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This thesis is an attempt ta analyze Fazlur Rahman's hermeneutical merf.od:

his theory of the divine revelation of the Qur'an and its application ta the case of zakiit

(alrns) and ribii (usury) in particular. Rahman's theory is firnùy in touch with reality and

he proposes a weU-argued system of Qur'anic methodology. Theoretically, he seeks ta

determine the general principles behind the Qur'anic legal texts, since the latter were

contextualized by time and place while the former are universal and etemal. PracticalIy,

Rahman caUs Muslims ta an inteUectual jihad in the effort ta reformuIate the Qur'anic

legal injunctions on social matters in arder ta solve the problems of the present. Rahman

sees the long-standing ad hoc solutions, such as those of the tradhlonalist Muslims, as

unworkable due ta their piecemeal treatment of the Qur'anic teachings.

The thesis then explores Rahman's proposai for hermeneutical philosophy

particularly of Gadamer and Emilio Betti. It attempts ta show that Rahman's use of the

notion of 'effective histary' ta undersrand the 'mind' of the Prophet in formulating the

Qur'anic laws leads him ta subjectivism. For one thing, he judges the Prophet's mind

from the present century when rationality and technology play a dominant role. Besides,

laws in the Qur'an are explained in terms of their socio-economic background.

Cùnsequently. the thesis cornes ta the conclusion that Rahman's hermeneutics are lacking

in theological considerations and the legal intentions ofthe Qur'an are secularized.
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Cette thèse tente d'analyser la méthode herméneutique de Fazlur Rahman: sa

théorie de la révélation divine du Coran ainsi que son application aux cas particuliers du

zakifr (aumône) et du riba (intérêt). La théorie de Rahman est résolument réaliste et il

propose un système de méthodologique Coranique bien artici.üé. Théoriquement, il

cherche à déterminer les principes géné!aux derrière les textes lég2ux Coraniques,

puisque ces derniérs furent produits dans un contexte particulier alors que les principes

sont universds et éternels. D'un angle plus pragmatique, Rahman appelle musulmans et

non-musulmans à un jilJlid (croisade) intellectuel afin de reformuler les injonctions

légales Coraniques sur les affaires sociales dans le but avoué de résoudre les problèmes

contemporains. Rahman percoit les conservatrices solutions ad hoc, telles que celles des

musulmans traditionalistes, comme étant impratiquables compte tenu de leur traitement

li ttéral des enseignements Coraniques.

La thèse explore alors la proposition de Rahman concernant une philosophie

herméneutique tel qu'expliqué par Gadamer et Emilio Betti. Il y est demontré que la

notion de Rahman à propos de 'l'esprit' du Prophète lorsqu'il promulgue les lois

Coraniques le mène tout doit au subjectivisme. D'un côté, il évolue l'état d'esprit du

pn>',llJète du siecle présent où la rationalité et la technologie jouent un rôle prépondérant

Par conséquent, la thèse conclue que le point de vue 'herméneutique' de Rahman

manque de considérations théologiques et que les intentions légales du canon sont

sécularisées.
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• SPELLING AND TRANSLITERATION

The Arabie names and tenns in this thesis follow the system of transliteration

employed by the InstilUte ofIslamic Studies, McGill University.

Placenames, certain words, such as Pakistan, Ethiopia, Indonesia, etc., will be

given in the conventional English spellings.

English Arabie

th C-J

~ C
kh CC

• dh j

0'sh

~ -J"
d ->
ç ,0

~
j.<::>

é
gh ~

ç.

•
vi



•

•

•

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Abstract iii

Resumé iv

Aclmowledgments v

Spelling andTransliteration vi

Table ofContents vii

CHAPTERS:

1. INTRODUCTION............... . 1

II. FAZLUR RAHMAN ON QUR'ÂNIC LEGAL METHODOLOGY IO

A. The Nature and Process of Divine Revelation ar.d the Question of the
Qur'ân's Functionality ll

B. Rahman's Criticism of Traditionalist Musiim Approaches to the Qur'ân..25

C. The Proposed Solutions 32

III. THE APPLICATION OF RAHMAN'S METHODOLOGY " 46

A. Alms -Tax (Zakift) 47

1. Text and Context of Zakift 49

2. An Evaluation of his Hermeneutics Ccncerning Zakift.. 5l
a. Criticism 54
b. Appraisal 60

B. Usury (Ribif) and Interes!... 72

L Text and Context of Ribif 76

2. The Evaluation of his Hermeneutic Concerning Ribif 78
a. Criticism 79
b. Appraisal. 84

IV. CONCLUSION 90

Selected Bibiiography 95



•

•

•

INTRODUCTION

This is a study of a Muslim scholar's conception of how to revive the

Qur'anic sociallaws for a modem Muslirn society. While it is true that there has been

mUl.:h scholarly work on reformulating Islamic law as embodied in the QurJan.

Rahman's enterprise is unique. The combination of a broad intellectua! background and

a deep belief in QurJanic teachings has made Fa:dur Rahman's approach different from

that of other Muslims. As the basis of his proposed methodology, Rahman in!Toduces

what he calls the 'double movement' theory, which, despite sorne weaknesses, makes

good sense, ;lS the discussion in the following chapters will show.

'Back to the QurJan and pristine Islam' has been a common slogan among

the Muslims, yet how to go back to this authoritative source has not bcen agreed

unanimously. For the traditionalists 'ulamfiJ this means a literai application of the text.

Rahman. howevèr. totally rejects such a litera! treatment. He believes that the holy

words in the QurJan are to be contextualized in terms of the immediate historical

background of the revelation. That is to say, so far as the social problems are

concerned. Qur'anic legal injunctions must be revitalized and, therefore, a

reinterpretation is imperative. Thus 'back to the Qur'an' means retuming to the general

principles behind the contextualized texts. This thesis will study Fazlur Rahman's

approach to the Qur'an with reference to his understanding of ~he Qur'anic teachings

on zakiIt (alms-tax) and ribfi (usury).

Why was so urgent for Rahman to propose a blueprint of his Qur'anic

hermeneutics'! Apart from eliminating vagrant Qur'an interpretations, one of th::

inunediate answers is that he conceives the present Muslims are in the state of 'sp:.ntual

panic', due to the rise of Modernity in the West, which has endangered the Muslim

welt.1nschauung. Ta respond the Modernity, Rahman proposes an equa! dimension in
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arder ta enable the Muslir7!' ta live Islamically. Hence his hermeneutics can be

regarded as a proposal for Muslim scholars to show them 'how t.o start' solving the

spiritual panic. To qLote Rahman:

By and large, and in effect. we are still suffering from intellectual indolence
and consequently...are experiencing the two extreme attitudes born of this
indolence...:viz., (a) a laissez-faire attitude towards the new force, which
makes us simply drift and (b) al' attitude of escape to the past which may
seem emotionally more satisfying immediately but which is, in facl. the
more obvious fatal of the two attitudes. l

Rahman', hermeneutical method is a new kind of endeavor but the elements

of it. according to him. are mainly traditional. The intellectual heritages of Muslim

historians. biographers of the Prophet. I;adïth collectors and Qur'an cornmentators are

among the traditional elements for acquiring general understanding of the socio

historical backgrounds of the Qur'an and the practices of the î-'rophet.2 This leads to a

reformulation of Islam. According to Rahman: "In Islam. reinterpretation rneans a

reworking and restructuring of sociornoral princip les that will form the basis for a

viable social Islamil: fa bric in the twentietf) and twenty-fust centuries."3 Such

formulations. he stresses, must be carried out repeatedly, in order to enable the Muslim

society, through discussions and debate. to contribUle their evaluations. Thus

Rahman's hermeneutics are the proposais how to revive the Islamic law with the

involvement of Muslim cornmunity as a whole.

Sorne scholars have tried to analyze Rahman's Qur'anic methodology, but

the focus of this thesis rather is 00 his hermeneutiçal philosophy. Ken.leth Cragg has

given a critical appreciation of Rahman's emphasis on the functionality of the Qur'an,

but his primary motives seem to criticize Rahman's approach to the Qur'an as a

Fazlur Rahman. "Social Change and Early Swmah," Journal of Islamic Seudies,
Vol. 2. No. 2 (1963): 206.

2 Fazlur RaIunan, Islam and Modemity: Transfonnation of an lnteIJeceual Tradition
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 1982), 143.

3 Ibid.. 124.
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scriprure from a bishop's point of view.4 A young lndonesian scholar. Tauflk Adnan

Amal. has wrilten his master's thesis. later published as a book. on Fazlur Rahman's

legal thought; it is a descriptive but valuable study on an Indonesian modemist

perspective. Tamara Sonn. fonner student of Fazlur Rahman. has discussed his Islamic

methodology as regards the Qur'an. She cornes to the conclusion that this

methodology is histaricist-Islamic in toto. for it refers ta the concept of ijtihad which

detïnitely predates the Western development of historicism.5 Cl. Adams, considering

Fazlur Rahman 'as a philosopher.' characterizes his approach as 'anti-histaricist.'

His approach to the philosophy that interested him was. however. far from
being histaricistic. Mere description or reconstruction of a system from the
past was never enough; he sought always ta enter into the spirit of the body
of thought he was considering. fust to make it his own, and then to expound
it for its relevance ta himself and to his readers...More important as an
indication of his anti-historicist attitude is the fact that Fazl al-Rahman never
showed the slightest hesitation ta offer his own judgment of a position that
he was engaged in analyzing.6

Adams' argument finds its true. later in our discussion. when dealing with

Rahman's structure of thought on the Qur'anic legal methods which contain, according

ta Rahman. general principles as universal truth from where he conceptually rejects

Gadamer's criticism of 'Objectivity.' Gadamer argues that there is no universal truth:

"that everything is just a response to speciflc socio-economic and political

circumstances...Fazlur Rahman calls this view "hopelessly subjective. "7

Syafi'i Ma'arif, one of Rahman's former students, is correct in saying that

Rahman's thought is 'Qur'an oriented.'8 But this is only half true. For the Holy Book

does not regulate but it is regulated by Rahman's rationaIity. The truth in the Qur'an

4

Modem
11l~,

"Fazlur Rahman of Karachi and Chicago." in The Pen and The Faith: Eight
Muslim Wricers and the Qur'iïn (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1985). 91-

•
; T,unara Sonn. "Fazlur Rahman's lslamic Methodology." The Muslim World, Vol.

~ 1. No. 3-4 (1991): 228.
h Charles 1. Adams."Fazl al-Rahman as a Philosopher." Journal of Islamic Research,

Vol. 4 No. 4 (1990): 266-7.
7 Sonn. "Fazlur Rahman's." 229. See :ilso Rahman. Islam and Modemity. 8-9.
~ Tautik Adnan Amal. Islam d'III Tan~'lJJgan Modernims (Islam and the Challenge of

Modernity) (Bandung: Mizan. 1993). 232.
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makes sense as long as it is judged from his rational considerations. Consequently. 1

be:':~ve that Rahman's l,ermeneutics are not purely objective because. as Thomas Kuhn

says. what is deemed to be "objectivity" is in fact influenced by paradigms subsisting

in the mind of the thinker or the scientist in his own mind.9 [t is these paradigms that

int1uence Rahman's judgments on legal aspects of the Qur'an. So. the central point in

Rahman's 'Qur'ân oriented' thought is not the Book itself but his own mind.

Alsparslan has also essayed to analyze Rahman's system of thought. His

analysis reveals a trilogy of method: i}adïth. tafsir and fi'lh. He regards Rahman's

methodology as a unified system of thought which is the result of this trilogy. as

manifested in different fields of application. 1O Finally. Ozdemir maintains that

Rahman's critical method in looking at the "Islamic tradition" is close to that of Jurgen

Habermas: a tradition. according to Rahman. must have constant revitalizations. 11 Yet

It is aiso possible to maintain that Rahman's approach is not only close ta that of

Habermas but also of Durkheim.

Beforé' discussing Rahman's methodology and thought, something should

be said about his life and career. His life can be divided into at least four stages: early

life. education. career in Pakistan and professorship at Chicago. Ali four stages ref1ect

a development of his convictions and intellectual maturity. His religious convictions

were always based on the Qur'anic teachings, although rational judgment was the

dominant factor in judging the former. On the other hand, his intellectual maturity

seem ta be the product of extensive contemplation on the historical development of

Muslim religious institutions and ideas. He came to believe that the Qur'an as a holy

book and Islam as a religion contain both the 'ideal' and the 'real'. He claimed that any

~ Thomas S. Kuhn. The Strucrure of Sciencific Revolutions (Chieago: The
University of Chicago Press. 1970). 24.

10 Açikgenç A1parslan."The Thinker of Islamie Reviva1 and Reform: Fazlur
Rahman's Life and Thought (1919-1988)." Joumal of lslamic Research. Vol. 4, No. 4
(1990): 247.

II· Ibrahim Ozdemir,"The Concept of lslamie Tradiùon in Fazlur Rahman's
Thought," The American Journal of lslamic Social Sciences, Vol. 9, No. 2 (1992): 261.
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tradition needs an on-going revitalization and reinterpretation ta c:reate a fresh ideal

behind the real. The various phases of his life should be seen from the perspective of

this view.

Fazlur Rahman was born on September 2 L 1919. ta a deeply religious

family. in the district of Hazara in North West Pakistan. 12 His father was Maulana

Shahab al-Dïn. an 'a1im (religious scholar) educated in the traditional Islamic sciences.

but aware of the importance of modern education. whieh had an impact upon the

young Fazlur Rahman.

According to Rahman's own account. several factors shaped his character

and belief. One was of his mother's 'truthfulness. mercy. steadfastness and. above ail.

love'. The other was of his father's 'religious training at home as well as a conviction

that Islam would later face modernity as challenges and opportunity' .13 He also told us

that he could recite the entire Qur'an from memory when only ten years old. When

fourteen years old. he began to study philosophy. the Arabie language. theology•

Qadirh (the Prophetic Tradition) and rafsïr (Qur'anie exegesis).

Rahman did his B.A in 1940. and two years later did his M.A. both with

honors. from the Panjab University. He completed his Ph.D at Oxford in 1949.14

Later he taught at Durham University. and at McGill University from 1950 to 1961.

Both the formaI and the informaI education he received contributed to his intellectual

maturity. The rational character of his thought. which later shaped his unique approach

to the Qur'an. was the result of his education.

His career. both intellectual and political. was guided by a deeply

c:onsciousness that the fourteen centuries of historicallslam had not been able to fulfùl

the Covenant with God of which the Qur'an speaks. Most of Rahman's books echo

12 Alparslan. "The Thinker." 233.
13 Fazlur Rahman. "An Autobiographical Nole." Journal of lsL111Iic Rese.1tch, Vol.

4. No. 4 (1990): 227.
14 Alparslan."The Thinker." 234-5.
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this conviction. criticizing the traditional Qur'anic cornmentaries which, in his view,

only treated the Qur'anic ordinances panially. Led by this belief. he 'worked for

resurrecting the Qur'anic teachings from the debris of history.' His Qur'anic

herrneneutics. as we will show, aim at producing a 'blueprint.' which he considers as

containing a workable methodology ta grasp the ideal behind the manifestations of real

life. ln short. Rahman's herrneneutical method is the antithesis of the long standing

traditionalis!'Qur'aniccornmentaries.

This intellectual formulation is retlected. in tum. in his subsequent political

career. Vpon the request of the President of Pakistan Muhammad Ayyub Khan,

Rahman became the Director of the Institute of Islamic Research (1961-196X). The

primary task in this Institute was to reforrnulate Islamic laws for a modem Pakistani

society. Ta alleviate the poverty, Rahman recornmended the introduction of Western

technology. though he was aware of the danger of doing so. Not surprisingly, aspects

of technology collided with traditional customs and religious norrns. For instance, the

traditional way of slaughtering animais by hand was replaced by mechanical system

slaughtering, which many objected to because the name of God (basmalah ) could not

now be recited. Rahman also called for changes in the role of women in family life.

They were to have the opportunity to earn their living side by side with men rather than

being confined to their home. Furthermore, women were to have the right of divorce,

especially in case of the problems created by polygamy. With such recommendations,

Rahman struck at the heart of the 'uJam!P s conservatism. In particular, a provoked

violent reaction. which was political in nature, l'rom the people backed by the

Traditionalists. Rahman's innovative ideas on family law reforrn, the interpretation of

divine revelation, the introduction of a new measure (ni$ifb) of zakiït (alms-tax), the

legalization of ba~k interest as different l'rom ribiï (usury), were rejected. Under threat

to his personal safety. he was forced to leave the country in 1969, and began teaching

at the Vniversity of Chicago.
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At Chicago. he spent most of his time studying. "Titing and teaching

Islamic thought. The professor was kind. always busy and extremely leamed in

medieva! Arabie thought. To quote Wan Daud:

His seriousness in scholarship is beyond reproach. If one were to visit his
residence in Naperville .... one would see his study in the basement. He
writes sitting on the floor. with papers and books surrounding him in a big
circle at a distance of an arm's length. His family members told me that he
seldom came OUt of the study except for certain necessities. He himself. in a
joking mood. told me that like a fish. he cornes OUt only to get necessary
oxygen supply. To him, his study is to read. think. teach. and write...He
requested the university authorities tO allow him to come to the office only
twice a week. Monday and Friday, for he could work better at home. His
telephone number is unlisted. and therefore he cannot be reached by the ever
hungry media. A large note on his office door reads something like this:"All
interviews for the Press are given only by appointment. 15

As an internationally reputed scholar. Rahman had many opportunities tO

visit different Muslim countries. In the summer of 1985, he was invited by the

Indonesian Government. as he says. 'to assess the situation of Islam' in the country and

'tender advice particularly on the reform of higher Islamic education.'16 He was a

prolific writer and wrote many books and articles. 17 Rahman was also the ninth

recipient of the prestigious Giorgio Levi Della Vida award in 1985. On that occasion,

he was commended for having achieved a 'combination of the highest standards of

scholarship and his deep persona! commitment tO the faith and future of Islam.'18

* * *

15 Wan Muhd Nur WAN DAUD."Personal Anecdotes on a Great Scholar. Teacher
and Friend." in Journal of IsI,unie Research. Vol. 4. No. 4 (1990): 256.

16 Rahman. "An Autobiographical Note." 231. See also his Islam and Modemiry.
125·9. However. sorne Indones41J1 scholars. Amien Rais and Jalaluddin Rakhmat,
mainuùn that Rahman's assessment of Islam in Indonesia was inadequate. perhaps because
he lacked original infonnation in native sources. See. for example. Amal. Islam dan
T'lIlC;UWUl Modemi~1s. 15.

i7 For detailed infonnation on his scholarly works. see the bibliography of Amal's
book and Alparslan's article as quoted abave.

18 Richard G. Hovannisian. "Presentation of Award 10 Ninth Recipient. Fazlur
Rahman." in Erhies in IsIo'Un. ed. Richard G. Hovannisian (Malibu: Udena Publications,
1985). 1.
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This thesis will focus on Rahman's Qur'ani.: henneneutics: on his view of

how the Prophet translated the Qur'an's social ordinances inta action and what was the

nature of the socioeconomic justice that the Prophet wanted for his community.

Rahman tried to discover the moral considerations bt'hind the legal precept~.

Therefore, the thesis will be preoccupied with hermeneutical philosophy and will

attempt an analysis of Rahman's sociological approach to QurJanic sociallaws.

Methodologically, we shall refer to the views of Schleiermacher, Hans

Georg Gadamer and Emilio Betti in the analysis of what Rahman calls 'Effective

History': his effort to understand the 'mind' of the Prophet will he viewed with

reference to Emilio Betti's 'Objectivity School'. The thesis will thus also inquire into

whether modern philosophy can be successfully employed in understanding the

Qur'anic teachings. Hermeneutics is closely related to literary criticism. the primary

object of which is literary work which also extends to the domain of jingua sacra.

The first chapter deaIs with 'Rahman's QurJanic Methodology'. To

understand this methodology. at least tmee aspects must be explained: the nature and

process of divine revelation, the weakness of the traditionalists' approach to the QurJan

as seen from Rahman's criticism of it. and finally. his proposed solution. From these

discussions. it will becorne clear that the mere slogan 'back ta the Qur'an' is in itself

incapable of solving the problems of present day Muslims, unless a clear-cut Qur'anic

methodology is fIrst formulated. Rahman pioneers this endeavor. Yet certain

difficulties are still there, especially when henneneutical philosophy is used and a

sociological approach is adopted.

The second chapter looks at the application of Rahman's Qur'anic

methodology, as explained in the first chapter. ta the cases of zakiit (alm-tax) and ribii

(usury). This is done in order to see whether he is successful or not in applying his

Qur'anic hermeneutics to the problems of today. If he is indeed successfuI, to what

extent can his guidelines he elaborated by future Muslims in reformulating
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jurisprudence. Conversely. if his methodology is unsuccessful. how should it be

revised to make it work. 50 far as the result of this study are concemed. Rahman's

proposed methodology ta revive the Qur'anic sodal laws seems meaningful and

pragmatic. However. our study is mainJy interpretative which means that we lack data

about the actual application of such Qur'anic hermeneutics.

The conclusion will argue. as does the thesis as a whole. that Rahman's

Qur'anic hermeneutics is based principally on rational judgrnents but lacks a

theological basis. Consequently. the use of modern hermeneutical philosophy ta

understand the mind of the Prophet objectively fails to sorne extent because the

Prophet's idea is judged in contexts different from his own. Moreover. the significance

of sodo-economic justice in the Qur'an is reduced to Rahman's own predilections. for

he was living in an era of technological development when the rationalization helps to

solve various problems faced earlier.
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CHAPTER ONE

Fazlur Rahman on Qur'iinic Legal Methodology

Fazlur Rahman' s Qur'anic methodology is, to sorne extent, a combination of both

the classical Islamic intellectual heritage and the modem historical criticism as developed

in the West. On the one hand, he cites the thoughts of 'Umar ibn al-Khagab, al-Shiiçibi,

'lzz al-Din Ibn 'Abd al-Salam, Shah Walï Allah of Delhi and MUQarnmad Iqbal. On the

other hand, Rahman also rnakes recourse to Betti and Gadamer when dealing with

problerns of textual interpretation. This combination constitutes his search for a new

method of interpreting the Qur'anic legal injunctions in an effort to reformulate a fresh

[slamic Weltanschauung which is based on Qur'anic ethics. In the following pages, [

argue that this methodology, by rationalizing the process of Divine revelation, will

submerge the legal intentions of the Qur'an under his subjectivism. The more he

rationalizes the process of the revelation the stronger his Qur'anic methodology looks;

yet eventually he falls back upon subjectivism under the cloak of what he calls Qur'anic

general principles. To show his subjectivism, 1 will discuss in this chapter several major

issues: the nature and process of the Divine revelation, Rahman's criLique of the

traditional 'ulamiPs approach to the Qur'an, and, finally, his proposed solutions to

Qur'an interpretation. Ail of these matters are highly interrelated, and must thus be

treated as parts of a single whole.
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A. The Nature and Process of the Divine Revelation and the Question of Qur'anïc

Functionality

There are two radically different views on the issue of the nature and proœss of

revelation. According to the Muslim traditional opinion, the Qur'an is absolutely and

totally the word of God. The Prophet Mul:Jammad was only the recipient and the angel

Gabriel was only the intermediary between God and the Prophet. Those sacred words are

believed ta have been delivered piecemeal during the Prophetie career; they used to be

articulated into the Prophet's ear and mind while he was in a state of ecstasy. According

ta this traditional view Mul:Jammad acts exactly like a "telephone receiver," as Adams has

put il; "neither the content of the message nor the Words in which it is couched were

his." 1 Rahman. however, rejects this traditional belief. He maintains that the Qur'an is

wholly divine, but in passing through the heart of the Prophet, like reflecting on the black

stone. it becomes internal to him; the words belong ta Mul:Jammd himself. Moreover.

the Qur'an makes no mention of the mediation of the angel in this case; the angel is

mentioned only with reference to the Prophet's ascension (mi'riIj ), though that too,

Rahman believes. was only a spiritual experience. 2

Following such arguments at least two questions should be answered in the fust

place. What is the nature of the Qur'an according to Rahman? And how was it revealed

to the Prophet? It is only after discussing these two important points that W~ can proceed

to the next question of what the true message of the Qur'an in his view is and how the

Muslims today should understand its teachings, derive laws from it and apply them in

daily life.

1 Encylopedia of Religion. ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: Macmillan Company, 1987), s.v.
"Qur'ITn" by C. J. Adams.

2 Fazlur Rahman. Islam (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1979),31.
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The first two questions are theologically conrroversial. Beginning with the

debates of the rationalist Mu'tazilites versus the orthodox Ash'arites, the Qur'an has been

perceived as created or uncreated. To say that it is created menns that the Qur'an is not

eternal as God Himself. This doctrine tried ta safeguard the belief in the Oneness of God- .

To hold, however, that the Qur'an is eternal means associating the quality of eternality of

something with God, though it was pleaded later that what was meant by 'eternal' was

His words (Kalifm ).3 Fazlur Rahman, for his part, revives the debate in the modern age,

yet the aim is no longer theological but legal speculation. By doing so, he is mostly

occupied with the modern hermeneutical philosophy, the discussion about text and

context, the difference between the ideal and the practical aspects of law.

Rahman's position on the development of Qur'anic teachings is similar to that of

Western lslamicists. Like N61deke, Gustav Weil, and Richard Bell,4 Rahman hoIds that

the earlier revelations were short in form, full of rhyme. Their resonances and contours

changed gradually as the Muslim society developed and the need t~')r organization and

institution building increased foilowing the development of the leadership of the Prophet,

particularly in the Medinan period. "The task itself had changed. From the thud and

impulse of purely moral and spiritual exhortation, the Qur'an had passed to the

construction of an actual social fabric."5 What is more, the development of Qur'anic

3 Kaltim (Divine Words) is defined as language jnherent elernally in divinity and having nothing
ta do with sonority and articulation. Besides, temporal words and phrases were also revealed to the
Prophet. These constilUled the Qur'lIn and must he taken bila kayf (Le. no rational explanation is required).
A1-Ash'ari's theology echoed the Stoic theory. which was laler to he accepted by Christian theologians 10
explain the Greek Logos. See Salvador Gomez Nogales, "Sunni Theology", The Cambridge Hisloryof
Arabic Lilemrure. Religion, Leaming and Science in the 'Abbasid Period. Ed. M. J. L. Young (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990),8. lqbal had also stated that the Rationalist (Mu'tazilite) rejection of it
wus due to their allegation that the Orthodox (SuMite) had adopted another fonn of the Ouistian dogma of
eternity of the word. The Sunnite insisted on the eternity of the Qur'lIn and rejected the Mu'tazilite doctrine
for the sake of 'Abbasid political integrity. See AIlama Mul)ammad lqbal, The Reconsl111Ction ofReligious
TlJOu~hl in Islam (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1968), 149.

- 4 W.M. Wan & R. BeU. Introduction 10 the Qur'IIn.lslamic Surveys 8 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1991), 110. Rahman, Islam. 30.

5 Rlthrnan. Islam, 30,
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teaching is conceived as challenging the old Meccan tradition. l.e. tribalism and the

corruption of socio-economic justice.

1.1 interpn:ting the techniques of divine revelation, however, Rahman deviates

from the orthodox (Ash'arite) fonnulation. He insists that the process of divine revelation

should be understood objectively. First, the 'othemess' (the externality of the Prophet to

the Qur'anic doctrines) should be depicted because the Prophet functioned only as a

recipient of the revelation, He was completely released from the fonnerly Judaeo

Christian traditions. the revelation itself came into the Prophet's mind. The word 'wa~lY'

(revelation) is then interpreted as 'inspiration.'6 The 'inspiration' then materialized into

'words', i.e., the verbal expression of the human Prophet. Consequently. radieally

different from the Orthodox view, the holy words are believed as having experienced

verbalization through the Prophet's lOngue. Having been pronounced in Arabie,

Mu~ammad's cali was eventually realized and responded negatively or positively by the

audience (Meccan and Medinan communities) because the message breached the status

,/uo.7 Here, the holy words are secularized.

Secondly, despite his 'otherness' to the divine revelation, Mu~amrnad's

personality was intimately connected with his prophetic career; he was consciously and

personally involved in the process of history making,8 In this regard the verbal

expression was being actualized in social life so that the actualization of the Qur'anie

6 Ibid.. 30-31.
7 It is ofœn argued that the Testimony. "There is no god but Gad and MuI)arnmad is the Apostle

of God." has two significances. First, the testimony about God did no! interest the Meccans because they
had been accustomed to the theistic idea. but the second testimony implied political subordination and
would consequently shaken the economic and politicallives. According to Rahman, the Prophet was sent
out of his place of ecst..::y in the Cave of Hira because, arnong other things, of economic disparities in
1\1<:"C<l. The antithesis of the disparities 100 eventually to the emergence of particularly the doctrines of
z.1k,ït (alms t.u) and the banning of ribii (usury).

8 Rahman, Islmn. 32.
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docrrines brought about simultaneously what is called Sunna. not ar.Jdleh. of the Prophet.

which is the example par excellence (uswarun !lasanah) of God's Messenger9

Being confident in his argument. Rahman criticizes both the rraditionalist

Muslims and several Western Islamicists. like Noldeke and Richard Bell. as lacking the

intellectual capacity to present a coherent formulation of the 'otherness'. They lacked

capacity "to say both that the Qur'an is entirely the Word of God and. in ordinary sense.

also entirely the word of Mu~ammad. The Qur'an obviously holds both, for if it insises

that it has come ta the 'hean' of the Prophet. how can it be external to him '!" 10

Following this, Rahman persuades us that he is not alone in holding that view.

Both Shah Wall Allah and Iqbal had expressed similar conceptions. According to Shah

Wall Allah "it was only at the time of his actual Prophethood that the Divine Words

present in the 'âlam al-khayiil (world of imaginative thought) as mental speech (kaliim

naf,I J. which appeared in the 'iîlam al-ear.affuz (world of aniculation) and were put into

intelligible forceful speech of literary style." 11 ln his book "Sara'at." Wali Allah also says

that.

... when God wished to communicate a guidance which is intended to abide til! the
end of the world. He wbdued the mind of the Prophet in such a way that in the
pure heart of the Pmphet He sent down the Book of God in a nebulous and
undifferentiated manIlèr (Ijmiilan )..... The Message cornes to be irnprintect in the
pure heart of the Prophet as it existed in the super realm and thus the Prophet
came to know by conviction that this is the Word of God...Subsequently. as the
need arose, well-strung speech was brought out from the rational faculties of the
Prophet through the agency of the angel. 12

9 J. beüeve it is l'rom this differentiatian that Rahman's hermeneutics makes sense. Accordingly, il
is because the literal interpretalian of bath Qur'an and aI,J.'ïdith of the Prophet that traditionalist Muslims
iilœ Mawdüdi. far example. fmds it impractical to carry out Qur'anic legal injunctions in daily life.

10 Rahman. Islam. 31.
Il Quoted l'rom J.M.S. Baljon. Religion and Thoughe of Shah Wali Allah DihL1Wi. 1703-1762

(Leiden: E. J. Brill. 1986), 137.
12 Fazlur Rahman. "Divù:~ Revelation and Haly Prophet," Pakistan Times. August 25, 1968. 1.

See also Fazlur Rahman. "Divine Revelation and the Prophel:' Hamd3rct IsIamicus. Vol. 1. No. 2 (1978):
67,
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lt may be repeated that the Prophet was not passive in transfonning the revealed

inspiration from his mind to his mouth. Rahman's argument is then corroborated by rhat

of Wall Allah on the question of verbalization.

ln addition to this, psycholc~ical perspective of lqbal also validates Rahman's

c:onviction.

The organic relationship of feeling and idea throw light on the old theological
<.:ontroversy about verbal revelation.... lt is not mere metaphor to say that the idea
and words both simultaneously emerge out of the womb of feeling, though logical
understanding can not but take them in a temporal order and thus creates its own
difficulty by regarding them as mutually isolated. There is a sense in which the
word is also revealed. 13

The idea, feeling and words are psychologically linked according to lqbal, as

Rahman understands him. They constitute an organic entity and are born in the mind of

the Prophet simultaneously. The complexity of these origins, which is located outside the

Prophet's capacity to control them, caused them to be regarded as revelation from sorne

source which is beyond the Prophet himself. 14 To put it differently, the source and origin

of the revealed word lie beyond the reach of the Prophet and ordinary man, but the

process of revelation first occurs in the Prophet's mind, and then is uttered. Hence the

spee<.:h, he stresses, is psychologically the Prophet's wordings. 15

Thus far, like Shah Wall Allah and lqbal, Rahman believes that the sacred words

of God in the Qur'ân have also an anthropological aspect: the involvement of the human

Mu~amrnad with the verbalization of the holy text This involvement is shown by

defining the terrn 'w~y' as an 'inspiration'. The boundary between the realm of inspiration

and that of oral expression of the Prophet's tongue is clearly defined, to indicate that the

divine word is something exclusive in itself, despite mind, feeling, and language are

13 Rahman, "Divine Revelation." PakiSWII Times,!.
14 Ibid.. 3.
15 Rahman. "Divine Revelation," HarncL1td IsIamicus, 70.
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acknowledged ta be closely related ta each other. This kind of interrelationship.

therefore, justifies Rahman's argument, as different from that of the orthodox, l'rom

psychologicaJ perspectives, i.e. the impossibility of the Prophet as human being ta be

externaJ to the process of divine revelation although he was admittedly endowed with

prophetie faculties.

As it will be seen larer, Rahman's argument provides an intelligible explanation of

the Qur'ânic legal precepts. These precepts, which made their appearance as verbal

expressions. are subject to historical criticism, for the expression (language) is closely

connected with the direct object of communication, whence the interpretations come.

This statement is true in hermeneuticaJ philosophy. "For language is not only an abject in

our hands,' says Gadamer, 'it is the reservoir of tradition and the medium in and through

which we exist and perceive our world." 16 Prophet's reciprocaJ action with the a5Mb al

nuzül (occasions of revelation), which is taken by Rahman as an important object of his

hermeneutic. can be interpreted in this way: the Qur'anic laws were the product of the

Prophet's Interpretations undcr Divine guidance to his direct milieu. 17 The so called

Prophetie Sunna. practically emerged from such and such interpretations. While afJadïth .

al'ter the Prophet died, are the late; products of Muslim generations, in their efforts to put

their earlier testimonies of the Prophetic Sunna back to the mouth of the Prophet To put

it succinctly, life witnesses of the Companions brought about written records. as can be

witnessed now. for example, in the Compendiums of Sal:1Ïh al-Bukhari and of Muslim.

Rahman's argument, thus far, can be classified into two parts. ln tenns of

psychological interpretation, he did no more than Shah Walï Allah and IqbaJ. They ail

ho Id the same view that in ail creative knowledge, and particularly in case of revelation,

16 Hans.Georg Gadamer. "Text and Interpretation," Henneneutics and Modem PhiJosophy, ed.
Brice R. Wachterhauser (Albany: SUNY Press, 1986).286.

17 It should be staled that it is from SUCll position that 1 will fmd it hard ta explain his Qur'linic
henneneutics from the point of vie"" of modem philosophy as expounded by Emilio Betti. See page 38 of
this chapter for funher explanation.
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bath the wards and the ideas were barn in the mind of the Prophet. As for the new ideas

expressed in the revelation. their source must be looked for. not in the Prophet's mind.

but beyond il. Second:)!. in contrast with Iqbal. Rahman underlines the unique character

of divine revelation and shows its difference from other creative knowledge.

Psychologically they are sunilar. but in terros of religious and moral import as weil as

valuation. the Qur'an is something utterly sui generis and being autonomous of any other

form of creative thinking or creative art. IS Elsewhere he wrote. "the Qur'an is entirely

the Words of God insofar as it is infallible and absolutely free from falsehood. but.

insofar as it cornes ta the Prophet's heart and then his tongue, it was entirely his word."19

Such an argument is too personal and not academic as Rahman also admits. It is

personal on account of the difficulties in distinguishing objectively the infallible words of

God and the (fallible'!) words of the Prophet in the same Qur'an as long as the Prophet

was inspired and guided by God. What criteria could expIain this argument'! It is lacking

in 10gical explanation since it is much more related to one's belief, and thus it is personal,

which is unacademic as an object of study. It can be asserted, however, that the infallible

words of God in Rahman's argument constitute the general principles and the (fallible)

words of Mul:tarnmad were contextualized. Strangely enough, Rahman's Qur>anic

hermeneutics make sense due to these differentiation (general principle and contextual).

Unfortunately, Rahman's theory of divine revelation surmou..ted to political

question. Traditionalist Muslims criticized him as having been influenced by the negative

views like those of Western orientalists which might undemûne the true teachings of

Islam. It was one of a series of conflicts in religious matters that had caused him to resign

from the directorship of the Central Institute of Islamic Research in Pakistan by 1968.

This negative response implies that the Qur'an is dogmatically as weil as literally

Ig Rahman. "Divine ReveL~tian," Pakiswn Times, 3.
19 Rahman."Some Islamic Issues," 299.
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preserved by the cornrnuniry ('ulama)20 Becoming political. the issue leads us to

question the authority of the 'ulama', Who are they'! And what kinds of guarantee that

ensures the authority and accuracy of their interpretations'! Actually. the word 'true' itself

is questionable: according to whom'! Admittedly. in the spirit of democracy. both

Rahman and the traditionalists are entiùed to their own interpretations. but to condemn

the opponent's view (of Rahman in this case) might delay intellectual advancement and

transgress the freedom of speech. A fervent patriot will as~ume that Rahman's migration

ta Chicago. due ta this political issue, was a loss to the Pakistani Muslims as a who le.

ln any case, let us analyze the views stated above. According to the traditionalist

conception, there are several points which explain the extemality of the Prophet to the

process of divine revelation. First. the imperative word 'qui' (say) in the Qur'an indicates

that the Prophet was completely ordained by God and freed from initiating the revelation.

Sccondly, Qur'an (75: 16-19)21 states that the Prophet was constantly under divine

surveillance and that he never acted beyond his ow~ capacity of being a Messenger.

Finally, as explained by Haider Aasi. 22 the subject of the Qur'an 2:97 (nazzaJahü 'aJa

c.jalbika) is misinterpreted by Rahman as God rather than the angel Gabriel. "In fact the

subject in this verse is Gabriel,' he says, 'because the adverbial phrase bi-idhn-Alliih

would be redundant if translated: 'Say, whoever the enemy of Gabriel, it is He (God) who

has brought him down with Allah's permission... "

Compared to the criticisms on his views, Rahman's position seems rather more

likely convincing. Accepting the word 'qui' as the Prophet's verbal expression does not

20 Relating :0 this matter il is difficult. however, ta admit the assertion of Jeffery sayins that the
Qur'ITr! was created hy the community. ior the word 'create' closely refers ta the creator. See, A. J. Jeffery.
The Qur'Œn 'lS Scriprure (New York: Russell F. Moore Company. 1952).5.

21 "Move nO[ thy tangue conceming the (Qur'lln) to make haste therewith. It is for Us ta
promulgate when We have promulgated it. Follow thee ilS reciL'lI (as promulgated). Nay more, it is for Us.
10 explain (and make it clear)." See 'Abdullah Yusuf 'Ali. The Meaning of the Holy Qur'iIn (Maryland:
Amana Corporation. 1992). 1566-7.

22 Ghularn Haider Aasi. Review of M.1jor Themes of the Qur'iIn by Fazlur Rahman. Muslim
World Book Review. Vol. 2 (1981): 4.
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necessarily mean the refusai of pre-existing inspiration. The word 'qui' was materialized

inta the Arabie but the inspiration was still retained in his mind. Thus when the Prophet

said ''lui' it was because (if we follow Iqbal) the mind. inspiration and speech of the

Prophet were psychologically imerrelated. The spoken language is thus not a separate

entity: the Propher's heart. to the best of my understanding of Rahman's view. functioned

as a 'station'. whence the divine revelation materialized into the profane Arabie.

Conceming the second criticism. with reference to Qur'an 75: 16-19. the verses are ta be

decoded as an admonition ta the Prophet. Yusuf Ali holds that in those verses God

reminded the Prophet not to make haste with delivering the revelation after a certain

:lmount of inspiration had been already revealed to his mind; the deliverance of the

'wa~JY' (revelation) had ta correspond to God's plan.23

The significance of Rahman's view in this discussion lies not in the debate itsdf

but rather in his tendency ta develop the archaic doctrine of the 'createdness' or

'uncreatedness' of the Qur'an te the level of legal philosophy. When hermeneutical

philosophy is studied by Muslims. as it was by Rahman. the old issue is aggravated ta the

level of intellectual preoccupation where the contemporary traditionalists are seemingly

incapable enough of dealing with the philosophy. The reason is either the objection to

rationality as such or being ill·equipped with intellectual capacity due to the long

standing low quality of education in Muslim countries. so that any critical thought in

understanding the Qur'an is considered taboo. This will bring us later to realize why

Rahman applies historical criticism and how he ralionally synthesizes the relationship

between his proposed herrneneutics with the application of the Qur'anic doctrines.

On the basis of his reasoning. Rahman goes on ta expIain why man, not

exdusively Muslims. in this world should live in accordance with the Qur'anic morality.

He reminds us to the story of the Covenant between man (Adam) and God in the

23 'Ali. The Me.'l/Ùng of che Holy Qur'iïn . 1566.
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Heaven.~4According to the Qur'an. Rahman argues. it was man alone who willingly

accepted the Covenant to be the vicegerent of God on earth. while the other crearures.

jinn. angels and mountains had objections: they considered themselves lacking the

knowledge which God had beslOwed upon Adam (man) to manage the eanh in line with

the Covenant. Therefore this Covenant must be carried out on eanh by man. otherwise

man will be disconnected l'rom God and wrong himself. lt is man's approval the

Covenant that can empower him lO act morally. a view which leads Rahman to

emphasize the functionality of the Qur'anie doctrines. 25

Several things indicate such functionality. First. God's very existence itself is

functional: He is the Creator and Sustainer of man and universe. 26 Empirieally. to eIT is

human: God therefore sent several prophets. together with their holy books. to remind

their communities of the previously agreed upon Covenant. ln the case of the Qur'an.

such a reminder was contextually written in Mu~ammad's verbalization. Rahman wants

to delve into the covert Qur'unie morals beyond partieular languages.

Secondly. there are several key words in the Qur'an which are highly important:

ïmiin. Islam and raqwa. They are similar in r.:eaning and construct together the very

foundation of the Qur'anic ethics.27 lmiin. Rahman says. is an act of the heart and must

be translated in action. Islam is a concrete working out of ïmiin through a normative

community. and taqwiÏ functions as moral X-Raying which enables man to retrospect

himself / herself. lmiin is concen;~d with intemallife while Islam with outwardly actions.

and taqwiÏ is the expression cf both faith plus surrender. Such a mechanism of

24 Fazlur Rahman. Major Themes of the Qur'!in (MinneapoUs: BibUotheca Islamica. 1980).24.
25 For Iqbal. God's purpose ta reveal the Qur'llil for ail mankind is 10 awaken man's rugher, nor

lower. consciousness of his relation with the Creator and the universe. Thus the Qur'llil is inrellectually
significant. See Iqbal. The Reconsaucrion. 165. ltalics are mine. While Rahman maintains that the primary
task of the Prophet is to awaken man's conscience. See his Major Themes. 24.

26 Rahman. Major Themes. J.
27 Fazlur Rahman. "Some Key Ethical Concepts of the Qur'llil." Joum.l.I ofReligious Ethics. Vol.

1J. No. 2 (1983): 170.
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relationships must be implanted inside t:le community for it will ensure a socio-moral.

and poiiticai order in community life. Consequently, Rahman criticizes Muslim

fundamentalist movements, such as the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and the Pakistani

lamâ'ât-i-Islami for canvassing political power without fust constructing a solid moral

basis for the state roor:ed in the community.

lt is interesting also ta note the different emphasis on practicality. Rahman

addresses it to a double object: man as individual and as a part of society. A traditionalist

like Mawdûdî hoIds a similar view, but since he believes in the very normativity of the

Divine words. the practical emphasis of the Qur'ânic doctrines is much m(', ~ confined to

the moral practice of individuals. Even Mawdûdî endlessly emphasizes the need for

morally upright men to become state officiais, and rejected elections as a means to

finding such individuals. 28 Certainly, he wanted to avoid the vested interesrs of the

campaigner. This implies, fOi Mawdûdî, the moral factor is much more a decisive matter

for individuals than technocracies. For Rahman, however, the three key words: ïmifn,

IsiJm and taqwii. are the Muslim manifesta of the Heavenly Covenant to be

accomplished on this earth in the context, where his emphasis lies, of community life.

Thirdly, the basic élan of the Qur'ân in Fazlur Rahman's mind is both essentiai

human egalitarianism and socio-economic justice.29 Egalitarianism, after the destruction

of Arab tribalism, finds its expression in the emergence of Arab family units, whereas

socio-economic justice is the starting point where further hopes for a better future lie. It is

this basic élan, according to Rahman. which awakened the Prophet's higher

consciousness (remember Iqbal) ta eradicate the economic disparities in the earliest time

of the revelation around Mecca. li was revealed together with the idea of monotheism

which then constituted the funJamental doctrines of the Qur'ân. It can be said that while

28 C. 1. Adams, "The Ideology of Mawlana Mawdudi," in South Asian Politics and Religion, 00.
Donald E. Smith ( Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966),391.

'9• RaI,man. Islam and Modenucy. 19.
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ïmiIn. Islam and raqwif function intemally individually. the external manifestations

amount to egalitarianism and socio-econoITÙc justice.

When Rahman talks about these Qur'anic messages on justice and the

improvement of human life. we perceive also the influence of DurkheITÙan 'Regulative

Ideas'. The Année sociologique (the DurkheITÙan journal) states in its preface that the

principle that "religious. juridical. moral and econoITÙc phenomena must always be

related to a particular social ITÙlieu. and that their causes must always be sought in the

constitutive features of the type of society to which that ITÙlieu belongs."30 Thus far this

sratement does not contradict a religionist point of view. The prohlem arises when

Durkheim considers society as the source of religion. For. according to him. "a society

consisting of a 'colkctive conscience', a moral force, at the center of which is a core of

values or beliefs that is considered sacred."31 If, for example, the Qur'an's basic élan is

evaluated by Rahman from this kind of Regulative Ideas, can we say that economy is the

backbone of religion and the guarantee of its survival'? This assumption is undoubtedly

dubious because in the West, where econoITÙC and social security is much greater than in

the East. spir~\Jallife is often thought of as diITÙnishing.

Finally, the most crucial point in the doctrines of the Qur'an is the philosophical

question of the 'pure chance' poleITÙcs on the creation of the universe. Rahman rejects

such polemics on the ground that it is completely impossible that the natural order, so

vast and 50 complex, is not a purposive order. Normatively he appeals to the Qur'an's

recurring invitations and exhort.ations to think about "discovering God and developing

30 Quoted from The BI,1ckwell Dicriolltlry of che Twenriech Cenrury Social Though~ eds. William
Outhwaite and Torn Bottomore. S.v. "Durkheim Schoal" by Steven Lukes (Oxford: Basil Blaclcwell,
IYY3).

31 The Fonmna Dicrionary ofModem Thoughr, eds. Allan BulIock. Stephen Trombley and Oliver
Suùlybrnss. Second Edition (London: Fontana Press, 1988), s.v. "Sociology" by Daniel Bell.
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certain perceptions by 'lifting the veil' from the rnind". Again the Qur'an does not prove

God but rather 'points to Him' from the existing universe.32

What is conveyed from Rahman's answers to the 'pure chance' polernics is that.

first. the theory of Darwinist evo!utionism is incoherent. for although parts of any

organism are mutually supportive. the organism as a whole does not expIain its own

genesis. 33 Secondly, since the universe is a purposive order (macro-cosmos), the nature

of man (micro-cosmos) should also be identicaL Finally, while the natural law in the

Islamie rradition is believed to be muslim, i.e. completely subservient to God's commando

man is capable of denial (kfffu). In ignoring the Covenant, man threatens both the

purposive macro and micro cosmoses. If this view is accepted, we can give the most

obvious example, namely. the capitalist private ownership which accumulates private

wealth but neg!ects natural human values anu the need for protecting the environment,

which in turn has led to the emergence of the Green Peace movement.

It is clear from the foregoing that the main ideas of Rahman essentially revolve

around both monotheism and socio-economic justice. Problems that relate to political and

economic issues are clustered under socio-economic justice. The anchoring point of

everything is monotheism, with the idea of the Covenant Eerving as the basis for human

consciousness to act morally and continuously. Why should these two things be the

prime preoccupation for him'!

Perhaps the answer can be conceded in terms of his statements elsewhere that the

major weakness of the Muslim world today, compared with the West. is the former

economic underdevelopment. Given these two main ideas, can we assume that the

functions of the Qur'an are being reduced to a narrow scope: economic problems under

the umbrella of monotheism'! If yes, we are led to conclude that, to make the Qur'an alive

32 Rahman. Islam 'U1d Modernity. 22.
33 Ibid.. 10.
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and dynamic, at least two prerequisites must exist without which its challenges will not

be found; the Meccan traders at the time ofrevelation and the modem Western economic

imperialism of today. Hence the Qur'an has been disputing the socio-economic problems

in the service of realizing social justice.34 Yet we cannot come to the conclusion that

withollt the existence of such challenges the Qur'an is of no value. It is from this

perspective that we appreciate Rahman's intellectual endeavor as a Muslim rationalist and

his way of escaping from theological issues.

Rahman's preoccupation with the Qur'an 's functionality is seemingly inspired by

the thought of lqbal who argued that God becomes a co-worker with man. The

providence of collective life, the external forces of nature and the internal strength within

Muslim society have to be controlled and coordinated by man and supported by the help

of God.35 Rahman inherited this view. "If man uses his faculties right and with due

seriousness and earnestness, he is not alone in this chilly...scentless and colorless world...

God is cornrade and helper. "36

Apart from Iqbal, the influence of modem hermeneutical philosophy and

Durkhemian sociology can also be seen in Rahman's methodology. The influence of

Durkheim is apparent in Rahman's emphasis on improving the socio-economic condition

of Muslims, while the impact of modern hermeneutics can be wimessed in his

preoccupation with the discussion on Qur'anic text and context. According to Gadamer,

language fum:tions only as a precondition: the medium through which an interpreter

comprehends the spoken words. Thus the target is to decipher the words and to

34 Both Coulson and Rahman emphasize the contribution of Islam in improving socio-economic
conditions. ln the pre-Islamic Arab society women possessed no rights of inherilallce. The Qur'lin mised
and gave them property rights. The breakdown of the tribal society led 10 the emergence of monogamous
family units. Hence the stmus and economic condition of women was improved. given the fact that woman
was now the only legal wife and one of the beneficiaries of inherilallce. N. 1. Coulson. A History oflsL'Ifflic
LJW (Edinburgh: At the University Press. 1964), 15-16.

35 Mazheruddin Siddiqui. "InteUectual Basis of Muslim Modemism-I," Journal of lslamic
Srudies, Vol. 9. No. 2 (1970): 156.

36Ibid.
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understand the written expression. 37 ln other words, the Interpreter tries to go back to the

mind which authored a text. Despite difficulties to apply this theory ta the Qur'an, we

will see in the last part of this chapter ta what extem Rahman allows Cad~mer's view.

B. Rahman's Criticism of Traditionalist Muslim Approaches to the Qur'iin

By the traditionalists are meant the 'ulamiP. some of whom were famous Qur'an

commentatars. For fourteen centuries. the 'ulamiP have provided religious guidance ta

the community. Thanks to their role and charisma. they have always enjoyed great

influence and respect in the community, ln connection with the world economic

development. the process of globalization unavoidably hits Muslim life, Here the

traditionalists begin to show their force and charisma in the community by intimately

referring to the Qur'anic teachings,

The problem with the traditional 'ulamiP. according to Rahman, is that they are

bereft of having an adequate methodology to extract the laws from the Qur'an,

Consequently many facets of the community actualities are moribund. whether it is legal.

politÏ\:al. or economic, The traditional 'ulamiP have not been able to identify the legal

plane and moral objectives of the Qur'an, Rahman criticizes (hem from the point of view

of modern legal thought in which the spirit of law must be distinguished from its letter,

His criticism can be condensed as fol1ows, He blames the 'ulamii' for treating the

Qur'an literally. partially and in an ad hoc manner. which results in a failure to grasp the

general meaning of the Qur'anic message behind the literal text (textus receptus ),38 This

37 Gadmner. "Te<t and Interpretation." 390,
38 For e<mnple in the case of poIygmny, The Qur'iin 4:3 literally says. "If ye fear that ye shall no

he able to dea! justly with the orphans. marry women of your choice. two. or three. or four," According 10
Rahman. Qur'iinic e<egetes interpret this injunction as a perpetua! pennission to have wives up 10 four.
Such an interpretation. he says. does not do justice to the moral of the Qur'lln. sinee the fundamental aim of
the Qur'lin is not to lega!ize polygmny under normal circumslances but monogamy. The Qur'lin had to
accepl it in its time of reveL~tion. as a {..lie .1ccomp/i. was due ta the prevai1ing condition at the lime. Ta
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attitude of the 'uJamiP. according to Rahman, began during the 2nd/8th centu.")' or after

jurdtic development in Muslim countries, when the Muslim legists tried to distinguish

between the text (na$$ ) and what was dedccible therefrom. 39 Even today, he insists, the

Muslim modemists and fundamentalists still maintain the same attitude. The literai

interpretation of the Qur'anic text. verse by verse, is considered the right way without

iooking for the implied intention of the text for a general statement which bears a

universal value unbounded by time or locale.40 " ... [Tlhe basic questions of method and

hermeneutic3 were not squarely addressed by Muslims... Qiyas, in 1,ludüd, was not

perfected to the requisite degree. Consequently, laws after the Qur'an were never in full

intent. "41 The case of murder in the Qur'an 2: 178 and 4:92 is a good example. According

to Rahman, what should be reckoned as a general principle behind the action is that

murder amounts to the killing of ail mankind. A similar point is made in Qur'an 4:92

with reference to the story of the sons of Adam, one of whom killed another. Whcn

Qur'an 2: 178 enunciates the adoption of Lex Talionis of the pre-Islamic Arabs, the

bereaved family is entitled either to revenge from the culprit or to receive a certain

amount of money (diyya). The point is that these two alternatives (revenge or diyya),

Rahman argues, have to be contextualized in terms of the humanism in Qur'an 5:32. The

phrase "Qatla al-nasa jamï'a" (killing of ail human beings) is now regarded as a generaJ

principle so that the act of murder should be heeded as a serious crime, not only for the

bereaved family, but for ail men on earth. The Muslim jurists (fuqaha'), Rahman asscrts,

enact its laws wisely. the Qur'iin had to legalize the esrablished !Jab's custom of polygamy at a legal plane
(temporary) but directs its purpose to perpetuai moral plane: Le.. monogamy, It is here lhe text was
contextuaJized. See Rahman, Islam, 38. Moreover, such literai interpretation, Mana' aI·QallJin adds, will
belIay the Qur'iinic teachings from the true Qur'an. See MabaJ,Uch fi 'U/üm aI·Qur>1fn (AJ-'Ashr aI-l;IAdith.
1971),268.

39 Rahman, Islam, 39.
40 It is this view which had been expounded by Shlilibi in his MuwiIfaqilL HalIaq plainly explains

Shatibi's method lhat he utilizes inductive reasoning as much more a thematic induction ra pervade the
ovefan materiaJ sources of the Shari'a. Sec Wael B. HalIaq, "On Inductive Corroboration, Probability and
Cenainty in Sunn! Legal Thought," Islam Law and Jurisprudence. Smdie; in Honor ofFarhal J. Ziadeh.
Ed.. Nicholas Heer (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1990),26.

41 Rahmùfl. Islam and Moderniry, 2-3.
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never brought such specific legal enactment under the Qur'anic general principle and

always considered the act of murder as a private crime.42

.Is it cogent to deem such kind of humanism as a general principle') Qur'un 2: 1n
and 5:32 actually belong ta different contexts: the former is essentially the recognition of

Lex Talionis which had been practiced in Arabia prior to Islam while the latter is the

story of the sons of Adam which is found only in scriptures as part of biblical staries but

not historical facts and therefore cannot be proved. If Rahman is right, then why did the

Prophet not take up the so called general principle, rather than applying the pre-Islamic

customary law? Is it true the Prophet had no opportunity to actualize the general principle

in his own time? Is the general principle only applicable in this twentieth century"! This

question brings us to a more basic issue, that of the philosophical basis that underlies

Rahman's consideration of an act of murder as a serious crime for ail mankind. We tend

to assume that his consideration is much more philosophically based on humanism,

modern legal philosophy and human rights, yet the consideration cannot eschew his

subjectivism. Again this is the effect of the rational Interpretation of the process of divine

revelation, as 1 have mentionr:d earii,,..

Rahman daims that the 'ulilma' and exegetes have al ways shunned the Qur"un's

moral thinking. He mi\intains that the second and third generations of Muslims already

marked the beginnings of the crisis of Muslim legal thought. Contrary to the first

generation, which had relied heavily on the Qur'andnd Sunna as a 'living process' and

acted pragmatically, these later generations began to treat the Qur'an literally. Individual

verses were taken together with particular aI,ladïth to adjudicate on le!',al issues. Two

significant techniques now ensued:

1. If a sufficiently direct and obvious text was available, the matter was
considered 'settIed' for good and thus a decision on the basis of a dear text
was given.

42 Fazlur Rahman, "Interpreting the Qur'àn," InquiJy, Vol. 3, No. 5 (1986): 46.
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2. If such was not the case, a text had to be found that was close enough to the
case under consideration so that the issue could be resolved on the basis of
sirnilarities although allowing for differences (qiyiIs).43

He also criticizes the later Qur'an commentators for engultïng the Qur'an under

the debris of grammar and syntax. He singles out two prominent works; the QurJanic

commentary of the Egyptian Shihab al-Din al-KhafflïjI (sic) (d. 156lJ), which was

preoccupied with grammatical analysis at the beginning of each sünT, and that of the

grammarian Imam al-BaydawI (d. ca. 1286), which has been widely taught at nwdrasas

(lslamic schools). The motive behind such attitudes was, "the fear that a meaningful

study by the Qur'an itself might upset the status quo, not only educational, theological

but social as weI!. "44 However, it can be argued against Rahman that the prime intention

of earlier Muslims might n'Jt have been socio-economic improvement, so that they were

much less concerned with Qur'anic legal aspects than they were with, for example,

theological issues. "What was becoming methodology of Qur'anic hermeneutics in

earlier time were the questions of who is the God, understanding ùf the Prophetie mission

'lf Mu~ammad and the Qur'an as Divine verbatim; failure to grasp thi~ knowledge was

considered a jeopardy. "45

Nor is it Rahman's claim that Muslim exegetes have a dearth of a methodology

wholly correct. An overview of Burton's essay,46 though his presentaticm is merely

descriptive, shows the flowering of congenial Qur'anic translations. Each commentator

of the Qur'an had his own purview: philological (Bayc;1awl), theological (al-Fakhr al·

RazI), rationalistic (al-ZamakhsharI), legal (Ibn 'ArabI) and controversial thought (al-

SulamI), the latter used to argue against the traditionalists' standpoint of his contemporary

43 Quoted from Ibrahim Ozdemir "The Concept of lslamie Tradition in F~lZlur Rahm~U1's
Thought." The American Journal ofIsIamic Social Sciences, Vol. 9. No. 2 (1992): 254.

44 Rahm~U1, lslmn and Modemiey, 36.
45 Muhammad 'Am al Sid, The Herrneneucical Problem ofche Qur':Ül in lsJamie Hiscory. Ph.D.

Dissertation (Temple University: 1975),143.
46 Burton. "Qur'ânic Exegesis," 48-52.
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on the issue of, for instance, legalizing interest. We can ask, therefore, the validity of

Rahman's cnticism by questioning the purpose of each commentator. One should realize.

without letting ourselves fall into the nineteenth century German historicism (historians

cannot judge history because it has its own rationality), that those commentators' social

contexts were extremely different from Rahman's. The frailty of lslamic law to meet the

modern needs, as a proof of our argument, has been realized only after the Western

imperialism has made political and economic encroachments upon the Muslim world as

it has been often suggested. Before, the Muslims were politicaIly and economicaIly

strong enough.

ln spite of thi" Rahman 's rationalline oÎ thought is likely much more applicable

and adaptable to modern conditions, ti;ough it has the danger of making the Qur'an

subject to subjectivism, while the traditionalist Muslims is rigid. Let us take the case of

zllk;Tt as another example in Pakistan. Rahman's argument runs as foIlowS.47 Zakat is

the blueprint for policies of Islamic social justice; it is the only tax levied by the Qur'an

on Muslims. During the lifetime of the PrqJhet, it was used for many purposes: defense,

social maintenance, education (according to Muslim exegetes), to ransom the captives of

war. development and other state expenditures. To finance these purposes the established

measure of zak;Tt at the time was 2.5 % per annum of the wealth after it reaches a certain

minimum level (ni,,;Tb ). Today when the needs of the state and community have become

much greater than they were in the time of the Prophet, Rahman proposes to readjust the

ni,,;Tb to an amount capable of covering aIl governmental taxes so that no extra religious

taxes would have to be levied. The prime target of this readjustment policy, he says, is to

avoid secularism in a Muslim state, and leave no space for non-lslamic taxes. He hoped

the "uli1m;T' in general would agree with the readjustment. Unfortunately, the latter have

47 See Fazlur Rahman. "The Impact of Modemity on Islam," Journal of Is1amie Srudies, Vol. 2,
No. 2 (1966): 119.
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held on the established measure (2.5 'le). leaving the government [Q levy other se<:ular

taxes.

The uncooperative attitude of the 'ulamiP in this respect. 1 think. can be traced

down to their way of understanding the literaI text of the Qur'an and a1;JiTdïth. The core of

the problem then is whether or not the text of these sources are believed ;;s sacred

because it is God's word. Furthennore. as a reflection of Sunni theology. the sense Df

justice behind the text is maintained beyond rationale. The still prevalent poverty and

misery inside the communities are also believed by many Muslims as a predetermined

God's decree. Such unfortunate condition is also vindicated to have been aggravated by

the pitfalls of Capitalism on Muslim countries. when the gap between the rich and the

poor becomes wider. Sometimes the concept of Messianism. therefore. cornes to fore and

civil war causes terrifying bloodshed.

Rahman fully realizes, in connection with Qur'anic legal injunctions. that there

are many hurdles in the way of reviving and revitalizing Islamic law. The major one is

that the"ulamiP have perverted the authority of ljma' (consensus) to maintain the status

quo, i.e. by extracting and applying the Qur'anic legal injunctions literally and seeking

their clarification from the Sunna. Therefore any attempt which seemed to deviate from

their conventional understanding will be secluded. isolated or branded as abnormal. The

therteenth century cIzz al-Din Ibn cAbd al-Salam, for example, was a victim of this

ailthority since he advocated both interest and the abolishment of stoning [Q death for

adultery as ascribed by the literaI text of the Qur'an.48 Therefore, the whole Islamic

history. which contains historical Islam, needs to be reviewed.

Rahman's definition of both normative and historical Islam (which he considers

to be full of corruption. syncretism and superstitions) is rather similar to that of sorne

48 Rahman, Islam and Moderniey, 30,
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other lndian Mus,im reformers, such as Abu'! KaHïm Azad, Parwlz and Mawdüdi, ail of

whom differentiate between din (religion) and Shari'iJ. For them, din means revelational

religion which is conceptually found in the teachings of ail the prophets. Shari'a.

however, differs in the teaching of every prophet, since it is suited to the context of his

own commun;ry and time. The Shari'a, according to this definition, is thus a conditioned

religion (din) as conditioned by time and place. The problem with Mawdüdl's concept.

however, is that despite his awareness to historical influences on religion in general. 'he

ignores th~ reality of movement in history which transforms the role of traditional

religion (Shari'a).49 lt is precisely such an awareness to historical influences that

characterizes Rahman's definition. When he speaks about historical and sociologieal

backgrounds of the Qur'anic laws, Rahman seems ta suggest the Muslims, as Max Weber

opines. that the spirit and letter of law should be clearly distinguished.50

Historical criticism is then one of important methodologies of Rahman. Starting

from his assertion that Muslim philosophers. Ibn Sina for example, were able to prove

the existence of God based on Greek phi!osophy, Rahman cornes to the conclusion thm

their arguments on divinity is purely rational. The theologians. however. succeeded in

providing the nature of God in terms of faith, though they could do 50 through

commentaries in the Qur'an, not in terms of the Qur'an itself. These commentaries,

Rahman says. have created a 'fossilized' Islamic tradition. The tradition is 'fossilized'

because. though it provided manices for the intellectual activities of great minds, it has

isolated that tradition ipso facto from the rest of humanity.51 Rahman's own method is to

study the Qur'an itself together with. not a1Jiidith, but with the life (Sirii) of the Prophet,

49 Aziz Ahmad. lsl,unie Modernism in lndia and Pakiswn (London: Roya! Institute of
International Affairs. 1967).212. See also Fazlur Rahman, "[slann and the Constituliona! Problem of
Pakistan." Srudi" lsl,uniea , Vol. 32 (1970): 280. Here the Shan'a is defined as the Mu~lim historica!
development of law and doctrine, carried out by lawyers and theologians. in which the Qur'ïïn and Sunn.1
are the sources of the deductions and derivations.

50 Max Weber. On L.1w in Eeonomy and Society. Trans. Edward Shils and Max Rheinslein. Ed.
Max Rheinstein (New York: Clarion Book. 1954). 12.

51 Rahman. "An AUlobiographicai Nole:' 227-8.
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which. he daims. enabled him to get a fresh insight imo the deep meaning and purpose of

the Qur'an because those materials provide room for research on their sociolOl!Îcal

aspects particularly. The method, therefore, is to apply historical criticism ta the Islamic

tradition. Thus Rahman's criticism of the traditionalist 'ulamiP. Qur'anic exegetes and

Muslim jurists (fuqahiP! emanates l'rom his piercing consciousness of the historical and

sociological aspects of law. His rational interpretation of the divine revelation. '~gether

with the criticism of the 'ulamiPs approaches, leads him to propound a new theory of

Qur'anic hermeneutics.

C. The Proposed Solutions

1 imerpret Rahman's conception of the process of the divine revelation as follows.

The heart of the Prophet may be pictured as a 'perforated cylinder' where (the reservoir of

the liquid of) the revelation was being preserved. Whenever certain extemal stimuli, e.i .

asblib al-nuzul drew it off, the liquid surged out of the (cylinder) and dried as a result of

the nature and intensity of the stimulus. It means that when the stimulus was an excellent

poem the revelation opposed it by utilizing its koiné, or when the stimulus was the

polytheists rejection of the doctrines of the Qur'an, then it challenged them with the

doctrine of monotheism. Ali such challenges and answers to certain cases faced by the

Prophet were cOllsequently shaped by the time and locale and left to be imprinted

literally in textual form. What Rahman argued is that Muslims should look for the

universal meanings "Bd values that lie behind the textual form since the true message of

the Qur'an transcends its own time of revelation. It is l'rom this standpoint that we will be

able to understand Rahman's insistence of not applying literally today such Qur'anic legal

injunctions pertaining to the amputation of the hand in theft, the ni.~i'ïb of zakiit, the

difference between ribli and interest, the status of women in the case of poIygamy, the

allotment in inheritance as weil as the abolition of slavery.
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Following this standpoint Rahman's solution is 10 insist on understanding the

Qur'an both in its language and context. The language may be believed as sacred but the

social context where the language took place must be understood rationally through

histori<:al criti<:ism. Here the discussion involves hermeneutical philosophy: text and

context. Gadamer holds that the most original form of language is that which is uttered

by the speaker. AccordingIy, the process of reading and understanding actually means

that the info is led back to its original authenticity.52 Being inspired by this argument, "le

may say therefore that the purest form of the Qur'anic language is that when it "las being

pronounced by the lOngue of the Prophet in directly addressing the milieu where he lived;

the Qur'anic legal enactment, as being textually printed, were directly relevant to that

milieu. As soon as the Prophet's "lords transfigured into a written form, the Qur'an

acquired a new literary meaning. Il is undoubtedly this literary form which constitutes the

present Qur'an, its immediate social context having been far left behind.

The next problem ensues "once an absolutely normative revealed document like

the Qur'an became established, ho"lever, given the habit of adherence to set patterns

(sanctifiedSunna J, the Arabs were naturally loath to deviate from its literal meaning."53

One can find the same contention in the view of Joseph Schacht who had been inspired

by Goldziher. According to Goldziher, the ancient Arab's idea of sunna finds its

reassertion in Islam. What Schacht has added to his predecessor, Goldziher, is that the

Arab's adherence to sunna "las due to an unpropitious geographical factor which caused

the Arabs to lack an opportunity to exercise experiments and innovations.54 When Islam

"las coming, the habituaI adherence to the pre-Islamic sunna found its reassertion in this

novel religion. and innovations were still suspect. In a pejorative sense, such an

52 Hmls-Georg Gadamer. "Gadmner on Gadmner." in Gadamer and Hermeneucics, ed. Hugh J.
Silvennan (New York: ROUlledge. Chapman and Hall. Inc" 1991), 19.

53 Rahman. Isimn and Modemity, 18.
54 Joseph Schacht, "Pre-Islamic Background of Early Development of Jurisprudence," Law in the

Mit/dIe East. eds. Majid Khadduri and Herbert Liebesney (Washington: The Middle East Institute, 1955):
34.
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adherence has become their second nature. This is true even in the modem times

particularly among the traditionalists in Indonesia who apparently inherited from the

Arabs of such an attitude. When they encounter unresolved legal matters. a spontaneous

recourse is made to the 1}adïth manuals. since 1},1dïth in their view. as expounded by

!c:1am al-Shafi'I. is synonymous with the Prophetic Sunna. What Rahman objects to this

attitude is that 1}adïth is the product of Islamic history whereas the traditionalist Muslims

have been reluctant ta apply historical criticism to this second source of Islamic law. This

kind of objection cœates, in its tum, the indignant 'formalism' on the part of the '1I1wniP

which has discouraged the Muslims ta hold different views on religious matters.

Another question is whether is it true the Qur'an has r.ot been properly

understaod, as Rahman daims. Why, for example, did the Muslim scholars and Qur'anic

exegetes in the Umayyad and 'Abbasid periods not discuss the issue of understanding it

in context, given the fact that their context was very much different from that of the time

of revelation'! This historical perspective leads us to assume that Rahman's insistence on

understanding the language of the Qur'an and its context is the logical consequence of his

awareness of reality rather than theories. The reality of economic underdevelopment in

Muslim countries has inspired him to rethink the context of Arabia where the literai text

of the Qur'an took shape. He is of the belief that in the time of Qur'anic revelation, there

was a concordance between the revealed text and the circumstances of the Prophetic life

and career. Today economic life has drastically changed. Therefore, it can be suggested

that his allegation of the lack of understanding on the part of earlier Muslims is not

completely true, given that the economic life of Muslims at the time was strong enough

compared with, for example, that of Europeans. What is more, the awareness of the need

to comprehend both text and context is a product of the eighteenth to nineteenth century

hermeneutical philosophy. ln short, 'effective history' plays a dominant role in Rahman's

criticism of the 'ulamiPs attitude.
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The proof of our assumption may be corroborated by the V!eW of Gatje that

Qur'anie interpretation is coeval with the revelation itself on the ground that every

listener interprets the revelation for his own sake.55 As mentioned ear!.ier, the purest fonn

of the revelational language was that uttered by the Prophet. We can suggest.

t:ansequently, that the interpretation has always been in progress and has always

conformed to the needs of its own time. The imperative to understand the context now

can be presumed partly due to the disintegration of economic life. That is why Rahman's

preoccupation in his hermeneutics merely concems legal aspects of the Qur'an, which is,

in fact, also part of his subjectivism in terms of selection.

Perhaps the most important contribution of Rahman as compared to his

contemporaries lies in his proposing a well-argued system of the Qur'anic interpretation

which seeks to deduce the Qur'anic laws from the book itself. He caUs this system, whieh

involves herrneneutical activities, 'double movement theory', so named because the

process of understanding the Qur'an takes [wo ways: from the present situation to the

time of the Prophet and then back to the present. What must be done in the fust

movement, he states, is fust to decipher the import of a Qur'anic statement by studying

the occasions (asbifb aJ-nuzUl) to which it was the answer. Prior to studying a particular

Qur'anic text together with its background, one should proceed with a general study of

the macro situation not only in Arabia but also in the perimeters of the Peninsula, which

too are likely to have altered the socio-economic and political life of the Muslim

community at the time. It is expected that this first step will provide cognizance of a

comprehensive meaning of the Qur'an together with its specific tenets that produced

legal rejoinders to particular situations.56

The second step of the first movement is ta make generalizations of those specifie

answers. Next those generalizations should be articulated precisely as statements of

55 HelmUI Galje. The Qur'iln and les Exegesis. Trans. Alford T. Welch (London: Roulledge and
Kegan Paul, 1976), 32.

56 Rahman. Isl,un ,md Modernicy, 6.
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general moral-social objectives which can be extracted from a particular legal text by

paying close attention to its socio-historical background and the so called raliones legis

tillaI al-{lU1cm).57 Thus the primary target of the first and the second steps of this fifst

movement is to understand the 'is' behind the 'ought 10'; the interaction of both of them

yielded many significant ulterior vaiues. general principles and long range objectives

which should be rediscovered. This kind of intellectual perception of the Qur'ITn may best

be translated as a serious effort of modern legalist thought which is trying to distinguish

between the normativeness and the reality of law. By understanding the background of

the laws in the Qur'ITn and their interaction with their historieal context. they will no

longer have to be regarded as being totally binding and coercive. Values. general

principles and long range objectives of the Qur'ITn thus provide paradigms whose living

universal message of the Qur'ITn is believed to have surpassed the time of revelation

itself.

The second movement is 10 formulate the fundamental views pertaining to the

modern condition under the spirit of general principles which had been found in the first

movement.58 In ather words. the purpos(' .is to create or define certain modern formulas

that are best suited not to the Qur'ITnic text itself but to the previously discovered general

principles. This produces modern formulas. These formulas have a philosophical basis

which is strong enough so that the anchoring point is no longer the historieal legal

manuals of medieval doctors but a fresh modern understanding of the Qur'ITnic text and

context. Such an endeavor w;lI always keep in line with the development of human

intellect. sein:. fic discoveries and sociological researches. This second movement is also

said to function as a check against the accuracy of the first movement. Therefore, 1

assume !hat the,e modern formulas, in the mind of Rahman, will not only be in

57 Ibid.
58 Ibid.. 7.
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accordance with the general jJrinciples of the Qur'an but will also realize the earlier

Covenant.

Several questions necessarily arise here. To what hermeneutic~l tradition does

Rahman's methodology belong? What, if any, are the chief shortcomings of his method.

considering the fact that the Qur'an is not an authored text, while other literary works are.

lt is here that the main predicament lies. The novelty of Rahman's hermeneutics is

momentous for it shows a new trend in the field of Qur'anic exegesis. However, whether

successful or not, Rahman had stimulated Muslim legal thought and influenced many

young Muslim intellectuals who graduated from Western universities, particularly the

University of Chicago where Rahman taught for years.59

Rahman has explicitly stated his variance with sorne of Gadamer's points of view;

he prefers instead Emilio Betti's 'Objectivity School' upon which his double movement

theory is constructed.60 According to Betti, in hermeneutical philosophy one should try,

before anything else. ta grasp the intended meaning of the author in the past so that the

present interpreters (we) are able to understand 'the mind that authored the object of

study.'61 Rahman clarifies, however, that the invisible context of ideas meant by the

59 Rahman's critical ideas have inlluenced several Musllms: these include. for example. in
lndonesia Munawir Sjadzali (the Former Minister of Religious Affairs). Nurcholish Majid and Ahmad
Syati'i Ma'arif: In Turkey. Açikgenç A1parslan. Ibrahim Ozdemir. and in Malaysia. Wan Daud. It is
illleresting ta note that Malaysia now has a special Library of Islamie Thought containing. particularly.
Fazlur Rahman's works. See Wan Daud. "Personal Anecdotes." 261.

60 What Rahman rejects ta Gadamer's view is principally the belief that there is no universai
truth. 'Everything is just a response to specific sC":'ioeconomie and polltical circumstallces. and that there is
no way of going beyond such circumstallces to "truth" as such.' Rahman calls this bellef 'hopelessly
subjective'. Sonn. 'Fazlur R:Ù1man's.' 229. See also Rahman's Islam and Modenùty. 8·9.

61 Rahman. Islam and Modemity, 8. Betti also clarities his argument that both text and cultural
expectations possess a universal meaning that is nothing to do with the writer. Therefore no regulation is
required fordisceming right from wrong interpretations. S.v. "Hermeneutics" by Van A. Harvey in The
Encylopedùl of Religion. Vol. 6. Ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: MacMillan Company. 1987).285. In
conjunction with this argument. Richard C. M:U1in holds a rather similar view. According to mm. the mind
of the author cannot be possessed by the interpreter because the latter must have had a preconceived
(Vorverstehen) information provided by the milieu and the horizon of understallding in the interpreter's
disposai. Therefore. in agreement with A1ford T. Welch. Martin slrongly belleves in the importance of
srudying historicall'eatures of the texlS. grammar and lexicography. See Richard C. Martin. "Understallding
the Qur'iin in Text r..,d Context.'· History ofReligions, Vol. 21. No. 4 (1982): 363-4.
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Objectivity School is not just mental but environmental as weil. Therefore we should also

try ta grasp the meaning (intentio) outside the ffiind (of the author). Nonetheless, he also

underlines the significance of the so called 'effective history' in the language of Gadamer.

ft means Rahman' s full awareness of the totality of other influences that developed his

present mind. His henneneutics therefore proceeds from an understanding of the present

situation fust in order ta grasp sorne fundamental ideas of the mental and environmental

context of the twentieth century Muslims, facing an impeded socio-economic justice.

Hence, the next task is ta understand the Prophet's mind that brought about the Sunna,

not the Qur'an nor aJ;adïth.

It is now realized that the problem of authorship is a delicate question. For one

thing Rahman never said that the Sunna was authored by the Prophet, or even that it is a

tex!. He also recognizes that the Prophet was acting under Divine guidance. What he

himself says is that "the mental and ,;piritual faculties of the Prophet,...after full

development, operated as revelatory."62 Hence there was a diaIectical relationship

between reason and revelation as it has also been argued by the Christian theologian Emil

Brunner.63 Rahman believes that beyond the Prophet's faculties, the original revelator

remains God. Our difficulty therefore lies in defining whose mind exactly authored the

Qur'an in Rahman's understanding.

The only way out open to us is to allow the argument that the hermeneutical

philosophy does not recognize any absolute validity in contrasting historical and

dogmatic methods. 64 This position is certainly upheld by the phenomenologist

philosophers like Schleiennacher, Dilthey and Gadamer. Such an argument of Rahman,

62 Quoted trom Aasi, Review, 4.
63 Geddes MacGregor. Dictionary ofReligion and Philosophy, s.v. 'Revelation' (New Yorle

Paragon House. 1989). Again, in political activity, according to Rahman, the Musüms must not stand
aloof.This view is a1so regarded as being in full agreement with that of Cathoiic liberation theologians.
Sonn, "Fazlur Rahman's," 225.

64 Hans- Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New Yer!:: Seabury Press. 1975). xxi.
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if it is correct, (i.e., the Qur'an, like a literary work, reflects the author's mind), is liable to

reduœ the holy rext to the degree of a secular book that provides room for interpretations

by looking at human (the Prophet's) experici1Ge, mind, history, culture and la'1guage. [n

other wards, the transcendental nature of the Qur'anic doctrine is put aside. [f Rahman

correctly adopts Betti's position, his rational interpretat' Jn of the process of revelation

will accordingly find its justification more in the phenomenological philosophy of

Gadamer rather than in the Objectivity Scnool of Betti. Conversely, so long as the

normative, orthodox view is adopted, the sacœd text of the Qur'an will never be de

contextuaiized, since the Prophet will continue to be as a 'telephone receiver'; how could

one understand the Prophet's mind if he was so passive'? Perhaps this argument of

Rahman is justifiable.

Rahman adds to this phenomenological Vlew, ln arder to be doser to the

Objectivity School, that trying exclusively to understand the mind of the past is not

enough; one should also take into consideration the 'milieu' to which the mind (of the

author) had responded.65 This implies that, in an effort to find the Qur'anic general

principles, we must try to understand the Prophet's mind, to recreate and revive once

again his mental processes in our own mind and in the present situation so that we can

ascertain his logic in responding to particular asblfb al-nuzü1. Normatively, it is believed

that as long as the Prophet's actions were justifiable, God was silent Yet when he made a

mistake, the Prophet was admonished as the story of Umm Maktüm in Qur'an 80: 1

demonstrates. [f Rahman takes this story seriously, (i.e. the Prophet was always under

God's surveillance), his intellectual objectivity is oot successful in identifying the

appearance of the Qur'an, namely to differentiate clearly the words of God and that of

Prophet. How can he reconcile this antagonism between the mind of the Prophet and the

words of God'? Is his objectivity of the same order as Betti's'? This is a delicate question;

65 R:\hman. [sl:un and Modemity, 8.
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for a henneneutical philosophy is being brought ta bear on the Qur'an. This Holy Book is

clearly different from any other literary work or piece of tïction6fi

ÙTespective of the problems they have. how can Rahman' s proposais be

irr.plemented? Haddad rightly points out that Islam does not have an official institutional

structure te carry out Rahman's proposal.fi7 Islam needs a long way to go before a nove!

and creative idea such as Rahman's can be officially recognized. The very nature of

Rahman's henneneutics is a very new idea and signifies a new ijtihiid in a real sense. To

whom can his project be rightly entrusted? To give it over to historians, ethicists and

social scientists, both Muslim and non-Muslim alike as he has proposed,6R is the right

thing to do, but it should also be kept in mind that the orthodox generally regard them

with suspicion, both for their rationalism and the alleged intellectual imperialism. Again

the encounters will not only with the charismatic 'uiamii' but also with the long standing

'fonnalism'.

Ail of this means that one should study and understand the interaction between

what is sacred in the holy book and the social imaginaire, which according to Arkoun,

has produced a certain 'debt of '11eaning'.69 This consequently also requires studying

semiotics, semantics, history, and economics, which have ail formed the historicity of the

time. But more important is how ta rediscover the spirit or tour de force which promoted

and motored this historicity. Consider the influence of the Perso-Byzantine War ta the

66 One of the most refuted statements about the authorship is that 'the aUlhor is a product of
society that has discovered the prestige of the individual". See Risser, 95. If this statement is true to the
literary works but it 1s definitely wrong to the Qur'fm. Perhaps due to this difficulty of ascertaining an
author that Imâm a1-Baqillani had distinguished between the speech of God and the contextualized Arabie
words of the Propbet in tbe Qur'ITn: a view, according to Bouwman. which bas brougbt the Ash'arite
BaqillfUli's view c10ser to that of Mu't.'lZilite. J. Bournan. Le Conflic auCour du Coran ec la solution d'"I
B"qill;TnÏ (Amsterdam: Jacob van Campen, 1959).74.

67 Wadi Z. Haddad, Review of Islam and Modernicy. Transfonn.1lion oflm Ince/lecculd Tmdition
by Fazlur R:mman. American Amb Aff:lirs, No. 4 (1983): 150.

68 See his Islam and Modernicy, 9. It is also a1lowed ta carry out wbether by individuals or
groups. Ibid. 145.

69 Mubammad Arkoun, Rethinking Islam Today (WashiqglOn: Cenler for Contemporary Arab
Studies. 1987),20-21.
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mind of the Prophet; politics. economic and. say. ideology. The caravans coming from

Damascus ta Medina and Mecca. where the recent ls!.'.mic institution under the

leadership of the Prophet was being established. brought with them not only economic

but also political and ideological influences from Byzantium. the Persian empires and the

Lakhmid and Ghassanid states bordering the Peninsula. But is it possible ta think that ail

of the Qur'anic legal texts were historically conditioned by such and such external

influences. whereas Rahman strongly believes in arguing that the 'inspiration' (wa{1y ) in

the mind of the Prophet cornes directly from God. Is it correct to juxtapose the Qur'anic

general principles with the ideals of socio-economic justice? The Qur'an also says that

what we consider as good for ourselves may not be so in the eyes of God or vice versa.70

Besides. philosophers have also stated that ail approaches to what we call truth are

probable. So how can Rahman rightly assess the truth in the mind of the Prophet unless

his own rational judgment involves in it to make preference? Bence Rahman's

hermeneutics will unavoidably fall back upon his subjectivism.

But it should also be noted that Rahman's proposai is currently undermined by the

development of modern critical legal studies (critique du droit) outside the Muslim

world. Peter Goodrich has pointed out that. in 1960's on the Continent and in 1970's in

America. the movement of critical legal studies castigated the metaphysically

determinate reference of legal terms and the more general doctrinal daims as to the

objectivity of textual regulation and juristic knowledge. These metaphysical terms and

general doctrinal daims were now considered antique and defunct paradigms of legal

truth. 71 If Rahman's hermeneutics are primarily directed towards readjusting the Shari'a

to improve the present socio-economic conditions of Muslims, then it goes along the

lines expressed by Pierre Légendre when he stated that "Faith in the law is now to be

70 The Qur',m 2: 216.
71 The BI:lckwell Dictionary of Twentieth Centwy Social Thought. Eds. William Outhwaite and

Tom Bouomore (Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 1993). s.v. "Law" by Peter Goodrich.
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understood as faith in industrial reason and in the dogmatic of econollÙc regulation. "72

Yet Rahman's solution seems justified in the context of Islamic legal thought since it is

rooted, not in a secular law, but in the holy book.

Rahman is himself conscious that the obstades on the path to realizing his

proposai are many. Sociological approaches to the Qur'anic laws mise serious problems

of theological doctrine about the etemity of God and Divine Law. In addressing this

problem, he suggests that theological issues must be solved at the proper plane of

theology.73 What is implied is that Rahman tries to avoid conflicts and persuade the

Muslims, particularly the onhodox, that in a given Qur'anic legal injunction one can tind

simultaneously both sociological and theologicd aspects. He also believes that the legal

texts of the Qur'an were the product of transactions between the etemity of the words of

God and the actual ecological situation of seventh century Arabia. lt is only the

sociological aspect of the sacred text, not the theological, which concerns him to

Illinimize his subjectivism.

To avoid such subjectivislll, Kuntowijoyo suggests that one should use an extra

analytical approach to operate the normative concepts. In this respect, the Qur'an will be

treated as a kind of data base. lt is assumed that the Qur'anic injunctions are normative

statelllents that should be analyzed at an objective, not subjective, level which leads to

the necessity of reforlllulating the Qur'an in terllls of theoretical constructs. It is such

constructs that will constitute the activity of Qur'anic theory building from where, it is

hoped, the paradigllls of the Qur'an will finally come to be derived.74

72 Ibid.
73 Fazlur Rahman, "Islamic Modernism: Its Scope, Method and Alternatives," Intema!iolJ:lJ

Joumal o{Middle E,1stem Studies, Vol, 1(1974): 330-1.
74 Kuntowijoyo, Pamdigma Islam, Interprewsi untdk Aksi (Bandung: Penerbit Miz.w, 1993),

330,
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Rahman also proposes at least three alternatives to minimize subjectivism75 First.

the background of the Qur'anic legal doctrines should be approached sociologically.

Since the social context gives room for historical studies. the study of the Qur'an's

doctrines t'Jgether with that of the Prophet's career is useful since the latter will clarify

the former. The first task is to study the Qur'an c1uonologically. By doing so we can

discern objectively the change of the legal spirit from the Meccan to the Medinan period.

Secondly. the objectives and ends of each legal pronouncement should be

distilled. More importantly, full attention should be paid to the expectations behind those

objectives and ends. In other words. the cilla (rationes Iegis) of a particular Qur'anic

dicta should be looked for. For example, why should a thiefs hand be cut off? What is

the social. not dogmatic. cause that lies behind it'? The answers given by Rahman are that

the meaning of stealing at the ti;ne was :aking someone's property, which injured that

proprietor's and his tribe's dignity. Hence stealing could trigger a war of clans. In the case

of requiring two female witnesses, the rationes legis is to remind each other.

Finally. the objectives of the Qur'an must be understood precisely on the basis of

the socio-biographical milieu of the Prophet. To Rahman. this last alternative means

employing the Sunna to explain the Qur'anic message. Since the Prophet's career

unfolded in a historically remote period, the Qur'anic objectives must be understood in

accordance with the historical evidence provided by historians for that period. It is such

evidence that should be taken objectively to put an end to subjectivism.

These three proposed suggestions seem ta be much more objective when they are

combined with that of Kuntowijoyo, but the examples which are given are still guided by

personal preferences. That two female witnesses are required merely to remind each

other is debatable. There certainly are more adequate reasons behind it: for example, a

75 Rahman. "ls1amic Modemism," 331-2.
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woman sometimes j,; afraid of being threatened by a dispUling pany and does not tdl the

truth objectively. so that her companion can be asked. If this assumption is true. perhaps

the theological aspects of the holy book should not be ignored to compkte his

hermeneutics. but still the question is 'how"?

ln general. however. Rahman's proposai offers a workabk solution. It is workabk

in the sense thatthe Qur'anic legal injunctions are interpreted with the purpose of solving

CUITent problems of the Muslims, Rahman seeks to step out of normative altitude towards

the Holy text which makes it rigid and to filter the essence. the universal value of the

Qur'anic doctrines. from the contextualized tex!. If this essence were fully realized by the

majority of'uJamiP and Muslim jurists. then Islamic law will be alive again.

Governmentally imposed taxes will be taken over by the institution of zakŒt. Islamic

banks will solve the financial problems of the umma by giving and taking, not usury. but

interes!. They will compete as weil as cooperate with the existing non-lslamic banks, A

variety of social and political programs will be financed along with Islamic principks.

The number of Arab Muslim capitalists, in Saudi Arabia. Qatar, Oman, Bahrain, Kuwait

and Abu DhabI. will be lessened by the effective imposition of zakiTt on their wealth, in

home countries or abroad, through the intervention of the states. Ali of these require

ijtihŒd,76 mutual understanding and cooperation between the "uJamiP and the state. The

validity of Rahman's proposai will finally be verified by its proficiency in solving many

problems in society. If it is unworkable, the failure, he says, lies either in misreading the

present situation or in a mistaken interpretation of the Qur'anic general princip les.

Rahman's proposaI has offered at leas! a preliminary step towards a new kind of Muslim

modernist jurisprudence.

76 Rahman delines ijtihIfd as "the effort ta understand the me::Jûng of relevanltext or
precedent...contllining a mie, and ta alter thm mie by extending or restricting or othelWise modifying it in
such a manner that a new situation can be subsumed under il by a new solution." Sonn, "FazluT R.1hman's,"
228. See also Rahman, 151= Md Modemity, 8
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Having reviewed his methodology as regards the Qur'ân. we will study in the

next chapter its application to the long standing predicament of Muslim economics: zakiIt

and ribiI. The primary target is to assess the probable validity and the success of

Rahman's proposed hermeneutics to solve the present Islamic issues in Muslim

countries.
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The Application of Rahman' s

Qur'anic Methodology

ln the preceding chapter we have tried ta accentuate the fact that Rahman's

henmeneutics are not completely free of sorne subjectivism. This point is important for

grasping the problems inherent in translating the Qur'an in an objective manner. [n this

second chapter, our discussion will focus on the application of his henmeneutics ta zakiIt

(alms-tax) and ribif (usury). Rahman's analysis is, of course, not limited ta Qur'anic

injunctions on these two tapies; however, limitations of time and space do not allow a

more wide-ranging discussion here. Rahman's hermeneutics on zakift will find much more

favor with Muslims in general than those on riM. For one thing the former is affIrmative

while the latter is interdictive. In the tradition of lingua sacra, new developments and

suggestions in the affirmative may be more readily accepted by the Muslim community

than those in the interdictive. The questions which will be addressed in this chapter are: (1)

how does Rahman propose to tackle the qüandary of both zakiit and ribii ;(2) what are the

major differences of approach between Rahman and the traditionalist 'ulamii': and finally

(3) ta what extent is Rahman's double rnovement theory flourishing as a strategy for the

future development of Islamic law.
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A. Zakât CAirns-Tu)

A rather inclusive definition of zakât is given by Farah:

... zaklfh literally means giving back to Allah a portion of His bounty as a means
of avoiding the suffering of the next life, and as an 'expiation' or 'purification' of
what the Muslim retains for himself of material possessions...zaklfh is less of a
voluntary and more of a required religious observance; indeed. it is a
fundamental of the faith. 1

The inclusiveness of this definition consists in the metaphysical connection between the

function of wealth in this world and in the hereafter: behind the philanthropie aet lies the

meaning of ritua!. Thus like 'purification,' zakiït beeomes a fundamental offaith.2

According to Rahman, zakiït together with the proscription of ribiï in the

Meecan period, should be understood as the outeomes of the eonscious effort of the

Prophet to demolish the Meecan eommercially vestedinterest.3 Only after the migration to

Medina (hijrah), did the Prophet offieially institutionalized this earlier Mecean poor-tax to

become welfare-tax whieh neeessitated the designation :)f tax-eollectors. Even the Qur'an,

he stresses, sometimes does nOL mention zakât together with $a1ât, which means the

1 Caesar E. Farah. Is/am (New York: Barron's Educational Series. 1987), 141. Cf.
A traditionalist definition of zakiIt: "AI-ZakiItu ~adaqarun muqaddarnrun bi ~I aJ-shar<ï
ihtid,P'Ul rsahhat fi aI-miIli aw aJ-dhimmati Ii aJ-.tahiIrati /ahumir. Fa zakift aI-miIlu .tahrun
/i 'ù-miIli wa zaklft aJ-fl{1' ~'lhrun Ii aJ-abdiIn. " (Z.'lkiIt is a certain amount of alms
designated by Islamic law as an initiation assigned to the goods or possessions ta purify
them. Hence zak,It is for purifying wealth and zak.1't aI-fl{1' for physical bodies". Fakhr al-
DIn ,~- Tiray~ï. Majma' aJ-Ba1)r.lyn (Negev: Dar aI-Tsaq1ïfah. 1961), 205. Both zakiIt and
.~adaqah (charitable almsgiving) are always conceived as the consequence of the
development of lslamie teaching. $adaqah. according to Jeffery. originated from a pre
Islmnic practice. because he found a story in the Compendium S~ï~ aI-Bukhiüi which
relates that a person named I:ffikim ibn J:l.izam carne to the Prophet and asked him about his
earlier ~.1daqah in pre-Islamie time whether it would also be counted to credit in the
herealier. The answer given by the Prophet was aîfullIative. A. Jeffery. Islam: Man and His
Religion (New York: The Liberal Arts Press. 1958). 184-5. WhiJe Gibb mainrains. like the
Muslims in general. that zakiIt is not a tax. It is a loan made to God. He sees the
development of alms giving to zakiIt based on the last passage of Qur'ân 58: 13-14 (sic).
H.A.R. Gibb. Muh,unmedallism (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1950). 64.

2 The problem of zakiIt is vinually the problem private property in the effort ta
make it function as religious and communal. Christian theologians also validate the right
to possess sorne of private property for livelihood and family lite. but they anempt to limit
the property in line with justice and charity. Even St. Thomas Aquinas believed that, based
on natural law. superabundant possessions and provisions must he spent to food the poor.
Dk'tionary of The%gy. ed. Louis Bouyer, trans. Rev. Charles Underhill Quinn (New
York: Deselee. 1965).

3 Rahman. Islam. 15 .
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emphasis on the former is much required for the well-being of the new established

community in Medina.4

Throughout Islamic history, Rahman perceives the distortion of the true purpose

of the Qur'anic doctrine of zakift. It b~came later merely private charity which had been

originally public tax. 5 Doctrinally, he says. both zakift and the prohibition of ribif was

intimately connected from the beginning of the coming of the revelation till the end." The

former was a means to ameliorate the economic life of the 'have nots,' while the latter was

to suppress the very enemy of this effort of amelioration. The antagonistic picture between

zakift and ribif is very emphasized so that there is an implication that the very intent of the

Qur'an would be meaningless, unless the Muslim community's economy is still

unbalanced.

Rahman's call to readjust the established measure of zakift today clearly

indicates his awareness of the need to change with the changing economic conditions.

According to Rahman, zakift was institutionalized by the Prophet in a pre-development

economy, but the needs of Muslim states today have dramatically increased.7 Zakift was

used during the life of the Prophet to meet ail of the state's expenditures: defense, social

maintenance, ransoming the captives of war, education (according to Qur'an

commentators), and particularly the eight fixed categories of utilization expenditure

mentioned in the Qur'an (a$niff). In the middle ages, says Rahman. zakift declined in

function and was eventually replaced by waqf(endowment), whereas in the modern times.

the Western colonialists succeeded in isolating zakift from the state levied-taxes in MusiiiTI

countries. Until now, the traditionalist 'ulamif' and the modernists, particularly in

Pakistan, have been unable to revive zakift as they understand it to have functioned in the

4 Ibid.. 37.
5 Fazlur Rahman. "Islam and the Conslitutional Problem of Pakistan," Studi;,

lshunic:l. Vol. 32 (1970): 284.
6 Fazlur Rahman. "Islam in Pakistan," JoW1lul of SolJth Asian :tnd Middle

Eustem Studies, Vol. 8. No. 4 (1985): 42-3.
7 Rahman. "Islamie Modemism," 328.
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Prophet's time. Rahman believes that unless zakat becomes the sole official tax levied by

the governments in Muslim countries through the participation of the "u/ama', secularism

will unavoidably prevail. To what extent Rahman's hermeneutics on zakac can help revive

it as a pivotai institution in Islamic societies will be discussed in the following.

L Text and Context of Zakiit.

The primai"Y Qur'anic text which Rahman quotes in his articles on zakat 15

Qur'an Y:60.8 Rahman takes this injunction as a general principle which proves that zakat

in the Prophet's time covered ail of the state's expenditures. Another verse Rahman cites is

Qur'an 5Y:7.9 ft is on the basis of the last emphasis of this verse that he persuades us

convincingly that 'hoarding wealth' in society is not Qur'anic. As can be seen later, the 50

called general principle is the result of Rahman's outlook to the injunction under

discussi(lfi l'rom a modern context. Thus the text above functions, not as a strict ordinance,

but as the source of his inspiration.

To Rahman, the second injunction (59:7) is a general directive l'rom which the

Prophet's institution of zakat should be deduced in terms of its societal function. lO Perhaps

the difference between the general ptinciple and the general directive is that the former, as

has been said, the source of MusUms inspiration to deduce laws for a given time and

place. which is aiso called the 'moral values'll and the latter (general directive) is an end to

8 Rahman. "lnterpreting." 46. "InrJ.1ma aI-$adaqŒcu Ji-J-fuqariiÏ wa-J-masiikIni wa
J-',;miJïm ',ll<lyhŒ wa-J-muaIJ:ûmi quIiibuhum wa fi :ll-riqifbi wa-J-ghifrimïna wa fi sabil
A//:ihi W:l ibn aI-sabïli...(Alms are for the poor and the needy. and those employed ta
administer the [funds]; For those whose hearts have been [recently] reconciled [ta the
Truth]; for those in bondage :md in debt in the cause of Allah). See 'Ali, The Meaning,
456.

9 Rahman, "Interpreting." 46. "M,; ,lfij A/lifbu 'aIŒ Rasii/ihi min ah! aI-qwii fa Ji
A//,ihi wa Ji :ll-RasiiJi wa Iidhi aI-qurb:; wa-J-yat'lma wa-J-masïïkini wa ibn aI-SabïIi kay
/:; y:l1iill<l dii/atw bayna :ll-aghniyŒ'i minkum... (What Allah has bestowed on His
Messenger [and taken away] l'rom the people of the townships-belongs ta Allah-ta His
Messenger and ta kindred and orphans, the needy and the wayfarer in arder that it may not
[merely] make a circuit between the weltlthy arnong you...") 'Ali, The Me:uwg, 1444.

10 Rahman. "lnterpreting," 46.
11 "The moral values are the crucial pivot of the entite overall system, and l'rom
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which Muslim society should mG.~. Moving to where'! As might be expected. moving

towards a societal context where the individuals could live in harmony and. provided that

zakift as the sole levied-tax. enjoy the outcomes of zakift -funded development projects.

Yet the mechanism of both the general principle and the directive is regulated by his

rational judgment. That is why Rahman con,iders the enumeration of expenditures in

Qur'an 9:60 above as an elaboration of Qur'an 59:7.

Next. Rahman maintains that an understanding of the context is necessary for

arriving at a proper understanding of the Qur'anic message. l2 Such an understanding will

provide in the end the possibility to universalize the Qur'anic message beyond the locale

and time of revelation and thus revive the spirit of Qur'anic laws. Accordingly. the case of

zakift is studied in order to gain an adequate understanding of the Qur'anic message as

regards socio-economic justice. It is this idea of justice that should be universaHzed today.

but not the established measure of zakift \2.5 %) as vigorously maintained by the

traditionalists. The way to understand the context. Rahman adds. is to study "the struggle

of the Prophet and the background of the struggle."13

He believes that the meaning of zakift in the Prophet's time is misunderstood

today for the 'uJamif'. he says. assume that this institution was 'a wealth-tax leviable on the

surplus and hoarded wealth of a person.'14 This assumption causes the implementation of

zakift suspended. As a matter of facto Rahman says. many large industrialists today evade

the obligation to pay zakat because they reserve overdrafts from the banks and little cash

surplus. Even if they cannot escape from paying taxes levied by the government, Little

zakift is paid by them so that social justice never realized in society. Therefore. he

them tlows the law. The law is therefore the last pan in this eh;ùn and govems ail the
"religious:' social. politieal. and economie institutions of the society. Beeause law is to he
form"lated on the basis of the moral values. it will necessarily be organieally relaled to
the latter." Rahman. .Islam and Modernicy. 156.

12 Rahman. "Imerpreting:' 46.
13 Ibid.
14 Rahman. "lslamie Modemism." 328.
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suggests that both the government and the 'uJamiP should work tagether ta revitalize the

institution of zakift. Rahman is convinced that such an enterprise will put the idea of zakift

again in its proper way as intended by the Prophet. 15

Doctrinally. he asserts. these two Qur'anic texts above enjoined upon the

Muslims to circulate wealth not only among the rieh strata but also among the poor

segments of the Prophet's society in Medina and to realize socio-economic justice1"

through positive involvement in society.17 The word 'involvement' should be understood

today as political. for the present Muslim govemments and the 'uJamif' are strongly

demanded to work hand in hand in resurrecting the institution of zakift. The failure of the

so-called Ni:r.iim-i-Mu,'iaflI under the leadership of President Zia-ul-Haq in Pakistan to

accentuates the true purpose of zakift. said Rahman. can be attributed to the lack of

understanding of the lslamic message. 18

2. An Evaluation of Rahman's Hermeneutics Conceming Zakat

The following evaluation consists of both criticism and appraisal. and will be

done in terms ofthree important aspects. First. effective history (the whole present state of

Rahman's mental and environmental which passes his judgments on the mind of the

Prophet).19 Second. the study of the concept of mind and idea; and fmally. Rahman's

understanding of socio-economic justice. Ali of them should be treated in the following

Lluestions: (1 )What is the reb.lÎonship between Rahman's theory of divine revelation and

his hermeneutÎC of zakift; (2) what kind of the institution of zakift Rahman has in mind ;

15 Ibid. For a deL.'Iiled and mamemarical study of zaU! as me Islamic idea of
resourœ allocation. see Masudul Alam Choudhury. "The RaIe of Za1<iih. The Islamic Quasi
We:dlh T'IX. in Resource Allocation" in Contributions ta lslamic Economie Theory
(London: Macmillan Press. 1986). 51-71.

16 Rahman. "Interpreting:' 46.
17 Fazlur Rahman. "Sorne Retlections on the Reconstruction of Muslim Society in

Pakismll." joum,l1 of lslamic Srudies. Vol. 6. No. 3 (1967): 107.
18 Rahman. "Islam in PakiSL.1n." 56.

19 Rahman. lslmn and Modemity. 9.
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(3 )what is the future application of his 'double movement theory' in this matter. and (~) ta

what extent his proposai is successful. if at al! doing so will help us understand the sub

srructure of his thought on zakfit, which in the end will show his rational preference rather

than a theological inclination.

First of al!, before answering those questions. what is the meaning of eC0nomic

justice'? This question must be answered in the first place because Rahman regards the

essence of zakfit as socio-economic justice. O'Brien defines econo;nic justice as "that fom1

of social justice necessary because economic factors have a major impact on human social

relationship, ...(it) is the positive will to respect the contributions of ail and the rightful

share of al! in the economic benefits included in the common good. "20 In the following

discussion. IVe will adopt this definition.

According to Rahman, there is no such thing as the concept of 'Islamic social

justice' in the Qur'an. The curtailment of 'Islamic', he says, is the product of lslamic

history be,ause of suspicion on the part of earlier generations to Muslim cornrnunity and

Isblllic teaching. Now Rahman addresses the criticism to the'ulamfi' and the modernists

of Pakistan in relation to their effort to mention Islamic social justice in the national

constitution of Pakistan. Islam only ordains 'social justice,' he stresses, but not 'Islamic

social justice.' 21

Radicdly different from the argument of Muslims in general and Gibb in

particular, Rahman believes that zakfit is not a duty to God but merely a social duty. The

concept of duty to God in zakfit payment, he argues, is the consequence of historico

theological product as weil as the effect of defining 'essential Islam' which was e!aborated

by the earlier generations of Muslim, in their effort to formulate the doctrine of five pillars

in Islam in the second or third generation after the Prophet Mul)arnrnad. Accordingly,

20 Encyclopedie Dictionary Religion. cd. Paul Kevin Meagher (WashinglDn
D.C: Corpus Publications. 1979). s.v. "Economie Justice" by T. C. O'Brien.

21 Rahman. "Islam and the ConstilUtionai Problem of Pakistan," 279.
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ziikiIt is put in the positive side of the pillar and ribii in the negative side. "The putative

function of the five obligatory duties, no doubt, was to serve as anchoring points for the

life of the community."22

Next, in order to be in line with the Western hermeneutical tradition. which seeks

the similarities between the IWO compared periods, the question in Rahman's enterprise is

to what extent the mind of the Prophet was conditioned by, fust, the prevalent Meccan

economic condition, and second, the neighboring economic pressures of the Byzantine and

Persian states upon the Prophet's judgment in deciding the minimum standard of zakiit..

And to what extent the present economic life in Muslim states, in Rahman's thought, under

the impact of technological development can be compared to the rime of the Prophet. The

accuracy of the comparison in his hermeneutic certainly depends on many factors. One of

them is. what Rahman, quoting from Gadamer, caUs 'effective history' (the present state of

Rahman which influence his evaluation of the past). From the two broad questions stated

above, we will analyze the validity of Rahman's hermeneutics.

Thus the operation of Rahman's hermeneutics may be conceived in the full

capacity of human reason to speculate about the real purpose of divine revelation. [slamic

law as embodied in the Qur'anic legal injunctions are wholly explainable in terms of

rational judgment. 'There is nothing obscure under the very light of the sun,' as the proverb

says. It is here Rahman differs, for example, from the two well-known scholastic Muslim

jurists: ShatibI and Amidi. According to Sha!ibI (d. 790 A.H), human reason alone cannot

arrive at a full certainty without the help of divine revelation. Thus what is good and bad in

Islamic law can only be kfiown through the help of revealed authority. While Amidï holds

that there is nothing so called good and bad itself. Even the Prophet's ijtihiid was believed

fallible. Hence AmidI fell into moral relativism.23 Rahman criticizes both of these views,

22 Ibid.
23 Quoted from Fazlur Rahman, lslamic Me~~odology in History (Karachi:

Central [nstitute of [s[:unic Research, 1965), 153-7. See also Shlitibï, al-I'$'îm (Cairo:
19[4 A.D/1322 A.H), III, 216. AI-Arnim, Al-IQkam fi U$ül al-AQkàm (Cairo: 1914
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which he believes ta have had a penalty on the Sunni theology. Hence, Rahman's

henneneutic in zakiit, as the foUowing discussion will show. is highly rationalistic: zakiTt.

as mentioned above. is reduced ta a mere function for realizing social justice.

a. Criticism

Rahman is too radical in criticizing the concept of five piUars in Islam. The

Qur'an evidently enjoins the Muslim ta pay zakii~ as recurrently manifested in its nexus

with prayer. The exclusivity of Muslims to pay zakiit. in the Qur'an' an. can be regarded.

from a nonnative point of view, as containing ri tuai imperative. ln other words. zakiTt. as

Gibb also r.elievts. is not tax but a loan to God. Beside. one can find a IJadïth of the

Prophet which assigns the Muslims to observe the five pillars. as the preconditions ta be a

Muslim, although Rahman is suspicious about the reliability of these IJadïth. Moreover.

the earlier Muslim generation's contribution to formulate the pillars. if Rahman's criticism

is true. in fact have had great value in the development of Islam. ln the absence of such

formulation. lslamic teachings would certainly be much more complicated in its long

history. It means that the fonnulation of the piUars. although it was a theological business.

is doctrinaUy demanded for the sake of the survival of Islam. Perhaps Burton is quite true

in criticizing Rahman that "... to question the assertion of historical Islam is not at aU the

same as questioning the historicaI assertion of Islam."24

The next criticism is how to arrive at the objectivity of the application of the

general princip le'? In the debate of the Pakistani constitution in 1950s. certain members

criticized the Modemist Muslims. Qureshi says that the Westemized politicians (the

Modernists) in the country conceived the Islantic teachings merely as a set of general

principles. 25 Chattopadhyaya criticaUy questions its validity. "What are those limits. who

A.D/1322 A.H), I. 1l3.
24 John Burton. "A Review of Fazlur Rahman's Islam," Bulletin of Sehool of

Oriental IUld Afriean Swdies, 31 (1968): 394.
25 Quoled !Tom Leonard Binder. Religion and Polities in PakiSUUl (Los Angeles:
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will interpret them'!"26 This question indicates that there was a tension between the

Muslims resulted from different perception to the lingua sacra and the effect of critical

thought of modern education. In other words, the tension bep,veen belief and reason.

Consequently, reductionism in Rahman's hermeneutics is unavoidable.

Red'Ictionism occurs when he perceives the experience of the Prophet in institutionalizing

zaktit merely from the latter's mind. The same treatment had actually happened in the

Western hermeneutical philosophy and was pioneered by the Liberal Protestantism.

Harvey maintains that hermeneutic in the Western tradition has caused the study of

religion much more scholarly iii its character than many other disciplines due to its

conception and history,27 Conceptually, religions are conceived as communities of

interpretation which lead any scholarly study of religions in the form of an interpretation

of an interpretation. Historically, the scholarly study of religion, together with the rise of

modern hermeneutics, is very related to the religious tradition of liberal Protestantism

which defines the essence of religious faith as experience rather than doctrine of historieal

belief. Thus, in Rahman's hermeneutic of zaktit , the essence of justice behind zakift is

sought in the practices stemming from the experience of the Prophet in dealing with socio

economic and cultural conditions. This happened because, as mentioned earlier, to

understand the context for Rahman is to study the struggle of the Pro;Jhet together with the

background of the struggle, irrespective of theological considerations of it, because the

latter consideration, he says, must be treated on a special level of theology. Hence, the

import of the Qur'anic words, 'tu{ahhiruhum wa tuzakklhim bihif' , which is essential in

the Qur'anie idea of zaktit, remains absent from his discussion.

Rahman believes in trying to understand individual Qur'anic teachings in a wide

general context. As the case of murder we have cited in the flIst chapter, in which the

UniversÎly of Califomia Press, 1961), 6.
26 Ibid.. 153.
27 Ellcyclopedi.1 of Religion. s.v. 'Hermeneutics' by Van A. Harvey.
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Qur'an gives two alternatives to the culprit, paying diyya (blood-money) or Lex Talionis

(qi~a~) Rahman considers the alternatives as being contextualized by sociological factors.

To see the general principle in the act of murder itself, Rahman argues. must be

understood as the killing of human beings as a whole2S Likewise, the same treatment

holds true in the case of stealing. This unlawful act of taking someone' s possession must

not be understood as merely harrning the owner of the goods himself but menacing the

properties of the entire society. (The phrase 'entire society' must be underlined). Despite

the absence of a sirnilar sociological interpretation on zakat, Rahman's hermeneutic in this

case should be understood in the same way as the two cases above. Thus he seeks the

application of zakat at the state level, to perfect socio-economic justice in a much wider

context than the prescribed eight a,mM of the Qur'an would allow. Therefore, one can see

a constant process of stretching the line of thought from specifie cases to a wider

significance by underlying its socio-econornic vindication. Here we see one of the ways in

which his approach differs frorn that of the traditionalist Muslims.

A similar difference may also be observed with reference to the words the

Qur'anic ibn al-SabI1 (wayfarers). Rahman translates this as 'communication'29 whereas

the traditionalists translate it as 'in the cause of Allah.' In English, the paraphernalia of

'communication' denotes inter aiia, parabola, satellite, radar, courier, espionage,

telephone, facsimile, radio, telegraphy, television, remote sensor, etc.30 If these

instruments are intended by Rahman as 'communication', his hermeneutic is then follows

the tradition uf Western hermeneutics: to seek the similarities and differences between the

two compared periods in translating scripture. The meaning of the interpreted text

theoretically moves between the two spheres of time: the rime when scripture was being

28 Rahman. "Interpreting," 46.
29 Rahman, "Sorne Islamic Issues," 295.
30 Ellcyc10pedia Americana dermes 'communication' as 'a chain of evenlS in

which the significant link is a message'. Vol. 7 (Connecticut: Grolier Incorpomted, (985),
s.v. "Communication" by George Gerbner.
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revealed and that of when the interpreter lives.

What should be noted from this kind of Rahman's hermeneutics is the

cons:quence of spending zakat ta purchase the infra structures of what Rahman calls

'communication.' It is not difficult to imagine the negative responses of the traditionalist

Muslims in cas~ the governments in Muslim countries spend the alms-tax revenue to

purchase modern sophisticated items, which the Prophet never did, for various political

reasons and in the name of 'defense and security.' The problem will become more critical

when the revenue of zakift is used for political campaigns. Mawdudf, for instance,

rejected such expenditure as illegitimate due to the campaigner's vested interes~ as

mentioned in the first chapter.

Something that is absent from Rahman's discussion on Qur'anic text is the

analysis of linguistic style. This discussion in scriptural analysis is seemingly crucial to

understand religious doctrine, because hermeneutical philosophy in the West also takes

into account the linguistic study, which had inspired the emergence of philosophy of

religion.31 Based on this assumption, the question is, what is the real meaning, in relation

to Rahman's hermeneutics, ofboth the Qur'anic terms 'tazakka'(to purify) and 'tuzakkïhim

wa tufahhiruhum biha' (to purify them and to clean them through [zakat D. Aiso the

relation of these tenns to the Qur'anic injunction of zakat , and the latter's nexus with

prayer C~aliÏt )'!32 Those kinds of relationship are not elaborated in Rahman's discussion.

Arguably, ail of these terms, from the Islamic point of view, have a related structure and

must be understood as a compact whole. In fact, the words 'purification (tazakka),

31 Ninian Smart, The Philosophy of Religion (New York: Oxford University
Pr"ss. 1979). vii-viii. She st.1tes tha<ibe exploration of religious concepts, since World
War iL has been much indebted to linguistic analysis by the works of philosophers. such as
tha! of Ludwig Wingenstein. which resulted in philosophy of religions.

32 Taylor. who has studied the Qur'ITnic doctrine on Z11kIit, has showed that the
~:ll;ït-l:lJGÏt nexus in the Qur'ITn is most consistently founded. Only tiiree cases in which
l:lkŒt is nOi coupled with $<'l1Œt, namely 30:38, 7:155 and 41:6; they are predominantly
Meeean suras. John B. Taylor. The Qur'iinic Doctrine of Zak,{ih. M.A. Thesis. Montreal:
McGill University. 1964, 135.
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altruism of philanthropie work (Jadaqifh) and prayer (JalifO: ail imply that zakiTr. is also

theological (also connected with faith but not onlv reason) and economic: ignoring the- ~ -
former will be secularizing the latter.

Being rationalist, Rahman also employs phenomenological approach ta

understand the very purpose of zakifL Considering the fact that Rahman lives in a very

different time with the Prophet, it seems that the sa calied socio-economic justice. in zakiTt

particularly, is the expression of the sense of humanism which is intluenced ta some

extent by the development of technology but is no longer theologically based, which

causes Rahman's emphasis mai:'.y on sociological aspects. We may. therefore, say that the

use of effective history in Rahman's hermeneutics on zakat seems ta be based primarily

on rational considerations. The [slamic teaching about not 'hoarding wealth' is conceived

as the way ta eradicate the evils of individualism and avarice, rather than emphasizing

religious function. Actually, from the [slamic point ofview, the cursed in the Qur'an is not

wiln the act of amassing wealth itself, for man is encouraged ta be rich, but with ignoring

social welfare due to selfishness and stinginess,33 As a blessing of Gad, wealth is

believed as having societal function since 'brotherhood', as [qbal holds, is the end of

Muslim community, who are themselves the bearers of [slamic ideals.34

Perhaps we are right to doubt the objectivity of effective history when it is

applied ta understand the mind of the Prophet in institutionalizing zakat. Suppose the

Prophet were alive today; the minimum standard of zakift then would probably no longer

be calculated on agricultural incarne, as it had been done in the Prophet's time, but through

the fluctuation of economic life which determines one's earning and Gross National

33 "lt is not eapitalistie 'method' of production, but eapit2!:s:ic mema!ity that runs
coumer to lslamie ethies," says Syed Nawab Haider Naqvi in his Echies and Economies: Ali
/sianJie Symhesis (London: lslamie Foundation, 1981). 112. Cf. Mul)ammad NejatuIJah
Siddiqi who maintains that the present Muslim economics see the. function of zakift as 11
redistributive m,d edueative role in giving the individu,oJ the right approach towards
society. Muslim Economie Thinldng (Leineester: The lslamie Foundation, 1981), 61.

34 Sheila :,1cDonough. The Authority of the Past A Stddy of Three Musiim
ModemislS (Pennsy!l ania: Ameriean Aeademy of Religion, 1970), 22 and 32.
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Product (GNP). This is particularly because the majority of Muslims today live in urban

areas where technology and industry have been predominant 50 that the present individual

taxe":' a,e calculated in such a way. Hence the sense of S8;;1Q-economic justice, as intended

by Rahman, must be influenced to sorne extent by the considerations and world views

prevalent in the milieu in which a person lives. But because the Prophet was inspired by

divine revelation, the actual implementation of zakat mustalso be transcendental.

It can be argued that linguistic study is equally important to grasp the meaning of

zalGTt. A iJadïth (Tradition) which describes the Prophet's sending the Companion Mu'adh

ibn Jabal to Yemen indicates that the revenue of zakat was not primarily meant, as

Rahman emphasizes, for political purposes. The Prophet said to MU'adh: "You will come

to a group of people of the Book...take (zakat) from the rich and redistribute it to the poor

of their society...(tu'khadhu min aghniya'ihim fa turaddu 'alafuqara'ihim ).35 The point is

that the Prophet did not ask Mu'adh to dispatch the revenue to Medina where the central

authority was located, but to redistribute at the place of its collection. This implies that

zakat revenue is not identical with state-Ievied tax.

Moreover, seen from the complete text of the Tradition, zak.ït cornes after the

instruction to command the local people to recite the shahadah and to perform prayer five

times a day. Thus what we perceive from the sequence in the text is the emphasis on ritual

obligations and on realizing social justice, but not on defense in the political sense or on

zaküt as secular tax. Hence, hermeneutic provides us only an incomplete meaning of

zak,Tt. Moreover, the change of linguistic style of the Qur'an also corroborates our

assumption. Consider, for example, the change of style from the letter 'Iam' to 'fi' in

Qur'an 9:60: (li al-Fuqarü-i... wa fi al-Riqabi ... ). According to Zamakhsharï, the changes

are intended for 'affirmation' (lil-aydi.fn), so that those designated by the letter 'fi' are much

35 According to Waqidï the mission took place in 9 A.H. Mu'adh was either
wa/ï or q,Tc)J in this expedition, and the obedience of the people to him was disputed either
or:ùly or practic:dly. See A1-Shawkanj. Nayl al-AwliÏI' (Cairo: 'Ïsil Bilbj :d-I:falabj, 1952
A.D/137! A.H). 123.
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more worthy of receiving the allotments than those labeled by 'li'. The first four categories

of people in the verse under <:Iiscussion do consume the allotments of zakŒt while the

other four do not. For example, fi al-Riqiib is to free the slave from his master but not for

providing food to the needy. lt can be inferred that ta improve the social condition is th us

much more important than ta feed hungry people. That is why the word 'tT is' used "to

draw attention" (lil-wi'ii' ).36 lt is therefore necessary to understand the gist of zulGÏt

linguistically for mind and words, as Iqbal says, are psychologically interrelated. When the

style of words is intelligible, we then grasp the expression of the Prophet's mind. Yet,

aIthough debatable, the Prophet was illiterate. How does Rahman arrive at the true import

of the Qur'anic koiné on zakiit considering the fact that the Prophet was illiterate'! This

question implies that the meaning of zakiit is also transcendental. The institution of zakiit

then should be believed as a means for making people aware that they were created to pray

to God not pray to wealth. Above ail, the Prophet, unlike Rahman, was not a rationalisl, sa

that 'effective history' alone cannot bring us ta objectivity.

b. Appraisal

To what extent effective history is significani in this discussion may be

elaborated as follows. Hermeneutics, as the object of study, necessarily require to

understand 'mind and idea'. Despite the fact that 'mind and idea' themselves are not

henneneutics, man's activity of decoding scripture, like the Qur'an, necessarily requires to

understand the Prophet's mind and idea. By allowing the arguments of Shah Walï Allah,

Iqbal and Rahman, namely the wa{!y is identical with revelation, we will have ta admit

that the Prophet was active, under the divine guidance, in enunciating the Qur'anic laws, to

be affected by the socio-economic as weIl as cultural milieu where he lived. Up to this

point, Rahman's hermeneutics are closely related to studying the Prophet's interpretations,

36 Zamakhshart, Al-KashshiIf (Beirut: Dar a1-Kitiib a1-'Arabi, n.d), Il, 283. See
alsa Yusuf a1-Qir\ÜÏwi, Fiqh aJ-Z1k.'ïh (Beirut: Dar a1-Irshlid, 1969 A.D/1389 A.H), Il, 614.
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It is here the effective history plays a dominant role. Therefore, overlooking so called

effective history, if any, implies that Rahman's intellectual effort to understand the

Prophet's involvement in the process of divine revelation means nothing. This position,

unfortunately, is not at ail acceptable in this thesis.

[n any case, 'mind' in psychology is defined as "the organized totality of

psychological processes which enables the individual to interact with his environment.'

while idea is 'a thought or cognitive process not directly sensory in nature. "37 Mind,

which is active, has a wider scope than idea. Taking the 'F'rCJphet's mind' as the object of

studying ziikiit, Rahman's hermeneutics may confuse the reader. Why? Let me give an

example to clarify the magnitude offathoming 'idea' and 'mind' respectively. As we know,

horses were exempted from taxation in the time of the Prophet.38 The present-day

Muslims may easily be led to the mistaken conclusion that their cars, just like horses.

function as means of transportation should not be taxed either. Thus, fathoming Prophet's

idea provides only cognitive knowledge. Conversely, if the mind is the object of

understanding the Prophet's judgment, the necessary answer will then be "lat the horse at

the time did not constitute a hoarding wealth, like trade, on which the necessity of the

'poor' depended. This assumption is based on the belief that the Prophet's mind actively

engaged in resolving socio-economic problems in his society and resulted in his

experience. lt should be clear from the Prophet's mind, that the ratio legis of zakiil was to

dissuade and deter the ::ccumulation of wealth in certain cirdes leading to economic

stagnation and social jealousy. As Arnaldez puts it: "la Zakat touche sans doute le

superflu, comme il est écrit dans le Coran, mais un superflu qui devient pour les

malhereux une necessité. "39 That is why presumably in [slamic Iaw horses and cars have

37 Diclionary of Psych%gy. ed. James P. Chaplin (New York: Dell Publishing.
19(8). s.v.v. 'mind' and 'idea'.

38 See Ibn l;Iajar a1-'AsqaI.W. F.1CQ al-Bifri (Beirut: Dar a1-Ma'rifah. n.d). Ill.
321i·7.

39Roger Arnaldez, Aspeces de /a pensée musulmane (Paris: Librarie
philosophique, 1987). 348.
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not been taxed through zakfft.. As a matter of faet, Rahman's hermeneutics evidently deals

not with idea but with the Prophet's mind,40 At this stage. however, his is sUl:eessful.

Understanding both 'mind' and 'idea' are alsv helpfulto explain the intelligibility

of Rahman's hermeneutics by way of leaping intuitively into the subjeetivity of the

Prophet. While the Qur'an and /:JadIth just provide many cultural and historieal faets for

furth.er researeh, the nrocess of'leaping' itself may arrive at a more rational objeetivity. The

surmise is based on the following quotation of Schleiermaeher's hermeneutical theorem.

which indeed reflects Romantic thinking by arguing that any individual mode of

expression reflects a wider cultural sensibility or spirit (Geist).

A correct interpretation requires not only understanding of the cultural and
historical context of an author. but a grasp of the latter's unique subjectivity by
accomplishing "an act of divination" - an intuitive leap by which the interpreter
"relives" the consciousness of the author. By seeing this consciousness in the
larger cultural context. the interpreter cornes to understand the author better than
the author understands himself or herself.41

If this argument is correct to utilize (the Prophet is the author and Rahman is the

interpreter). Rahman will. through 'the act of divination,' be able to understand the idea of

socio-economic justice of the Prophet's time more precisely provided his consciousness is

supported by a wider cultural context than that of seventh century Arabia. The phrase

'cultural context' must be stressed since the present century. as has been said. produced

technological development whieh has influenced Muslim economic prosperity. It is true

from a psychological approach that "the act of thinking and the object of thought are

internallyrelated.mutuallydependent."42 We may argue. therefore. that the mOïe advanced

the technology which affected the Muslirn economic life. the more prosperity can be

realized. which consequently affected the so called socio-economic justice in the

interpretation of zakfft.

40 Rahman, Islam and Modemiey. 8.
41 Harvey, "Henneneutics."
42 Quoted from Terry Eagleton. Licerary Theory (Minneapolis: University of

Minnesota l'ress, 1983). 55 .
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Nonetheless, it is hard to differentiate between the sense of justice and economic

prosperity. HOI/J can we grasp the sense of economic justice during the reign of 'Umar 1,

for example, (when a famine raged) in contrast with the present Pakistani economic

prosperity which is able to satisfy home food supply and ils GNP is higher than that of,

say, Ethiopia. Is not there economic justice in present Pakistan? Surely, there is, like the

time of 'Umar I. Something lacked in the laner's presumably was economic prosperity.

Perhaps, the more developed the technology the more the future generations will posses,

not merely economic prosperity, but also the sense of economic justice. To be more

specifie, socio-economic justice is man's creation as a result of prowess and genius to

manage the natural resources.

Let us now turn to the real issue of Rahman's hermeneutics (the procedure for

understanding the context and the proper way for implementation in the present). To

follow the course of his 'double movement theory', the first task is to analyze the present

practices of zakift throughout the Muslim countries. What are the conceptions as weU as

the ways and difficulties of implementation which have caused the institution of zakat to

be stagnant. For example, why do many wealthy men and conglomerates evade that

payment? How do the 'ulamif' and Muslim economics formulate zakift in the present

time'! To what extent should the Muslim governmenls be active in dealing with the issue?

What kinds of items and professions should be taxed?43 According to Rahman's theory,

this first step is enlrUsted to social scientisls (and certainly economisls), Muslim and non

Muslim alike. They perform an inteUectualjihad to arrived at the best understanding ofthe

status quo. After deducing paradigms of contemporary practices of zakift, the next step is

43 Amien Rais. a contemporary Indonesian Muslim scholar who also graduated
l'rom the University of Chicago, has argued and practiced that many Muslim professionals
like himsell' should be taxed on their incomes through zakàt to lhe arnount of 10% ('ll<,r)
-20% (khumus). His argument based on the reason that those professionals (Le. specialist
doctors, engineers, archilects, lawyers, notaries and artists) cou1d easily eam much money
in a shan tune pcriod just look Iike the wealth of hidden treasure (rikiiz). Amien Rais,
Cakmw:I1:1 Islam: Ant.1m Ci~1 dan Fm1 (Bandung: Mizan, 1989), 58-65.
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to srudy its context during the Prophet's life in order to understand his mind in

institutionalizing it.

Having arrived at some general principles as regards the practices of the Prophet.

the present performance of zakift by the Muslims will be compared with the acquired

general principles. This second step is pïimarily the task of historians. 'ulamif', economists

and of course legal experts. After the historians have succeeded in finding adequate and

comprehensive patterns of payment in the time of the Propher. the Qur'anic text on z,lkiit

should be analytically and objectively studied through the cooperation of the 'ulamif' who

will provide moral guidelines and paradigms based on ethico-religious considerations. The

important thing to do in this endeavor is to seek an explanation of why certain items were

taxed while others were not. For example. why dates (tarnr). gold. silver. camels and

sheep were taxed through zakift. whereas horses and hens were not. But poultry too has

now become a source of income. Why should it not be taxed as well? Furthermore. why

was the minimum standard of zakift fixed at 2.5 % or 10 % in the Prophet's time? To what

extent must this minimum be raised? The final task is to bring those paradigms of the

Prophet's time back to the present and to see if the findings of the first tas,k conform to the

general principles understood from the Qur'an. To ensure conformity means to examine

whether the interpretations given enable an understanding of the general principles of the

Qur'an and whether they provide guidance about the operation of zakift in the present

tÎme. If the interpretatÎon is workable for today's performances. it means the interpretations

are correct; otherwise they must be reexamined.

Rahman's suggestions did have sorne impact. The government of Pakistan and

the "ulamif' agreed that the system of zakift had to be reinvigorated. but the measures

suggested by Rahman ";;;~e considered by his opponenls as too abrupt. They suggested

that" ...at first the government might collect on a voluntary basis. later it could turn inlo a

formai tax, and after that ail taxation could be brought under the aegis of zakift by
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introducing changes into its structure similar to those...[Rahman] had suggested."44

Disapproving this policy, Rahman charges his opponents of preferring piecemeal thinking

and arguing that he Îlimself never advocated overnight changes. Combined with sorne

other controversial issues; e.g., his theory of divine revelation, his views on the

me<.'hanical slaughtering of animais, family planning and riM, the prablem of zakift

surmounted to a political issue which ultimately forced him to resign fram his post.

It is also due ta his pragmatic view that Rahman 's concept of zakift as operating

in the state level finds its justification in his appraval of Western democracy. For Rahman,

there is nothing wrang when Islam advocates any democracy. The so cal!ed 'Islamic

democracy', according to him, is also the histarical product of earlier Muslim generations

due to their suspicion of Muslim political identity.45 The correlation between the

significance of zakift and political power has been rightly noted by Mabid Mahmoud.

According to him,

...the association between the distribution of wealth and that of political power
can be braken by a redistributive scheme. This scheme must operate on wealth,
not income..Jt should be designed to check the accumulation on an asset by asset
basis, taxing more remunerative assets more heavily, for they provide a greater
prospect for power accumulation...The conditions of such a redistributive
scheme are al! fulfilled in az-Zakât.46

Mahmud is talking about political parties and their relation to 'hoarding wealth'.

ZakiTt functions as an effective agent for redistribution of wealth and for neutralizing

economic and political power which is in the possession of certain individuals or political

coalitions, being supported financially by the former for their vested economic interests.

This consequently makes democratic life stagnant. The 'have' will bribe the politicians and

govemment élites. It may be said that Mahmud argument indeed confirms Rahman's

44 Rahman. "Islamic Modemism," 328.
45 Rahman. "Islam and the ConstilUtiona1 Problem," 279.
46Quoted from Mu~ammad Nejatul1ah Siddiqi. Muslim Economie Thinking

(Leicester: The Islrunic Foundation. 1981), 62.
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Mul:tasibi's statement (d. 243 A.DI 857 A.H) that certain Qur'anic injunctions

cease to be effective due to changes in society also seems to support. as well as to testify

that. Rahman's theory. which proves in the end that Rahman's concept is not a new one in

Muslim scholars' ideas. To quote Michel Allard: "Pour Mul:tasibï certain textes n'ont plus

force de loi parce que le motif qui exigeait telle ou telle réglementation a disparu...En

d'autres passages. ce ;·;ont les conditions pour établir le fait de l'abrogation de certains

versets qui sont assouplies. "48

This point of view is not significantly different from that of Rahman. They both

agree that social changes in the course of time cause certain legal motives and conditions

exist in the Qur'an to become defunct. This argument is definitely true in social matters.

Take, for example. the Qur'anic injunction (9:60) to free slaves (fi al-riqab ). which

indicates the Qur'an's concem to reform the social milieu in which it was revealed. Given

the fact that the Prophet's contact with the immediate event (the existence of slaveryl. the

divine revelation was conditioned through his speech.49 But if the Muslims insist on

applying the Qur'anic text literally. as was heId by the Zahirites. that would do injustice

both to the world civilization and the ideal teachings of Islam itself.so The world has long

denounced and abolished the institution of slavery and so has Islam. If. however. the

47 As a matter of fact. political panies have never existed in Saudi Arabia, the
Kingdom that suppons Mal)mud financially at the Islamie Foundation at Leicester. Il is
ironical that the editor of the book (Siddiqi) unconsciously justifies MaI,1mud's point of
view on zaktiC and the distrihution of political power. while Siddiqi himself is also
under the patronage of and fmanced by the Saudis.

48 Michel AlIard. S. J, "Comment Comprendre le Coran selon Mu~1isibi,"
Bulletin D'Etudes OrienUlles (1977): Il.

49 Slavery at the time of revelation was " universa1 phenomenon even in the
Byzantine empire, so that the Qur'iin bad ta accept il due 10 economie motives. See Asad.
The Message, 36. Rahman. Islam. 38. In agreement witb Zarnaklishafi, Asat: ;ùso translates
'fi ;l1-Riqtib' as "fo' slaves and captives of war". Yet Zamakhsharl accentuates the primary
import:lJ1ce of freeing the captives rather than slaves because the former are in the
possession of non-Muslims. whieh is harmful for rdgious and political reasons; their case
is clearly different from that of the slave. See his :l1·KllShshlIf, Vol. D. 283.

50 Yet according to al-Shaybrmi (d. 799), a l;Ianafi jurist. "a certain text may
become a na,$. or textual proof....dependîng on how you understand the text." Quoted from
Rahman's Islam and Modemicy, 25.



•

•

•

67

Muslims today revive slavery in arder ta pay zakiit by then "freeing slaves" (one of the

heads of the zakiit:ç expenditure according to the Qur'an), nations in the entire world will

blame such ar. uncivilized attitude.51 In short. ta apply the Qur'anic text literally may

jeopardize its substantial doctrine and certainly may lead a Muslirn practitioner ta

disûbedience (kufr J. Here we come ta know that Rahman's hermeneutics on Qur'anic

legal injum:tions are not new, but only his interpretation of reviving zakiit is inspired by

his effective history. And we have discussed the weakness of using effective history alone

in understanding the mind of the Prophet in formulating zakiit.

In conjunction with this. the implementation of zakiit is part of Rahman's

conception of economic principles in Islam.52 He believes that a necessary social context,

under the patronage of the state, must be created firs!. Within this context the Muslims will

have opportunities to exercise their own efforts ta earn a living based on the concept of

bsb <ll-1.lalii1 (lawful earningJ, through which their economic conditions will improve. The

final end is ta educate the Muslims in arder ta use their capabilities; intellectually,

51 Il is due ta the extinction of the institution of slavery toelay that bath Sayyid
Rashjd Ril1a ,md followed by Shaikh Shallüt have changed the Qur'anic allotment for
freeing the slave ta l'und the liberation of the occupied Muslim countries from the Western
imperüùists. In other words. z<Jkiit's l'und may be spent for helping the present Palestinians
10 purchase arms 10 fight with the Israelis. While Qirr)üwj disagrees with them and
advocales inslead to get the l'und from the head of expenditure of ibn al-Sabïl. See his Fiqh
a/-Zakiih. 62lJ-I.

52Rahman. "Economie Principles ot [siam." 1-5. Il is interesting ta note the
inlluence of religious teachings on the amelioration of economic life by emphasizing
Ihrift. endunUlce. working hard and the sense of sharing another's trials and tribulations.
The well·known thesis of Weber is that Protestant ethie had caused the rise of Capitalism in
Ihe West. The same thesis also holds. according to Robert N.Bellah. in Bushido religion of
Jap,Ul during the reign of Tokugawa (posi-Second World War period). The Japanese
worked hard 10 rehabilitate their jeopardized economic life and the result is the present
economic superiority. See Tempo Magazine (Jakarta) 5 December 1992. Islam also
encourages the Mus[ims ta do the same way. But the growing Capitalists will be checked
hy the payment of z<Jk,ït sa that the wealth has social function ta help the poor. [t is this
stalement Rahm,Ul disagrees with. For him. the institution of z<Jkiit is not intended ta
perpetuate the existence of both the rich and the poor in order that the former will pay
z;tk,ït to the laller and earn merit in the sight of Gad. ln other words. the extinction of the
poor will result in the cessation of paying z<Jkiit. What he reaJly solicits is ta fill the gap
hetween the rich and the poor sa that individualism of the Western kind will not exis!. and
the Muslims will live in the context of a socio·economie justice based on egalitarianism.
See his Islam ,md Mademity, 19.
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economically and politically. The Muslims will be active ln polities because their

economic problems will have been solved and education would have been possible. As

long as man is hungry and uneducated, political democracy is absolutely impr,ssible. That

is the reaSG:1 why the prime intention is to create a social context where the institution of

zakiït must be c:lITied om effectively made to work, so that no one can escape l'rom it and

the amount of the payment due is rationally measured. Rahman's double movement theory

is intended primarily to study such possibilities. To create such a social context requires, in

the first place, creating a way of life. It is only after discovering the general principles of

various legal aspects that paradigms for carrying out such a way of life will be provided.

The result will be a kind of laissez-faire society a la Islam. Hence, for Rahman, zak1Tc is

no more than a means rather than an end in ilself.

If and when Rahman's proposai is actualized, its results must be seen from its

actual working in society. The accomplishment of Muslim economic problem solving is to

be evaluated in terms of its practicality and efficaciousness. If the proposed solutions are

not workable, it would not signify the failure nor of the principles embodied in the QurJan

and the Prophetie Sunna, but of the effort to come to grips with the real issue properly.

Therefore, the real solution of the present day economie problems (in zakiït), according to

Rahman, is not through ad hoc solutions by confronting individual problems in daily life,

but must be based on adequate methodologies.53 These methodologies, according to

Rahman, must be truly Islamie in the sense that they are dedueed rationally from the

totality of QurJanie doctrines and the Prophetie examples (Sunna) and are then

53 Vali Reza Nasr also holds the same opInIon. What is urgent for Muslim
eeonomies is a philosophy of Islamie eeonomies mther than ad hoc financial institutions.
Without a philosophy of Islamic economics, the concept of zakilc is bound to cause
befuddlement. S.V. Nasr, "Whither Islamic Economics?," IsJamie Quanerly, Vol. 4 (1986):
211-20. In conjunction with this, Timur Kuran crilicizes the tradilionalist Muslim
contention that the norm of altruism in z:lkiit cannot be expected to be an effeclive economic
faclcr in human behavior in a modem society. For a detailed analysis and criticism, see his
article 'The Islamic System in Contempornry Islamic Thought: Interpretation and
Assessment," International Jounuu of Middle Eascern Seudies, Vol. 18 (1986): 135-63.



•

•

•

69

implemented in the Muslim community. To ensure that the Muslim community fully lives

politically, socially and economically in an Islamic manner, Rahman suggests a clear

blueprint:

First, someone may have lived through that teaching (Qur'an and Sunna) and
thus have wholly internalized or ingested it so that, when a given situation
presented itself, he judged a situation in the light of what he had ingested. The
second method, intellectual in character in contradiction ta the first method,
which may be called experientiaI, involves an analysis of that teaching in both
historical and systematic terms; that is, it views the unfolding of the Qur'an and
Sunna historically so as to understand their meaning and then systematically
arranges values in order of priority and posteriority, subordinating the more
particular to the more general an" uitimate, and thus obtains an answer from this
system for a given problem or a given situation.54

It is clear that Rahman wants first of aIl an Islamic context where every Muslim

lives in accordance with the Islamic values. In social matters, such Islamic values may be

said to prevail when socio-economic justice has been reaIized in accordance with Qur'anic

teachings. Upon realizing it, Muslim governments will have to minirnize their politicaI

encroachment on the freedom of the citizens, because the latter have been actively engaged

in pursuing not merely material needs, but intellectual, creative, scientific, artistic and

moral ones as welP5 The relationship between state, religion and society in Rahman's

view should be understood in terms of this perspective.

Thus far, despite some weaknesses to be proved inherent in his hermeneutics,

our evaluation of Rahman's view of zakat reveals at least three main points which are

highly pragmatic and rationalistic in character. First, he has proposed a blueprint for

reviving the institution of zakat. Such a blueprint is prerequisite in the present moment, for

the Muslims in general utilize ad hoc solutions to the quandary of zakat, which will Iikely

end in failure and, as Rahman calls, 'spiritual panic'. Secondly, a serious effort to fill the

gap between the "ulama' on one hand and the existing governments on the other. Both are

to work together to reformulate and revive tne institution of zakat. The involvement of

54 Rahman. ls/mn and Modemicy, 23.
55 Rahman. "Economie Principles of Islam," 1-7.
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the'ularnZI' in economic matters of the state would reactivate the earlier tradition of the

institution, and eradicate secularism. This is pragmatic in terms of economic, legal and

political considerations.

Thirdly, Rahman distinguishes between the moral plane and the actual

(contextualized) application of zakâ~ whether in the time of the Prophet or taday. The

moral plane is the universal paradigm from where the inspiration should be derived at any

time, for it ensures the principle of socio-economic justice. Conversely, the actual practice

of zakât and the actual amount of ni~âb are subject to change according to time and place:

the moral plane motivates the actual practice. As has been said, this distinction of both

moral and actual is most probably inspired by the development of sociological thought. the

Weberian and the Durkhemian theories.

It can be concluded that Rahman's hermeneutics on zakât contributes to

understanding the mind of the Prophet, through essential!y in terms of economic

considerations which conforms principal!y to natural law, resulted in secularizing the

Qur'anic legal intention of zakât . This also the effect of utilizing historical criticism ta

earlier Muslim generations' theological formulation of the five pillars in Islam. Taking the

Qur'anic texts on zakât, Rahman is successful to gauge the sense of justice in the

Prophet's mind, for those Qur'anic texts: 9:60 is taken as general principle, and 59:7 as

general directive. The sense of justice is hermenutically seen from the realities of two

different times. It is successful so long as economic justice is conceived from a "positive

will to respect the contributions of ail and the rightful share of al! in the economic benefits

included in the common good."56 But it should be realized that the kind of justice Rahman

speaks of actually conforms to his own preconceived paradigms which had existed in his

mind as the result of 'effective history'.

The significance of the discussions so far is that Muslims are in dire need of a

56 O·Brien. "Economie Justice."
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workable and adequate metc';)dology ta reactivate the function of zak~, The prob1em is

how to persuade the Muslims in general and the traditic nalists in particu!ar that one must

have a welkli"gued system in order to solve the problems confronting Muslims. Not only

does the 'ulamii's 'formalism' need to be banished, the generallevel education must be

improved too. The more educated the Muslims are the more open they are likely to be to

critical thinking, so that religious problems can be discussed with open ITÙndedness. The

success of his proposai then should be evaluated in terms of introducing an alternative

WU'I, equipped with a set of a well-argued system of methodology. Yet, the reasons for

Rahman's difficulties in Pakistan were that he severely criticized the 'ulamiP and was, in

turn, attacked by themY It is true that the right to interpret the Qur'an and Sunna is not

the sole prerogative of the 'ulamiP. Nonetheless, in the effort ta reactivate the institution

of z,ikiit, one must work together with the "ulamii', otherwise the effort will be useless,

since 'the gate' of Muslim religious knawledge primarily in the ITÙnd of the 'ulamii', which

are delivered primarily through ràtwas and Friday sermons. If Rahman's proposai can be

induded as a contribution in legal-political undertakings and ijma' of the Pakistani

Muslim modernist in legal matters, then it is also true that, "ijma' modernism WOJld

lslamize democratic parliamentarianism, even nationalism; but itcould secularize Islam" .58

Let us now turn now to discuss the case of ribii.

57 Ahmad Syatï'i Ma'arif. "Neo-Modemisme Islam dan Islam di Indonesia:
Mempenimbangkan Fazlur Rahman". A Trealise delivered al seminar on Fazlur Rahman's
lhoughl, conducled by the Council of Sludying Religion and Philosophy (LSAF), Jakarta.
December 3. 1988, p. 4-6.

58 Binder, Religion and Politics in PtlkiSt1ln, 69.
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B. Usury (Riba) and Interest

[n this part we address the following questions: (1) how does Rahman arrive at

the conclusion that the present bank interest is lawful, (2) to what extent his hermeneutics

can be justified by hermeneutical philosophy, and, finally (3D) what factors that may

corroborate his argument for the present economy.

With the rapid economic development and the need to deal with bank-interest,

Muslim scholars find it necessary to reformulat" rationally the Qur'anic banning on rib'Î

(usury), To say rational because the concept of ribif is concerned with economic

transactions which, in fact, involves common sense and socio-economic justice. Behind

this common sens;;, the factor of belief in the literai Qur'anic teaching for some Muslims

is impenetrable by logical deduction. To find out an agreed interpretation of ribii is far

more complicated, as many Muslim scholars argued, due to the lack of historical data

provided by the Prophet as the sole authoritative source of the actual interpretation in his

life. Consequently, the disc:Jssion itself among Muslims has been never ending. The

traditionalist Muslims interpret the term ribif as usury and therefore strictly prohibited

irrespective of any legal, economic iransactions and developments they have. Rahman,

however, believes that the terrn ribiI in the Qur'an must be interpreted as usury, like the

traditionalists do, which makes it unlawful, in contradiction to the economic policy of

banks today. Rahman's interpretation seems more rational, sincere and adaptable to

modern economic conditions than the view of the traditionalists, because it deals with the

reality of econamic necessity rather than literai and theolagical formulations. His

subjectivism lies, therefore, nat in interpreting bank interest as lawful but rather in

selecting the apprapriate data that conform ta the paradigms at his disposaI.

[n order ta see clearly the position of Rahman on ribif, it is important to say

something about the difference between ribii (usury) and interest. Firs!, let us define the

two terms. Ribif means "increase, increment, addition,'oo.'a fixed increment that a creditar
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receives from the debtor on the capital he has loaned to the latter for a certain period of

time."59 "Interest is the priee paid for the use of credit or money. The tenn is used ta

denote either a payment expressed in mone)', ... or sirnila~ly in other currencies or the rate

of payment. "60 \Vhat then is the point of difference'? Rahman notes the difference in

historical terms. 61 By 'usury' he means the primitive form of money-lending prevalent in

seventh century Arabia, while 'interest' is the product of modern Western world. In its

primitive form, monel' was loaned by the creditor to the debtar for merell' consumptive

purposes while interest is economically justified sinee capital is managed by the modern

industrialists in a variety of productive ways.62 Reasonable charges on the loaned capital

constitute reasonable interest, which is therefore la\\ful.

The locus of ribli and interest is intentionally depicte,; in a very different

cC'ntext. This is unjust. Ribli occurs in a traditional-individual money-Iending, while

interest exists in banks' institutions using modern management. Certainly, the latter was

absent in seventh century Arabia which makes the inferenee inappropriate. Actually, one

l'an find today many private usurers who p"ddle their loans ta peuple in rural areas, let

alone the unnoticed usurers among the urban traders who always try to escape paying state

levied-taxes. This leads us to assume that the presentation of the contexts of bath ribiï and

59Mustansir Mir, Diecionary of Qur'iinie Terms and Concepts (New York:
Garland Publishing,Inc. 1987). Also cf. the following definition "(Al..Ribiï) 'aqd 'ail
'au(lin nwkh"ü~in ghayr ma'lümin a/-l1unatsu/i fi mi'yiiri a/-shar'i Qiilat a/-'aqdi aw ma'a
t:I"klunn fi a/-hadJayni aw i,jlo1dihima" (A transaction of a particular compensation
without certaimy manifested in the Shari'a during the time of transaction or with the
postponement in both exchanges or one of them. AI-SharbaYllî a1-KhalÏb, Mughnï al·
MUQt,ij (C:ùro: 'lsfi Bfibî al-l;!a1abî. 1933 A.D/1352 A,H). II. 21.

60 Eneyelopedi.1 of Britanniea. Vol. 6 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
1970). s.v. "Imeresl".

61 Fazlur Rahman "A Study of Commercial Interest in Islam." lslamie Thought.
Vol. 5 (1958): 27-28,

62 A similar perspective has been maintained by numerous Muslims leaders: e.g..
Muhammad Han.1 (Fonner tirsl vice-President of Indonesia, a graduate of the University of
Leiden), According to Rahardjo, il is Hana's economic ideas which inspired the founding
of interest-based banks in the country. Hana's opinion is said to have heen based on a
t;lt\viT of an eminent 'ul.1ma' (Syeikh Haji Abdullah Ahmad) in Padang. See M.Dawarn
Rahardjo. 'The Question of Islamic Banking in Indonesia." in lslamie Banking in Southeast
Asia. ed. Moh:unmed Ariff (Singapore: InstiUlte of Southeast Asian Smdies, 1988). 138.
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interest by scholars in generalleads to a bias: Rahman's treatment is not an exception. In

any case. it is those two definitions above that we will use in the following discussion.

As is well known, the discussion on ribti in Islamic iaw is controversial. The

vast majority of the "ulamii' u..derstand Qur'an 2:27563 as a condemnation and prohibition

of ribiI in the strongest possible terms. Yet Islamic tradition has recorded that "Umar ibn

al-Khanab did not fully agree with the literai prohibition of ribiI in the Qur'an :iince the

Prophet left behind no details on the issue. Besides. traditions of the Prophet (lfadith)

also mentions the existence of two kinds of ribti; namely. al-Façf164 which occurs in a

63 "Those who devour usury will not stand except as stands one whom the evil
one ~J his touch hath driven ta madness. That is because they say: 'ïrnde is like usury:'
But Allah hath permiued trade and forbidden usury..:· See 'AlI. The Meaning. 115. In
contrast 10 Rahman's view. let us behold a traditionalist's position on riM, .15 given by the
Shaykh al-Azhar Mal:tmud Shaltiit. He opines that because riM has not yet been concerned
with the very substance of the Muslims' economic welfare. the use of the principle
'necessity makes forbidden things pemissible' (al-çiariira rubiQu al-m~t ) is no!
acceptablê.. Moreover. he initially did not recognize the exeption of Post Office savings
from prohibition of interest but later he changed his mind and came ta agree with his
former pioneer Shaikh Mu~ammad 'Abduh. ln the long run. Shaltüt became more and more
aware that the primary t.'lrget of Muslim economy is the benefit for ail concerned and
mutual agreement among the involved bargaining parties. Quoted from Kate Zebiri,
"Shaykh Mal:tmud Shaltut: Between Trndition and Modernity," Journal of ls/amic Studies,
Vol. 2. No. 2 (1991): 221-2. For Mawdudi. the practice of ribâ is pictured in a very
traditional context. By pointing to four main differences of loans bearing interest :Uld
loans without interest. be st.'lles that 1. there are unpredicatable consequences for the debtor
(loss) while the usurer is only waiting for the ascenained profit. 2. The inequality of
chances between the debtor and the usurer: the former has merely one occasion ta use the
ImUl while the latter possess an on-going chance to gain profit. 3. In business transactions,
the buyer can enjoy the benefits of the items frequently. while in loans bearing interest
such an occasion is not there. The capital must be retumed to the usurer tagether with the

""interest as soon as the time is due, and finally. 4. In agriculture or industry, bath the lender
:Uld the users of the capital work tagether ta gain profits but in interest bearing trans.1ctions
the usurer only waits for his profit. This is unjusr. Sayyid Abu al-Nia Mawdudi, Towrtrds
Underswnding the Qur':Ü1, lrans. Zafar Ishaq Ansari (Leicester: The Islamic Foundation,
1988 A.D1l408 A.H), 215-6. The question is, how could it be regarded as injustice while
the borrower is no! forced 10 transacr. Even in modem banking, the rate of interest is weil
known to public and the latter are free to decide their choices: thus interest looks like lhe
lawful seUing and buying, known in Islamic law as '."UJ ulliiçiin (mUlual consent).

64 According tG Ibn Qayyim, the distinction belWeen ribii al-façf1 (rihii jali) and
riM lUlsiah (ribii khafi) resuhc<l from the inability of the earlier Muslims to determine
,.omething beneficial (the soundne,:s of economie justice). The term jali, as compared UJ
khafi. denotes the clearity of its negative effects. The prohibition of the khafi is based on
the consideration that it would give access 10 the jali. Thus the prohibition of the ribii j"U
is purposefull (q!l$dan). while in the lJ.1SPah as a means. It follows that when ibn 'Abblis
said that riM only occured in nasPah. it points to its nature of complete"ess (Qa.~r :u-
kamiU). whereas the prohibition of ribif f.1çf1 is the way 10 avoid pretexts (s.1dd al-dh/Iriii').

_ Se. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah. KiUib l'l1i11l al-Muwaqi'ïn (Cairo: n.d), II, 265·7.
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~ontra~t of sales in whi~h an increase may take place by itself, and aJ-Nasf'a. a fixed

increase in the amount of money over a time period. Ibn 'Ahbas is said to have

acknowledged that only ribii aJ-Nasî'a was prohibited by the Prophet, despite sorne later

Muslim explanations that Ibn 'Abbas eventual!y recanted that view. r~ Medieval Islam, as

Asad had stated, al! kinds of ribif (any augmentation) were regarded as usury. Both Imam

al-Shaiibi and '!zz al-DIn ibn 'Abd al-Salam, for instance, had rejected ail k'nds of ribif as

usury.65 ln modern times, particularly after the introduction of bank interest in the Muslim

world, the issue ofribif has become more and more controversial. It is also said that the

unresolved problems of ribif today are due to the divergent Muslim interpretations of the

nature of money, whether it is a means of exchange or a commodity.

Rahman, for his part, considers al! translations of the Qur'an on ribif to be

~onfusing. This is because iJadïth , by extending the application of the Qur'anic term riba,

has obscured the real intention of its moral doctrine. Rahman believes that the actual

system of riba (usury) in Arabia was a crest form of economic exploitation and was,

therefore, banned by the Qur'an after a series of warnings. The Muslim Fuqaha', in the

su~œeding generations, extended this ban to many other kinds of economic activities.

Therefore, it is imperative to distinguish between riba as found in the Qur'an and the

extension of it in the works of later writers who gave a rigid sense to the concept.66 Hence

the ~ontroversy over ribif resulted from the desire to mal(e unavoidable economic

developments to conform to the Qur'anic doctrine, and was aggravated by the inconsistent

information provided by the iJadIth literature.

Among his numerous articles, 'Ribii and Interest'67is one of the most detailed

that Rahman has ever written. The article originated as a contribution to the debate on riba,

which had become political a question in Pakistan while he was the Director of the

65 Rahman, Islam and Modemity, 30
66 R:\hman. ooRiM and interest,OO 40-41.
67 Joum,ll of IsI,lIllic Scudies. Vol. 3 (1964): 1-43.
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lnstitute of lslamic Research under the Ayyub Khan regime. Whether or not this article

was influenced by political considerations of the time is a question we shall presently

address. But let us discuss rlIst the text and context and then proceed to an evaluation of

Rahman' s hermeneutics on riba.

1. Text and Context of Ribiï

First of aIl, Rahman distinguishes between the lexical and technical meanings of

the term. LexicaIly, riba means: to grow, to increase, to rise, to swell, ta nurture and

augment, to increase in power. TechnicaIly, the definition is derived from interpreting

three Qur'anic passages: 30:39, 3: 130, and 2:274-80, in which riba is conceived as

harrr-:ng social solidarity. Rahman classifies these three passages of the Qur'an

chronologicaIly. The flIst (30:39) is understood as only containing moral strictures on the

practice of riba: at this moment it was not yet legally banned and the political career of the

Prophet was only beginning to develop.

Qur'an 3: 130 is the central verse. The verse is Medinan and the prohibition of

ribii is seen by Rahman in a political context. In other words, the new established state

under the leadership of the Prophet had the authority to legaIly ban the practice of ribii.

Finally, in the third passage, Qur'an 2:274-80, the prohibition of ribii functions as a

reassertion of Qur'an 3: 130 in its strongest possible term. These verses were in the nature

of a last warning on the practice of ribii but they were not the last of the revelations

themselves. From this chronological presentation, Rahman comes to the following

conclusion:

1. the riba of the pre-lslamic days wa, a system whereby the principai sum was
doubled or redoubled (açNifan muçla'afah) through a usurious process;

2. because of this process of doubling and redoubling the principal, the Qur'an
refused to admit that riba was a kind of fair business transaction; and

3. while permitting the commercial profit, the Qur'an encouraged the spirit of co-
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operation as opposed to that of profiteering68

ln fact, there are eight Qur'anic verses which explicitly mention the term ribiI.

These references occur in suras 2; 3; 4 and 30.69 Basing themselves on these texts, many

Qur'anic exegetes and jurists maintain that there is a fundamental difference between

selling (bay') and ribiI. Aithough the former also creates an increase in the original

amount, it is lawful because the transaction takes place at the spot, hand to hand and

mutually agreed.?O Ribii, however, is forbidden because the loan entails a pre-detennined

interest, doubling and redoubling the principal (at;i'iIfun mut;iiI'afah), and ail effort is absent

on the part of the creditor (bila 'iwat;i). Thus the usurer acquires benefit by putting the

debtor in hard condition which easily leads to enmity between them, whereas Islam

promotes and appreciates friendship. To quote Qatadah: 'Anna al-Riba ahl al-liïhiliyyatu

yabI'u al-Rajulu al-bay'a ilii ajalin musamma wa idha /.Jalla al-ajlu wa lam yakun 'inda

'~'ï/.Jibihï qaçfiI' ziidahu wa akhkhara 'anhu' (The nature of riba in pre-Islamic times was

that a man gave a loan to another for a certain pre-detennined period. If, when the time

came, the debtor couId not pay it off, the loa:; was augmented together with the delay of

payment).71 It was this augmentation of the originalloan that made the de.btors incapable

of repaying il.

According to Schacht, two passages in the Qur'an refer to this practice of

usury.7c First, Qur'an 30:39 ("And (remember) what ever you may give 0';, in usury so

that it might increase through (other) people's possession will bring (you) no increase in

68 Ihid., 5
69 Hanna Kasis. The Concordance of the Qur'iin (California: The University of

California Press. 1983), 990-1.
70 Relating to this case. Sarakhsï said lhat the Qur'iinic recognition of a

difference helween riM and seUing was due 10 c1ifference in the time of paymem (li anna
"1-siy'Tq,, kiT/la li-;tilihi). Mu~ammad Ihn Al)mad al-Sarakhsï, U$ùl aJ-Samkh5ï (Cairo: Dar
al·Kimh ,ù-'Arabï. 1372 A.H.), l, 164.

71 Al.Taban. J,TIni' ,u-Bayiin fi T.'Û5Ïf aJ-Qur'iin (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'arif, 1986
A.D/1406 A.H). III, 67.

72 The Shorrer Encyclopedia of 15L'lI1l, 1913-1936, eds. M. Th. Houtsma, et al
(Leiden: EJ.Brill, 1987). s .v. "Riba" by Joseph Schacht.



•

•

7X

the sight of God"), and, secondly, Qur'an 3: 130 ("0 You have attained to faith. Do not

gorge yourselves on usury, doubling and redoubling if'). Both the texts and their context

indicate that the main consideration on ribiI is morality in economic transactions. It is this

'moral consideration', as the following discussion will show, which is taken by Rahman as

regulative in his hermeneutics rather than indicative: ,he basis of his consideration is

moral, not textual.

Economically, the system of monetization at the time of the Prophet was

obviously not weil deve':oped compared to that existing today. lnstead of dealing with

money, people used to transact in barter. People used to hide goId powder (ore) inside

their bread under their cloth and sold it to the gold buyerJ3 This indicates the deficiency of

monetization in seventh century Arabia which provides a basis for Rahman to argue that

the economic teachings of the Qur'an were conditioned by the milieu to which it was

revealed.

2, The Evaluation on His Hermeneutics Concerning Ribii

Why do many Muslims consider interest as usury? Mu~ammad Asad holds that

this was due to the prevailing economic conditions before the time of the Muslim jurists

who flourished in the Middle Ages. They thought of ail sorts of interest-bearing loans as

'unlawful additions', ignoring the rate of interest and the motives behind the transactions.

Consequently, lslamic scholars have not yet been able to reach an agreement on the

definition of ribiL For Asad, an adequate definition would be one which is suitable for

today in being able to cover ail conceivable legal situations and positively respond to ail

the exigencies of a variable economic environmentJ4 Thus ribii is understood as relating

to profits acquired through interest bearing loans involving an exploitation of the

73H. Lmnmens. S.J. La mecque a la veille de J'hégire (Beyrouth: Imprimerie
catholique, 1924). 224-5.

74 Asad, The Message, 622.
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economically weak by the strong and resourcefu! rich.

Like Asad, Rahman too looks at moral and historical factors. From his

explanation it seems that Muslims have not treated this Qur'anic prohibition adequately

and methodologically. The prevailing confused thinking on ribif during the course of

Islamic history, according to him, can be traced to two primary causes. One is

mistranslating the term ribii; and second, misunderstanding the reality of economic

development upon which the term itself has been imposed. The Urdu 'Sud', according to

Rahman, is not the synonym of the Qur'anic term ribii (usury) but of the Arabic ribl;

(interest on money). Moreover, the problem is also aggravated by the gradua! rigidity of

the doctrine through the fabrication of a1}ifdïth side by side with the rapid expansion of

Islam into new regions, such as Iran where landlordism prevailed. The initial prohibition

had been only 0',1 barrers, then it was extended to food and lastly to landlordism. The

conception of ribif was initially confined merely to ribif in loans (nasï'a ), but was later

extended to ribif al-façfl (excess).75

1. Criticism

It should be noticed that, for Rahman, the nature of 'doubIing and redoubling'

took place not in the profit, as many traditionalists hold, but rather in the capital itself.76

This seems rather strange. For even if the capital is üsed for production rather than for

consumption, how could a debtor (a merchant for example) repay the multiplied capital in

a pre-determined time while the capital itself is in the form of commodities? It is possible

75 Rahman. "Riba and Interest," 10-13. According to Schacht. the doclrine of riM
was vlolated by Muslims personal opinion prior to the emergence of /;Jadith in the second
Century of hijrah. He points to the case of muzâbanah (the exchange of dried dates for fresh
date" on the tree), Because this practice contravened the concept of riM (aJ-faç/l) (to
exchange the slUne items with an excess). the 'ulamâ' at this lime. if; order to allow the
poor people. who had no palm-trees to get fresh dates. made the concept flexible wough
isti/;Js;ïn. This activity of the 'ulamâ' caused rigidity. Consequently, muziiban.'lh is known
later as bay' 'ù-'arayiL See Joseph Schacht. An Inuoduccion co IsL'U1ÙC L1W (Oxford:
Clarendon Press. 1991). 40.

76 Rahman. "Riba and lnterest," 6.
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ta think. however. of the profit being multiplied. Talee. for example. the case of a debtor

who took a loan from a Meccan creditor for a caravan business to Syria. Upon his return

ta Mecca, should the capital itself be returned ta the creditor upon his arrivaI. or otherwise

the capital would be doubled? Surely not. The delay perhaps would cause the interest be

added up, thus continuously diminishing the debtar's own profit. Even in the modern

banking system, the capital is not multiplied due ta the delay of payment. Thus one can

perceive Rahman's bias in vilifying the practice of ribif in history. His argument here is

hard to accept.

Even among the three passages discussed by Rahman, there are no indications

that the capital ilself is multiplied. For instance, the contrast between ribif and baye (sale)

in Qur'an 2:275 (wa a1;Jalla Allifhu al-bay'a wa 1;Jarrama al-ribif) signifies that to 'increase'

is in the nature of profit, because the act ta lend the loan in the pl'Ohibited ribif and trading

in the verse above are intended for gaining profits. Here the interpretation malees sense

because it is in the capacity of the debtor to repay the loan. Still Qur'an 2:279, "You shaH

have your capital sums" (fa Iakum ru'iisu amwiilikum) implies the ordinance to remit only

the profits resulted from loans, while the capital is retained. In other words, the usurer is

entitled only to the loaned capital, not to the muliiplied profits from the interest. This is

also corroborated by a 1;Jadïth narrated by Zayd bin Aslam, "Fa-in qaçfifhu akhadha wa i1Jif

zJdahu fi 1;Jaqqihï wa zifdahu-l-iikhar fi-I-ajali." Both the words 'fi 1;Jaqqihï' (on his right)

and 'fi-I-ajali' (terrn of payment) are translated as 'increasing' which in fact conforms to the

literai meaning of ribif itself.

Rahman considers economic development which improve Muslim prosperity

and welfare as the true purpose of the Qur'an. 115 teachings never put people in misery.

Certainly he agrees with the Muslims in general that the Qur'an is a holy Book, but the

quality of its holiness signifies something different for him. Rahman, as has been repe"'ted,

rejects the literai application of the holy text and seeks rather the general principles behind
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the text. Indeed, the so called general principles are not holy because they are products of

human common sense, which are liable to trial and error. In terms of such genera:

principles, the Qur'anic ribii is then translated as usury or interest, the translation is

therefore tentative; it is tentative because ecanomic devel<" . ment is closely related to and

affected by scientific discoveries.77

Apart from dealing with the Qur'anic text on ribii, Rahman alsa doubts the

integrity of information pravided by a number of /.Jadith. There are many reasans that have

led him ta reject the use of /.Jadith materials.78 The starting point of aIl misunderstandings

and misconceptians, he says, is the way Muslim scholars look at bath surat al-'lmriin and

surat aJ-Baqarah, which were reve.'lled shortly after the Prophet migrated ta Medina.79

Concerning these suras, his criticism is first directed against the accuracy of /.Jadïth

attributed to 'Umar ibn al-Khattab and to 'Abdallah ibn 'Abbas as weil as to 'A'isha (the

wife of the Prophet). The celebrated /.Jarlïth compendium of al-Bukharî has three a1}adith

on ribii pertaining to the last mentioned revelation. The inconsistency that Rahman finds in

the traditions of 'Umar and 'Abbas is, among other things, the employment twice of the

singular number (iiya ) for the seven verses dealing with ribii. Yet it is not at aIl clear

whether those verses are ail found in al-Baqarah (which has only six verses on ribii: 275,

270,277,278,279,280) or also include the one which is in al-'Irnran (3:30).

Secondly, to assume that verses only in al-Baqarah are meant is aIso problematic

because 'A'isha was silent about the last six verses. Finally, 'A'isha, based on the /.Jadith

under discussion, also mentioned the Prophet's admonishing of those whc traded in

liquor. According to Rahman, the prohibition of liquor, based on reliable sources, was

77According Karl Popper. scientitïc discoveries cannat be prognosticated for the
fUlure. See The TwentieÙl Century BI.1ckwell Dictionary of Social Thought, s.v. Theory of
Knowledge' by Roy Bashkar. If Popper is correct, then Rahman's imerpretation on Qur'iinie
riM as "interest" IOday, may become usury tomorrow. sinee eeonomie development and
scientilïe diseoveries are inconceivable la prediel.

78 Rahman, "Ribii and Imerest,"8-9. The a/,IadïÙl anributed ta 'Umar and 'Abbas
comain the ward 'Iy,ït whieh specifieally points ta the prohibition of ribiï.

79 "RiM and Imerest" 8,
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banned at the same year as ribii, but'A'isha's statement raises the possibility that liquer

was prohibited in 4 A.H.

To diseuss the question above, let us refer to sorne explanations given by famous

Qur'an eommentators and muJ:1addithïn. Concerning the second objection of Rahman, viz.

about Sha'bi's J:1adïth to the effect that the verses 2: 275-280 are the last revelations of the

Qur'an, it should be noted that al-'Asqalani considers this ~adïth as 'detruncated'

(munqa{i') beeause Sha'bj never saw 'Umar ibn al-Khanab.80 Next the question of

trading in liquor. Liquor 'W<lS banned not in the same year as the prohibition of ribi/, as

Rahman thinks, but after that period.81 Thus Rahman's hesitation is vindicated

If so, the obscurity of information given by J:1adïth on ribiï can be investigated

by looking at historieal evidellces. It is likely possible that the existence of such obscurity

as a natural thing, because, as T.S. Eliot said, "a literary text has its own after life

independent of the author, ta understand it has Iittle or no relationship to understanding the

author's intentions when writing il. "82 In J:1adïth literature, 'the author's intention' can be

regarded as the Prophet's mind, although, as a matter of fact, the Prophet did not write the

J:1adïth by himself like an essayist. After the Prophet died, J:1adïth, if we follow Schacht,

were put into the mouth of the Prophet by the Muslims. This provides us the reason that

J:1adïth as a literature has 'after life independent' of the Prophet, which caused it

complicated seen from the present time. Accordingly, Rahman's hermeneutics which

prefers studying the Qur'an as an adequate source of information to the exclusion of

J:1adïth literature, as a consequence of applying historicaI criticism, can now be justified.

One of the things that escapes Rahman's attention in discussing ribiï is the

occurrence of different styles of writing the word ribiï. In fact, the word ribfi in Qur'an

30:39 is written without the suffix 'waw' as contrasted, say, with Qur'an 2:275. What is

80 Ibn l:Iajar a!-'AsqaHinj, Hub al-BŒr! (Cairo: 'lsa Babj al·l:Ialabj, 1959), IX,
271.

81 Ibid., 270.
82 Harvey. "Henneneutics."
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the reason for this difference'? According ta Qur'an commentators, 83 the prohibition in

Qur'an 30:39 was still considered as lawful riba, or as a gift, in the light of sorne

information from Ibn 'Abbas and sorne Tabi'ün (followers of Companions). It is because

of this perception that the different style of writing occurred.84 It is also with this

consideration in view that Rashïd RiçHi regarded Qur'an 3:131 (sic) as the beginning of

the prohibition of ribif in the Qur'an. 85 To understand the mind of the Prophet, this style

of writing of the Qur'an perhaps will be useful to explain the historicai process of the

prohibition as seen in the light of T.S. Eliot's argument. ln fact, the Qur'an was written

during the life of the Prophet, which suggests that the Prophet was aware of this

difference in the style of writing. Rahman's hermeneutic on ribif in the Qur'an should also

take into consideration the language style of the Qur'an for being more objective.

Moreover, our difficulty in Rahman's enterprise aiso extends to the sense of

man's finiteness, as expounded by Thomas Kuhn.86 Kuhn's pessimism stems from the

limited intellectual capacity of the scientists. According to him, the scientists tend to bring

new discoveries in conformity with the paradigms that had already existed in their minds.

Therefore any progress in scientific research lS doomed to be dominated by this finiteness

of human's thought.87 Likewise, the undertaking of Rahman's proposai by both Muslim

and non-Muslim experts, Kuhn's arguments creute serious problems. In other words, the

83 See QUf\ubi. AJ·Jifmi' li AQk,Üll aJ·Qur'ifn (Cairo: Dar al-Kitiïb al-'Arabi.
1%7). XIV. 36. Ibn 'Arabi. AQk,Üll aJ-Qur'ifn (Cairo: 'lsa Babi al-l;IaIabi. 1957), III,
1479.

84 AI-Zarkashi. AI-Burhiïn fi 'UJüm ,11-Qur"ÜJ (Cairo: 'lsa Babi al-l;Ialabï.
195h !. 409.

85 See. M. Quraish Shihab. Membwnikan AJ-Qur'ifn (Bandung: Mizan. (992).
26 I. See ,ùso MUhammad Rashid Rir)a, Tafsfr ,11-Mani'ir (Cairn: Dar al-Manar. 1376 A.H),
Il!. 113.

86 Thomas S. Kuhn. The Structure of Scientific Revolution (Chicago: Chicago
Universily Press. (970). 24.

87 For example. the frequent failures of weather forecast. 1 think, and the
ineapahility of modem scientific research to detec( the em1hquake accurately, as happened
reeently in Califomia. can be attributed to man's finiteness. Forecasts often l'ail because
Ihey eonfonn only 10 the exisling parndigms in scientists' minds but not to the objectivity
of Ihe laws of nature.
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on the basis of socio-economic justice will involve the paradigms at the scientists'

disposais, which makes Rahman's hermeneutics far l'rom objective. Undoubtedly, the

Qur'anic intentions 0'::' be subsumed under the paradigms of the researches who

themselves living in the era oftechnological development.

When confronting This kind of difficulty, we then remember of what Kenneth

Cragg asks: "Have we today possessed an adequate theology, in the time when e<.:onomi<.:

values are judged l'rom technological development?"88 To say bank interest is lawful is

partly due to the rationality of the bank's policy: low rate, the availability of mortgagFs,

justifiable administrative charges to run the banks, etc. In fact the rationality itself owes to

technological developments: management, computerization, etc. It can be inferred that the

cursed aç/'iifun muçfa'afah existed fourteen centuries aga because technology was not yet

developed, which accounts for the Qur'an's conception of TiM.

2. Appraisal

Sorne historical evidences seem to support Rahman's standpoint. His contention

that Qur'an 2: 274-80 is the last revelation on riM (epilogue) is corroborated bya report

of Ibn KathIr in his Qur'ani<.: commentary.89 Rahman also suggests that the condemnation

'Jf ribii came at the peak of political career of the Prophet. Hence to assume that the

Prophet no longer had an opportunity to spell out the examples of ribli is probably a valid

view. But it should be kept in mind that at this later time, Mecca was completely

subjugated and, therefore, we have no reason to doubt the existence of economic

88 Cragg, The Pen ilnd rhe Faith, 106.
89 See Ibn Kathir, Tilisir ill-Qur'ifn ill-'A;<Ïm (Beirut: Drtf al-Fikr, 1970), J, 582.

This statement of Ibn Kathir is said to Mve been related on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas.
According to Shawk1ïni, the Prophet only lived tweOly-one days after this verse was
reveaJed. See Mahmoud Ayoub. The Qur'ifn Iwd irs Interprecers (Albany: SUNY Press,
1980), l, 274.
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exploitation.

Rahman denies the application of açf'iffun mu;iiFafah in al! those loans which

cannot be attributed to the present day interest; a logical deduction which cannot be denied.

He believes that there must have been sorne variatlons in quantity and the will of

individuals depending on the .•ature of investment and the amount of the risk. The ban on

ribiI is because to the system is conceived as a whole irrespective of individual cases. As

a matter of fact, it is not on ail cases that interest is charged with a high amount; there must

be rather milder forms of interest too. Now such milder kinds of interest prevail in

ewnomic policies of banks upon which the development of Muslim economy rests. The

system of bank interest today, he argues convincingly, cannot be considered as forbidden

interest.90

In conjunction with this, Rahman holds that the abolition of interé:st in the

present state of Muslim economy is a cardinal error. The present social order is the very

opposite of that envisaged by the Qur'an. The Qur'anic teaching wants us to develop a

kind of lllu'iïkhiIt (brotherhood), i.e. the maximum co-operative spirit and socio-economic

justice (5adaqah), not begging and giving alms. As a matter offact. the total elimination of

interest in the present condition of Muslim economy would jeopardize the economy. For

one thing, nepotism and corruption prevail everywhere. Even the system of qarçf iJasan (a

petty loan of no interest), he says, cannot be realized today. What is more, the

governments in Muslim countries are in need of a variety of infra-structural projects:

roads, hospitals, schools, social institutions, etc.; to raise interest-free loans for such basic

non-profit projects is highly improbable.91 Thal is why the primary task, as has been

stated earlier, is to create fIfSt of ail a social milieu where individuals would be educated

and would easily earn their living. After having met these primary needs, people wililead

10 intellectual maturity. Following this, the Muslims will be able to distinguish between

90 Rahman. "Riba and Interest." 7.
91 Ibid.. 39.
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behavior that is conducive to social and persona! well-being and behavior tha! is not. An

understanding of the importance of legalizing bank-interest. he asserts. is expected from

the results of such an education. which would enable Muslim indiv iduals to exercise their

own judgment.92 [n short. the Muslims intellectual dependency to the "ulam;T' will

diminish.

Rahman tries to ~3sure us that not only are Muslim countries obliged to a<:<:ept

bank interest today. but also both the Capitalist and Communist ones as weil. As for the

United States,93 it has not been able to achieve the value of real wealth and <:redit <:apital at

home. The multiplication of the value yields a state of equality or near-equality between

supply and demand of money in one hand and credit on the other. When the Muslim

<:ountries are put in this pattern. he reminds us, the task which confronts the Muslim

economists is to ensure capital formation. This is the only way to succeed to meet this

objective94

Nevertheless. Rahman's foregoing logical deductions do conform to his theory

of divine revelation as elaborated in the first chapter. The Qur'anic prohibition of rib;T was

uttered by the Prophet by his tangue. as the oral expression of the 'inspiration' (Wil{1Y) in

his mind. The mind reflected the Prophet's socio-economi<: and cultural milieu of the

Prophet where the practice of ribif was prevalent. [f riM can be interpreted as a meaning

which has formed a law in the Qur'an, then "meaning is something that pre-dates

language: language is no more than a secondary activity whi<:h gives names ta

mèCinings. "95 In other words, the meaning of ribif had existed in the mind of the Prophet

before it was uttered and then written in the Qur'an. Therefore, it is reasonable to negate

the long-lasting prohibition of any ribii today. Surely, this assumption is dangerous for an

92 Sonn, "Fazlur Rahman's," 224.
93 Note that Rahman wrote this article in 1964.
94 Rahman, "Riba and Interest," 38-9.
95 Quoted from Eag!eton, Lirerary Theory, 60.
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ordinary Muslim. Moreover. 'meaning' is also historiçal (an argument that had çaused

Martin Heidegger 10 rejeçt the earlier thesis of his phenomenologist teaçher Edmund

Husserl), which implies the neeessity that the historiçal ribJ in the Qur'an should be

reexamined. Up to this point, the reader may see how intelligibie Rahman's argument is.

The terr~strial ocçurrenœ of ribJ was the objeçt of the condemnmion of the heavenly and

transeendental Qur'an.

Sorne scholars have expressed views whi:b çoneeptual!y SUP!'Gft Rahman's

proposais. Timur Kuran maintains that the system of interest-free barking in Muslim

countries being tried has many weaknesses. First of ail, the recipients of interest-free loans

will peddle their funds for earning interest in the blaçk-market. Secondly, full indexation is

not just an açt in ewnomic transactions. For example, it is not just an açt to return five

bushels of borrowed wheat in the same quantity when the time is due while the market

priee has çonsiderably changed in the çourse of time. Moreover, in giving loans, bank

officiais will also tend to be nepotist.96 If these assumptions can be regarded as valid, then

they also justify Rahman's assertion that the immediate task confronting Muslims today is

to assess the present condition objectively before any practical implementation of Islamic

law can be carried out. It is at this point that the first s:ep of his 'double movement theory'

finds its justification: to evaluate the present realities accurately and systematically in order

to find patterns that best provide a comprehensive picture of the economic dilemma in

Muslim countries. In short, the Immediate task is to diagnose the illness, not to give a

therapy. Il is safe to say that what Rahma,C1 has in mind is the problem of 'how to recreate

community after being destroyed by exten:al influences,' as C.J. Adams rightly puts it.97

96 Kuran. "The Economie System." 152-4.
97 Seminar on "Islarnie Issues in Contemporary Middle East" (Cl. Adarns and

Sheila McDonough, at Center for Developing Asian Studies, McGill University, March 3.
1994. In relation to this. Yvonne Y. Haddad plainly explains tha! the eucrent [slamie
awakening in Egypt is at raot economie because the planned development gives rise to
m,~distribution of wealth whieh leads ta soei<~ change and de stabilization of the society,
"Islarnie Awakening in Egypt," Arab Studies Quarter/y, Vol. 9, No. 3 ([987): 244.
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From the foregoing discussions, it can be argued that Rahman's arguments on

zakiTt and ribif reveal that his hermeneutics are considerably influenced by modem legal

speculation, which leads to conform to naturallaw which also requires the involvement of

govemments and citizens. A distinctive feature of legal interpretation now, according to

Christopher Gray, is its teleological moment: its orientation towards solving a problem or

goveming events which have not yet happened (govern not yet occurring conducts). This

is to be done by disengaging a normative orientation in which state organs are involved in

applkation while individuals can interpret.98 To 'govern not yet occurring conducts' can,

in the cases of zakift and ribif , will be best interpreted as a waiting rime for sound

interpretations ofboth Muslims and non-Muslims alike resulting from an intellectualjihad.

ln its turn, this endeavor will furnish laws that must be applied by individuals as weil as

govemments in Muslim countries after having been approved by the 'ulama' as Rahman

stipulates.

ln conclusion it may be said that Rahman's argument on ribif reflects the ttue

spirit of socio-econornic justice but does not conform exactly to the 'rnind' of the Prophet.

ln speaking of ü:e 'mind' of the Prophet, he wants something original in the process of

legal formulation; he does not wish to base himself on the later interpretations of legal

formulations which themselves ale the product of Islamic history. Thus Rahman's

hermeneutic seeks a coherent methodology in which historical criticism must be applied to

Islamic legal sources. The success of his '1rguments on riba and zakat can be explained in

tenns of their rationality in dealing with concrete situations, whether in the rime of the

Prophet or of today. What he emphasizes in both cases is the sense of socio-economic

justice, in order that Islamic law conforms to universal human values.

Thus Rahman's methodology of exttacting the Qur'lïnic legal intentions can best

be illusttated by the way that Chaftk Chehata and Muslirnjurists understand the concept of

98 Christopher Gmy, "Belli. Henneneutic and the Suit al Law," Archiv fur
Rechrs-,md SozialphiJosophie (Norwegia), Vol. 70 (1984): 139.
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istil)san. Chehata conceives istivsan as "a complex notion which encompasses the ideas of

justice and utility. "99 Thus istil;:san is seen as a method for deriving the ratio legis l'rom

the legal texlS in the effort ta conform the new situations ta the spirit of the texts. This

effort must not break away l'rom the provisions of the Qur'an and Sunna. "But il suggests

that istiJ:Jsan may still be justified as a personal interpretation of the texts of the law which

is more t1uid than reasoning by analogy."lOO Rahman's hermeneutics are more cr less like

this.

We may agree with Ozdemir's assessment that Rahman came close to

Habermas. lO 1 But it is also undeniable that Rahman's hermeneutics in general are the

product of a combination of both Habermas ,md the sociological approach of Durkheim.

For Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), the major focus of sociology was social
solidarity, or social cohesion: society consisted of 'a collective consciousness', a
moral force, at the center of which is a core of values or beliefs that is consideped
sacred...Durkheim saw social change in terms of the b:eakdown of
'segmentation', i.e. the replacement of isolated social structures by complex and
independent modem society, with its competition, specialization, and structural
differentiation. 102

The transformation of Arab tribalism to family units and economic justice which

emphasizes solidarity, the amelioration ofthe status of women and the abolition of slavery,

are some of the major exampl,~s that can be given to prave the similarity of Rahman's and

Durkheim's.

99 Quoted from John Makdisi. "Legal Logic and Equity in [slmnic Law," The
American Jour.,:U of Comparative Law. Vol. 33 (1985): 72.

100 Ibid.
101 Ozdemir, "The Concept," 261.
102 The Fontana DictionIUY of Modern Thaought, s.v. 'Sociology' by Daniel

Bell. Cf. Durkheim's assenion: "...social life should he explainect, not by the nolions of
those who participate in it, but by more profound causes which are unperceived by
consciousness,"and"that these causes are ta be sought mainly in the manner according ta
which the associated individuals are grouped." For a full explanation of the argument, see
"The [dea of a Social Science," by Alasdair Macintyre, in The Philosophy of Social
Explml1tion. ed. Alan Ryan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 23.
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CONCLUSION

Being rationalistic and pragmatic in character, Rah!Tlan's herrneneutical method

lays emphasis on the Qur'an's general principles rather than literal-textual applications.

His rationalistic treatment of Qur'anic legal injunctions originates from, and conforms to,

his theory of divine revelation. The Qur'an is contextualized in the milieu of the Prophet

Mu~ammad, and so far as social matters are concerned, its laws must be reinterpreted in

accordance with changing times. Consequently, the intent of the holy words, for

Rahman, is mutable.

A close examination of Rahman's arguments reveals that his theory of divine

revelation has similarities to the old debate on the doctrine of the 'createdness' of the

Qur'an as espoused by the Mu'tazilites. Rahman's concern, however, is exclusively legal

not theological. With the hermeneutical philosophy of the Objectivity School of Emilio

Betti and Durkhemian sociology, Qur'anic legal injunctions are secularized. The idea of

sodo-economic justice behind the text is understood in terms merely of rational

judgment but, as we have shown, such legal speculation on the Qur'an does not

accurately express the 'mind' of the Prophet. The Qur'anic messages of the welfare of

mankind are completely seen from Rahman's present perspectives, which is known in

hermeneutical philosophy as 'effective history.'

We do realize that the present knowledge has been influenced to sorne extent

by technological achievements. Therefore, it cannot be denied that the transcendence of

the Qur'anic laws is also secularized. It is here that Rahman differs from the Sunni

jurists, particularly ShaçibI and Amidi; these later scholars placed revelation above reason

in understanding the lslamic law. Accordingly, Rahman's pragmatic approach will bring

the legal intentions of the Qur'an close to the conception of natural law. But the method
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that Rahman uses for seeking the Qur'anic intentions is similar to the approach of jurists

to isti1;Jsan .

In his approach ta the socio-religious issu~s in the Qur'an, the theoretical

influence of modern sociology is very clear. When he speaks of the transformation of

Arab tribalism into family units, Rahman is employing the Durkhemian theory of social

explanations. He points to the cases of inheritance. status of women. polygamy, etc .. in

this regard. The contribution of Qur'anic legal injunction is valued in terms of their

efficacy in societal life. The on!y way he diverges from the Durkhemian approach is in

regarding human disintegration on earth as containing transcendental-moral aspect".

Thus, for instance, the Qur'a." 1ccount of the destruction of Pharaoh and his anny, as

Rahman relates it, signifies not the dealh of one king in history, but the destruction of a

civilization, because they were no longer capable of maintaining the Covenant. Rahman

hopes the present day Muslims do not faU victim to such catastrophe. The only way out

is to revive the ideal of the Qur'an, but not to confuse the ideal with the real. Admittedly,

Rahman's hermeneutics have much to offer.

We have also mentionect that Rahman's hermeneutics are motivated by his

awareness to historical Islam which causes the present Muslims myopic of the Qur'anic

basic élan; the idea of socio-economic justice. Through the examination of sociological

factors in the asbab al-nuzül and in the biographies of the Prophet, the ideal in the

Qur'an, according to Rahman, can be rediscovered and then reinterpreted for the new

changes and progresses. The interpretation has to review the bulk of Islamic history

together with the development of the Qur'anic doctrines, so that the modus operandi

yields a new horizon of looking at life; an intellectual endeavor which is necessary

repudiated by the dogmatic traditionalists. Rahman' s sagacity of historical Islam seems

to be justifiable techniquely, as expounded by the historiographer Rosenthal:

Change and progress in the historical disciplines may result from new
discoveries, or from the reinterpretation of known data, or from a new way of
looking at life that may have had its start somewhere else but which then
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spreads over the entire intellectual scene. These three factors do not operate
independently. They dD depend upon and interact with each other. New
discoveries may trigger new interpretations; new interpretations may change
the general outlook; a new inteIlectual climate may spur for new material, and
so on.!

According to Watt, Rahman wants ta create a self-image of Islam by

proposing a new reformulation of Islamic teachings, with a genuinely Islamic basis, in

arder to enable the ordinary Muslirns to recognize the interpretation as a truly Islamic

pattern. Based on this view, Watt then cornes to conclude that ?ahman is an analyst of

the present day Islam, having a clear blueprint to carry it out. Yet, the implementation

requires a renovator (mujaddid) who possess poetic gifts and the adroitness to stir up

the imaginations and conduct of average Muslims. 2

Despite our optimism, however, there remains the problem of how to

minimize, if not eliminate, subjectivism in his hermeneutics. This is important because,

from the normative point of view, the Qur'anic teachings are intended for all human

beings while subjectivism is the sister of individualism. If Rahman's methodology is to

serve as a vanguard of reformulating new jurisprudence, aIl elements of subjectivism

must be eliminated in order to make it acceptable to the majority. Indeed, what the

Muslims really want is to revive the Qur'anic teachings and Sunna of the Prophet. As

long as it remains subjective in character, Rahman's proposed methodology will be able

only to diagnose and its therapy will remain limited ta only those who are to think

independently rather than blindly foIlow the 'ulam!P. But the so called 'umma' is not only

the educated cIass Millions and millions of Muslirr.~ practice taqlïd. Here the 'ulamiï'

have great influence over the community and Rahman's subjective outlook will be

checked. Thus the future of his proposai aiso correlates to the improvement of education

in Muslim countries.

1 Quoted from Franz Rosenthal's 'Introduction' to c.e. Torrey's The Jewish
FOIUldauon of Islam (New York: KTAV Publishing House, 1967), ix.

2 W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Fundamenullism and Modencity (London:
ROUlledge. 1988). 69.
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Ta SUffi up, we perceive at least four weaknesses in Rahman's methodology.

First, the locus of many Qur'anic laws are believed tu take place in the contextualized

s;~uations. Ta put it differently, the Prophet Mu~ammad is believed ta exercise not the

moral, but the legal aspects ot the Qur'an as a fait accompli. The Qur'anic kgal precepts

such as polygamy, cutting off hands, slavery, etc., are among the good exampks given

by Rahman. In the present centurj, he urges the Muslims ta rediscover the moral aspects

of the Qur'an, which he believed that the Prophet did have no opportunity ta implement

them in his society due ta several sccio-economic problems of the time. Realizing that

Islamic history is full of corruption which cause the Islamic law defunct, Rahman

addresses his criticisms ta the 'ulamiP and Qur'an commentators for being failure ta do

the rediscovery of and implem<:nt those Qur'anic morals.

Secondly, the approach is too sociological and negkcts theological considerations.

We tend to assume that the first weakness as stated above is the logical consequence of

the second. Thirdly, like the works of scientists in general, Rahman's hermeneutics only

express the paradigms already existing in his mind. Thus his effort to understand the

'mind' of the Prophet in institutionalizing the laws conform to these paradigms which

result from his intellectual background and belid. It is these paradigms that make sense

of his proposaI. In other words, non-Muslims do not qualify to fully grasp the mind of

the Prophet as Rahman does. Hence it can be said that such paradigms are the cradle of

his subjectivism. FinaIly, in the case of bath particularly zakat and ribii, hisjustifications

have been controlled to sorne extent by modem rationality and technological

developments. Rahman's hermeneutics on riba and zakat belong to a world economy

supported by the development of technology and scientific achievements. His failure to

grasp adequately the 'mind' of the Prophet must be seen [rom this perspective. The

Prophet did not author socio-economic justice in the same context as Rahman seeks to

realize it in. This is also one of the difficulties in applying the philosophy of Object.ivity



•

•

•

94

ta the doctrine of the Qur'an: the former is suitable for literary works while the latter is

not.

Rahman's inteilectuai contribution is significant, but his attitude towards the

traditionalists ('ulamiP of Pakistan particularly) cannot be appreciated. This point should

be realized by the Muslim scholars in general. The failure of Rahman's proposais in his

native country can be partially attributed to his attitude towards the '·ulamii'. Since the

'ulamiP have been the porte-parole of the community and the 'gale' of religious life, the

wisest way to approach the "ulamii' is not by criticizing, but by emphasizing similarities

with them. The more the points of similarity between modernists and the 'ulamii', the

easier it would be to achieve the unity and progress of the umma. This is also one of the

ways to avoid secularism, though unfortunately Rahman seems not to have realized this.
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