors represent modes of perceiving reality which were frrst developed during 

the scholastic period (7th to 8th centuries H.), a time when the pluralism of the classical 

period was disappearing in favor of the only two major traditions of interpretation in the 

Islamic world, that is: sunnj and shjCj. 

The final results of this analysis of three contemporary Muslim authors prove that 

despite their distinctive approaches and degrees of openness to the scientific tools of 

rea50ning developed in the West, the Islamic faith commitment pervades aIl aspects of their 

writings, from the style of language (although Diriiz's remains very close to scientific 

5Obriety), to the underlying subconscious structures through which selection of'facts', 

interpretation of meanings, and description of religions other than Islam are carried out. 

Even the use of source references done in a Western scientific style in the case of Shalabï 

and Diraz is no guarantee of scientific standards comparable to ours. The Egyptian Islamic 

imaginaire in which all three of our authors have grown up must have penneated their 

respective outlooks on life in such a way, and at such an early age, that scientifc 

epistemology had no sway upon them, even ultimately Diraz. The several differences noted 

among them in theirintentions, methods and descriptions reflect more their unique 

4 Even Diraz participaled in this interpretation or belief, as confirmed in his 
additional essay which was added 10 his book DIN, prescnted at the International Islamic 
Colloquium in Lahore in 1958. Sec section 5.4, page 157 and section 2.3, page 23 note 5. 
The c10smg of the mU$~af debate by the fourth century H. irKhcates thal ever since then, the 
contents of the Qur'~n have becn considered as historical facts going back directly 10 
Mu~ammad. 
5 M. Arkoun, op. ciL, 11-12. 
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personalities and theirrespective reactions to the 'other', he it the different religions they 

described or Western science, than truly different epistemological and ontologie al 

approaches to Islam and world reality. Thus, despite the many external differences in how 

our three authors have interpreted the study of religion, the same implieit Islamic postulates 

underlie Abü Zahrah's, Diraz's and Shalabi'5 respective hermeneutics. This fact explains 

why ultimately the meaning of science and of the various religions is shaped by the Islamic 

sunnïfabric present in twentieth century Egypt. 
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6.2 SCIENTIFIC HERMENEUTICS 

Scientific henneneutics refers to the elements of interpretation integral to science in 

general, whatever the particular science in question. In Religionswissenschaft, these 

elements of interpretation take their origins in the Enlightenment, as we have seen in the 

introouction. They incIude a radical departure from the world-view of the European 

Middle-Ages in which an external object, in this case the Judeo-Christian God, govems 

reality through an objectified body of texts and rituals which participate directly in His 

essence. Scientific hermeneutics is a movement into a worldview in which the center 

revolves around the individual thinking human being. Insofar as the individual thinks, there 

h d.utomatically p corresponding objectification linked to language. The object created in the 

mind on the basis of an association with the sUlTounding context becomes true. The 

ongoing process of classifying these objects promotes a common worldview, that of 

science, which has provided ultimate meaning to man y human beings. 

We have now reached another radical departure, as a shift from objective science to 

subjective science is taking place through advances in hermeneutical philosophy6. 

Historicity and language become the new recognized factors through which human 

interpretation and understanding take place. The selfbecomes self-reflective, inc1uded in 

aIl projects of interpretation to give meaning to a text, an action, a symbol, life. Efforts are 

made to make the implicit explicit, efforts non-existent among our three Muslim Egyptians 7. 

6 For sorne of the latesl developments in hermeneutical philosophy, see John D. 
Capu1O, Radical Hcrmencutics: Repetition, Deconstruction, and the Hermeneutic Projec!. 
Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 1987). 
7 Admtttedly, it would bc unfair to expcct Diraz and Abü Zahrah to have possibly 
becn influenced by such herrneneutical trends, since they really only became influential 
from the ninClccn sixtics onwards. It was difficult even for Shalabï 10 have becn touched 
since he studied JO England in the forties. 
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The difference between the new emerging rationality and ail inherited rationalities
including the Islamic reason- is that the implicit postulates are made explicit and used not as 
undemonstrated certitudes revealed by God, or formed by a transcendental intellect, but as 
modest, heuristic trends forresearch.8 

The important debate on the place, meaning, and relationship of phellomenology and 

history within Religionswissenschaftover the last three decades, represents such a modest, 

heuristic trend for research in our own fieiù. keligionists have tried to remooy the 

inadequacies of the old historico-positivist, textual-philological methods inherited from the 

late nineteenth and early tweutieth centuries. However, the fact that the use of these 

approaches still is prominent within Islamic Studies might explain the relatively recent 

upsurge by Muslim scholars against the 'Orientalism' approach prevalent in much of Islamic 

Studies9• While Islamic Studies is integrating the phenomenological method in particular, 

an imperative dictated mainly by the growing number of c,:>mmitted Muslims in this 

academic field, it is possible to discern a movement within Religionswissenschaftwhich 

tries to integrate the developments in henneneutica~ philosophy which are themselves 

closely linked to linguistics and semiotics. Indeed, the endless history-phenomenology 

dialectic is being recobnized now as a natural tension which needs no winner. The vitallink 

between the two is language, as it is the necessary medium for any interpretative process 

which wHl allow understanding and meaning to flowlO. These are sorne of the ;nore recent 

developments which reveal major elements of scientific hermeneutics today. Yet they do 

not solve the fundamental epistemological tension al the basis of our initial problem in this 

thesis: fideistic subjectivism versus scientific objectivism Il. 

8 M. Arkoun, op. cit., 8. 
9 Donald P. Little, "Three Arab Critiques of Orientalism," The Mushm World, 
69:2(1979), 110-131. 
10 It seems that a Spiral brings us back to the ISSue of language, a topic central to Max 
Müller's own interpretation of the rcligious phcnorncna. 
11 This opposition is notcd by Richard C. Martin, op. Cil., 2. 
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Gadamer sees the nature of the self and the nature of truth about the self as 
inseparable issues. He insists that the type of reality that the self is, directly detennines the 
type of truth that is possible about it. 12 

The self need not he limited to the individu al self. It may be extended to include larger 

realms of identity. In this case, my belonging, as a student, to the field of Islamic studies 

and to that of Religionswissenschaft, as well as my authors' belonging to the Islamic 

~ummah, community, both imply that these larger identities participate in our individual 

selves as human beings. Jnsofar as we objectif y them, each larger level of identity becomes 

a self with its own identity. In these conditions, the larger object of identity takes on a life 

of its own, as a corporate self13. This explaH;s why scholars always try to detennine the 

nature of their own field of inquiry; they ,Ire looking for its identity and where they fit 

themselves in it. 

But what are then the relations arnong the three larger selves or identities this thesis 

has rningled together? Obviously, these relation~ do not happen in a vacuum. They are 

bound to history and language, to historicity and signs. This means that interactions can 

happen only through individual human beings, as we may see from the figure below: 

12 Brice R. Wachtcrhauser, "Must we be what we say? Gadamer on truth in the human 
scicnces," IICrtllcoc\J!ics and Modcm_ Philosophy, (Albany: SUNY Prcss, 1986), 221. 
13 This as cxamplificd pcrfccLly in jurisprudence, when companics are given a human 
cntity of thcir own, scparalc from any onc of thcir members and yet equal in both Iinguistic 
parlancc and Icgal status to a human bcing. Thc group takes an idcnl1ty of its own; it 
posscssc..'i a sclf, which IS callcd 'corporatc idcntlty' . 
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selves of authors 
under study 

Isl2mic Studies 
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Religionswissenschaft 

myself 
as an interpreter 

Each one of the five groupings above has a self of ilS own, an identity of their own. Thus, 

if we are 10 accept Gadamer's proposition, then we are to conclude that the type of reality of 

the above five selves directly determines the type of truth that is possible about each one of 

them. In other words, for example, the type of reality Islam is understood to he will 

deterrnine what type of truth is possible about it. The way in which a Muslim will interpret 

Islam will not detennine what Islam is, in and of itself, but rather it will deterrnine what type 

of truth is possible about his/her version of Islam. The truth at issue is truth with a small't' 

not with a capital 'T'14. The Muslim participates in hislher interpretation and understanding 

of Islam in a reflexive, even 1 shaH con tend, symbiotic manner. The same occurs for 

Islamicists and Historians of religions vis-à-vis their own field, whether consciously or not, 

for aIl are involved in the process of interpretation. The difference lies in how much self 

consciousness each person practices when writing. The greater the inclusion of one's own 

self in the process of understanding and interpretation, the greater we practice, in fact, the 

hermeneuticalapproach: 

For hermeneutical thinkers, our way of being in the world is that of understanding 
carried on through the interpretation of texts, symbols, actions, and events that disclose the 
human condition. Hermeneutics continues the concern for reflexive self-understanding, but 
it does so with attention to the linguistic and historical character of our existence.15 

14 Sorne people rnight argue that 'Truth' with a capital l' exists unto itsclf. In thlS way, 
they can talk of Islam as an objcctified Truth. In most cases, thesc people arc bhnd to the 
nature of the symbiotlc rclationship bctwccn themsclvcs and their obJCCtificd idcal. The 
'Truth' exists apart from them, as a light provldmg gUidance and IS thus to bc followcd. 
Shalabi certamly bclongs to thls category. At the other end of the spcctrum, thcre are thosc 
for whom the self rnerges (faniP) into the ulumate truth, the relation bctwccn the subJCCt 
'sclf and the object 'truth' ccasmg as the self bccomcs extingUlshcd. Such mystical, or m the 
case of Islam, $üfi approach has becn !Jut forward by many contemporary Mushrns such a~ 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, ldnes Shah, Fnthjof Schuon, etc. The herrncneutical apPlOach allows 
us to make sense of both posItions msofar as Il relies on the structures of the relatlonshlp 
bctween subjcct and objcct, whatcver thcir content might be. 
15 W. Schwciker, op. cil., 22-23. 
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And regarding interpretation more specifically: 

Interpretation is, at first, an interactive conversation with a text. Within this activity 
there is a temporal fusion of horizons between interpreter and 'text' that marks the 
historicality of consciousness.16 

So the present thesis has witnessed the temporal fusion of horizons between the interpreter 

(Le. myself with my concems for a reflexive self-understanding precipitated through the 

analysis of the 'other') and the 'text' (Le. seven books written by our three Muslim authors). 

But what exactly occurred during this fusion? What kind of historicality of 

consciousness characterizes the meeting of Religionswissenschaft and the Islamic study of 

religion? Is it possible that an integrated epistemology was at work between the interpreter 

and the text? Could the interpreterreally merge into the Islamic hermeneutics of our authors 

for a thorough understanding oftheirrespective understandings of the study of religion? 

Can we talk of a binding henneneuticaI epistemology, without the full and direct human 

participation of the authors themselves? Or is there an unbridgeble gap between the twain? 

1 am afraid that as long as the authors under study remain ultimately committed to their 

Islamic faith, and 1 to my own scientific rationality, no matter the method 1 may use, an 

integrated epistemology will never be possible. Unless we develop ~ common language, 

sorne lines of communication in the above chart will remain inactive, losing sorne of the 

resources of humanity's richness. But fortunately, new venues of interaction are already 

developing, especially with growing presence of Muslims living in the West. The future 

holds much hope for improv .)ment in the relationship between the scientific studyof 

religion and the Islamic study of religion. 

16 Ibid., 27. 
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7. APPENDICES 

7.1 WORKS OF MUl:IAMMAD ABÜ ZAHRAH 

1961. Concept ofWar in Islam. Translated by Mul}ammad al-Ha:dï and Taha cUmar and 
revised by Shawkï Sukkarï. Cairo: Ministry of Waqf . 
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