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Is it “Qur’anophobia,”
Or Merely Rejecting a Specific Interpretation of the Qur’an?
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Egypt, in the aftermath of its revolution, is in urgent need of dialogue. In order for this
dialogue to be fruitful and productive, it must be open dialogue, conducted in such a
manner—>by different elements of society—that the worldviews and concepts of everyone
who participates are mutually enriched. One thing we certainly do not need is for everyone to
rigidly adhere to their own opinions, and seek to impose these upon others, or society as a
whole—expecting people to accept or reject said views in the absence of any solid
intellectual or factual evidence to support them.

The dialogue that Egypt so urgently needs is one in which concepts and opinions are
presented, not for blind adoption by members of a specific group, irrespective of the
convictions of others, but rather, with the aim of establishing a solid foundation for the future
of our nation—which strengthens and enlarges the capacity of all Egyptian citizens, without
any form of exclusion. That is to say, a dialogue for the sake of our nation’s future, rather
than for the benefit of any specific group or party.

The prerequisite of any productive dialogue is to refine the concepts used in said dialogue, by
dispassionately analyzing these concepts and their foundational principles. We must shift
from a politicized approach to concepts—whereby they are employed as tools to mobilize
and/or control people—to an epistemological approach, in which said concepts are
analytically studied and critically understood. Needless to say, a politicized approach not only
impoverishes concepts, but—most dangerously—gives rise to upheaval and conflict.

Because Egyptian and Arab elites have, for many centuries, been unfamiliar with any
approach to intellectual concepts that was not highly politicized, it is unsurprising that such
an approach remains dominant in our societies. It is necessary, in fact, to plainly state that the
root cause of the current structural crisis afflicting Egyptian and Arab elites is rooted in this
kind of politicized approach [to concepts, including those associated with religion]. Egypt,
and the Arab world at large, will succeed in overcoming the problems they face, only if
Egyptian and Arab elites can successfully shift from a political approach—whose objective is
to mobilize and/or control people—to an epistemological one, whose objective is to enlighten
people.



“l don’t believe that any [true] Muslim opposes applying the Qur’an and the legal
punishments (hudud) dictated by God. If any Muslim rejects God’s speech [i.e., the Qur’an],
then he’s the one with a problem, not the Muslim Brotherhood. And anyone who doesn’t like
the Qur’an should frankly admit this to the public, without blaming his discomfiture on the
Muslim Brotherhood.” This public statement by a prominent Muslim Brotherhood leader can
be easily classified—through its great simplicity—as mobilizing people to serve the political
objectives of the group to which he belongs.

His statement is nothing more than a pragmatic slogan, intended to discredit opponents and
popularize his religious group’s political narrative, by claiming that their worldly objectives
are not mundane at all, but rather, a “noble project” that merely seeks to apply God’s speech
[the Qur’an] to the governance of society.

An epistemological analysis of his statement paves the way to a more general discussion of
how people structure their relationship with sacred scriptures in general, and the Qur’an in
particular. Whereas a politicized approach completely impoverishes the Qur’an—due to its
being employed as a mask for coercive authority—an epistemological approach necessarily
positions the Qur’an as an arena for interaction and dialogue. This, in turn, compels one to
investigate the many ways in which Muslims construct their relationships with the Qur’an. In
doing so, it is necessary that we trace these relationships back to the most central moment in
the entire history of Islam as a formal institution, i.e., the time of fitna [the civil war that
followed the death of the third Caliph, Usman].

When the Prophet Muhammad’s (saw.) great companion, A’mmar bin Yasser, addressed the
Umayyads during the battle of Shifeen, he declared: “We waged war upon you [i.e., your
family, the former polytheists of Mecca, led by Muhammad’s great enemy Abu Sufyan]
following the revelation of the Qur’an, and today we battle over its interpretation.”

With these words, A’mmar expressed his clear recognition that the bloody civil war that
engulfed early Muslims—which served as a hinge for the entire subsequent political and
cultural history of Islam—was, in essence, a conflict about interpretation of the Qur’an.
Interpretation is, in essence, an enquiry regarding the correct and appropriate way to structure
human beings’ relationship with any given text. Thus, we may conclude that the dramatic
first [but by no means last] civil war in the history of Islam was waged, by and between
Muslims, to determine how they would construct their relationships with the Qur’an.

If we analyze the public pronouncements, and practices, of the two warring parties, we may
clearly identify two distinct ways of structuring relationships with the sacred text. The first
was that of the Umayyads, who insisted upon employing the Qur’an to support, and mask,
their own political authority. This was dramatically illustrated when, facing defeat by ‘Ali’s
forces, the Umayyads lifted masahif (copies of the Qur’an) upon their swords and lances, and
called for a truce in the name of Islam. Binding the mushaf (Qur’an) to swords—which, in the
Arab imagination, represent the instrument for establishing and securing political authority—
reveals the fact that for the Umayyads, the mushaf played much the same role as the sword
(namely, to serve and support their political ambitions).

When the role of the text is demoted from that of Divine communication/interaction with
humanity, and Scripture harnessed to legitimize and support a specific political authority, it is
logical to expect that the temporal authorities in question will tend to pronounce the text (and
specifically, their interpretation of it) as authoritative, and thus beyond human questioning,



interaction or debate. The political authority thus seeks to conceal its true nature—as a self-
interested, unjust and oppressive tyrant, whose absolute power must not be challenged—
behind its depiction of the text as a similarly unquestionable and unchallengeable authority.
Which is to say, that in such an authoritarian context, the distinction between political and
scriptural authority is completely dissolved, and the two merged into one.

Needless to say, positioning the text as a rigidly defined authority constrains its ability to
produce new meanings, through interaction with a constantly changing and evolving human
condition and understanding of the text. This, in turn, relegates the text to the status of an
artifact, divorced from interaction with the contemporary world, and its role in society is thus
confined to a process of repetition [reciting its “authoritative” interpretation] and stagnation.
This positions the text in such a way that anyone who wishes to be regarded as a true and
faithful Muslim can only “adore” the Qur’an, but not engage in a fruitful process of human
interaction with the text, in order to produce new knowledge of value in a changing world.

It is clear that this inflexible way of dealing with the text has dominated over the long history
of Islam. In his response to the Umayyads, ‘Ali bin Abi Talib [son-in-law of the Prophet
Muhammad, and the fourth Caliph] affirmed the central role of human beings in dealing with
the text. According to “Ali, the mushaf (text, or Qur’an) has no tongue with which to speak,
and thus it is inevitably humans who express their understanding of the Qur’an, and interpret
its meaning. In other words, ‘Ali viewed the text as an arena for interaction with human
beings—through their attempts to understand the Divine Message—rather than as a tool to
subjugate humanity. This view is based upon the fact that both the human mind, and
objective reality, are components of the revelation, which in turn leads to the necessity of
taking these into consideration when interpreting the Qur’an.

Following the decisive shift in the course of Islamic politics, from the early Caliphate to the
Umayyads’ despotic rule—heralded by the assassination of ‘Ali, and the triumph of
Mu’awiyah bin Abu-Sufyan—it became politically expedient to exclude Imam ‘Ali’s
interactive way of dealing with the Qur’an and replace it with the Umayyad approach, which
continues to enjoy hegemony until our present day.

To further cement their authority, the Umayyads cleverly positioned any questioning or
rejection of their highly politicized approach as a blasphemous rejection of the Qur’an itself,
rather than as the pious refutation of a specific human relationship with the Qur’an, derived
from an authoritarian mindset. It must be noted that rejection of this politicized approach is
not at all synonymous with a rejection of the Qur’an itself. Rather, it constitutes rejection of a
specific, highly-instrumentalized way of positioning the Qur’an as an “unquestionable
authority” to subjugate and enslave the human mind, rather than approaching the Qur’an as a
“starting point” to obtain a solid [spiritual and religious] foundation that will enable the
human mind to understand, and develop, a meaningful and appropriate relationship with the
world.

Paradoxically, positioning the Qur’an as an unquestionable authority results not only in the
impoverishment of human awareness—which is left with no occupation other than to repeat
what it is told [by those who claim to speak with divine authority]— but also to the
impoverishment of the Qur’an itself. That is because blind repetition renders it difficult for
the Qur’an’s manifest subtle nuances and connotations to flow.



In other words, how we interpret and structure human beings’ relationship with the Qur’an
significantly impacts the manner and degree to which the Qur’an can mold our lives, and
society at large. While one approach positions the Qur’an as an indispensible foundation for
human creativity and striving to improve our world, a politicized approach positions it as an
“unquestionable authority” that subjugates and enslaves the human mind.

When a prominent figure in the Muslim Brotherhood cites the Qur’an, in order to immunize
his group’s political agenda from any and all criticism, he is behaving in the precise manner
employed by the Umayyads. He should be honest enough to admit that those who oppose his
agenda do not reject the Qur’an, but merely his own heavily politicized exploitation of it for
worldly purposes. Ironically, the Qur’an itself explicitly condemns such behavior.

Dr. Ali Mabrook serves as Deputy Director of Academics of LibForAll Foundation’s
International Institute of Qur’anic Studies (www.libforall.org), and is a prominent member of
Egypt’s intellectual and academic community.
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