Universiteit

4 Leiden
The Netherlands

Islamic Reformism and Christinaity. A Critical Reading of the Works

of Muhammad Rashid Rida and his Associates (1898-1935)
Ryad, U.

Citation

Ryad, U. (2008, June 12). Islamic Reformism and Christinaity. A Critical Reading of the
Works of Muhammad Rashid Rida and his Associates (1898-1935). Retrieved from
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/12958

Version: Not Applicable (or Unknown)

Licence agreement concerning inclusion of doctoral thesis in the
Institutional Repository of the University of Leiden

Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/12958

License:

Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).


https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/12958

Chapter One
Rida’s Sources of Knowledge of the West, With Special
Reference to Christianity

Before dealing with Rida’s sources of knowledge, it is significant to note that
various researchers have already agreed that Western writings of the higher
Biblical criticism which emerged in European universities in the 19th century
had a great deal of influence on the Muslim apologetic literature on Christianity.
All the critical questions regarding the biblical miracles and the historical events
were rapidly transferred to the Muslim lands, especially after the famous debate
between the German missionary Karl Gottlieb Pfander (1803-1865) and the
above-mentioned Indian polemicist al-Qairanawi. Al-Qairanaw1 used different
works of famous European theologians, such as Thomas Hartwell Horne
(1780-1862) and David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874), who were influenced by
the historical criticism of European theology. The Pfander-Qairanawi public
debate represents a crucial point in Christian-Muslim controversy in the
modern time.! The arguments used by al-Qairanawi affected most of the
subsequent Muslim writings, including those of Rida, who often praised him.
Albert Hourani described Rida as a Muslim scholar, who ‘belonged to the
last generation of those who could be fully educated and yet alive in a self-
sufficient Islamic world of thought’.? Rida, moreover, believed that if it were
not for the Church, for politicians, and for the inner decay of the Islamic tenets
of faith, Europe might well become Muslim.3 Unlike his mentor ‘Abduh (who
had close personal relations with a number of Europeans, traveled more than
once in Europe, and was able to read French),* Rida could not read in any
foreign language, except very little Turkish. But he managed to draw his vast

I Christine Schirrmacher, “The Influence of Higher Bible Criticism on Muslim Apologetics in the
Nineteenth Century’, in Jacques Waardenburg (ed.), Muslim Perceptions of Other Reljgions: A
Historical Survey, New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 274. Christian W.
Troll, New Light on the Christian-Muslim Controversy of the Nineteenth and Twentieth
Century’, Die Welt des Isiams, vol. 34 (1994), pp. 85-88; C. Schirrmacher, ‘Muslim apologetics
and the Agra debates of 1854: a Nineteenth Century Turning Point’, Bulletin of the Henty
Martyn Insttute of Islamic Studies, vol. 13/1 (1994), pp. 74-84. Al-Qairanawi’s book Izhar al-
Hagq became the most popular and widely read book in the Ottoman Empire, see Ignaz
Goldziher, ‘Uber Muhammedanische Polemik gegen ahl al-kitab’, Zeitschrift der Deutschen
Mozgenlindischen Gesellschaft, XXXII (1878), pp. 343-344 (Quoted below, Polemik’). Al-
Qairanawi used such works as, T.H. Horne, An Introduction to the Critical Study and
Knowledge of the Holy Scripture, London, 1818; and D.F. Strauss, Das Leben Jesu (The Life of
Jesus), Bonn, 1835.

2 Hourani, Arabic Thought, p. 83.

3 Ibid., p. 230.

4 “Abduh was a friend of the English writer Wilfrid Scawen Blunt. See Blunt’s diaties, My Diaries:
Being a Personal Narrative of Events, two parts, London: Martin Secker, 1918. See also the
account of his visit accompanied by Blunt to the English philosopher Herbert Spencer in his
house in Brighton (August 1903), part II, pp. 69-70.
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knowledge of the Western world from various sources. On more than one
occasion, he stated that he acquired his primary experience about the modern
progress of the West, when he was in Lebanon through his discussions and
personal contact with those whom he labelled as ‘liberal Christian intellectuals’
and with American missionaries. As a studious visitor of American missionary
bookshops and Christian liberal societies, he started to read their books and
journals, such famous Arabic journals as a/-Mugtatat and al-Tabib.5 In addition,
the Arab world witnessed at this time a rapid increase in the number of
translated books in various fields. Publishing ventures (mostly dominated by
Syrian Christians) brought their readers news and popular treatment of Western
thought and institutions from many perspectives. This provided Rida with
another opportunity to compensate his inability to read in Western languages
with the help of translated books.

The present chapter is devoted to study Rida’s attempts to find his sources
of knowledge on the West. Although al-Manar gives a good picture of Rida’s
line of thought in this regard, his remaining papers in the family archive could
add to our knowledge more about other dynamic factors, which obviously
contributed to al-Manar's conceptualisation of the West in general, and of
Christianity in particular. A detailed analysis of Rida’s sources would go beyond
the scope of this study. I also admit that it will be unattainable to systematically
trace all the sources exploited by Rida throughout his journal’s thirty-seven
years of publication. Selecting a representative sample of these sources,
however, would be sufficient to adequately evaluate the kind of approach he
was using both in his criticism of other religions and his own justification for
defending Islam.

1.1. Western Ideas in Arabic Print

In his pioneering study of Rida’s views on the West, Shahin notes that the
introduction of many European writings on sociology, jurisprudence and
politics into the modern Arabic literary movement played an important role in
moulding the political and social awareness of Muslim thinkers. In 1876, for
instance, a disciple of al-Afghani translated Histoire de la Civilization en
Europe by the French historian F. Guizot. ‘Abduh also admired the book and
read it to his Azhari students in his house.”

Rida also was keenly aware of the significance of making use of such works
in his journal. Shahin has traced a few of the Western works, which Rida read
and fully admired. Among the names which his journal introduced and
reviewed were Dumas, Tolstoy, Hugo and Homer, Gustave Le Bon, E.
Desmoulins, Shaw, and others. The authors of a particularly profound impact

5 See, Rida, Azhar, p. 193.

¢ Robert M. Haddad, Syrian Chrtistians in Muslim Society: An intetpretation, Princeton University
Press, 1970, pp. 88-89; Emad Eldin Shahin, ‘Muhammad Rashid Rida’s Perspectives on the West
as Reflected in a/-Manar', The Muslim World, vol. LXXIX (1989), pp. 113-114.

7 Shahin, Eyes, p. 25.

20



on his thought, and whose writings were frequently quoted in a/-Manar, were
Le Bon’s Les Lois Phycologiques de I'évolution des Peuples, Desmoulins’ A
Quoi Tient Ia Supériorité des Anglo-Saxons?, and Spencer’s Education and The
Principles of Sociology® One of his most important objectives of analysing
them was, besides, to sustain his arguments against Western missionary assaults
on Islam. He and his group of apologists often quoted these studies in order to
justify Islam as a way of life that is in harmony with the 20th ethics and beliefs. 9

In its eatly years, al-Manar enthusiastically reviewed works translated by
the Egyptian jurist Ahmad Fathi Zaghlal (1863-1914),' such as his translation
of L’Islam: impressions et etudes by Henry de Castries (1850-1927)."" Rida’s
citation of Zaghlual’s translation was said to largely contribute to the fame of his
journal among the Egyptian audiences. As a result of their reading of Zaghlal’s
translation in al-Manar, a group of notable jurists and lawyers became
subscribers to the journal.'? In the period October 1899-September 19006, a/-
Manar published a translation series of the educational work, L’Emile du dix-
neuvieme siecle, by the French writer Alphonse Esquiros (d. 1876).3 The
translation was prepared for al-Manar by the Egyptian jurist ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
Effendi Muhammad, the attorney general at the Zaqgaziq Court in the Nile
Delta, who was motivated by ‘Abduh to translate the book.14

Rida believed that most of these European philosophers and writers had
not entirely relinquished religion, but rejected the traditions of the Church and
perceived its hierarchy as responsible for their backwardness.'s As compared to
missionaries and Western medieval writers, he admitted the moderateness of
some modern Western scholars who fairly studied Islam and had no purpose of
blindly attacking its scriptures and history.'® He moreover criticised Muslim
scholars for not taking any initiative to learn foreign languages or at least to
know what is written in foreign languages on Islam. Admiring the ideas
contained in such works, he constantly urged his Muslim fellow scholars to read

8 Ibid., p. 27.

9 Eban, op. cit., p. 172-171.

10 Tbid., Zaghlil was the brother of the well-known political leader Sa‘ad Zaghlil, who was
known for his translations of works by people such as Jeremy Bentham on the principles of
Legislation, ad the French works of Descartes, Desmoulins and Le Bon, see, Afaf Lutfi al-Sayyid,
Egypt and Cromer, A Study in Anglo-Egyptian Relations, London: John Murray, 1968, p. 152

1t Paris: Colin, 1896. The book was also quoted by subsequent Muslim scholars, such as
Muhammad al-Ghazali, see, al-Ta assub wa al-Tasamuh bayna al-Masihivya wa al-’Islim, Cairo,
1965, pp. 149-190.

12 Tarikh, op. cit., pp. 1006-1007.

13 I'Emile du dix-neuviéme siécle, Patis: Librairie Internationale, 1869.

14 Al-Manar, vol. 2/31 (Jumada al->Akhira 1317- October 1899), p- 489. Al-Manar later published
the articles in one volume under the title, Emil al-Qarn al-Tasi® ‘Ashar aw al-Tarbiyyah al-
Istiglaliyyah, 1331 (1913).

15 Shahin, Eyes, p. 68.

16 See, Rida’s appraisal of the works of the Italian Leone Caetani (1869-1935), a/-Manar, vol. 11/1
(Muharram 1326/Match 1908), pp. 9-31.
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them as a good instrument in ‘convincing Europe that Islam is a religion of
knowledge and cultivation.”’?

In a similar way, Arabic journals extensively published many of the views
of Western writers and politicians on Islam and Muslims, which Rida also
eagerly followed and used in his refutation of any attack on Islam. An
important example was his regular citation from the London-based monthly
review The Ninecteenth Century and After, which was a widely known
periodical in Arab journals. He selected some of its articles containing views of
Western scholars on Eastern and Islamic issues.”® He also knew the name of
the Scottish diplomat and writer David Urquhart (1805-1877), and some of his
writings on the ‘spirit of the East’.’9 In February 1914, he quoted and gave a
detailed comment on a lecture delivered in the same year by the Dutch
orientalist Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (1857-19306) at Columbia University on
the religious state of Muslims and the relationship between Islam and
Christianity in the Dutch East Indies, which was earlier translated by the Syrian
Arabic journal al-Hudz>

Rida’s illustration of these views sometimes carried a double message to
those whom he considered ‘atheists among Muslims.”' For instance, he quoted
the New York-based tri-weekly Arabic newspaper al-Bayar®> on the
renunciation of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South to the Lausanne Treaty
between the U.S. and Turkey. The background of that event dates back to
1923, when the Presbyterian missionary groups denounced this treaty. Later in
1926, Bishop William T. Manning of the Episcopal Church induced 110
bishops to sign a memorial in which they condemned it, as they believed that it
negatively affected their missionary work by enforcing laws that would prohibit
the teaching of religion.?s But Senator William Edgar Borah (1865-1940), the
Chairman of the Senate’s Foreign Affairs Committee and the Administration,
backed the treaty by rejecting their appeal because of his country’s international

17 “Kitab al-Islam’, al-Manar, vol. 1/11 (Muhatram 1316/June 1898), p. 184.

18 See, for instance, al-Manar, vol. 15/3 (Rabi® al-’Awwal 1330/March 1912), pp. 201-209; vol.
15/4 (Rabi® al-’ Akhar 1330/ April 1912), pp. 299-305; vol. 15/8 (Sha‘ban 1330/ August 1912), pp.
627-636; vol.18/2 (Rabi‘ al-’Akhar 1333/March 1915), pp. 141-153.

19 Al-Manar, vol. 5/3 (Safar 1320/May 1902), pp. 101-104. Cf. D. Urquhart, The Spirit of the
East, lllustrated in a Journal of Travels through Roumeli during an eventful period, 2 vols.,
London: Henry Colbourn, 1838; G. H. Bolsover, ‘David Urquhart and the Eastern Question,
1833-37: A Study in Publicity and Diplomacy’, The Journal of Modern History, vol. 8/4
(December, 1936), pp. 444-467.

20 Snouck Hurgonje, ‘Al-’Islam Yuqawim al-Nasraniyya’, al-Manar, vol. 17/3 (Rabi® al-Awwal
1332/Febraury 1914), pp. 210-217; see, Rida’s reply, vol. 17/4 (Rabi‘ al-’Akhar 1332/March
1914), pp. 268-272.

21 Al-Manar, vol. 27/2 (Shawwal 1344/May 19206), p.157.

22 A]-Bayan was founded by the Syrian journalist Sulayman Baddar (d. 1941) in 1911. It played a
major role in her support of the Great Syrian Revolution against the French (1925-1926). See,
Zirikli; vol. 3, p. 122. The newspaper maintained a consistently high literary and journalistic
reputation. See, B. T. Mehdi, The Arabs in America 1492-1977, New York, 1978, p. 12.

23 Robert L. Daniel, “The Armenian Question and American-Turkish Relations, 1914-1927°, The
Mississippi Valley Historical Review, vol. 46/2 (Sep., 1959), p. 272.
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commercial and political relations.> Rida drew the attention of whom he
named as ‘geographical’ Muslims to the renunciation by those bishops of the
treaty as a sign of their strong religious sentiments and solidarity. Those
Muslims should learn a lesson from that, and should not be ‘tempted’ by any
slogans which would indicate that Europe was completely on the secularization
path. Religion, in Rida’s evaluation, was still playing an important role in
Western politics.?

At another level, a/-Manar polemicized against Christianity by using the
well-known controversy around the views of the former dean of Saint Paul’s
Cathedral in London W.R. Inge (1860-1954) on Christianity. Inge was known in
his time as the ‘outspoken Dean’ or sometimes ‘Mr. Valiant-for-Truth’.2¢ In his
career, he extensively contributed to different magazines and papers. In April
1927, Rida eagetly cited a report made by The Daily Express on some of Inge’s
conclusions on the relationship between the natural sciences and religious
knowledge, which he spelled out in a book under the title Science, Reljgion and
Reality?” The book had ‘a practical object, that of indicating possible terms of
peace [..] between religion and science.”® Rida quoted The Daily Express
which described the controversy as a ‘bombshell with heavy clatters’ in the
body of Christian churches.?? As a modernist (although he himself disliked the
term), Inge accepted the ‘unfettered’ criticism of the Bible in general, but he felt
very much the tension it created for orthodoxy. He rejected the miracles as
props or proofs for the Christian creed, and made a clear distinction between
natural and supernatural sciences.3 Rida’s idealism led him wonder: ‘Had Inge
read his writings [in a/-Manar] on the miraculous nature of [the Qur’an|, he
would have become one of its preachers. He even added that ‘Inge, and
people like him, searching for [the truth] had no other resort but the religion of
the Qur’an, which combines ‘reason’ with ‘heart’, and is supported by logic and
science’.3

24 More about Borah’s life, see, Robert James Maddox, William E. Borah and American foreign
policy, Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1970.

25 Al-Manar, vol. 27/2, p. 157.

26 W. R. Inge, Outspoken Essays, first and second series, 2 vols., London: Longmans, Green&
Co, 1924-1926. More about his life, see, Adam Fox, Dean Inge, London: John Mutray, 1960, p.
142.

27 Joseph Needham (ed.), Science, Religion and Reality, foreword by Arther James Balfour,
London: Sheldon Press, 1925. See also, W. R. Inge, Science and Ultimate Truth, Fison Memorial
Lecture, 1926, Longmans, 1926. Cf. G. Valente, ‘A Finite Universe?’ Riemannian Geometry and
the Modernist Theology of. Ernest William Barnes’, British Journal for the History of Science, 38
(June 2005), p. 2.

28 L. P. Chambers, ‘Book Review: Science, Religion and Reality, by Joseph Needham’, The
Philosophical Review, vol. 37/1 (Jan., 1928), p 78.

29 “Tahawwl al-Kanisa al-Injliziyyah ‘An al-Taqalid al-Nasraniyya (The Church of England recants
its Christian traditions)’, a/-Manar, vol. 28/2 (Ramadan 1346/ April 1927), pp. 144-149.

30 Fox, op. cit., pp. 174-175.

31 Al-Manar, vol. 28/2, op. cit., p. 149.

32 Tbid.
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Al-Manar was always in search for Western views which might support the
Islamic views concerning the negation of the divinity of Jesus. For example,
Rida quoted an article from the Swiss daily Journal de Genéve (27 January
1928) dealing with a controversial lecture given in Geneva on the eatly
Christian history.33 Rida had received the Arabic text of the article from one of
his readers who had a good command of French. It referred to a lecture
delivered by the Swiss theologian Auguste Lemaitre (1887-1970) at the Society
of Protestant Friends in Geneva in which he raised critical questions on various
subjects, including the divinity of Jesus. The Journal commented that the
problem of the nature of Jesus is as old as Christianity. All Churches, Protestant
or Catholic, still believe in his divinity, and make this atticle of faith a basis of
their theology. The faith in the divinity of Jesus requires a new rational theory
regarding the relation between the Father and the Son.34 As a liberal theologian,
Lemaitre was against ‘rigidity’ and ‘returning back to old formulas’.
‘Investigating the essence of God and the approach of understanding of the
real meaning of Christ in history changes through ages. It is possible that the
relationship between Christ and God is neither decided at the moment, nor in
any historical period. It is rather better to amend the constitutions of faith
according to the age while completely keeping up the traditions; but one should
seek the real links between this tradition and the modern age.’s Rida was
convinced that such Christian forums in the West would be enough verification
that the Qur'an had brought forward clear-cut evidences as regard to the
Christian belief many centuries ago. In this vein, he continued, the Church
resisted such voices, since it was worried that Christians would one day become
free-thinking and researchers among them would in droves convert to Islam.3¢

Religious developments in Germany, especially Adolf Hilter’s pressure on
the churches, were also widely discussed in Egyptian journals. In 1934, for
instance, Rida published two articles on what he titled: “The Nazi Irreligious
Movement and the Bravery and Frankness of the Vatican’, and ‘Religious
Conflicts among German Protestant Sects’37 The historical background of
these two articles was the opposition of a group of young pastors to Hitler and
the policy of ‘Nazification’ of the German Protestant Churches, when he
nominated the fervent pro-Nazi bishop Ludwig Miuller (1883-1945) as the
country’s Reichsbishop and ‘Delegate and plenipotentiary for all questions

33 “Tatawwur al-I‘tigad bi Uldhiyyat al-Masth (Development of the belief in de the divinity of
Jesus)’, al-Manar, vol. 29/9 (Sha‘ban 1349/February 1928), p. 693-695.

34 Ibid., p. 693

35 As quoted in al-Manar, ibid., p. 693. Lemaitre followed what he himself called ‘une démarche
de désespoir’. It is ‘Une théologie qui commence par nier toute trace de la réalité divine dans la
conscience ne peut connaitre Dieu en Christ que par une démarche purement arbitraire’. See,
Bernard Reymond, ‘La théologie libérale dans le protestantisme de Suisse romande’, EV&Hg]Ye et
liberté: petiodique du protestantisme liberal francais, October 1999. E-copy is available at:
http:/ /www.cglise-reformee-mulhouse.org/el/eln2.htm, accessed on 25 May 2007.

36 Al-Manar, vol. 29/9, p. 695.

37 Al-Manar, vol. 34/1 (Muhatram 1535/May 1934), pp. 73-78. Al-Manar cited here the Egyptian
dailies, a/-Muqattam (7 March, 1934) and Kawkab al-Sharq (12 April 1934).

24



concerning the Evangelical churches’. The resistance movement, known as the
so-called Bekennende Kirche (or Confessing Church), was primarily led by
Martin Niemoéller (1892-1984), Dietrich Bonhéffer (1906-1945) and Heinrich
Gruber (1891-1975).38 The Pope was alarmed by the whole series of events,
especially by the conflict with the Evangelical church. The Vatican expressed its
serious anxiety about the Church and Germany, and that it might be a rehearsal
for a similar treatment of the Catholics.3® Al-Manar also referred to the
rejection by the Nazi ideologue Alfred Rosenberg (1893-1946) of the
fundamental tenets of the Christian doctrine, and his desire to build up what
Rida called ‘a new racialist religion’.4° Rida did not give any analysis of the
situation, except his short comment that ‘Germany and its people — the most
civilized in the world — [...] were trying to get rid of such a ‘falsified’ religion
[Christianity], which is contradictory to scientific facts and rational self-evident
truths; [... including] its strict rules, church system, big wealth, fanaticism of its
bishops and priests, and their spiritual authority on the people’.4!

Within the above-mentioned context, archaeological discoveries on Biblical
themes on the one hand and Western contemporary discussions on Biblical
figures and their relation to Islam on the other attracted a/-Manar’s attention.
We turn now to compare Rida’s eatly polemical treatment of the discovery of
the Code of Hammurabi and the famous Babel-und-Bibel-Streit with his later
harsh response to the release of the Arabic translation of the Encyclopaedia of
Islam and the ideas of A.J. Wensinck, mentioned above.

1.1.1. Hammurabi and the Babel-und-Bibel-Streit (1903)

Rida considered such discoveries as ‘great news’, ‘a step from within Europe
[to] jump to Islam’, ‘a new line of thought in Christianity’, and ‘the appearance
of a new Qur’anic sign’4> Al-Manar must have depended on various Arabic
papers and journals, which followed these discussions. In his journal, Farah
Antan (see, chapter 2), for instance, published lengthy quotations from

38 S. Conway, The Nazi Persecution of the Churches, 1933-1945, Regent College Publishing,
2001, p. 35. Cf. John S. Conway, “The Historiography of the German Church Struggle’, Journal
of Bible and Reljgion, vol. 32/3 (July 1964), pp. 221-230.

39 Conway, ibid., p. 100.

40 ‘Al-Niza® al-Dini fi Almaniya: Ba‘d Rijal al-Kanisah yatahadawna al-Nazi (Religious conflict in
Germany: Some Clergymen challenge Nazism)’, al-Manir, vol. 33/9 (Dhi al-Qi‘dah
1352/February 1934), pp. 692-696. A/-Manar quoted here another atticle published in Kawkab
al-Sharg (22 January 1934). Rosenberg pleaded for a new ‘religion of the blood’, based on
defending the Arian soul and its noble character. More about Rosenberg’s ideas on Christianity,
see, for example, Richard Steigmann-Gall, The Holy Reich: Nazi conceptions of Christianity,
1919-1945, Cambridge University Press, 2003, pp. 92-121.

41 Al-Manar, vol. 34/1, p. 78.

42 ‘Al-Naba’ al-‘Azim (Great News)’, al-Manar, vol. 6/3 (Safar 1321/May 1903), pp. 87-109.
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Western and Arabic periodicals on this subject as front-page in his famous
paper al-Jami ‘a4

Friedrich Delitzsch was the major figure behind the Stresz. In his lectures,
delivered at the Deutsche Otient-Gesellschaft before an audience including the
emperor of Germany Wilhelm II (1859-1941), Delitzsch found a certain
relationship between the Old Testament and Assyrian creation myths. He not
only pointed to the presence of Babylonian ideas in biblical texts, but ultimately
opposed the Church’s concept of divine Revelation as well. His ideas on the
subject triggered vehement controversies and many articles appeared
contradicting him 44

Rida referred to the historical arguments that the Mosaic laws were similar
to the Code of Hammurabi, whose black diorite block (2.25 metre) had been
discovered in 1901 under the ruins of Susa, the ancient capital of Babylon.ss
Rida maintained that German scholars identified King Hammurabi with the
Biblical figure Amraphel (Genesis 14: 18-20).46 He argued that Amraphel was
the Biblical figure Melchizedek, who blessed Abraham according to the story of
the Old Testament, and was also mentioned in the New Testament as in Paul’s
Epistle to the Hebrews (7:1-3). But he reconfirmed that Hammurabi, unlike
Moses, was an idolater and his scriptures were of a pagan nature.47

Rida criticised Muslim scholars, such as Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and others,
for their conclusion that the Torah was transmitted by uninterrupted chains of
transmission (tawatut), and that its distortion (tahrif) according to the Qur’anic
verses was not related to the text. According to this Islamic view, scripture that
has been passed down by means of this successive transmission was not prone
to textual corruption. God would not allow His word to be distorted so that it
was no longer truthful 48 Rida maintained that such views gave missionaries the
chance in their attempt to convince common people that Muslim scholars
admitted the invulnerability of the Torah against textual corruption. Later

43 ‘Mashahir al-Sharq: Hlammirab?’, al-Jami‘a, vol. 4/2 (March 1903), pp. 67-78; he has quoted
among others the American Protestant magazine a/-Nashrah al-’Usbiiyya (founded 1871,
Beirut).

44 Friedrich Delitzsch, Babel und Bibel. Ein Vortrag. (gehalten am 13. Januar 1902), Leipzig,
Hinrichs’sche Buchhandlung 1902; id., Zweiter Vortrag iiber Babel und Bibel, Stuttgart:
Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1903; id., Babel und Bibel: Ein Riickblick und Ausblick, Stuttgart:
Deutsche Vetlags-Anstalt, 1904; Idem., Babel und Bibel: Dritter (Schluss-) Vortrag, Stuttgart:
Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1905. See also, Reinhard G. Lehmann, Friedrich Delitzsch und der
Babel-Bibel-Streit, Freiburg/Schweiz: Univ.-Vetl.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1994;
Emil G. Kraeling, The Old Testament since the Reformation, London: Lutterworth Press, 1955,
pp. 147-163. Klaus Johanning, Der Bibel-Babel-Streit: Eine forschungs-geschichtliche Studie,
Frankfurt, 1988.

45 B, Delitzsch, Zweiter vortrag, p. 22. Cf. Stanley A. Cook, The Laws of Moses and the Code of
Hammurabi, London: Adam and Charles Black, 1903; F. M. Th. Bohl, ‘King Hammurabi of
Babylon in the setting of his time (About 1700 B.C.), in Mededeelingen der Koninkljjke
Nederlansche Akademie van Wetenschappen, 9 (1946) pp. 341-368.

46 Al-Manar, vol. 6/3, p. 89.

47 Ibid., p. 94.

48 See, Chawkat Moucarry, The Prophet & The Messiah: An Arab Christian’s Perspective on
Islam & Christianity, Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2001, passim, pp. 47-72
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Muslims attempted to study the Scriptures carefully, and reached other
conclusions. The Qur’anic affirmation of the corruption of the scriptures in
their present form, he went on, became much clearer after Western scholars
had historically criticised them.4 Rida challenged Christian missionaries to
refute these archaeological discoveries. He saw a positive aspect of Christian
missionary attacks on Islam that they should stimulate Muslims to study and
translate such Western books on the Bible, and to make known for everybody
that ‘the Bible contains information fully contradictory to science.’s®

Rida labelled the discovery of the Code of Hammurabi as a ‘quake’ in
Europe with regard to the history of the Bible. A/-Manar dealt in some detail
with the repercussions of the Bible and Babel controversy, and its impact on
the belief in the divine nature of the Bible in Europe. In the wake of Delitzsch’s
first lecture in 1902, public opinion forced Kaiser Wilhelm II to distance
himself from Delitzsch’s proposal that the Old Testament was nothing but
transcribed Assyrian wisdom.5' The Kaiser met Delitzsch in the presence of his
wife Auguste Viktoria and the Oberhofprediger Ernest Dryaner (1843-1922).
Al-Manar, probably following a/-Jami‘a of Farah Antin, quoted the Arabic
translation of the German text of the Kaiset’s letter to Admiral Friedrich von
Hollmann (1842-1913) in which he tells the story of his meeting with
Delitzsch.5?

Rida was not surprised by the interest of Wilhelm II in the issue. He was
persuaded that the Kaiser interfered in the affair only to use religious
sentiments as instrument for achieving his political success by demonstrating
that politics is no enemy of science, but its strongest tool.53 Rida described the
Kaiser’s letter to Hollmann as ‘lllusive’ and ‘contradictory’, but also showed his
‘impulsiveness, deep understanding and experience’.5+

Depending on the Kaiser’s own words, Rida made an Arabic analysis of
the arguments. The Kaiser divided the revelation into two kinds: the first
historical and ongoing, while the second is purely religious.’s As for the first
kind, the Kaiser said: ‘It [the revelation] sometimes appears in the shape of a
great man, a priest, or a king, either amongst the heathens, the Jews or the
Christians. Hammurabi was one of these; Moses, Abraham, Homer, Chatles the
Great, Luther, Shakespeare, Goethe, Kant, and the Emperor Wilhelm the Great
as well. God chose them and saw them qualified to achieve great and
everlasting deeds and be in service of their people according to His will, both in

49 Al-Manar, vol 6/3, pp. 87-88.

50 Ibid., p. 89.

51 By 1905, the controversy had resulted in the publication of 1,650 articles and 28 pamphlets,
see, Suzanne Marchand, ‘German Orientalism and the Decline of the West’, Proceedings of the
Ametican Philosophical Society, vol. 145/ 4 (Decembet, 2001), pp. 468-469.

52 About the letter, see, Lehnmann, op. cit., pp. 220-230.

53 Al-Manar, vol. 6/3, p. 96

54 Ibid., p. 96; See chapter 7: ‘Der Babel-Bibel-Streit als Politikum Kaiser Wilhelm I, in
Lehnmann, op. cit., p. 211-230.

55 ‘Fine fortlaufende, gewissermaf3en historische [Offenbarung]’ and ‘eine rein religiose auf die
spitere Erscheinung des Messias vorbereitende Offenbarung’. As quoted in, ibid, p. 224.
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spiritual or mundane acts.’s® The second kind of revelation had started with
Abraham and was ended by the coming of Jesus.

Rida was, however, extremely astonished that the Kaiser did not include
Islam as a religious community beside the heathens, Jews and Christians, and
Muhammad as a prophet beside other prophets. Wilhelm 11, according to him,
was cither ‘ignorant’ or ‘fanatic’.57 It was the German Emperor, who as part of
his Weltpolitik visited Constantinople and Damascus (autumn 1898) and in a
flirting spectacular speech declared himself as a friend of Islam and the
protector of the sultan and the Muslim World.5® Rida ironically indicated that
the Kaiser mentioned his grandfather among great historical figures as if he
intended to portray him as ‘a tool” in the hands of God, which was entitled to
preserve the German glory and establish the German Empire. But this alleged
divine message was, in Rida’s view, baseless, as his grandfather was none but an
‘instrument’ in the hands of his Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck (1862-1890).59
Rida contended that the prophet of Islam has proved to be greater than
Bismarck, and there would never come any new discovery to discredit the
Divine origin of his mission.®

Rida’s conclusions from Hollmann’s letter mainly depended on his
acceptance of the aspects that were in agreement with Islam. In the letter, he
accepted the existence of God as the only creator of the world, and that people
were in dire need of revelation in their search for knowledge about God. But he
primarily rejected the Kaiser’s division, and found it absurd and impossible that
the Divine entity would be ‘split into parts’. Human beings, according to him,
are tiny creatures as compared to the ultimate and countless beings in the
universe. It was also arrogant to confine the Divine to some individuals on the
carth, which is a tiny planet in the universe. God, Rida continued, diffuses a
spiritual world in the cosmic system with all astonishing secrets and
comprehensiveness. In their pagan phase, human minds recognised that world,
and called it ‘the world of deities’, and believed that every part of the universe
was organised by its own god. But prophets receiving their missions through
revelation named it ‘the wortld of angels’, which illustrates that the prophet’s
spirit is highly connected with these spirits in the acquisition of the Divine
knowledge.t" Rida differentiated between the knowledge of prophets and that
of poets and kings. The former is not acquisitionable (muktasab), but revealed
to them through the Spirit with its main subject of faith and the preservation of
a specific connection between God and people. The latter is acquisitionable

50 In German: ,Offenbart er sich bald in diesem oder jenem groflen Weisen, oder Priester oder
Konig, sei es bei den Heiden, Juden oder Christen. Hammurabi war einer, Moses, Abraham,
Homer, Karl der Grosse, Luther, Shakespeare, Goethe, Kant, Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse. Die
hat er ausgesucht und Seiner Gnade gewiirdigt, fiir ihre V6lker auf dem geistigen wie physischen
Gebiet nach seinem Willen Herrliches Unvergingliches zu leisten.” Ibid, p. 224

57 Al-Manar, vol. 6/3, p. 98

58 Holger Weiss, ‘German Images of Islam in West Africa’, Sudanic Africa, vol. 11 (2000), p. 53.
59 Al-Manar, vol. 6/3, p. 101

60 Ibid., p. 101

61 Ibid., pp. 102-103.
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with no specified subject, but including imaginations, fantasies, stories and
policies.®

Rida concluded that the Kaiser was mistaken in many of his remarks. He
firstly argued that monotheism was known among nations before Abraham.
Although there was no historical sign of its existence, there were prophets
before him who had also propagated it. Secondly, God’s manifestation in Christ
was less than His manifestation in Moses, since Jesus only follows the Law of
Moses with little reforms: ‘I came not to change the law’. His manifestation in
Muhammad, Rida went on, was more than that in Abraham, Moses and Jesus,
as he was the only figure to whom Jesus’ prophecy (John, 16: 12-14) was
applicable.63

1.1.2. Arabic Translation of the Encyclopaedia of Islam (1933)

Thirty years later the afore-mentioned Dutch orientalist A.J. Wensinck
summarized the thesis of his teacher Snouck Hurgronje on the position of the
prophet ‘Ibrahim’ in a lemma in the £7% Snouck never attempted to translate
his dissertation, but his ideas became widely known through Wensinck’s article
in the E1I The sensitivity of the historical analysis of the figure of Ibrahim dates
back to the well-known case of the Egyptian liberal intellectual Taha Husayn,
almost seven years before the publicity of the ideas of the £

In his article, Wensinck argued that major attention was paid to Abraham
in the Qur’an only after Muhammad migrated to Medina, and not before the
outbreak of the dispute between himself and the local Jewish community. In
this manner Abraham was presented as the forerunner of Muhammad,
precursor of Islam, preacher of pure monotheism, and founder of the Ka‘ba
with his son Isma‘l inviting all mankind to perform Hajj. This would have
allowed Muhammad to claim priority for Islam over Judaism and Christianity.
The reason behind the acceptance of the Abraham concept was primarily
designed to provide the Prophet with a new means to demonstrate the
independence of the Islamic faith vis-a-vis Judaism and to present Islam from
that time on as the originally revealed religion.6

The present writer has elsewhere analyzed the Wensinck affair in the
context of the question of academic freedom and Western scholarship on Islam

2 Ibid., p. 103.

03 Ibid.

4 Snouck Hurgronje, Het Mekkaansche Feest, Leiden, 1880. Cf. A. Sprenger, Das Leben und die
Lehre des Mohammads, Berlin, 1869.; A. ]. Wensinck, Tbrahim’ in £/7, 11, 432a. See the critical
views, Y. Moubarac, Abraham dans le Coran, Paris 1958; Rudi Paret, ‘Ibrahim’, in £72, 111, 980a.
%5 About Husayn’s indebtness to Western scholarship, see Mohamed Al-Nowaihi, “Towards the
Reappraisal of Classical Arabic Literature and History: Some Aspects of Taha Husayn's Use of
Modetn Western Criteria’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 11/2 (Apr., 1980),
pp. 189-207; Kamal Abu-Deeb, ‘Towards a Structural Analysis of Pre-Islamic Poetry’,
International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 6/2 (Apt., 1975), pp. 148-184.

0 Khalil Athamina, ‘Abraham in Islamic Perspective: Reflections on the Development of
Monotheism in Pre-Islamic Arabia’, Der Islam, vol. 81 (2004), p. 185.
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with an example from Egypt in the early 1930s.97 It has been shown that as
soon as the Egyptian royal decree of nominating five orientalist members in the
Academy became known in the press, the Egyptian physician and health
inspector Husayn al-Harrawi launched a most virulent attack against orientalist
circles, especially against Wensinck. His first article appeared as a front-page in
the famous Egyptian newspaper Al-Ahram as, ‘Otientalists and Islam: Arabic
Language Academy member Wensinck ridicules Islam’. He severely attacked
the £/, and accused the Dutch scholar of ‘assuming a premise and then
searching the Qur’an for those verses that support this premise, discarding
anything that would contradict it so as to produce a conclusion that plants the
seeds of doubt in the mind of the reader. This is the method that orientalists
used in their studies on Islam, on the life of the Prophet or on any matter to
which they wished to bring the Qur’an to bear as evidence. It was an old ruse,
the purpose of which was to arm evangelists and colonialists with pseudo-
logical arguments to shake the beliefs of the Muslim people and cause them to
abandon their religion.’s8

What concerns us here is Rida’s reaction to the publication of the Arabic
edition of the E/ as part of his evaluation of Western scholarship on Islam.
These scholars of Islam were trained in theology and Semitic languages, and
tried to apply similar historical methods as used by their colleagues on the same
Biblical stories and their counterparts in the Qur’an, such as the story of
Abraham in the case under discussion.

Before treating Rida’s partaking in the controversy, we should say
something about Rida’s relationship with Wensinck. It should be first of all
stressed that Wensinck’s reputation among Muslim scholars in Egypt had been
much connected to his most famous wotrk, A Handbook of Muhammadan
Traditions (1927), more than his contributions to the EIL The prominent
Muslim jurist Ahmad Muhammad Shakir (1892-1958), one of Rida’s students,®
was perhaps the first Muslim scholar to pay attention to Wensinck’s work. In
October 1928 he received the Handbook, which he considered as a treasure
that should be known to Arab and Muslim readers. Two years later Shakir met
Wensinck for the first time in the Salafiyya Library in Cairo, and requested his

67 Umar Ryad, “The Dismissal of A.]. Wensinck from the Royal Academy of the Arabic Language
in Cairo’, a paper presented at: ‘Conference Academic Freedom and Religious Freedom’,
University of Leiden, 27-28 February 2007; published in Willem B. Drees & Pieter Sjoerd van
Koningsveld (eds.), The Study of Religion and the Training of Muslkim Cletgy in Europe:
Academic and Reljgious Freedom in the 215 Century, Leiden University Press, 2008, pp. 91-134.
See also, Rached Hamzaoui, LAcademie de Ilangue arabe du Caire: histoire et
ceuvre, Tunis: Université de Tunis, 1975, p. 69ff; Sj. van Koningsveld, Snouck Hurtgronje en de
islam, Leiden: Documentatiebureau Islam-Christendom, Faculteit der Godgeleerdheid, 1988, p.
18-23; Usep Abdul Matin, “The Fatwa of Ahmad al-Syrabasi on encouraging Muslims to use
Wensinck’s Concordance and Handbook, an unpublished paper, Seminar Problems and
Methods of Islamic Studies: Islam and the West: Their mutual relations as reflected in Farwa-
Literature, MA programme, Leiden University, 1999.

% Yunan Labib Rizk, ‘Chronicles’, A-Ahram Weekly, no. 647, July 2003.

% Ron Shaham, ‘Egyptian Judge in a Period of Change: Qadi Ahmad Muhammad Shakir, 1892-
1958’, The Journal of the American Oriental Society, vol. 119 (1999), pp. 440-455
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permission to embark upon translating the work into Arabic. In the same year,
Shakir’s enthusiasm about the work stimulated Rida to personally direct the
same request at Wensinck, who replied in the affirmative: “Yes, I wish that the
book would be of much use, especially among the people of Egypt and Hijaz
whom I respect and love much.’7

It is also worthy to note that Wensinck probably saw Rida for the first time
when the latter was giving a lecture on February 9, 1930 at Jam ‘iyyat al-Rabitah
al-Sharqiyya (mentioned above) in Cairo. In his travel diary, Wensinck gives a
caricatural description of Rida: “The Sayyid [Rida] is a corpulent small man
without legs,” big turban, a fat nose, and a full beard, superb when he speaks.
The subject was ‘old and new’. The majority of the audience was enthusiastic.
Before he started a young man showing great approval had stood up and said:
“Yahya [long live] al-Sayyid Rashid Rida’. This lecture [went on] with some
interruptions, and sometimes the Sayyid would interrupt himself’.72

Although al-Manar was not directly involved in the controversy, and did
not utter any explicit view on his dismissal, Rida’s general attitude towards
Wensinck and his Handbook was ambivalent. In the very beginning he had
highly praised the author’s meticulous efforts in compiling the hadith.
Wensinck’s great critic, al-Harrawi, belonged to Rida’s circle, but he did not
contribute to al-Manar journal with any anti-orientalist polemics during Rida’s
life. His work was, however, later published as a series of articles in Rida’s
journal and later in one volume by Dar al-Manar, a few months after the lattet’s
death in 1936.

In August 1934 (seven months after Wensinck’s dismissal), Rida wrote the
preface of the Handbook in which he positively praised the work. He
maintained that due to many commitments he was not able to fully participate
in the editing of the work. He stressed the usefulness of the Handbook tor
Muslim scholars in tracing all kinds of traditions; and this work would have
spared him ‘three quarter’ of his preceding work and effort in the study of
hadith.73 As an otientalist, Rida went on, Wensinck had finished his work for
the purpose of serving his career and for the sake of other orientalists; but
Muslims rather needed it for the sake of knowledge about the sayings and

70 Letter, Wensinck to Rida, Ist September 1930, Leiden; the letter is found among Rida’s
personal papers in his archive. As Shakir could not finish the whole task of translation, Rida
recommended Muhammad Fuad ‘Abd al-Baqi (1882-1968) to continue carrying out the
translation work. The controversy around Wensinck’s writings on Islam did not influence the
continuation of the translation work. Shakir invited readers from all over the Muslim wotld to
use the work. “Abd al-Baqi has been able to publish the Arabic edition of the FHandbook under
the title Miftah Kuniz al-Sunni (or Key to the Treasures of Sunna), Cairo: Matba‘at Mist, 1934.
The work was published a few months after Wensinck’s dismissal from the Academy. In his
introduction (written 23 July, 1934), Shakir still appreciated the work, and did not refer to the
stormy debate around the man.

7t In Dutch: “zonder beenen’. Wensinck probably means that due to his thick body and the
religious dress it was difficult to see his legs.

72 See, Wensinck’s travel diary in Egypt, Jeddah, Syria and Jerusalem (end 1929-carly 1930),
Leiden University Library, p. 38. UB Bijzondere Collecties (KL) - Or. 25.686.

73 Miftah, op. cit., p. 3.
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traditions of their Prophet. He cited the one hadith that “Verily, God will
supportt Islam through men who do not belong to its adherents’.74

One year later, Rida, in the introduction to his last work a/-Wahy, all of a
sudden renounced his appreciation for Wensinck’s efforts. According to him,
most orientalists did not belong to the independent and fair-minded European
scholars, since they did not study Arabic or the books of Islam in order to
know the truth about it. They were only seeking out its weak points by
describing Muslims in a disfigured way so that their people would be driven
away from Islam. Rida had a similar attitude towards the EZ The EI and
Wensinck’s Handbook, which were two key examples that had already
disappointed his high expectation of their orientalist scholarship. Rida recanted
his earlier lofty impression and rendered it as a futile piece of work. He believed
that the translation of a/-Wahy would have the effect of influencing fair-minded
Europeans and convert them to Islam. Rida was, however, surprised that when
he sent copies of al-Wahy to all orientalists, it sufficed Wensinck to thank him
without giving any review of the book.7

As soon as the Arabic translation of the E7 appeared, he rushed to admit
that Western scholars did Muslims a great favor. However, he pointed out that
Muslims also had a record of early achievements in organizing such
encyclopaedias, but had become stagnant in preserving their own heritage. He
recommended Muslim readers everywhere to purchase the Arabic translation,
as reading the E7 in Arabic, the ‘public language of Islam’, would be more
useful than the English, French or German editions. He summed up some
reasons: 1) Man’s prime need is to know oneself, it is very useful that Muslims
better know themselves through the eyes of the fair-minded, biased or
opponents among the orientalists. 2) The materials on which the authors
depend are abundant in Europe, and orientalists follow scholarly lines of
investigation. European public opinion depended on their analyses by which
they make judgments on the Orientals. 3) The translation should be
supplemented with corrections and analysis made by Muslim scholars in order
to guarantee the ‘adequacy’ of given data according to the mainstream of
Islamic thought.7

Rida’s main concern was that Western historical and literary critical views
on Islam should be evaluated in the light of the criticisms of Muslim scholars,
who should also take part in the project. A few years eatrlier (1926) he
welcomed an invitation provided by Die Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Islamkunde,
presided by Georg Kampffmeyer (1804-1930), inviting him and other Muslim
scholars to cooperate with its editorial members. He had great expectations that
their invitation to work together with Muslim scholars would result in great
success.”7 Rida’s suspicion of the FEI concentrated only on two of his

74 ‘Muqaddimat Miftah Kuniz al-Sunna’, al-Manir, vol. 34/4 (Rabi® al-’Akhar 1353/August
1934), pp. 296-297.

75 Al-Manir, vol. 35/1 (Rabi‘ al-’Awwal 1354/July 1935), pp- 36-37.

76 Al-Mamar, vol. 33/6 (Rajab 1352/October 1933), p. 477.

77 See, al-Manar, vol. 26/8 (Rajab 1344/February 19206), p. 638.
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opponents, whom its editorial committee had chosen in the advisory board:
namely the anti-Salafi Azhati scholar Sheikh Yasuf al-Dijwi (1870-1946)7 (see,
chapter 3) and the fervent Muslim propagandist and Egyptian nationalist
Muhammad Farid Wajdi (circa 1878-1954).79 Dijwl’s views as a traditionalist
scholar were, according to Rida, not to satisfy the minds of ‘educated’ Muslims,
let alone orientalists. As for Wajdl’s views, they did not directly ‘refute the
allegations’. Rida requested that the committee should appoint other scholars of
higher scholarly position, such as Sheikh Al-Azhar Mustafa al-Maraghi (1881-
1945) and the Mufti of Egypt Abd al-Majid Salim (1882-1954).% Rida, however,
did not further develop any scholarly historical response to Wensinck’s article
on Abraham, nor did he critically study the views of Dijwi and Wajdt.®*

Rida showed a completely different attitude by publishing a more severe
article in which he talked about the ‘corruption’ of the EZ ‘A deceiving name’,
he wrote, [...] for an encyclopedia pieced together by a group of Western
scholars for the sake of serving their religion and colonial states in the Muslim
wotld. [It was intended] to destroy Islam and its forts, after all the failure of
missionary attempts to attack the Qur’an and its prophet or spread false
translations of the Qur’an.’s> He harshly attacked the contributors of the £7 of
intentionally presenting Islam and its men and history in a ‘twisted” way. In
general he believed that “Westerners are highly qualified in science, arts and
industry, but their qualifications in fabricating things are more effective.’3 Rida
plainly revoked his eatlier recommendation of the Arabic versi