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Abstract: The notion of thematic interpretation of the Qur≥Én (al-tafsÊr al-
mawÌË≤Ê) has attained a remarkable degree of conceptual and methodological
clarity in the works of MuÍammad ≤Abd Allah DrÉz, MuÍammad MaÍmËd
×ijÉzÊ, MuÍammad BÉqir al-Øadr and Fazlur Rahman. They provide cases that
allow testing of methodological feasibility and intellectual fecundity of this
approach to Qur≥Énic exegesis. A common and important aspect of their works,
as the textual analysis shows, is the attempt to search for a Qur≥Énic conceptual
framework for social theorization informed and guided by the fundamental
Islamic world-view.

A quick survey of the literature shows a general agreement on the
basic meaning of the thematic study of the Qur≥Én. That is, it consists
of treating a specific topic as expounded by the Qur≥Én so as to
construct what can be considered as a/the Qur≥Énic view of that
topic. However, there is a major difference of opinion on the scope
and the method(s) to be applied in conducting tafsÊr al-mawÌË≤Ê.

The writers of this genre of Qur≥Énic exegesis show a general
dissatisfaction with the traditional, verse-by-verse approach to
Qur≥Én interpretation. Barring few exceptions, they seldom spell out
the epistemological premises and methodological guidelines of their
work. This study analyzes the ideas of four scholars whose works
show striking methodological similarities despite the difference of
their academic background and socio-cultural experience.1 The
selected scholars are: MuÍammad ≤Abd Allah DrÉz of Egypt (1894-
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1958), MuÍammad MaÍmËd ×ijÉzÊ of Egypt (1914-1972),
MuÍammad BÉqir al-Øadr of Iraq (1933-1980) and Fazlur Rahman
of Pakistan/U.S.A. (1919-1988). Reference will in due course be
made to other writers who offered pertinent insights on the subject.

Al-TafsÊr al-MawÌË≤≤≤≤≤Ê: Its Meaning and Varieties

The idea of thematic or topical study of the Qur≥Én is relatively
new. Its origin is to be found in a doctoral dissertation dealing with
thematic unity in the noble Qur≥Én submitted to al-Azhar-Mosque
University in 1967. Then, the theory of thematic unity sounded quite
strange to some people who “rejected it and even tried to prevent its
discussion at al-Azhar University.”2 Nevertheless, it can be argued
that that the concept of al-tafsÊr al-mawÌË≤Ê had its birth in the 1960s.3

Prior to that a number of works dealt with the topical study of the
Qur≥Énic verses such as man in the Qur≥Én, the Day of Judgement
in the Qur≥Én, and human society in the Qur≥Én.4 These works were
not considered as belonging to al-tafsÊr al-mawÌË≤Ê simply because
most traditional-minded students of tafsÊr abhorred the idea of the
topical study itself.

Though accepted as a specific genre of tafsÊr, there exists a variety
of opinion as to the definition and meaning of al-tafsÊr al-mawÌË≤Ê.
It has been defined, according to Mustafa Muslim, as the treatment
of a specific subject or topic related to intellectual and social life or
natural phenomena from a Qur≥Énic perspective.5 According to
another view, the term refers to the gathering of the verses scattered
throughout the chapters (sËrahs) of the Qur≥Én that deals with a
specific subject whether explicitly or implicitly, with a view to
interpreting them according to the objectives (maqÉÎid) of the
Qur≥Én. A more refined version of this view looks at al-tafsÊr al-
mawÌË≤Ê as a discipline that deals, in a specific way, with Qur≥Énic
themes, which are bound together whether in terms of the basic
meaning or in terms of purpose, so as to identify their components
and unveil the unifying bond that links them together. Yet another
version defines al-tafsÊr al-mawÌË≤Ê as a study which treats issues
and subjects according to the Qur≥Énic directives in one sËrah or
more.6

Shaykh MuÍammad al-GhazÉlÊ states that there are two approaches
in thematic tafsÊr. One approach treats  each sËrah of the Qur≥Én as
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one whole unit. This approach consists of identifying the sËrah’s
main theme or themes and the subtle meaning and ideas that link its
subject matter. The second approach “is to identify the major themes
of the Qur≥Én as a whole and discuss the issues and subjects it covers
in light of those themes.”7 For al-GhazÉlÊ, the thematic tafsÊr stands
opposed to what he calls “local” (mawÌi≤Ê) interpretation which
“deals with one verse or a set of verses by explaining its vocabulary,
[clarifying] its structure and [expounding] its rulings (aÍkÉm).”8 The
latter approach, characteristics of the classical exegetic works, has
failed to grasp the totality of the Qur≥Én and the comprehensiveness
and unity of its teachings.

From the above discussion, two essential features of al-tafsÊr al-
mawÌË≤Ê emerge. The first revolves around the idea of theme as the
focal point in the exegetic enterprise. The second, which is closely
related to the first, is the notion of unity according to which the
verses of the Qur≥Én  are seen to constitute an integrated coherent
whole. These two features suggest the existence of a certain affinity
between al-tafsÊr al-mawÌË≤Ê as a specific genre of interpretation
and the theory of naÐm and its sister munÉsabah developed by
classical scholars in the context of their effort to establish the doctrine
of the inimitability of the Qur≥Én (i≤jÉz).

The Syrian scholar BurhÉn al-DÊn al-BiqÉ≤Ê (d. 885 H.) has
devoted,  in the late medieval Islamic period, much attention and
effort to this variety of thematic approach within the context of his
quest for the munÉsabÉt (sing. munÉsabah) or coherence between
the verses and chapters of the Qur≥Én based on their tradition-
established arrangement.9 As we approach the contemporary period,
the emphasis on theme(s) as the unifying element in the Qur≥Énic
verses becomes much stronger in exegetic works as evident in the
works of scholars selected for this study.

The Theoretical and Methodological Foundations

In one of his earliest works, MuÍammad A. DrÉz addresses the
fundamental question concerning the divine or human origin of the
Qur≥Én.10 Though DrÉz bases his arguments on philosophical,
psychological, historical and linguistic (semantic and stylistic)
aspects, the latter aspect of his argument is of great relevance to this
study. Of significance to note is his idea of “linguistic miracle” as a
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major feature of the Qur≥Énic discourse.11 This miracle is evident in
the prominence of coherence and unity that characterize the
relationships between the parts and components of that discourse.
As he puts it, the Qur≥Én’s parts and components are “knit together
in such a way as to yield an unbreakable, masterful, and firm unity.”12

This feature is noticeable in the shorter chapters (sËrahs), in the sets
of limited number of its verses that deal with particular topics and,
indeed more strikingly, in the longest chapters (ÏiwÉl) of the Qur≥Én.
Although the constituent parts of the sËrahs were revealed
intermittently over varying periods of time, each of these “constitutes
a well-knit structure [consisting] of grand themes raised on firm
foundations and principles. In each of those principles are grounded
sub-principles from which spread out branches and
ramifications….”13

To prove his point, he analyzes the longest chapter of the Qur≥Én,
al-Baqarah, because it “encompasses the widest variety of meanings.
It comprises the largest number of installments (nujËm) as well as
the longest time intervals separating its intermittent revelations.”14

It is natural, therefore, that the sËrah deals with varying topics as
required by different occasions and situations.15  Yet, “it is a cohesive
discourse (kalÉm wÉÍid) whose beginning confirms its end and vice-
versa, and which in its totality embraces one and the same purpose
(gharaÌ), just as sentences hold together to express one single
proposition.”16

Guided by the assumption of coherence and unity, DrÉz examines
sËrat al-Baqarah by using the methodology previously applied by
al-ShÉÏibÊ to sËrat al-Mu≥minËn. According to DrÉz, four major
themes, an introduction, and a conclusion make up the overall
structure of al-Baqarah. In the introduction (verses 1-20), the first
unit, a broad definition of the Qur≥Én and a general description of
its main features are provided. The second unit (verses 21-25)
presents the first major theme of the sËrah. Here, the Qur≥Én invites
all mankind to embrace Islam. A flashback then follows, in the third
unit (verses 26-39), which turns to the Qur≥Én to describe its
guidance and expound its approach in calling people to its eternal
truths.

The second major theme, in the fourth unit (verses 40-162) deals
with the people of earlier scriptures (ahl al-kitÉb), especially the
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Jews, calling them to shun falsehood and submit to the truth as
revealed in the final revelation.

The third theme of the sËrah, the fifth unit (verses 178-283),
concerns the detailed rules and laws of Islam meant to regulate human
affairs. The preceding fourteen verses (163-177) serve as a prelude
to this major theme. Then, the sËrah, in just one verse (284), moves
on to present the fourth theme. It points to the religio-spiritual force
(wÉzi≤) that motivates man to comply with those rules and laws and
restrains him from disobeying them. Finally, in the last two verses
(285-86) constituting the conclusion, the sËrah provides a description
of the qualities of those who have accepted the Divine message and
complied with its teaching and to highlight the rewards awaiting
them both in this life and in the hereafter.17

Evidently, sËrat al-Baqarah has a variety of themes in its various
units. Yet, each of these units occupies its proper place linking it
with what precedes and what follows it. This reveals, DrÉz argues,
the existence of an organic structure and basic unity of meaning
that runs throughout the sËrah from beginning to end, thus making
it stand as one integrated whole. Likewise, the introduction and
conclusion are threaded together thus making the whole sËrah “one
coherent compact structure.”18 The organic unity thus found is not
unique to sËrat al-Baqarah but characterizes the entire Qur≥Én and
all its sËrahs. At the methodological level, this entails that in order
to reach an accurate appreciation of the “local” interrelationships
(ÎilÉt mawÌi≤iyyah) between the constituent parts or units of the
sËrah, one must first make sense of the major themes and organic
structure running through it. This would serve, both theoretically
and methodologically, as a springboard to the wider and more
comprehensive conception of the thematic approach to the study of
the Qur≥Én.

DrÉz subsequently developed his views and sharpened his
arguments in this respect in his doctoral work submitted to the
Sorbonne University in 1947. In it, he drew up a sort of
methodological balance sheet of the works of classical Muslim
scholars. For him, the early scholars took the first “step in the
preparation of the material for construction” but did not follow it up
by “the necessary elaboration to erect the edifice.”19 By grouping
the relevant Qur≥Énic passages according to the order of the sËrahs
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as established by tradition, the early scholars, including people like
al-GhazÉlÊ, presented the readers with “a jumble of scattered materials
with no family affinity (esprit de famille) to bind them together, and
in which there appears no sequence of ideas.”20 Put differently, after
breaking up the original unity (unitÉ primitive) in each sËrah, they
failed to provide “a logical unity” and a “methodical classification”
that would present the principles and rules of Qur≥Énic ethics in the
form of a “coherent structure” distinguishing that ethics from other
closely related disciplines.

It appears from DrÉz’s critique of earlier works, none has
attempted to work out a “unified system” that would link together
the fundamental moral truths expounded by the Qur≥Én. Curiously,
DrÉz argues, classical Muslim scholars addressed the moral doctrine
in the Qur≥Én according to a pre-existing, “Platonic or Peripatetic,”
model. That is to say, in most cases, the Qur≥Én was cited by
theologians, moralists, mystics and others as a mere complementary
element to just illustrate or support “one or another conception that
has already been adopted.”21 In other words, their contributions
consisted mostly of putting forth the results of their meditations and
philosophical studies in such a way that the Qur≥Én would only
occupy a secondary place in their treatises. As Fazlur Rahman
explains, many scholars who realized the unity of the Qur≥Énic
discourse often imposed that unity “upon the Qur≥Én (and Islam in
general) from without rather than” deriving it “from a study of the
Qur≥Én itself.”22

From these considerations, DrÉz felt the need for a more adequate
and sound approach (mÉthode plus saine) to study the moral order
of the Qur≥Én in theory and practice.23 This approach neither follows
the sequence of the sËrahs as traditionally arranged such as al-
GhazÉlÊ did, nor adopts an alphabetical order of concepts as others
tried to do, but it consists of following “a logical order.”

In practical terms, the suggested approach operates as follows.
The Qur≥Énic verses are classified according to the category of
human relations that the general moral rule aims at organizing. Within
every category a number of sub-categories are also identified and
each of them is given a specific title summing up the particular moral
teaching it conveys. The totality of the texts thus arranged provides
a complete programme of practical life that the Qur≥Én prescribes.
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Likewise, DrÉz sets out to construct the Islamic “moral system”
through a conscious and systematic effort to discover its essential
theoretical underpinnings and practical components as enunciated
throughout the chapters of the Qur≥Én. This exercise, as his book
amply testifies, is informed with an adequate knowledge of both
old and new moral theories that allows for intelligent and informative
comparisons.  Other advocates of thematic tafsÊr are actually engaged
in a systematic search of such a comprehensive system of thought
and life, as can be derived from the verses of the Qur≥Én, in order to
face the challenges of the modern age.

Developing his thesis on Qur≥Énic ethics at a time when mankind
was suffering from the devastating consequences of two world wars,
one of the major concerns of DrÉz was to bring to the attention and
conscience of humanity the Qur≥Énic perspective from which “the
history of moral doctrines will gain much in terms of range,
profundity and harmony” and which will enable moral thought “to
overcome its difficulties, both old and new.”24 As he saw it, such an
undertaking was necessary to attain a better understanding of the
human condition and foster a broad humanism (humanisme alargi)
in which all people of goodwill in every part of the world shall
cooperate for the good of humanity.25

 For DrÉz, the Qur≥Én does not merely promulgate rules of
conduct, it lays the solid foundations of theoretical knowledge on
which the edifice of its moral values and rules stand. This theoretical
knowledge is rooted in a very fundamental conception of human
nature according to which “the distinction between good and evil is
an inner revelation inscribed in the human soul, before being a Divine
legislation.” Accordingly, reason and revelation are but a twofold
light revealing the same object, a twofold expression of one and the
same original reality, rooted in the essence of things.

DrÉz’s formulation of the theoretical and methodological
foundations for this genre of Qur≥Énic exegesis has provided a basic
framework that seems to have been adopted by subsequent authors,
including al-GhazÉlÊ and al-Øadr, in their treatment of the subject.
The difference being in terms of further refining its theoretical
arguments, elaborating its methodological rules and widening the
scope of its application.
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×ijÉzÊ: From Discontent to Discovery

The Azhar Professor of tafsÊr MuÍammad MaÍmËd al-×ijÉzÊ
provided a much wider scope for the implementation of al-tafsÊr al-
mawÌË≤Ê and further theoretical and historical justification for it that
consolidate DrÉz’s views outlined above. ×ijÉzÊ’s contribution can
best be appreciated in the light of his exegetic experience within the
context of the classical approach to Qur≥Én interpretation. While
working on his three-volume commentary on the Qur≥Én (Al-TafsÊr
al-WÉÌiÍ) in the period 1951-55, ×ijÉzÊ recalls, some features of
the Qur≥Énic discourse and style struck his mind in a compelling
manner.

One of those features consists of the repetition in more than one
sËrah of one or more than one subject under different lights without
this affecting the internal coherence and unity of the sËrah in which
it occurs. This phenomenon required an explanation. However, when
he turned to the classical commentators to seek their answer, he was
quite frustrated with what they had to offer. In his view, instead of
systematically and convincingly dealing with the question of
repetition in the Qur≥Én, those commentators rather evaded it by
falling back upon the doctrine of naskh according to which later
verses in the chronological order of revelation are said to have
abrogated the preceding ones.26 What exacerbated ×ijÉzÊ’s
dissatisfaction with this treatment of the problem was that some
Orientalists and secular-minded Muslim writers took the issue of
repetition as a pretext in their criticism and misrepresentation of the
Qur≥Én, thus describing it as inconsistent, redundant and lacking in
literary merit.

This personal experience concerning the phenomenon of
repetition in the Qur≥Én prompted ×ijÉzÊ to think more seriously
about the question of exegetic methodology. He got important clues
to a better understanding of this phenomenon while he was working
on his commentary. Observing that the Qur≥Én treats differently the
same subject in various places and contexts, he sets out to gather all
the verses relating to man. This exercise made him realize one
important thing about the Qur≥Énic style in dealing with this subject.
It draws a holistic picture of man including such aspects like his
origin and creation, the diversity of his colours and dispositions,
and his moral standing in the sight of God. Further reflection on the
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problem guided him to realize the existence of thematic unity (al-
wiÍdah al-mawÌË≤iyyah) running in the different chapters of the
Qur≥Én and to develop it into a self-contained theory.

Besides gathering all relevant verses dealing with a specific
subject, applying the notion of thematic unity involves three more
methodological steps. The first step consists of rearranging the
gathered verses according to their chronological order of revelation.
The second step involves analyzing the verse (or set of verses) and
understanding its import within the context of the sËrah to which it
belongs. The last step looks into the unfolding and procession of
the subject throughout the totality of the Qur≥Én.27

In ×ijÉzÊ’s view, these steps are necessary to grasp the meaning
and scope of thematic unity in the Qur≥Én in terms of its logical
structure and historical manifestation as well as the wisdom
underlying the chronological sequence of revelation. Hence, the
idea of thematic exegesis unfolded gradually in his mind. In contrast
to what he calls al-tafsÊr al-aÍkÉm, by which he refers to the
traditional approach in Qur≥Énic exegesis and which proved
inadequate to meet the intellectual and methodological challenges
posed by the modern age, thematic exegesis must prevail if a sound
and viable understanding of the Qur≥Én is to be achieved.28

Subsequently, MuÍammad BÉqir al-Øadr and Fazlur Rahman
developed a more sophisticated argument and elaborate theorizing
on the necessity and implications of this genre of Qur≥Énic exegesis.

Al-Øadr and Fazlur Rahman

It is a coincidence that the major works of al-Øadr and Fazlur Rahman
on thematic exegesis appeared in the same year in 1980. Fazlur
Rahman wrote his Major Themes of the Qur≥Én in the calm academic
atmosphere of the University of Chicago, U.S.A., al-Øadr delivered
his fourteen-lectures on al-tafsÊr al-mawÌË≤Ê between JamÉdi al-
awwal and Rajab, 1399 A.H./1978 C.E. in the then spiritually and
politically tense environment of the ShÊ≤Ê Islamic seminary at Najaf,
Iraq. However,  al-Øadr’s formulation of his method prefaces the
actual exercise he undertook to study the Qur≥Én thematically, thus
constituting with it one single work,29 Rahman’s theorizing on the
method of thematic exegesis appears separately as an introduction
to his Islam and Modernity published two years later (1982), although
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written at least five to six years earlier.30 Notwithstanding the gulf
separating them in terms of academic and social background and
intellectual career, the two scholars tried to reconstruct Islamic
thought and reformulate its fundamental concerns to face the
challenges of the modern age they lived in.

Fazlur Rahman began with a critique of Muslim theologians
(mutakallmËn) and classical thinkers who failed to “create a new
philosophy on the basis of the Qur≥Én…and instead substituted
certain dogmatic propositions which, although superficially faithful
to Islam, were, in fact, its caricature in many respects.”31 The Qur≥Én,
Fazlur Rahman argued, “not only has a great deal of definitive
philosophic teaching, but also can be a powerful catalyst for the
building up of a comprehensive world view consistent with that
teaching.” This task “has never been systematically attempted in
Islamic history.” However, he emphatically declares, “it can and
must be done.”32 In fact, Fazlur Rahman did take up this
responsibility in an earlier work published in 1965 that aimed at
achieving a “genuine Islamic modernism…on the basis of the Qur≥Én,
rather than reconstructed from” the Islamic medieval heritage.33

Al-Øadr’s concern to systematize and reformulate Islamic thought
is seen in his attempt to “philosophize Islamic economics in terms
of its outlook on economic life and the history of man and to expound
its ideational content.”34 In an earlier work, al-Øadr dealt with the
central issues of epistemology and ontology, thus providing an
Islamic philosophical framework for the analysis of man, economy
and society.35

Like many Islamic thinkers, al-Øadr understood and preached
Islam as a complete and comprehensive way of life (manhaj al-
ÍayÉt). Accordingly, his efforts were geared towards building “an
integrated Islamic system of thought.”36 To his understanding,
economic and other aspects of life constitute part of a larger, integral
whole. Al-Øadr was unhappy that the writings on Islamic economics,
at least until the time he produced his book, were superficial, dealing
with Islamic injunctions and legal rules (aÍkÉm) concerning
economic matters and did not go deeper to unveil the theoretical
principles and fundamental ideas underlying them. He tried to fill
this lacuna and explained the methodological approach needed to
construct the Islamic economic system in his FalsafatunÉ.37
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To al-Øadr, an adequate understanding of the economics of Islam
requires two essential steps. The first step is to identify and understand
Islam’s injunctions and legal rules concerning economic transactions
as well as rights and obligations not as separate elements or isolated
items but as an integrated whole. Thereafter, it would be necessary
to transcend their immediate legal import “to [reach] what is deeper,
to [unveil] the essential principles that constitute the economic
system in Islam.”38

The second step consists of exploring the Islamic basic concepts
(mafÉhÊm) bearing on economic life. MafÉhÊm, to al-Øadr, refers to
“every Islamic view or notion that explains a cosmic truth, a social
reality or a legal fact.”39 This category of concepts constitutes, for
him, a necessary theoretical framework within which  “the legal
texts [of Islam] can be properly and easily understood and their
import fully realized.”40 In other words, the exercise of discovering
the Islamic economic system must also take stock of those elements
of the Islamic world-view that relate to the material and economic
life of man, and not be confined to the direct injunctions and legal
rules dealing with economic matters. For him, what characterizes
the Islamic economic system thus formulated is that it is independent
and distinctive vis-É-vis other systems in terms of “its philosophy
and fundamental ideas as well as its characteristics and orientation.”41

  To solve the problems of mankind, al-Øadr asserts, Islam provides
a spiritual and moral understanding of life to strike a fine balance
between the individual and social life. Briefly described, Islam “is a
spiritual and moral doctrine from which a complete system for
mankind proceeds.”42 Likewise, Fazlur Rahman maintains that the
Qur≥Én “is primarily a book of religious and moral principles and
exhortations.”43 Its basic requirement therefore “is the establishment
of a social order on a moral foundation, that would aim at the
realization of egalitarian social and economic values.”44 For Fazlur
Rahman, the apparent and certain theocentrism of the Qur≥Én, which
a secular-oriented mind infatuated with a “lawless modernity” would
take as a major flaw and sufficient reason to reject its message, is
rather “creatively and organically related to the founding of an ethical
sociopolitical order in the world.”45

Al-Øadr and Fazlur Rahman seem to have given serious thought
to evaluating the historical development of Qur≥Énic exegesis with
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special focus on method. While Fazlur Rahman’s main finding is
that Muslim scholars squarely addressed “the basic questions of
method and hermeneutics,”46 his IrÉqÊ counterpart believes that,
regardless of the different tools the commentators used to understand
the import of the Qur≥Énic verses, scholars have adopted two major
approaches to the Islamic scripture, namely, the “atomistic” (tajzÊ≥Ê)
and the “Unitarian” (tawÍÊdÊ) or “thematic” (mawÌË≤Ê) approaches.47

The atomistic approach has practically dominated Muslim exegetic
works throughout most of Muslim cultural history. According to
this approach, the Qur≥Én is treated in a “piecemeal, ad hoc” manner.
The commentator would simply follow its verses one by one
according to their order in the MuÎÍaf, applying to them whatever
interpretative tools that are at his disposal. This atomistic approach
has resulted, according to Fazlur Rahman, in “a general failure to
understand the underlying unity of the Qur≥Én” that provides a
specific world-view or weltanschauung.48 This failure has had the
most disastrous consequences for Islamic thought in general and in
the realm of kalÉm-philosophy in particular when foreign ideas were
adopted and incorporated by the different schools.

Although, according to al-Øadr, the commentator might, in certain
instances, have gone beyond the specific verse or set of verses he is
explaining and looked into other verses with related import, this
reference has  helped no more than to clarify the literal meaning of
the verse(s) at hand. At best, the outcome of the exegetic effort in
the context of this approach is a mass of Qur≥Énic notions and
meanings that are scattered and split from each other. No unveiling
of the “connections and organic structure” of this accumulated
material is made that yields a comprehensive Qur≥Énic view on this
or that specific domain of life.

The negative effects of the atomistic approach to the Qur≥Én, al-
Øadr indicates, are most obvious in “the many doctrinal
(madhhabiyyah) contradictions of Muslim life.” It would only suffice
for a commentator to just pick up any verse apparently supporting
his own view and gather followers and supporters accordingly, such
as can clearly be seen in the theological issues of predestination and
free will.49 This situation could have been avoided if the
commentator, instead of merely amassing the meanings of the
Qur≥Énic verses in such an ad hoc, piecemeal way, has taken a further
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step to approach the Qur≥Én on the basis of specific themes and
topics relating to different fields of life.50

According to al-Øadr, one of the factors that contributed to the
spread of the atomistic approach and its prevalence in Qur≥Énic
exegesis for so many centuries is the traditionalist tendency of the
commentator to simply collect whatever reports from the Prophet
(SAS) and the ImÉms (or the ÎaÍÉbah, companions, in the case of
the Sunni exegete) concerning the meaning of Qur≥Énic verses taken
separately, in addition to any other related material of historical,
linguistic or literary nature. As a matter of fact, so he explains,
Qur≥Énic exegesis had its beginnings within the framework of the
science of traditions (ÍadÊth), which has so deeply affected it.51

In this connection, al-Øadr points out a curious phenomenon in
Muslim intellectual history. While the science of tafsÊr has been
dominated by the atomistic approach, a thematic approach has been
developed in juristic studies. In order to formulate the sharÊ≤ah legal
rules, the faqÊh (jurist) would rather treat his relevant material
according to the needs of the society and on the basis of topics such
as sale, sharecropping, and marriage. Hence, Islamic jurisprudential
works are always organized according to subject or theme. This
aspect, he rightly observes, accounts for the body of Islamic
jurisprudence being comparatively richer and noticeably more
systematic than tafsÊr literature, which is rather static and repetitive.52

The atomistic approach has resulted in, what Fazlur Rahman calls,
“Islamic intellectualism” necessary to systematically present the
Qur≥Énic teachings as a whole and comprehensive programme for
man’s life at the individual and collective levels, a programme “for
action in this world.”53

Given the above shortcomings, it is essential that a different
method in the study and interpretation of the Qur≥Én, the thematic
approach, should, as ×ijÉzÊ insisted, prevail in Qur≥Én interpretation.
The thematic approach, according to Fazlur Rahman, is the only
way to obtain “a genuine taste of the Qur≥Én, the Command of God
for man.”54 The thematic approach should be taken seriously by
Muslim scholars to save Muslim societies from “the bane of
modernity,” that is, from “secularism [which] is necessarily
atheistic.”55 At a time when secularism progressively “destroys the
sanctity and universality (transcendence) of all moral values” through
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its systematic and well-thought out philosophic and scientific theories
that are profoundly affecting Muslims, especially in institutions of
higher learning, there is a pressing need for “a coherent elaboration
of the moral, social, and legal message of the Qur≥Én” with Qur≥Énic
metaphysics as its “necessary backdrop.”56  To this end, they have
elaborated the steps and procedures involved in the hermeneutics
of the Qur≥Én.57

Hermeneutics of the Qur≥≥≥≥≥Én: Steps and Procedures

One writer has recently observed, not unjustifiably, that the “effect
of Fazlur Rahman’s hermeneutic serves to legitimize and delegitimize
certain aspects of the past and present by presenting the totality of
the Qur≥Én-centered hermeneutic as the privileged source of Islamic
teaching.”58 This applies equally to other exponents of thematic tafsÊr
including DrÉz, ×ijÉzÊ and al-Øadr. There are others who preceded
them.

Long ago, in a search of the ultimate or grand objectives
(maqÉÎid) underlying Islamic teachings, the Andalusian MÉlikÊ jurist
AbË IsÍÉq al-ShÉÏibÊ (d. 790/1388) had based his entire thesis on
the primacy of the Qur≥Én as “an integral whole.”59 Arguing for his
maqÉÎid theory on the basis of what he called thematic induction,
al-ShÉÏibÊ energetically emphasized the centrality of the Qur≥Én as
“the essence of the sharÊ≤ah, the mainstay of the millah, the
wellspring of wisdom, and the paradigm of the [divine] message.”60

However, as stated, the thematic approach comes out clearly in the
writings of the four selected scholars.

Rather than approaching it empty-minded, the commentator in
the thematic approach, al-Sadr suggests, comes to the Qur≥Én with
his mind focused on a specific topic (mawÌË≤) concerning creedal/
ideological (≤aqÉ≥idiyyah), social, or natural (kawniyyah) life. In
fact, he does not and should not stop there. He must be aware of the
problems and questions that human thought in its long journey has
posed in respect of that subject. He is also required to have good
knowledge of the solutions and answers which humanity has
provided to those problems as well as of the lacunas and
shortcomings therein. Thus familiarized with the human experience
in terms of its problems and solutions, its achievements and setbacks,
and its successes and failures, the commentator engages with the
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Divine scripture in a sort of dialogue in which he assumes a rather
positive attitude. He exposes all that to the light of the Qur≥Én by
interrogating the latter and seeking from it answers and solutions to
those problems and preoccupations. This he does not do in an ad
hoc, piecemeal fashion as his counterpart, the traditional exegete,
does, but through a comprehensive reading and systematic analysis
of all relevant verses.61

In terms of its character, this approach, al-Øadr argues, is both
integrative (tawÍÊdÊ) and thematic. It is integrative in that it does not
sever the Qur≥Én from the reality (in its socio-historical and natural
aspects) and concerns of the human experience. Rather, it engages
it as a source of guidance and inspiration for that experience. It is
also integrative in the sense that it treats its teachings as a coherent
unity and organic structure. It is thematic in the sense that it deals
with it on the basis of specific topics and themes in order to unveil
the Qur≥Énic perspectives on them.62

Moreover, the thematic exegesis is intellectually more rewarding
and fruitful. It opens wider horizons for a more creative and
penetrating thought. Contrary to the atomistic approach, which is
mostly confined to the exhaustible level of literal and linguistic
connotations of the Qur≥Énic discourse, the thematic interpretation
seeks to discover the inner meanings, deeper principles and
fundamental values constituting what he considers the basic
conceptions of Islam concerning the different aspects of life and
existence.63 In other words, the thematic approach enables the exegete
to uncover the basic structure, or what al-Øadr would implicitly call
the infrastructure, underlying the teachings of the Qur≥Én.  For him,
this aspect of the content of the Qur≥Én is inexhaustible and
transcends the natural limitations of its linguistic and literal aspect.
The more the commentator approaches that basic structure, the closer
he advances to what is universal and enduring in the Qur≥Énic
message, thus embracing the universal and eternal truths underlying
the natural and social reality that it expounds.64

In al-Øadr’s methodology, this movement from reality to the
Qur≥Én is paralleled by another movement from the Qur≥Én back to
reality. Since its message is meant to guide and inspire human life
and experience, what has been discovered through the interrogative
engagement mentioned above must be projected back onto that life
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and experience so as to determine its course of development and
provide it with direction in accordance with the divine values and
ideals. This is because the Qur≥Én is the “guardian” (qayyim) and
“witness” (shÉhid) onto mankind.65 Expressed differently, it can be
said that al-Øadr’s thematic approach consists of an ascending and
descending movement. That is, the exegete ascends from reality to
the Qur≥Én carrying with him his stock of knowledge of the human
experience in terms of both problems and solutions to seek what the
Book has to say about them. Enlightened with the divine message
and wisdom, he then descends to evaluate, correct, reorient and
guide that reality accordingly.

According to ×asan al-TurÉbÊ, in its integrative dimension, the
thematic tafsÊr does not only deal with the contents of the Qur≥Én as
a coherent unified whole or simply relate them to the needs of society,
but it also integrates its revealed truths to the existential truths
manifested in the realm of nature and the cosmos and standing as
signs pointing to the divine creative power.66 Thus, instead of the
dichotomous attitude treating revealed knowledge and human
discursive and scientific knowledge as two different if not mutually
exclusive realms, the picture that emerges here is one of harmony
and unity between them. For, in the final analysis, revelation, reason
and nature (both within man and in the large cosmos) all emanate
from one and the same source, i.e., God, the Creator and
Commander.67

Despite its undoubted and undeniable merits, the thematic
exegesis does not, al-Øadr reminds us, abolish the traditional type
of tafsÊr.68 The exegete will always need the analytic data and
findings provided by the latter type. As his argument implies,
thematic approach is an advanced step that rather complements the
atomistic method and overcomes its shortcomings by transcending
it towards a more profound and unified understanding of the Qur≥Én.

However, al-Øadr anticipated that an objection might be raised as
to the legitimacy of thematic interpretation of the Islamic scripture,
especially since we know that neither the Prophet (SAS) nor his
companions had ever thought of such an approach. The Prophet
(SAS) simply gave the Qur≥Énic verses in a specific order without
any concern about themes or theoretical constructs. Yet, his
companions could grasp the divine message in its totality and
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implement it in their lives. To al-Øadr, this is an orthodox (salafÊ)
objection that is always raised whenever attempts are made to reform
and rejuvenate Islamic thought.69

Rather than dismissing the objection as irrelevant, al-Øadr answers
this objection properly. The Prophet (SAS), al-Øadr explains, as an
embodiment-model of the divine message, actually created the
psycho-spiritual conditions necessary for introducing his followers
to the spiritual, intellectual and moral world of the Qur≥Én. Given
the personal and intimate bond that existed between the companions
and the Prophet (SAS) as their spiritual guide, political leader and a
perfect model for humanity, it was relatively easy for the Prophet
(SAS) to imbue his companions with the Islamic values and develop
in them a kind of intuitive (irtikÉzÊ) power for understanding and
comprehending the Qur≥Énic concepts and theories, albeit in a
general manner.

To make this point clearer, al-Øadr gives an example from human
socio-historical experience. A person can learn a foreign language
and become conversant in it in two possible ways. Firstly, he/she
can mix with the native speakers of that language and integrate him/
herself into its socio-cultural environment in such a way as to
internalize its spirit and acquire the ability to communicate in it as
easily and naturally as its native speakers would. The second
alternative is to undergo a process of formal learning whereby he/
she is systematically exposed to the vocabulary, grammar and
semantics of that language.

The Prophet (SAS)’s companions were fortunate to have integrated
themselves with the Prophet (SAS) and thus grasped the message of
the Qur≥Én and internalized its concepts and values in their totality.
But that original psycho-spiritual atmosphere and the concomitant
socio-cultural environment has radically changed, which make the
formal and systematic solution the only way to entering the world
of the Qur≥Én. Since the traditional atomistic approach has proven
inadequate to embrace its teachings as a totality and coherent unity,
it follows by elimination that thematic exegesis is the only solution
to attaining this noble goal.70 Furthermore, in the modern age,
Muslims’ encounter with Western civilization has brought them face
to face with a vast and multifaceted body of knowledge moulded in
elaborate theoretical constructs and well-organized thought systems,
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so that only a systematic and creative approach to the Qur≥Én can
stand to its challenge. These psycho-historical and intellectual
considerations are, according to the ShÊ≤Ê scholar, sufficient reasons
to establish the legitimacy of al-tafsÊr al-mawÌË≤Ê.71

As al-Øadr argues in another context, the passage of time after
the age of revelation (≤aÎr al-nuÎËÎ) is a sufficient reason for the
emergence of intellectual and methodological problems pertaining
to the understanding of its import and content. Hence, a historical
need arises for developing appropriate tools to overcome those
problems.72 UÎËl al-fiqh came into being to fulfill this need in the
realm of Islamic jurisprudence. Only a historically-conscious and
systematic approach can resolve the ensuing intellectual and
methodological problems in such a way as to establish the relevance
of its message to the current situation. Evidently, al-Øadr’s
hermeneutics of the Qur≥Én does not break with the long and rich
hermeneutic tradition of uÎËl al-fiqh. Rather, his work exhibits a
concern to draw on the findings and theories of that discipline and
transcend its narrow legalistic framework.

Like that of al-Øadr, Fazlur Rahman’s hermeneutic consists of a
double movement, though it operates differently. As mentioned
above, one major criticism he raised concerning the way the Qur≥Én
has been treated consists of the failure to discover the basic unity
underlying its teachings. To achieve this, he emphasizes that the
Qur≥Én has to be presented “on its own terms.”73 The method of
Qur≥Énic hermeneutics suggested by the Fazlur Rahman “is
exclusively concerned with the cognitive aspect of revelation,”
without this implying any depreciation or underestimation of the
importance of its “aesthetic-appreciative aspects.”74 Its primary
objective is, therefore, to provide “an understanding of its message
that will enable those who have faith in it and want to live by its
guidance – in both their individual and collective lives – to do so
coherently and meaningfully.”75

Thus, like DrÉz, al-Øadr and others, Fazlur Rahman’s major
concern is with the programmatic character of the Qur≥Én as a source
for a complete and all-encompassing way of life. One major
difference between Fazlur Rahman and others must, however, be
pointed out. More than any other aspect of the Qur≥Énic teachings,
Fazlur Rahman is mainly concerned with discovering what he calls
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the “properly moral” values that have “an extrahistorical,
‘transcendental’ being” and whose “location at a point in history
does not exhaust their practical import or, one might even say, their
meaning.”76 In other words, it seems he is in search of that part of
Qur≥Énic message that is universal in the sense of being common to
all traditions and civilizations. One can even see in Fazlur Rahman
a longing for an “Islamic humanism” that might not be at ease with
those aspects of the Islamic teachings setting up specific rules and
determinate frames for human conduct and action.

Different from al-Øadr’s, Fazlur Rahman’s hermeneutic, including
its basic methodological elements, is based upon modern, Western
theory of hermeneutic. He discusses admiringly the views of the
German Hans Gadamer and the Italian Emilio Betti. The double-
movement theory, which constitutes the bedrock of his approach to
understanding the Qur≥Én, is mainly derived from the work of the
Italian jurist-philosopher, thus subscribing to the “objectivity school”
of which Betti is “a contemporary representative.”77 He has adapted
this “borrowing” to suit the purposes of a meaningful and fruitful
treatment of the Qur≥Én.  For sure, a central metaphysical truth
anchors Fazlur Rahman’s hermeneutics, “that of revelation in active
collaboration with history.”78

As stated earlier, Fazlur Rahman’s method of interpretation
consists of a double movement. This movement is “from the present
to Qur≥Énic times, then back to the present.”79 Based on a premise,
universally accepted by Muslim scholars, that the message of the
Qur≥Én unfolded gradually in a specific socio-historical context, he
argues that its “moral, religious, and social pronouncements” were
a response “to specific problems in concrete historical situations.”80

It follows from this that in order to understand properly the import
of those pronouncements, one has to study “the background
materials, which for the most part have been fairly intelligently
presented by the commentators” and to grasp the rationes legis
underlying the Qur≥Énic statements in such a manner as to be able
to deduce general principles from them.81

Fazlur Rahman’s suggested movement to the age of the tanzÊl
and his insistence on the importance of “the background materials”
of revelation as well as the rationes legis underlying its teachings
clearly cut across some aspects of the methodological thought of
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both legal theorists (uÎËliyyËn) and traditional commentators. Legal
theorists and commentators alike agree that knowledge of asbÉb al-
nuzËl (occasions of revelation) is necessary for a sound understanding
of many verses of the Qur≥Én, especially those carrying a legal and
historical meanings. On the other hand, identifying the ratio legis
or ≤illah of an injunction is so central in mainstream legal theory
that a major method of ijtihÉd cannot be conceived to operate without
it. That is, the ratio legis constitutes the backbone of analogical
reasoning (qiyÉs) in that theory.82

However, Fazlur Rahman is not satisfied with the way these
aspects have been dealt with by Muslim scholars. For him, the
commentators and, for that matter, the jurists utterly failed to realize
“the full import” of the occasions of revelation or “situational
contexts,” despite their awareness of their “historical significance”
or “their aid in understanding the point of certain injunctions.”83

Accordingly, he does not take the famous principle they enunciated
in this respect without reservation. He agrees with earlier scholars
that “although an injunction might have been occasioned by a certain
situation, it is nevertheless universal in its general application.” This
principle is, in his view, “sound enough provided it means by an
‘injunction’ the value underlying that injunction and not merely its
literal wording.”84 As for the notion of ratio legis, the failure of the
jurists to realize its full import seems to lie, according to Fazlur
Rahman, in the fact that they fell short of deducing “general
principles” on its basis. An oft-repeated premise on which he bases
his argument is that “the Qur≥Én always explicates the objectives or
principles that are the essence of its laws.”85

To overcome these and other related shortcomings, he offers a
twofold movement method. The first of the two movements, from
the present to the age of revelation, consists of two steps. First,
understanding “the import or meaning of a given statement by
studying the historical situation or problem to which it was an answer”
is indeed necessary, but not sufficient. According to Fazlur Rahman,
before attempting any micro study of “specific statements in the
light of specific situations ... a general study of the macro situation
in terms of society, religion, customs, and institutions, indeed, of
life as a whole in Arabia on the eve of Islam and particularly in and
around Mecca – not excluding the Perso-Byzantine Wars – will have
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to be made.”86 Thus, the first step of the first movement aims at
achieving a macro and micro understanding of the meaning of the
Qur≥Én through treating it “as a whole as well as in terms of the
specific tenets that constitute responses to specific situations.”87 The
second step that follows consists of generalizing “those specific
answers and enunciate them as statements of general moral-social
objectives that can be ‘distilled’ from the specific texts in light of
the sociohistorical background and the often-stated rationes legis.”88

Surprisingly, the end result of this process does not seem to add
much to what Muslim legal theorists had long strived for. The only
difference is perhaps his unfailing insistence on treating the Qur≥Énic
teachings as a united integral whole “so that each meaning
understood, each law enunciated, and each objective formulated
will cohere with the rest”  so that we can grasp the Qur≥Én’s “definite
attitude toward life” and the world-view it presents.89 But even this
part of his argument can be found to have some precedent in classical
Islamic scholarship as evidenced, for instance, in the works of two
MÉlikÊ jurists, ShihÉb ad-DÊn al-QarÉfÊ (d. 684/1286) and AbË IsÍÉq
al-ShÉÏibÊ (d. 790/1388).90

Once the first movement, suggested by Fazlur Rahman, “from
the specifics of the Qur≥Én to the eliciting and systematizing of its
general principles, values, and long-range objectives” has been
made, the second must follow. It proceeds “from the general view
to the specific view that is to be formulated and realized now.” If the
first movement required a serious study of the socio-historical
situation at the time of revelation, the second “requires a careful
study of the present situation and the analysis of its various
component elements.”91 This is because the aim of this second
movement is to embody the general “in the present concrete
sociohistorical context.” This cannot be done unless a sound
assessment of the present situation is made that will enable us to
“determine priorities afresh in order to implement the Qur≤Énic values
afresh.”92

Fazlur Rahman’s twofold movement hermeneutics is not without
immediate consequences for Islamic traditional scholarship. He says
it clearly that “the first task is primarily the work of the historian,”
whereas the role of the “social scientist” is undoubtedly
“indispensable” in the performance of the second task. Besides these
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two types of scholars, the ethicist is assigned the responsibility for
the actual “effective orientation” and “ethical engineering.”93 Thus,
the traditional commentator and jurist are intelligently, not to say
systematically, removed from the seat of guardianship of the Qur≥Én
both in terms of interpretation and legislation.

Fazlur Rahman’s thematic exegesis, its method and some of its
latent features, as outlined above, is only the prelude and sine qua
none condition for a wider and more comprehensive project, which
he was aspiring to carry out. This project consists mainly of
reconstructing “the Islamic sciences” in terms of both content and
method.

One recurrent theme that Fazlur Rahman seems to be very much
concerned with is the realm of theological thought or kalÉm-
philosophy in the Muslim intellectual legacy. “A historical critique
of theological developments in Islam,” he insists, “is the first step
toward a reconstruction of Islamic theology.” The main thrust of
such a critique is to unveil the extent of discrepancy separating the
various theological schools from the Qur≥Énic world-view “and point
the way to a new theology.”94 This new theology will have to
transcend the antinomies of historical theological thought and
formulate a systematic Qur≥Énic view of God, man and nature.

Another important aspect of Fazlur Rahman’s systematic
reconstruction programme concerns the realm of “law and ethics.”95

At the outset, he complains with certainty that “Muslim scholars
have never attempted an ethics of the Qur≥Én, systematically or
otherwise.”96 This sweeping generalization betrays his unawareness
of DrÉz’s work discussed earlier. Fazlur Rahman’s preoccupation
with the relationship between law and morality stems from the fact
that the Qur≥Én does not divorce legal injunctions from moral
teaching. He thus observes, “the Qur≥Én tends to concretize the
ethical, to clothe the general in a particular paradigm, and to translate
the ethical into legal or quasi-legal commands.” More important
than all this is the fact that the ethics of the Qur≥Én constitutes “its
essence” and “is also the necessary link between theology and law.”97

For him, the interpenetration between law and morality “gave a
certain character to Islamic law that is uniquely precious – namely,
it kept the moral motivation, without which any law must become a
plaything of legal tricksters and manipulators, alive within the law.”98
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Here again comes to the fore another convergence between him,
DrÉz and al-Øadr. As we have tried to show, the latter scholars,
especially al-Øadr, speak about the ethical meaning and explanation
that Islam gives to human life and existence. The historical divide
in Islamic thought between the legalism of the fuqahÉ≤ and moralistic
inclination of the sËfis is what Fazlur Rahman aims at overcoming.

But Fazlur Rahman is not merely concerned with the
reconstruction of the Islamic sciences. The social science disciplines,
which are “a modern phenomenon,” are also in need of reorientation.
Not denying the fact that “they can tell us so much about how
collectivities actually behave in various fields of belief and action,”
he is not at ease with their laissez-faire attitude and indifference
toward what ought to be done. In this connection, he speaks of a
vicious circle that seems to have caught the proponents of
Islamization of knowledge, especially the social sciences. This
vicious circle “can be broken only at the level of an intellectual
activity where works are produced not only to inform how societies
actually behave but to show how they can be imbued with Islamic
values conducive to the establishment of an ethical social order in
the world.”99

These sciences, so Fazlur Rahman’s argument runs, have to be
freed from “cardinal deficiencies in basic insights into human nature”
that modern civilization has developed despite its sophisticated
“means and methods.” In this regard, he gives the utmost importance
to history at its macro level or, as he calls it, “macrohistory.” In his
confessedly and necessarily normative point of view, history is “the
best of social sciences.” And it is not without reason that the Qur≥Én
invites us again and again “to travel on the earth and see the end of
nations.”100 Fazlur Rahman’s clear bias for history is premised on
the fact that “the history of mankind, whether earlier societies were
aware of this or not, is indivisible in the sense that the basic human
forces – and it is the human forces that are basic to history – are the
same all over the globe.”101 At the heart of those forces, he believes,
lie “the basic laws of right and wrong” to which all societies, modern
as well as ancient and medieval, are subject.

Fazlur Rahman’s thesis is thus anchored in the Qur≥Énic view of
human nature “which is singularly free of genetics and genes.”
Therefore, he emphatically puts it that Muslim social scientists have
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to take stock of this truth if they are serious about their involvement
in social engineering. The Qur≥Én will then come to their rescue
with a considerable body of social thought that:

talks incessantly about the rise and fall of societies and
civilizations, of the moral decrepitude of nations, of the
succession of civilizations or ‘the inheritance of the earth,’ of
the function of leadership, of prosperity and peace and their
opposites, and especially of ‘those who sow corruption on the
earth but think they are reformers.’102

Conclusion

Though of a recent origin, the idea of al-tafsÊr al-mawÌËÑÊ has gained
momentum among an increasing number of Muslim scholars and
thinkers in the last few decades. The leading spokesmen of this
approach to the Qur≥Énic exegesis are MuÍammad ≤Abd Allah DrÉz,
MuÍammad MaÍmËd ×ijÉzÊ, MuÍammad BÉqir al-Øadr and Fazlur
Rahman. These scholars worked under different socio-cultural
climate and intellectual developments taking place in Muslim
societies. The different socio-cultural environments they worked in
raised intellectual challenges that required these Muslim thinkers,
believing in the authority and relevance of the message of the Qur≥Én,
to respond in a certain manner. They have not merely opted for the
thematic interpretation of the Qur≥Én but tried in their own way to
clarify its meaning, operationalise the concept, and outline the steps
involved in carrying out this approach.

In the works of these scholars, the notion of thematic
interpretation has attained a remarkable degree of conceptual and
methodological clarity. The four scholars compared in this study
differed in terms of their methodological base. Fazlur Rahman’s
hermeneutics is largely based upon Western scholarship, others are
mainly home-grown. A common and important aspect of the works
examined in this study is the attempt of their authors to search for a
Qur≥Énic conceptual framework for social theorization, informed
and guided by the fundamental Islamic world-view.

While this study has noted the intellectual and methodological
convergence between the selected scholars, the intellectual and the
methodological implications of the notion of thematic interpretation
of the Qur≥Én (al-tafsÊr al-mawÌËÑÊ) remains unanalysed. How has
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remained unanswered which calls for further serious research in the
area of al-tafsÊr al-mawÌË≤Ê.
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