CHAPTER 35

THE NECESSITY OF
RELIGIOUS REFORM

Muhammad Abduh

Excerpt from Muhammad Abduh. “The True Reform and its Necessity for
Al-Azhar” (al-Islah al- Hakiqiqi wa al-Waijib lil al-Azhar). al-Manar, vol. 10,
no. 28, (February 1906), pp. 758-65. Translated by Kamran Talattof.

LIKE ALL OTHER EASTERN NATIONS, EGYPT CONSTITUTED a religious
community bounded together by the Shari‘ah. It had built its ethics and its civi-
lization on religion. Religion is the organizing principle of all its affairs—it dictates
man’s private and public conduct, the king’s orientation toward his subjects and the
subjects’ toward their king. Ask an Egyptian, Why do you speak the truth? Why
do you try to be fair in your judgment? Why are you honest whenever you are
trusted? Why are you not vulgar? Why do you avoid misdeeds and do not lie to,
treat unfairly, or mistrust others? He will answer you that God recommends those
good qualities and interdicts the misdeeds. Whether he is a scholar or a student, he
will be able to recite to you Quranic verses and sayings of the Prophet that support
his statement, such as “God recommends fairness and charity and visitation of rel-
atives, and interdicts vulgarity, unfairness, and oppression.” Likewise, and fo}‘ Fhe
same purpose, he may recall the following hadith: “There are three signs distin-
guishing the hypocrite: He lies when he talks, he does not fulfill his promises, and
he betrays when trusted.” : e ok
If the spirit of religion is not strengthened among the Egyptians, wd \f.reh-
glon is weakened, these moral qualities will also collapse. Religion is the basis on
which moral conduct has been built. Moral conduct will disaPPe?r when Fehg.m;
_C()“apscs. The same thing will happen if religion is‘ defo@ed by ‘T:mdcr c;«‘nogrl:his
Its core any innovations or superstitions. The nation weill be wealene ;:li ion in
*¢dson, it has been a mandatory duty of Egyptian rulers to care dabqut ;wgons in
order to avojd any weakness of faith within the nation and to hinder inn
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Egypt and the pl,u; ‘“l:.(|::, ,'n‘(f(L This is the reason for the precursor ref, ‘;’: /4 p. g’d\k \ d
l?ﬂ(-lv\( and un'n;, :: :| Afighani and the m?gwr Imam [Mll:amlnjad Ah(fuh] ‘u { ‘.‘C‘”&\‘\‘
Sheikh Jomal ¢ - : \;' \rd al-Azhar. They wished to rcfurfn the nation thr“\lgh the b
R '(mhl. \mh llr and to bring progress lm the nan.(m thr()ugh the ’ g ﬂ\\"‘
reformation of a -'l ’:\;IH'I' resisted the reformists and rejected reformatiop, : f N
of al-Azhar. But al-/ : -}" ¢ al-Azhar Ulama had no knowledge except that of the, rAT
cause of this n'~h|s;1| I“:h‘("ir'()“m textbooks, which are taught at al-Azhar. Th i ‘;( ", X‘&“x\z’
YW - es through the : . o
; \\;1 “tl(;:‘::irﬂncc l:"h lnng-W“thId books and the fl‘ntc“cctd‘lua\ p"_)d\lcts of othey 4 ,Jé“ f
ad ye . ¢ &
‘;m:ne They did not acknowledge the _cxxstcnc(f]: or &y ?I‘hcr tshc‘cnce _h\xt thei " A"“t I
" owledge, or any education but their own education. They thus believeq thay 0 P of
own knowlec ic.{ J« y 'ntcndCd to inflict misdceds and deformation. g $% &
whoever touched them 1 . : & P
That was the dominant belief. There was no re’;(;]gmled mSUtllljt]e but al-Aghg, . ‘ i P
and no science except for what was thought there. There was no Ulama but thg, 4% 4
d no derstandings, al-Azhar rejected what the reform; 5 5
at al-Azhar. Because of such un ers gsvf e re Iists 07
were willing to do for its reformation. Therefore, the reformists had no choice by F® B
. ed the same objectives as al-Azhar. X 7.
to find new schools that claime ot e bakail o § o
They did so even though they knew there }{as ﬁe' ene dt}(:is expecy 7,100
from their projects, because al-Azhar, l?y virtue of its religious ’?rnh torical posi. 7 "
tion, would remain the primary authority in rehgm}ls matters. The nation took its gL
religious beliefs from al-Azhar and adopted convictions al?out life and society from 1
it as well. Those schools founded in contest to al-Azhar did not have a comparable s
. b 2 - hﬁv AY
enough position to even influence society. The reformists, therefore, simply cre. S
ated the new schools to apply some pressure, hoping that al-Azhar would come o :
back under their control and be totally reformed. o
That was the situation of al-Azhar in the remote past. Later, however, it ac- s Ol
cepted reformation because its horizon broadened under the influence of publica- T
tion of books of the Salaf [early generations of Islam] and the sciences of other § jerwti
peoples. a-Azhar came to learn that there was other science besides its own, and  § w i
that there were books other than its own. It also saw its “sons” retiring because ¥y
they had not been armed with the necessary, new weapons. But the reformsinDar  § .
al-Ulum and the school of religious law [Madrasat al-Qada"“ al-Shari‘] were so im- R b

ited in their effectiveness that they failed to change their outer appearances andto § eween 1
reach the core of these institutes. ‘ |
Up to the present day, the reformation of Dar al-Ulum, the school of religios § .
lay, and other religious institutes has been limited to the introduction of somene¥ 4
sciences and the rewriting of some textbooks. Despite this, the sciences the
remain the same. Perhaps this type of reform was convenient at that time because
it avou.ch rough change and because it accorded to the needs of that epoch- B
now, since the nation has developed, times have changed, and new Ways of li
need a new type of education. It is a duty, in the interest of Egypt and the Istami

:vlo(rild, to reform the subject and themes of sciences. The reformation chould in-
ude the content of the books and even the n e of the b &
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Since 1 have been studying al-Azhar and the relj

quarter of a century, I have.thoroughly searched for
discovered its sickness and its r.emedies. I have been watching for an appropriate
gme for the rulers to start a serious refo_rm of al-Azhar and the religious institute,
and 1 think a good opportunity now exists. The rulers have shown their wish to
make these reforms by designating a commission to work on the project. I wish to
present to the rulers a summary of my version of the reforms, which is the result of
my efforts and hard work. I wish to present the general principles of this reforma-
don. If it benefits the nation, and if the reform of al-Azhar helps the progress of
the nation, I will present a detailed version of such reform.

[ will restrict myself to the reformation of the sciences. I leave the administra-
tive reformation to whoever is more competent. This is a general presentation of
what I believe to be beneficial reforms. The reformation that I propose to the
rulers considers the development of science and distinguishes its different states:
when science was in its height and when it declined, when it was controlled by
powerful peoples and when it was in the hands of those less powerful. This refor-
mation is professional, brave, and wise. e |

It is professional because it follows religion through its different periods, and
observes it during the first epoch, when religion was new and beautiful an_d was the
source of power, glory, and happiness to its followers. It also observes religion as it
was mixed with innovations and many of its traditions transformed, and as people
adopted traditions introduced into religion as valid parts thereof. It al‘so.obse_rvz
the history of the different doctrines and different Islamic groups and distinguish:
between that which is true and useful and that which is false and harmfulll b

Itis courageous because it intends to extract from the founganons :hjn e
novations and superstitions attributed to rehgpn th.at- really : avt?_n:i lesglt s
with it. The reformation will replace them with original fh:n};x sﬂ!:t t[:)
bring religion back to the epoch of the precursors, tfmn;::manlgn Pty
image, which was light, happiness, and compassion dor T aad rejoct whatever
from the different Islamic groups whatever is true and useiul,

is false and harmful :
. tal ' t intend to

The reformation is a wise idea because 1t _d(zi&c:()
surprise, constraint, and oppression, but will mdunec
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majority Reformation by m‘(‘-.ﬂ:‘(‘)"f t:::lclm'(\ In this way, it is also mi,‘r:”"’;f 5 ¢ § oV
ful than reformation by mean ely th ,(t‘\‘i'n»‘ (
bring peace and (;uutmpcs‘ formations, Egypt will become the teacher of} ;»'ﬂ o \‘h.! f
By the means of thes¢ |r( ;’.yll(m’(,‘d in the Orient. “amw L1470 i ) \\\ ’
C”h“r;‘ e (‘\a'?;{‘::;“t:n::nl(‘(| on two prin(jipl(‘s. The first pri“dple s fhar : \i:‘f‘ Ui o
The rcwnl\ ‘:‘cnch“i its Pcrf'cct state. Sle‘n'ccs, howcver', are dc"clqmn' S :,J‘ ‘ ‘U\‘ﬂ i
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aws, t 2 : . wf b WP de
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hum";r;x‘?;:{r(‘:&»sed reform is not onlyar ffor nf]it(s)fat:; ;‘:’%’):‘S Institutes, byg ; M iiu( r;u?,;'
an important social revolgtlon th:?t has‘ ene i bp ANce In social [if, P fe '
sarticularly in Egypt and in Islamic life in general. It observes all'of the Oriep, g ol s {c'ld’
:a] and Western nations and finds that the former are subject nations while ,p‘",cffl“ 49
latter are ir;dependenr nations. It.ﬁnds the Ori.enta! nations as having no ambﬁ ‘ »/'*’::3‘, ,‘w 5 3
tion, little hope of life, and as willing to accept inferiority, while the Western na- P J‘C P ‘I“ at
tions have the highest and noblest objectives. It finds that the Oriental natigps Figr fro® "{
are lazy, accustomed to quietness and rest, and that tht?xr souls are imbibed wig, ol ﬂ’hﬂ)mt gat*
despair and boredom. These nations are acFually sleeping and are not willing to P col
wake up. The Western nations are full of will and endurance, accustomed tg ef. aﬂ oft o it {
fort and hardships, with hope and ambition, and smiling at life while life smiles o b The a
at them. ?‘Mﬁ:ogl"eme'.' .
In studying the cause of social illnesses in the Orient, it can be found that " s 8 object"®
among the causes are the beliefs and opinions introduced into Islam by different ~ﬁ~g eucate ¥
groups like the Sufis and others. These beliefs and opinions took root in the souls ,c, m ndependent
of Oriental people and have wrougl}t harmful results. The reformation will extract ;t,q #0 reable 0
these beliefs from the nation. It will replace them with authentic Islamic beliefs: 1 herefore, conduct

those that call for resolution, work, perseverance, and determination in this life

This reform will prepare al-Azhar’s Ulama to be helpful in the achievement of th:s
objective. They are the focus of hope for this reformation. I will give an example of
one of these opinions to help people realize what benefits the nation will gain, and
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This approach leads to the weakness of the nation: it promotes laziness, which

nakes the nation weak and thus likely to be dominated by those who have been
ready, those who know the means of success and employ them. This doctrine bes
been transmitted from generation to generation, and been spread within the na-
tion to the point that it is even expresseq n poetry and idioms. The reform will
clean up the nation from this and other similar doctrines. This is nejther the first
nor the last. There are other doctrines that cause similar harm but our purpose
here was to give an example not to analyze.

Thus, the objectives of this reform are:

First, to educate judges who have the status of Mujtahid [a clergy entitled to
decree an independent judgement on a matter of theology or law], or at least fol-
Jowers who are able to analyze the arguments of the Mujtahid they follow. They
will, therefore, conduct trials based on Ijtihad or consensus, and not based on imi-
tation, the way it is now. The early Muslims agreed to prohibit the judges from ac-
tion based solely on imitation. They said that imitaton was the province of the
people, not of the judges or Mulftis. They stated that there was no difference be-
tween an animal and a human being that imitates.

Second, to educate competent teachers of the Arabic language and religion,
and try to make the teacher of religion practice its morality himself, to act as an ex-
ample for other people. The teacher of Arabic must be a capable writer and
speaker of good Arabic, for his students will learn this skill by means of exchange
with him. Teaching language will be, in this case, both theoretical and practical at
the same time. Sometimes, spoken language will progress to the level of written
language, making it easy for people to benefit from written language. :

Third, to make preachers and counselors [social workers] aware of the city
and household policies and of what consitutes a happy city and a happy household.
They will have to know people’s temper and the means of persuasion needed to
fmde the citizens to whatever brings them happiness. They will captivate the cm(-i
oy Preaching and guidance in order to help them achieve happiness ‘:}“
feac‘t‘ Ihey will have to avoid imitation the way it is pmc.tlced‘no“’;hd“‘;:ge nce>
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Fifth, to arm the clergymen with genuine science and to give them the ahil-
itv to resurrect their nation from inherited beliefs. These beliefs have remained
from the old generation, are in contradiction with religion, are fatal to the na-
tion, and weaken the nation’s morality. It is likely that they were the main factors
leading to the weakness of the Orient and its descent into the abyss in whichitis
now struggling.

 Sixth, to free minds from the constraints of imitation and to lead them to the
universe of freedqm of thought and deduction. The object is to teach the art of in-
u:”gaual proqgcnon and initiation of scientific movement in the fields of ethics
5”“"’!“8)’» r C_]'gmﬂ, language, and philosophical sciences, such as those that came
to being during the flourishing epochs of al-Ma‘mun and others.
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