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CrossMark

The political thought of Abu Zayd is founded upon secularism and humanism.
He views government as a worldly, non-religious, and non-sacred
phenomenon. From his perspective, democracy represents the most appropriate
system within the current discourse, as it safeguards the interests of the
majority. He asserts that the principle of shura (consultation) in the Qur’an
possesses the capacity to evolve along the path of democracy. It should be
noted that several theories have been proposed regarding the origin of the state,
the most prominent of which include: divine creation, coercive foundation,
genetic determinism, establishment based on human nature, and emergence
through the social contract. The present question, therefore, is whether Abu
Zayd formulated a systematic theory of the state. Our hypothesis is that within
Abu Zayd’s political thought, the theory of the state appears only in the form
of a schema of the liberal state.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The concept of the state, as one of the most complex and multifaceted phenomena in political
science, has been the central focus of scholarly attention since the classical period of political thought.
According to (Bashirieh, 2016), the state embodies the highest manifestation of power relations and public
interest in every society, and its dual nature—both visible and elusive—renders it one of the most debated
constructs in political theory. In Islamic culture, the state has never been perceived as an accidental or
neutral organization but rather as an institution with inherent divine geometry and distinctive attributes.
Proponents of the idea of an Islamic state argue that the genesis of the political system in Islam is rooted
in revelation and was historically realized through the Prophet’s establishment of governance in Medina,
which they interpret as the archetype of divine polity (Firahi, 2001). Others, however, such as (Poladi, 2015),
emphasize that Islamic statehood transcends worldly management and encompasses the mission of
securing salvation in the hereafter. These diverging views have created a continuous tension between
theological legitimacy and sociopolitical rationality. Within this intellectual framework, Nasr Hamid Abu
Zayd emerges as a critical voice who questions the essentialist and absolutist conceptions of divine
authority. His thought, rooted in secularism and humanism, envisions government as a purely earthly and
non-sacred institution. He recognizes democracy as the most appropriate system in the contemporary
discourse, as it safeguards the collective interests of the majority. The present study, employing a
descriptive-analytical approach, examines whether Abu Zayd formulated a systematic theory of the state
or whether his political philosophy merely offers a schema reflecting liberal state principles.

Abu Zayd’s intellectual formation was profoundly shaped by his engagement with philosophy,
linguistics, and Islamic theology. Born in Tanta, Egypt, in 1943, he developed a distinctive intellectual
trajectory that blended humanistic exegesis with critical hermeneutics. His encounter with Western
philosophies—particularly hermeneutics, semantics, and structuralism—prompted him to formulate a
methodology for reinterpreting religious texts through the lens of human experience rather than divine
immutability (Hamedi, 2007). His interpretive project was grounded in the conviction that the Qur’an is a
human, historical text, whose meanings are contingent upon the evolving horizon of human understanding
(Taheri Kal Keshvandi & Bozouri Nejad, 2016). As a product of the Amin al-Khuli school of textual criticism,
Abu Zayd employed modern linguistic tools while remaining faithful to the textual and structural integrity
of Islamic scripture (Abouzeid, 2017). He argued that revelation itself was a dialogical event situated in
time and space, which necessarily implies its historicization and openness to reinterpretation. This
hermeneutical perspective led him to redefine the epistemological boundaries between divine
communication and human reason. His intellectual resistance to the literalist and traditionalist tendencies
prevalent in the Muslim world was not merely an academic exercise but a profound attempt to emancipate
the human intellect from the dominance of metaphysical absolutism. As (Raeisian & Zend Aghghati, 2017)
noted, Abu Zayd’s methodological secularism was a response to both ideological dogmatism in Islamic
academia and political authoritarianism in Arab states. Through his interdisciplinary inquiry, he sought to
dismantle the binary opposition between faith and reason, replacing it with a dynamic, interpretive
continuum grounded in historical consciousness.

The political dimension of Abu Zayd’s thought, while not developed as an independent political
doctrine, reveals his implicit preference for liberal democracy and rational governance. He maintained
that democracy represents the only viable system within the present global discourse because it ensures
collective welfare and intellectual freedom (Mansourzadeh & Masoud, 2017). Drawing upon the Qur’anic
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principle of shura (consultation), he contended that Islam’s consultative tradition possesses the potential
to evolve toward democratic praxis. His interpretation of the Constitution of Medina underscored its nature
as a political covenant grounded in coexistence and pluralism rather than a theocratic charter (Abouzeid,
2017). Moreover, Abu Zayd criticized the instrumentalization of religion by political authorities, arguing
that the alliance between clerics and rulers transforms religious discourse into an apparatus of ideological
domination (Abouzeid, 2004). His critique of divine sovereignty aimed to expose the theological
underpinnings of totalitarianism. According to Abu Zayd, when the notion of sovereignty is monopolized
by religious institutions, it legitimizes authoritarian regimes that claim to represent the divine will on earth.
Such monopolization, he argued, leads to the negation of human agency and the suppression of interpretive
plurality. Consequently, he advocated for the separation of religious and political authority as a
precondition for genuine democracy (Abouzeid, 2016). This view situates his thought within a broader
liberal-humanist tradition that perceives secularism not as atheism but as a rational framework for moral
and social autonomy.

Abu Zayd’s engagement with Western modernity was nuanced and critical. He differentiated
between “Western civilization” and “modern civilization,” insisting that the latter is the cumulative
heritage of all human cultures, including Islam (Alikhani, 2004). While acknowledging the scientific and
technological advancements of the West, he warned against uncritical imitation of its utilitarian and
capitalist values. In his view, “Western political civilization” was distinct from universal human
civilization because it often pursued imperialist interests, particularly in the Muslim world. The economic
and epistemological dominance of the North over the South, he argued, perpetuates structural inequalities
under the guise of globalization. Abu Zayd maintained that modernity should be reinterpreted as a human
rather than Western phenomenon, one that Islam had historically anticipated in its rational and ethical
dimensions. This perspective aligns with his broader goal of reconciling faith with reason, tradition with
progress, and spirituality with human freedom. In this light, Abu Zayd’s liberal schema of the state
emerges as a critical synthesis that neither rejects Western ideas wholesale nor accepts them
unconditionally. Rather, he envisioned a contextual adaptation of liberal principles—freedom, justice, and
equality—uwithin an Islamic civilizational framework (Kheirjou, 2018). For him, liberalism did not negate
religion; instead, it purified it from mythologization and directed its moral potential toward progress and
human dignity (Hamedi, 2007).

The role of reason (‘aqgl) in Abu Zayd’s system of thought occupies a central place in his
philosophical anthropology. He distinguished between metaphysical and historical reason, favoring the
latter as the authentic instrument of human understanding (Hamedi, 2007). He contended that monotheism
(tawhid) aims to liberate human intellect from superstition and irrational authority (Abouzeid, 2004). His
rationalism, however, was not abstract but ethical and pragmatic, oriented toward social justice, equality,
and freedom. As (Bagheri Kia, 2015) observed, Abu Zayd’s rationality was microcosmic, concerned more
with practical reasoning and civic virtue than with metaphysical speculation. He believed that the Qur’anic
text, from the moment of its revelation, underwent a process of humanization through prophetic
interpretation—a transformation from divine transcendence to historical immanence. This transition, in
his view, exemplifies the dialogical interaction between reason and revelation. The sanctification of
religious understanding by clerical elites, he argued, amounts to a form of intellectual tyranny that
obstructs the renewal of thought and the development of an enlightened society (Nasri, 2002). By
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promoting a secular or ‘ilmani reading of scripture, Abu Zayd sought to reclaim religion as a source of
ethical guidance rather than dogmatic control. His rationalist humanism thus places him among the
foremost advocates of an interpretive Islam compatible with democratic pluralism and civic modernity.

In the final analysis, Abu Zayd’s intellectual project can be seen as an effort to reconstruct Islamic
thought along the lines of renewal (zajdid) and enlightenment (tanwir). He believed that Islam is not
merely a metaphysical doctrine but a transformative force aimed at restructuring the world (Alikhani,
2004). The discourse of religious reform, as he envisioned it, opposes imitation (taglid) and calls for
critical engagement with inherited traditions (Pourpirar, 2002). He maintained that genuine intellectual
enlightenment requires the courage to question established authorities and to enter the “forbidden zone”
of dogmatic taboos (Vaezi, 2010). For Abu Zayd, secularism represented not the negation of faith but the
scientific comprehension of religion’s historical function (Mansourzadeh & Masoud, 2017). In his critique
of figh, he denounced the subordination of religious jurisprudence to political power and the
monopolization of interpretation by clerical elites (Bagheri Kia, 2015). His insistence on intellectual
autonomy, pluralism, and rational critique culminates in a liberal understanding of governance that
privileges human freedom over divine absolutism. Thus, while Abu Zayd did not articulate a full-fledged
“theory of the state,” his reflections collectively form a liberal schema of political order grounded in
humanism, historicity, and democratic rationality.
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