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a mere rational response to mundane earthly conditions, discrete from

the spiritual need, but an inner pious response to the religious feeling.

In the general evaluation of ‘Abduh’s interpretation, we have to
admit that in showing the social aspect of the Qur’anic idea, he was
usually depending heavily on earlier works. This in itself was not a
defect because it maintained, in one way or another, the continuity of
Islamic thought. Besides, for a man of ‘Abduh’s background it was
almost impossible to free himself from earlier traditions. What we
appreciate in his thought here is his careful selection from a heap of
traditions, the suitable idea which fits with the new circumstances.
This was not an easy task if it had to be appealing to modern society.
But ‘Abduh appears more original wherever he is free from the
medieval apparatus of interpretation, especially in his essays and

lectures.

The ultimate objective of his thought was to revive the social
aspect of Islam. This in fact could provide the Muslim society - at
least for the time being - with a criterion, by which the process of
change resulting from the impact of an alien civilization could be
controlled, and result in a synthesis that could keep the Muslim mind

free from perpetual conflict.
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‘Abduh’s assertion of the harmony between science and religion
originates also from his desire to establish this synthesis. In various
aspects, ‘Abduh tried to provide the scientific thought with a spiritual
basis and metaphysical background, either by shifting the motive of
approaching science from man’s desire to master nature to man’s
obedience to God’s command to do so, or by trying to read into the
Qur’anic text what is regarded as modern scientific thought.® This
attitude on ‘Abduh’s part was actually in line with traditional thought
of Islam but in spite of that, what appeared wrongly a contradiction
between some religious statements and the new discoveries of science
created a great conflict in the Muslim mind. ‘Abduh’s effort to create
a harmonious relationship between religion and science was in fact
directed to free the Muslim mind from that conflict. This aspect of his
thought was primarily serving the psychological part of his
contemporary Muslims. It is because of this fact that Horani finds that:
“his writing was directed not so much to convince Muslims doubtful
whether modern civilization was acceptable, as to men of modern
culture and experience who doubted whether Islam, or indeed any
revealed religion, was valid as a guide to life.”" It was this group who

suffered the dilemma of the paradox.

Various aspects of his thought can be analyzed from this angle,
the urgent need for reformation in different departments of Muslim

life was granted an inner metaphysical basis. Reformation is no longer

* See examples of these attempts in Goldziher, op. cit., Arabic translation, p. 337.

*’ Horani, op. cit., p. 139.

11
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to achieve a harmonious correlation between reason and revelation.
When ‘Abduh exalted human intelligence, he in fact was trying to
shift the center of gravity from its pure rational plane to its spiritual
atmosphere. He praised the prophets as the most excellent intelligent
human beings and considered prophecy the perfect state of man’s
perception of the world.” But he distinguished between two domains
accessible and inaccessible to reason” and did not find revelation and
reason as antipodal, but as complementary. For him both religion and
reason are good and reliable; yet neither one can sufficiently and
safely substitute for the other; nor should it violate the rights of the
other.” “Abduh believes in innumerable possibilities at the disposal of
reason. “It has golden opportunities and an enormous task in the field
of the Qur’an and religion in general, since certainty in these matters
is enjoined. It can reach an independent, sound judgment in cases of
moral and ethical problems, and distinguish between the good and the
bad by virtue of thinking about their results in the material

. o Lo 73
sychological and spiritual realms.”
=

Although the correlation between reason and revelation as
complementary is more or less in line with the traditional thought of
[slam, the thesis needed to be repeated and emphasized to combine the

two extreme divisions of society into one Islamic synthesis.

* See Jomier, Le Commentaire Corranique du Manar, p. 73, Paris, 1954,
= Ibid., p. 108.

* <Abd al *Ati, The C imcept of freedom in Muhammed ‘Abduh, a thesis presented to McGill University
1957, p. 34.
* Ibid.

10
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Moreover, Western intellectualism, being received passively and away
from its historical milieu, could only enjoy in the Muslim society a
shadowy lifeless existence; “nevertheless, by virtue of its association
with Western prestige, it produced a disintegrating effect on the

emotional values of the traditional Muslim culture.”!

By this quick review of the historical situation, one can see the
cultural paradox which endangered Islamic civilization by that time.
On the one hand, it was impossible to stop the process of change
which was begun by Muhammed ‘Ali, both for the dynamism which it
had acquired for itself and the general feeling of a necessary change.
On the other hand, by the ever increasing contact with Western
civilization, the traditional Islamic cultural pattern was bound to split
as we have seen. It is here that ‘Abduh again found his role, trying to
create a new Islamic synthesis that could keep the process of change at
work and at the same time avoid any fracture in the Islamic cultural
pattern. Again, he could not find a better means than a call for re-
interpretation of the Qur’an. He tried to read in its text more than the
traditional interpretation would permit, something that can fit the new
circumstances. By this attitude ‘Abduh in fact was trying desperately
to transfer the center of gravity again to its metaphysical plane, which
had been its natural place in the Islamic synthesis. Man's relation to
reality and his victorious control over nature were to be spiritualized
again and endowed with a theocratic character and theocentric

metaphysical basis. This was in my opinion the reason for his attempts

24 WS a .
Ala’i, op. cit.,
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world, thereby imparting a new arrangement to its internal economical

activities.”'®

Beside that breakdown which split the Islamic synthesis,
causing its practical ideal to depart from its theocentric metaphysical
basis, there were other factors of disintegration manifesting
themselves even in this borrowed aspect. The prestige which the alien
ideology enjoyed after its i-mmigratiori to a different environment
bestowed on it an overwhelming authoritative character, as we said, so
much so that it resulted in a disposition “to apply to the whole of the
standard of judgment, characteristic of a certain part of the whole, that
is to say the power and certainty which characterized the physical
sciences came to be projected on the other kdepartment of the

0
knowledge.”"

Beside that, the vagueness of Western intellectualism,
as presented to Muslim society by that time expanded the spiritual gap
between the two divisions of society, by creating an impulsive,
enthusiastic acceptance on one side, and naive rejection on the other.
Furthermore, the fact that the first Muslim contact with Western
civilization took the form of military dominion contributed in arousing
an ambivalent feeling of admiration and antipathy; a feeling which

resulted in a great strain and conflict in the Muslim mind by that time

even in ‘Abduh’s appreciation of the British activities in Egypt.*

s Al op. cit., p. 27.
" Ibid., p. 26.

* Lord Cromer says of him he was a man of broad and enlightened views, who admitted the existent

abuses under an oriental government, and recognized the necessity of European assistance in reform.
Noted by C. C., Adams, Islam and Modernism in Egypt, London, 1933, p. 64. This perhaps was the
reason for the loose relationship between him and al-Afshani at last. A. Amin. Zu’ama’ al-Islah Cairo,
1948, p. 311.
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might. But this seemed in conflict with the previous patterns and
institutions. As an orientalist put it: “The power of science, of the
West, seemed different from and in some ways more powerful than
the power that his community (the Muslims) had.”'” In order to face
the challenge of power the Muslim had to adopt the technique, and he
did not find much difficulty to rationalize that, but this in itself was
seen as a declaration of Muslims® failure in regulating the external
activities of their life. It was an expression of the lack of self-
sufficiency since Muslims had to depend. upon an alien ideology in
their external life. This created 2 profound conflict between the two
aspects of the Islamic synthesis by creating a soctety which was

internally Islamic and externally Westernized.

This historical situation presented Muslim society with a real
Crisis demonstrating a collision between a traditional culture and a
new civilization. As ‘Ala’j puts it: “The Muslim world was placed
between, on the one hand, history with its spiritual stability, emotional
authority, and self-evident tradition, and on the other hand, Wéstem
“ideology with its brilliant achievement, profound rationality and
overpowering triumph. Being more accessible and easier of
comprehension, the “material” side of Western civilization was first to
exert its influential character (and to impose upon the Muslim world)

the necessity of reorganizing an interdependence with the outside

i W.C., Smith, Islam, p. Il6.



the whole civilization of the West. The individual traits of the Western
culture were about to be more readily admitted than that culture as a
whole.'* This kind of influence began to cause a great transfer in the
center of gravity in man’s conception of life. Man’s relation to reality
began to be oriented towards energetic and effective contact with
nature, and towards the scientific control over the conditions of
outward experience.” The overwhelming technological superiority,
migrating to the Muslim world with a halo of power and prestige was
apt to acquire an even more influential authoritative character than it
possessed in its native environment.'® The individual traits of the
Western civilization, as centering round man’s role in history,
threatened the Islamic synthesis to be split and to Adepart from its
metaphysical foundation. An impact like that can be seen easily in
Sayyid Ahmed Khan’s claim that “Islam is nature and nature is
Islam,” the slogan which brought upon his head the wrath of

Al-Afghani and his disciple ‘Abduh.

An alien ideology, perhaps for the first time in Islam, began to
regulate man’s external activities and his conception of history. The
governance of the universe ought to be now to- man who could in an

alien society create out of science a new technology and industrial

¥ Toynbee in The World and the West, pp. 67-T1, has aptly shown that a loose strand of cultural

radiation may prove deadly when it is disengaged from the system within which it has been
functioning hitherto and is set free to range abroad by itself in a different milieu. It is also worth
consideration. in the Muslim case, his idea about the relation between the penetrative power of a
strand of cultural radiation and its cultural value which is usually in inverse ratio. Although Toynbee
by this attitude is forsaking the role of the historian for that of the prophet as Grunebaum has aptly
shown in his criticism of Toynbee's doctrine, I would incline to adopt Toynbee’s view as a guideline
of the psychology of encounters, but not in the strict sense of the scientific rule.

*Ala’i, op. cit,
16 \W.C., Smith, Islam in Modern History, Monter, ed., p. 116.
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of life as a unified whole, as well as by the conception of divine
activity in the sphere of history and nature.”” The ultimate value
behind the Islamic pattern of culture, according to ‘Ala’i, both in its
- regulative capacity and spiritual aspiration, both in affirming life and
rejecting its sensuous world, remained theocentric in character and
metaphysical in nature. The inner unity of this synthesis persisted as a
unifying principle till the Muslim encounter with Western civilization
‘which proved to be the most effective impact on the spiritual structure

and the cultural pattern of Is]am.

Whether the synthesis was a harmonious inner relation between
the two extreme aspects of Islam, the transcendental and the personal,
as Gibb maintained, or a kind of balanced correlation between a
belief-system and material conditions, as Safran claimed; or even an
inner theocentric metaphysical unity synthesizing the two principles,
the practical and the pure as ‘Ala’i believed, we cannot decide now.
What is certain for us is the reality of the split which was taking place
in the Islamic cultural pattern in Egypt by the time of ‘Abduh. There
was a danger of a kind of despiritualization trying to manifest in
various departments of Egyptian life. The traditional metaphysical
foundation of their culture, as Muslims, was threatened to be sapped
by the new elements borrowed from an alien culture, always drawing

after them other elements.

As Toynbee would eXpect —according to his theory— it was more

disturbing for Muslim culture to borrow a lone element than to receive

¥ bid,
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to the degree of claiming that “the new tensions arose within Islam
itself, by the operation of its own forces™ , that is to say that it is
“quite untrue” that “the new factors were intrusions from without,

s o 9
impulses radiating out from Europe.”

Another attitude was maintained by Professor Safran who
speaks of Islam's involvement in social and political life, noting that,
while Egyptian society had undergone a very rapid change in the
social and economical domain, under the renewed contact with the
West, its belief system remained frozen creating an increasingly
widening gap “between reality and ideology which undermined the
existing political community and threatened to condemn Egyptian

society to a permanent state of instability and tension.”"”

But Professor ‘Ala’i speaks of an essential synthesis inherent in
the Islamic system. According to him “the foundation of Islamic
culture was a twofold synthesis, manifested in its moral energy in two
ideals, namely the ‘practical’ and the ‘pure’ ».'"" Although in its
practical ideal the synthesis was operating within a fragment of reality
in regulating the outward activities, it was in essence the product of
the existential tendency with its theocratic expansion.'” It combined
with the ‘pure’ ideal, the inner synthesis of Islam, as based upon the

axiomatic conviction of the new religion, inspired by the conception

¥ Ibid., p. 25.

? Ibid.

' Safran, op. cit., p. 3.

"'M.*Ala’ i, “The impact of Western civilization on the apperception of Islamic culture till the middle of

the 20" century”. Annals of Faculty of Arts. * Ain Shams University. vol. 8m 1963, Cairo, p. 25.
12 .
- Ibid.
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which had persisted for 4 long time. Scholars agree about this defect,

but they differ concerning the nature and essence of that synthesis.

Professor Gibb speaks of a working agreement, between the
mystical element and the orthodox doctrine, reaching its climax in the
later centuries. This was a harmonious correlation and interaction
synthesis in which the sufi brotherhoods cared for the personal

religious needs of the people and gave ful] play to their religious

‘emotions but were generally careful to avoid a clash with the orthodox

theology. The doctors (‘*Ulama’) and the theologians, on their side,
entered freely into the sufi orders and there assisted to hold the
balance against extreme pantheistic tendencies.’ Byt this equilibrium
could not be maintained forever because this harmonious inner
relation was accompanied by a relaxing attitude. This relaxation led to
its usual consequence and the Islamijc synthesis was tending to a lower
standard. “The ‘Ulama’ were being dragged in the wake of Sufis ...
(and) theology was beginning to compromise with Sufi doctrine.”A
reaction to this downhill movement was bound to rige up violently and

Tl 7
uncompromisingly.

By this analysis Gibb interprets the breakdown of the Islamic
harmonious synthesis, which was working out successfully during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, His interpretation might be true
concerning the emergence of the Wahhabi movement, in so much as it

stood against the mystical innovations, but this cannot be generalized

‘HAR. Gibb, Modern Trends in Islam , Chicago, 1950, p. 24.
7
1hid,
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economic opportunities attracted large numbers of foreigners “who
had had an important role in the infusion of Western ideas and
customs”. The number of mission schools multiplied under Isma‘il
and their example stimulated the creation of communal and private
schools. A large number of Syrian Christians who had studied in
Christian missionary colleges in their own country and who now
became pioneers in many fields of cultural endeavourv were attracted
to Egypt and founded the first Arabic daily newspaper”. The process
was accelerated once more when closer contacts with Europe
developed as a result of the opening of the Suez Canal. Finally by the
ultimate occupation of Egypt by Britain in 1882, the exogenous forces

of Westernization achieved primacy in the process.’

Thus by the time ‘Abduh came to the scene the change was
taking place in Egyptian soc‘iety both in its civilization as well as in its
culture. Although the physical aspect was more dramatic in its change,
the intellectual aspect was imperceptibly dividing Egyptian society
institutionally and spiritually. On the one side stood the religious
schools with Al Azhar at their apex resisting all change, on the other,
the modern schools founded on European model accepting all the

ideas of modern Europe.’

The division was not only an external one dividing Egyptian
society into two classes, this would have not been dangerous but it

~was more than that. Egyptian society lacked the Islamic synthesis

*N. Safran, Egypt in Search of Political Community, Harvard, 1961, p. 35.
* Abu-Lughud, op. cit., p. 161.
3 Horani, Arabic thought in the Liberal Age, Oxford , 1962, p. 137-138.
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2. THE QUEST FOR A SYNTHESIS

Beside [jtihad as the Islamic criterion which M. ‘Abduh
advocated, as we have seen in the first part of this paper, there was
‘another effort implicit in his works to create an Islamic synthesis after
the traditional one was about to collapse. What we mean by the
Islamic synthesis, and what happened to it would be clear by a quick

review of the contemporary circumstances.

As early as the French invasion, Egypt began to gather some
aspects of the experience of an alien civilization. The French
expedition introduced the printing press, and the newspaper. It can be
considered the first stimulus to modern Egyptian awareness of the
West. The activities undertaken by Muhammed "Ali, as an Egyptian
response to this awareness began the change in the Egyptian society,
especially in the physical aspect of civilization. Later on by Isma‘il’s
effort to Westernize Egypt and his extreme interest in disseminating
knowledge of French language,' the intellectual aspect of Western

s, . 2
civilization began to be seep 2 The process was accelerated when the

" Professor of Islamic Studies, Faculty of Arts, Ain Shams University, Cairo.
" Abu Lughud, Arab Re-discovery of Europe, Princeton University press, 1963 p. 161,
E Although Isma‘il’s ideology was different from Muhammed “Ali’s, both efforts led to one harmonious

result. The elements which M. ‘Al borrowed from an alien civilization led to others quite different from

his own ideology. See an example of this process in . Toynbee The World and the West, Oxford
University Press 1953, pp. 75-78.
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