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The present article aims to examine the position of Arabism in the interpretive 

encounter with the Holy Qur’an in contemporary Islamic thought by focusing on 

three prominent thinkers in this field. The study adopts a descriptive-analytical 

method. The literary approach to Qur’anic interpretation represents one of the most 

influential intellectual movements in contemporary Arab thought. This approach 

was pioneered by thinkers such as Muhammad Abduh, Taha Hussein, Amin al-

Khouli, Shukri Muhammad Ayyad, Bint al-Shati, and later developed by their 

students, including Muhammad Ahmad Khalafullah, Mahdi Allam, and Nasr 

Hamed Abu Zayd. The central claim of this movement is that the Qur’an is the 

greatest literary work that has immortalized the Arabic language. Consequently, 

the primary purpose of Qur’anic interpretation should not be viewed as the pursuit 

of understanding, guidance, or divine mercy for humanity. Rather, the Qur’an 

should be approached as a cultural phenomenon. This perspective reduces the 

status of the Holy Qur’an from a revealed book—traditionally regarded in Islamic 

civilization as an active guide for realizing humanity’s divine potential—to a 

cultural artifact that merely reflects the characteristics of Arab-Islamic civilization. 

It suggests that the study of this divine book is not a matter of faith, but rather a 

literary endeavor open to any Arabic speaker or anyone interested in the Arabic 

language. Accordingly, individuals are free to approach the Qur’an from their own 

standpoint and pursue their personal intellectual purposes. The main objective of 

this article is to explore the role of the cultural features of Arabism in the 

interpretive engagement with the Holy Qur’an and to critically assess the 

implications of such an approach. 
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1. Introduction and Problem Statement 

Within Islamic civilization, Arabic culture has continually occupied a central position due to its 

role as the locus in which divine revelation was realized in human history, and because the Arabic 

language—serving as a universally comprehensible instrument—functions as the linguistic 

medium of the Holy Qur’an. However, the encounter of Islamic societies with the sweeping 

transformations of Western civilization, which reshaped the logic of their interaction with the non-

Western world, led to profound developments in both thought and practice. One of these was the 

Arab Renaissance (al-Nahḍa), which became the source of significant intellectual change within 

Arab-Islamic societies. Its influence extended beyond the social, political, and economic spheres 

to bring about deeper theoretical transformations. 

A renewed connection was established between literary sciences—particularly those addressing the 

aesthetic dimensions of texts and their interpretation—and literary criticism within rhetorical 

studies. This revival, emerging after the Arab Renaissance, was advanced by Muslim intellectuals 

such as Sayyid Jamāl al-Dīn al-Asadābādī, Muḥammad ʿAbduh, Rashīd Riḍā, and Muṣṭafā al-

Marāghī, who sought to reread the textual heritage of the Islamic world. Foundational works such 

as ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī’s Asrār al-Balāgha and Dalāʾil al-Iʿjāz were once again adopted as core 

texts in the Arab Maghreb. 

Literary exegesis (al-tafsīr al-adabī), according to Ibn Khaldūn, stands in contrast to narrative and 

transmitted exegesis (al-tafsīr al-riwāyī wa al-naqlī) (Ibn Khaldūn, 1988: 407). In this approach, 

literary and linguistic sciences constitute the primary foundations for interpretation. Compared 

with other exegetical approaches—such as theological or narrative ones—this perspective places 

less emphasis on faith in the sacredness of the text. The Qur’an, in this view, must first be 

approached as a cultural product and an Arabic text, rather than as a divine guide for humanity (al-

Khūlī, 1933: 365–366). The principal aim of exegesis, therefore, is said to arise from a purely 

literary interpretation, unbound by external theological or doctrinal commitments (al-Khūlī, 1933: 

367). Some scholars employed this method to pursue “an understanding and discernment of the 

rational, emotional, and artistic values present within the text that the author did not explicitly 

articulate” (Khalaf Allāh, 1999: 45). This orientation focuses primarily on the linguistic and human 

aspects of the Qur’anic text. The doctrine of Qur’anic inimitability (iʿjāz) is emphasized in its 

earthly and human dimensions—especially in the eloquence and aesthetic excellence of its Arabic 

expression—presented as the foundation of Arab cultural identity. 

Pioneers of this movement criticized what they perceived as a pathology among many exegetes 

who, according to some thinkers, “have neglected the primary purpose of the Qur’an—guidance—

and have instead preoccupied themselves with peripheral matters such as grammar, rhetoric, and 

theological or jurisprudential disputes” (Rashīd Riḍā, Vol. 1: 17–18, cited in Karīmīniyā, 2005: 

54). In response, figures such as al-Khūlī proposed a distinct method that centered on the Qur’an’s 

literary dimensions. Al-Khūlī argued that “the literary study of the Qur’an is the first duty of any 

Qur’anic researcher—even if their opinions oppose the Qur’an or they do not seek guidance from 

it. A genuine Arab recognizes the Qur’an as the greatest Arabic book (kitāb al-ʿarabiyya al-akbar) 

without necessarily grasping its meanings or believing in it” (al-Khūlī, 1949). 

2. Methodology 

Since the central aim of this study is to examine the status of Arabness (al-ʿurūba)—and specifically 

the Arabic language—within the contemporary exegetical engagement with the Holy Qur’an, and 

to assess the implications of such an approach through critical evaluation, data were collected using 

a documentary research method. The data were then analyzed using a descriptive-analytical 

approach. 



133   Social Theories of Muslim Thinkers, Volume 15. Issue 3, September 2025  

3. Findings 

This study has explored the role of Arab identity (al-ʿurūba) within the literary approach to 

interpreting the Holy Qur’an in contemporary Islamic thought. It examined the ideas of Amīn al-

Khūlī, as a pioneer in this field, alongside Naṣr Ḥāmid Abū Zayd and Mohammed Arkoun, who 

each sought to reinterpret the Qur’an through the lens of its Arab identity and the Lebenswelt 

(lifeworld) of its revelation, emphasizing its cultural and linguistic dimensions. 

The main finding of the research is that the linguistic and human capacities of the Arabic language 

have become central to contemporary engagements with the Qur’an. Through the revival of 

language-based cultural identity, modern Arab thinkers have sought to distinguish their exegetical 

efforts from those of non-Arab Muslims. In doing so, they have first divested the Qur’an of its 

epistemic authority, and subsequently treated it as a mirror reflecting the culture of the Arab era of 

revelation, arguing that its epistemic centrality cannot extend beyond that historical and linguistic 

context. 

Key similarities and differences among the three thinkers include: 

Linguistic Emphasis: All three recognized the significance of Arabic in Qur’anic interpretation, 

though their methodological applications differ. 

Historical Context: Abū Zayd and Arkoun emphasized the historical circumstances of revelation, 

with Arkoun adopting a more radical stance that questions the divine nature of the text. 

Reform and Tradition: While al-Khūlī leaned toward a traditionalist respect for the Qur’an’s literary 

heritage, Abū Zayd and Arkoun pursued reform and critical analysis, challenging conventional 

hermeneutics. From a critical standpoint, the role of Arab identity within the literary approach to 

Qur’anic interpretation reveals several challenges: 

Diminishment of Spiritual Values: This approach risks reducing emphasis on the Qur’an’s spiritual 

and theological dimensions by focusing predominantly on linguistic beauty and literary structure. 

Neglect of Circumstances of Revelation: Literary criticism may overlook the asbāb al-nuzūl 

(occasions of revelation), thereby neglecting the social and ethical context essential to 

understanding the Qur’an’s message. 

Humanization and Relativization of the Qur’an: This method may render the Qur’an a human 

cultural text, challenging its sanctity and its transhistorical and transcultural universality. 

4. Conclusion 

This study has demonstrated that the literary approach to Qur’anic interpretation, as developed by 

modern Arab intellectuals such as Amīn al-Khūlī, Naṣr Ḥāmid Abū Zayd, and Mohammed Arkoun, 

represents both an intellectual renewal and a methodological rupture within Islamic thought. By 

emphasizing the linguistic and aesthetic dimensions of the Qur’an, these thinkers sought to reassert 

the role of al-ʿurūba (Arabness) and the Arabic language as central elements of cultural identity in 

the modern Arab world. However, this revival came at a significant cost: the reduction of the 

Qur’an’s transcendent and revelatory character to a purely human and historical artifact. While 

such an approach contributed to the development of new hermeneutical tools, it simultaneously 

risked detaching the Qur’an from its spiritual, ethical, and metaphysical purposes. The study thus 

concludes that although the literary method enriches our understanding of the Qur’an’s linguistic 

structure and its aesthetic miracles, it must remain integrated with theological, moral, and historical 

dimensions to preserve the text’s universal and divine authority. A balanced hermeneutic—one that 

harmonizes literary insight with faith-based understanding—offers the most promising path for 

engaging the Qur’an in both its human and sacred aspects. 
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 چکیده اطلاعات مقاله 
 مقالة پژوهشی نوع مقاله: 

 

 

 27/09/1401 : افتیدر خ یتار
 25/01/1404: بازنگری خ یتار

 31/05/1404: رشیپذ خ یتار

 01/07/1404: انتشار خ یتار

 
 

 ها:  کلیدواژه 
 کردیقرآن، رو  ریتفس      ،یالخول  نیام

ب رب    ،یادب   ار  ون  ،یزب   ن  ، م م    ک 
 .کینصر ح مک ابوز 

با تمرکز بر سه    «یدر فکر معاصر اسلام  م یبا قرآن کر   یر یدر مواجهه تفس  ییگراعرب  گاهی»جا  یمقاله حاضر درصدد بررس
 یک ی قرآن  ریبه تفس  یادب کردیخواهد بود. رو یلیتحل - یفیتوص ۀویبه ش قیاست. روش تحق نهیزم نیعرب در ا  شمندیاند

  نیام  ن،یمحمد عبده، طه حس  رینظ   یشمندانیاند  یگامشیبه پ  یربدر فکر معاصر ع  ی فکر   یهاانیجر   ن یاز پرنفوذتر 
م و نصر حامد ابوز   یمحمد احمد خلف الله، مهد   ریو شاگردان آنها نظ  ی بنت الشاط  اد،یمحمد ع  یشکر   ،یالخول   د یعلاا

  رونیازا ساخته،را جاودانه  یاست که زبان عرب یاثر ادب نیتر م یآن است که قرآن، عظ ان، یجر  نیا  یادعا نیتر است. مهم 
با  ینسبت به بشر تلق  یو رحمت اله  تیقرآن را فهم، هدا  ریغرض تفس  نیتر و مهم   نینخست  دینبا   د یکرد، بلکه قرآن را 
که همواره در تمدن    یان یکتاب وح  کی را از    م یقرآن کر   کرد،یرو  نی( شناخت. اThe Cultural)  یامر فرهنگ   کیمثابه  به

ال یعنوان راهنمابه یاسلام  یهامطالعه خصلت ی برا  یابه ابژه شد،ی انسان شناخته م یاله یهات یدر تحقق ظرف یفعا
 ی مانیا  یامسئله   یکتاب اله  ن یکه مطالعه ا  اند ینمای م  نیداده و چن  لیتقل  یاسلام  -  یتمدن عرب  رینظ  یتمدن  یفرهنگ 

آورد و پس از   یرو   ین کتاب بزرگ عربیا  یلازم است به مطالعه ادب  یمند به زبان عربعلاقه   ایو هر عرب زبان و    ستین
در مقاله آن    یبه قرآن مراجعه و مقصود خود را دنبال کند. مسئله اصل  تواندی که دارد م  یهر مقصود  یآن، هر کس برا

را مورد تأمل قرار دهد و با    م یبا قرآن کر   یر ی( در مواجهه تفسییگرا »عروبة« )عرب  یفرهنگ   یهااست که مکانت خصلت 
 . دینما یرا بررس یکردیرو نیچن یامدهایپ ،یانتقاد یابیاِعمال ارز 

 

  نیدر دوره معاصر؛ مورد مطالعه ام  می با قرآن کر   یر یدر مواجهه تفس  ییگراعرب  گاهیجا  (.1404)  سادات  ، زهراکشاورز؛  مسلم ،  طاهری کل کشوندی:  استناد
 . 150 - 131(: 3)15 ه ی اجت  بی متفکران مسل  ن،نظریه .و محمد ارکون د ینصر حامد ابوز  ،یالخول
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