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social issues. Earlier Islamic reformist thinkers defended democ-
racy or respect for human rights on the grounds that such princi-
ples are supported by Islam. In contrast, such contemporary
intellectuals argue that we should not resort to Islam to support
such principles: we should rather uphold them on the basis of our
own human reason and social will. ‘Islam’, Abu Zayd argues, ‘as a
religion acts as a frame of reference, but I can’t influence human
rights by simply referring to Islam. After all, many human
achievements undeniably exist outside of religion.’®? By rejecting
the instrumentalisation of religion irrespective of motivation
(including, in other words, its exploitation for politically progres-
sive programmes), such intellectuals have overcome a basic
obstacle in Muslim reformist thinking. Earlier generations felt
obliged to interpret religious source texts that challenge modern
notions of human rights and society to the point where they
resolved any contradiction between the two. Abu Zayd and
Soroush, to name only two contemporary thinkers, accept the
contradiction as a matter of fact but consider it irrelevant because
it does not affect the essence of religion.

To conclude, the most interesting aspect of Abu Zayd’s work
appears to be his attempt — based on a profound knowledge of the
traditional religious sciences — to adapt the findings of modern
linguistics and the theories of philosophical hermeneutics to his
analysis of the Qur’an and Islamic theology. In doing so, he has
continued a promising project in literary exegesis initiated by al-
Khuli, which views the Qur’an as a poetically structured text, and a
literary monument, rather than a list of judgements or a merely
legal text. Like al-Khuli and his direct associates (especially his
widow ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman and his pupil Muhammad Ahmad
Khalafallah), Abu Zayd has a deep-seated knowledge of Islamic
tradition. However he makes an even more pronounced effort to
apply the findings of modern linguistic science and the theories
of philosophical hermeneutics to the study of the Qur’an and
Islamic theology. This has produced remarkable parallels to
concerted efforts within contemporary Western Islamic studies to
study the Qur’an as a literary text. The fact that Abu Zayd is not a
lone voice but has contemporary Muslim colleagues who hold
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similar views indicates that the field of Qur’anic studies in the
Islamic world is becoming increasingly diverse and reflective.
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