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The significance of Shaltut's contribution to Islamic scholarship is
enhanced by the fact that he held the post of Shaykh al-Azhar, and the
Azhar, despite vicissitudes in its fortunes, continues to be esteemed as
one of the most prestigious centres of Sunni authority in the Islamic
world. It hosts pan-Islamic conferences and receives international
student missions, and its Fatwa Commission, inaugurated in 1935,
answers the queries of Muslims from all over the Islamic world.

Shaltut was Shaykh al-Azhar at a pivotal time for Egyptian affairs
and for the Azhar, from 1958 to 1963. It had long been clear in Egypt
and elsewhere that the forces of modernization were outpacing the
forces of traditionalism, and the prestige of the 'ulama' was not what
it had been. The Free Officers' 1952 Revolution was to have far-reaching
implications for the Azhar and for other Islamic institutions in Egypt.
For various reasons the 'ulatna' were generally supportive of the new
regime and its socialist policies.1 From the government's point of view,
the moving force of Islam was too great a potential threat and too
valuable a potential ally to be disregarded. Jamal cAbd al-Nasir
embarked on a series of measures to exert control over the forces of
Islam in Egypt. One of the first priorities was the suppression of the
Muslim Brothers, who represented an ideological threat to the new
government, which in the eyes of the Brothers fell short of being a truly
Islamic regime. This was followed by the abolition of the autonomous
SharTa courts in 1956 in order to achieve a unified judicial system under
state control. Finally, in 1961, the regime felt confident enough to tackle
the Azhar itself, and a reform law was imposed upon it. This law
represented a radical reorganization of the Azhar; in the Supreme
Council and other new organs it was the government which held the

1 Sec Hamid Enayat, Modern Islamic Political Thought (London, 1986), 117-20. Not
lean of the reasons given is the hope the 'uHarru? had of influencing the leadership, and
the fear that Islam might otherwise be left by the wayside.
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SHAYKH MAHMOD SHALTOT i l l

balance of power, and the powers of Shaykh al-Azhar were greatly
circumscribed. This reform came after a sustained attack on the 'idama',
primarily through the press, as at best hidebound reactionaries out of
touch with the modern world, and at worst corrupt individuals inter-
ested only in their own gain.

Shaltut himself had been one of a small group of reform-minded
'ulama' who were expelled from the Azhar for their campaigning activ-
ities as early as 1931. Doubtless his appointment owed something to
his progressive attitude towards the question of reform of the Azhar.
Although the imposition of this reform from above was something of
a humiliation for the Azharites, Shaltut publicly endorsed the reforms.
One may conjecture that this was the only practical way of maintaining
his position and making the best of a difficult situation, but he must
also have realized that the 'ulama', through their continued resistance
to reform attempts throughout the century, had deprived themselves of
the opportunity to influence the reform that was finally imposed. More-
over, while some aspects of the reform could be seen as a threat to the
autonomy of the Azhar, other aspects were in accordance with what
Shaltut and others had been calling for. These included the desire to
break down the isolation of the Azhar and strengthen links with other
institutions and nations, the modernization of the curriculum, the
removal of the educational dualism which had grown up between the
system of religious schools and colleges and the largely secular state
system of education, and the provision of employment for Azhar
graduates.

Shaltut received a wholly traditional religious education, with no
foreign-language training. In this he differed from the earlier reformers
Muhammad 'Abduh and Rashld Rida, and as a result was more insu-
lated from the direct impact of Western ideas.1 Perhaps it is partly
because of this that his works convey a greater sense of the self-
sufficiency of Islamic society and culture; at one time he expressed the
view that Muslims should postpone the study of foreign languages and
cultures until such time as they fully appreciated their own religious/
cultural heritage; otherwise such study could lead to a weakening of
self-confidence and sense of identity.3 In view of the profound political,
economic, social, and cultural Western influence already obtaining in
Egypt and elsewhere, Shaltut may have underestimated the urgency of

2 However, this did not preclude an awareness both of the more genera] attacks
directed against Islam by the West, and of the influence of Western ideas and culture,
particularly on young Muslims.

• Al-lstiim: 'Aqida wa-SharVa (13th ed., Cairo, 1985), 136; in fact, as Shaykh al-Azhar,
Shaltut later presided over the introduction of the study of French and English into the
curriculum of the Azhar.

 at G
eorgetow

n U
niversity on June 22, 2012

http://jis.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://jis.oxfordjournals.org/


2.12 KATE ZEBIRI

undertaking the daunting intellectual task of confronting Western
thought and institutions in order to weed out that which was Islamically
unacceptable, but his sentiment is an understandable one. His ignorance
of Western languages and culture may have meant that he was not
ideally suited to address those who had already been seduced from their
religion by the attractions of Western civilization (notwithstanding his
painful awareness of this phenomenon).* But it may have had the
advantage that his work, unlike that of some of his contemporaries, is
not dominated by the need to try to justify Islamic precepts in the light
of the values and social patterns prevalent in the West.J We shall not
find Shaltut guilty of producing 'third-rate apologetic literature'.*

Shaltut's best-known published works are: TafsTr al-Qur'an al-Karim:
al-Ajza' al-'Asharat al-Dla, a QuPanic commentary which follows the
'thematic' style of tafstr (tafstr mawa'tii); Al-Fatawa, a collection of his
fatawa grouped under subject headings; Al-lslam: <Aqtda wa SharVa,
most of which is devoted to the SharVa, dealing with various legal
topics as well as the sources of Islamic law; and Min Tawjthat al-lslam,
which consists of collected writings and articles on miscellaneous Islamic
topics. All of these works have run into several editions, varying from
eight to thirteen at the last count. In addition to these there is a
collection of monographs on Qur'anic topics entitled Min Huda al-
Qur'an, and a specialized work on comparative jurisprudence intended
as a textbook for students at Kulliyyat al-Shari'a, the law school of the
Azhar, entitled Muqaranat al-Madhahib ftal-Fiqh. Shaltut was a regular
contributor to Majallat al-Azhar and other Islamic journals, and not
infrequently gave interviews to journalists from various newspapers and
magazines. He also broadcast radio talks on religious topics; some of
these are preserved in his published works.

Shaltut was a popular Shaykh al-Azhar, and although he figures very
little in Western scholarship,7 his name is still well known to educated

* Tafstr al-Qur'an al-Karim: al-Ajza" al-lAiharat al-Vla (9th ed., Cairo, 1982), 210-11.
' Cf. for example W. C. Smith's critique of the work of Farid Wagdi in his Islam in

Modern History (Princeton, N.J., 1957), 132-50.
' The quotation it from H. Lazarus-Yafeh, who feels that thil is the nature of most

attempts at Islamic spiritual renewal; see his book, Some Religious Aspects of Islam
(Leiden, 1981), 90.

7 Apart from this writer's as yet unpublished thesis there is no comprehensive work
on Shaltut. Wolf-Dieter Lemke, Maf^mud Saltut (1893-1963) und die Reform der Azhar,
concentrates on his work within the Azhar. Otherwise, to my knowledge, there exists
only a review article on Shaltut's Al-lslam: 'Aqtda wa SharVa (Yves linant de Bellefonds,
'A propos d'un livre recent du recteur d'al-Azhar', Orient, 5 (1961), No. 19, 27—42), and
various brief selections of his work in translation. These include three translations (two
of them abridged) of an article by Shaltut entitled 'Jslam and Socialism' in Orient, S
(1961), No. 20, 163-74, K. H. Karpat (ed.), Political and Social Thought in the Contem-
porary Middle East (London, 1968), and J. Donohue and J. Esposito (eds.), Islam in
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SHAYKH MAHMOD SHALTOT 113

Muslims from all over the world. He was a mufti and scholar of high
standing before he became Shaykh al-Azhar. In his legal opinions he
made a sincere attempt to confront some of the particular problems
faced by Muslims in the modern age, while articulating a deep convic-
tion in the eternal values of Islam and helping to preserve the element
of continuity which safeguards the distinctive identity of Muslims, and
in this lay much of his popular appeal. He is quoted often in religious
and scholarly works, and in two cases I have seen his work reproduced
verbatim without acknowledgement.' Among his pupils who have
undoubtedly been influenced by him are Shaykh Yusuf al-QaradawI
and Muhammad al-Madanl, both renowned Islamic scholars. He
received visits from many figures of international standing including
heads of state and religious authorities, and he himself visited several
countries including Malaysia, the Philippines, and Indonesia.

Like 'Abduh, Shaltut felt he could best achieve reform from within
the system. He devoted much of his time to sitting on committees which
concerned themselves with various areas of academic study and
research, reform of the Azhar, and Muslim welfare. He was concerned
to strengthen the pastoral role of the 'ulama' by increased communica-
tion with ordinary Muslims in need of guidance. This concern emerges
clearly in his own writings which combine straightforward non-tech-
nical language with homiletic eloquence, not only in general religious
writings but in his tafstr and fatawa also. One of his greatest contribu-
tions was to continue the work of 'Abduh and others in the demystifica-
tion and popularization of the religious sciences.

Shaltut's work is dominated by the desire for Muslim unity. For the
last twenty-five years of his life he was closely involved in the pioneering
work of Jama'at al-Taqrib bayna al-Madhahib, an organization estab-
lished by a group of eminent Sunni and Shi'i scholars with the professed
aim of bringing Sunnis and Shi'is closer together and eliminating the
sectarian spirit {madhhabiyya) in the schools of law, without abolishing
the schools themselves. As Shaykh al-Azhar, Shaltut issued a controver-
sial fatwa in 1958 declaring that worship according to a Shi'i madhhab
was as legitimate as worship according to a Sunni madhhab.* He was

Transition; Muslim Perspectives (New York, 1982), and a piece on Islamic beliefs and
tystem of law in K. W. Morgan (ed.), Islam—The Straight Path: Islam Interpreted by
Muslims (new ed., Delhi, 1987).

1 These are A. M. Shibita in his Ahdif Kulli Sura wa-Maqasiduha tnin al-Qur'an al-
Karim (3 vols., Cairo, 1976-8), whose general descriptions of Surai 2-9 are heavily
dependent on Shaltut's introductory observations on those Suras in his Tafstr, and M. A.
al-SSbfinl, in his Safwat al-Tafsh (3 voU., Beirut, 1981), where the description of Surat
al-An'am on pp. 376-7 of voL 1 strongly resembles that of Shaltut in his TafsTr (376-7:
page noi. coincidental).

' Two Historical Documents (Cairo, AH 1383), 14-16.
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214 KATE ZEBIRI

also instrumental in introducing the study of Shi'i law into the Azhar
curriculum. This ecumenical spirit pervades his work; his legal writings
contain routine reference to the opinions of jurists from the different
schools of law, including, where appropriate, the Ja'fari.

Like other reformers who worked for Muslim unity, Shaltut made a
deliberate attempt to narrow the sphere of essential beliefs (the denial
of which renders someone a kafir), thus broadening the area of legit-
imate difference of opinion. When he published the opinion that it is
not essential for a Muslim to believe that Jesus has been physically
raised up to be with God in heaven, where he now lives, awaiting the
end of the world when he will descend, the ensuing storm of protest
obliged him to write further articles in defence of his position.10 In a
rare display of concentrated polemic, Shaltut embarked on a detailed
linguistic, grammatical, contextual, and syntactical tafstr of the relevant
Quranic verses in order to demonstrate that they were open to inter-
pretation [mutashabih). He also argued that the type of source upon
which matters of essential creed can be based does not include ahaditb
ah ad (those with an insufficient number of independent isndds to
guarantee their authenticity) or ijma\ both of which were cited by his
opponents.

History has shown that theological controversy is a breeding ground
for sectarianism, and although this is less the case in the modern age it
is felt that this is still potentially hazardous for Muslim unity. Shaltut
refrains from any detailed discussion of theological questions, preferring
a straightforward, almost common-sense attitude to matters such as
that of God's decree versus man's free will [al-qat^ we? l-qadar). He
simply states that it is obvious that man is responsible for his own
actions since the concept of accountability and Divine Judgement is
predicated upon man's choice between good and evil. Those Qur'anic
verses which some interpret as God causing people to be misled, should
be taken as meaning that He does not stand in the way of their being
misled if that is what they choose; and God's perfect foreknowledge
has no coercive presence vis-a-vis an individual person's freedom of
action.11 In this issue, as in the question of God's bounty versus good
works {al-fa4l tva H-a'mal),11 Shaltut denies that there is any inherent
contradiction between the two concepts by drawing a clear distinction
between man, who is limited, and God, who is Infinite.

Once the central core of essential beliefs is agreed upon, difference
of opinion in other matters is a commendable sign that the 'spirit of

10 The original article was first published in Al-Risala no. 462, and the following
articles were published in nos. 514, 517, 518, and 519. The former and a summary of
the latter are reproduced in Al-Fatawa (12th ed., Cairo, 1983), 59-82.

11 Tafstr, 231-4. u Ibid. 485-6.
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SHAYKH MAHMOp SHALTOT 2.15

ijtihad' is alive among contemporary scholars." Some of Shaltut's own
legal opinions are followed by the words: 'li-kulli mujtahid nastb' ('every
mujtahid will have his reward').14

Related to the sphere of legitimate belief is the sphere of the lawful
and the prohibited (al-halal wa'l-haram). In order to avoid mutual
condemnation and takftr (accusing others of unbelief) among Muslims
the hardm area must be circumscribed as far as possible, on the tradi-
tional Islamic premiss that things are lawful unless the contrary is
proved. Although a mufti himself, Shaltut was able to recognize that
an excessive seeking of fatawa could have undesirable results, giving
rise to a profusion of (probably conflicting) fatawa which might confuse
and divide. He recommends that they concentrate instead on the general
principles of the SharVa, bearing in mind the fyadith: 'Righteousness is
that with which the soul feels comfortable, and wrongdoing is that
which wavers in the breast...'15 He deplores the obsession of Muftis
and Muslims generally with minutiae that may affect the validity of the
fast; he urges an observance of the spirit of the fast which will raise
the soul above such preoccupations."

In one of his fatawa Shaltut argues that the pleasure which man feels
in listening to music can only be an innocent one, as it is part of human
nature to be attracted to that which is aesthetically pleasing; therefore,
music cannot be intrinsically hardm.17 This essentially positive attitude
contrasts with the stern tones of some 'ulama' on this subject. One
scholar, whose fatwd is published in Majallat al-Azhar, quotes with
approval the Hanafi opinion that the playing of music, as well as games
such as backgammon, chess, and dominoes, is hardm because they arc
a waste of time and preoccupy the believer, causing him to forget about
God."

Occasionally Shaltut's desire to minimize the hardm by implementing
the principle of yusr (ease, or lack of hardship) leads him to issue an
opinion which seems to contradict a recognized hadith. This is the case
when he argues that men whose work entails loading and unloading
wine do not come under the prophetic curse which embraces all who
deal with wine, including the one who carries it. These men, argues
Shaltut, do not intend to abet anyone in sin, but are simply doing it to
earn their living." This is a rather surprising inversion of the well-
known Islamic precept that one should earn one's living by legitimate
means.

Shaltut is similarly lenient in his definition of what makes a person

" Ibid. 293. " Ibid. 294 and 312. " Al-Fatawa, 143. " Ibid. 137.
17 Ibid. 410. " Majallat al-Azhar, September 1976, 1075-7.
" Al-Fatawa, 378-9.
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a kafir. He resorts to a flexible, non-literal interpretation of the ahaditb
which state that the omission of the obligatory ritual prayer entails
kufr, in order to avoid branding someone a kafir for matters other than
those of essential creed (a distinction being drawn between one who
denies the obligation to pray and one who admits the prayer while
acknowledging its obligatory nature). He interprets the ahaditb as being
a strong reprimand, intended to act as a deterrent, rather than literal
statements of fact.10

The desire to give the benefit of the doubt extends to non-Muslims.
No matter how aberrant Christians' beliefs about Jesus, they retain
their status of ahl al-kitab (the 'people of the Book', who, having their
own divine scriptures, are granted a status superior to that of unbelievers
and polytheists), by virtue of their basic belief in God and in revelation;
in the face of this even the belief that God is 'the third of three' does
not make them polytheists.11 This contrasts with the view held by some
Muslims that Jews and Christians enjoyed the status of ahl al-kitab
during the Prophet's age, but subsequently, through their rejection of
Islam and further aberrations in their beliefs and behaviour, have
become 'kdfirun'.

Shaltut further maintains that even those who have no religion cannot
be labelled 'kafir' unless they have had the message of Islam presented
to them in a sympathetic and clearly understandable manner, i.e. unless
they have actively turned away from guidance." As long as they refrain
from harming Islam or the Muslims, non-Muslims can be considered
'brothers in humanity', all working together for the general good and
each propagating his own religion non-aggressively." Treaties and alli-
ances can be concluded with them, and the Qur*an explicitly enjoins or
permits justice and kindness {birr) towards them." The permission for
marriage with the womenfolk of ahl al-kitab is seen as highly significant
in view of the intimacy and sacredness of the marriage relationship."

In his legal rulings Shaltut goes against traditional opinion concerning
the status of ahl al-kitab as regards qifaf (talion) and legal testimony.
He is of the opinion that qifaf is applicable where a Muslim kills a
dhimmt, and that the testimony of a non-Muslim is valid in a SharT'a

" Ibid. 162; he docs the same with the badith 'Man halafa bi-ghayr Allah, fa-qad
kafara", ibid. 305.

" Tafsir, 94-5 and 295. u Ibid. 229 and 230.
" 'Aqida wa Sbarfa, 453. In an interview with Canada's Ambassador to Cairo,

Shaltut discusses inter-faith relationships at some length, mentioning the need for each
to learn the other's language and culture 'so that we can meet each other half-way, and
cooperate in promoting human happiness and alleviating human suffering'—see Majallat
d-Azhar (March 1959), 789-91.

M Ibid. 456 and Tafstr, 530. " Tafsfr, 295.
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SHAYKH MAHMOD SHALTOT 217

court." In the present socio-political climate where many Muslims live
in nation-states where all citizens are theoretically equal, it is not
uncommon for Muslim scholars to express the view that all human
lives are of equal worth.17 That a Shaykh al-Azhar should derive this
view in a scholarly manner from the original Islamic texts may authen-
ticate it from within Islam.

So far I have highlighted various aspects of religious tolerance in
Shaltut's thought, in accordance with the prevailing tone of his writings.
However, Shaltut was a man whose mind and spirit were immersed in
the Qur'an, which is not free from polemic against Jews and Christians;
it points out for example that Jews and Christians are capable of
employing various ruses to lead Muslims astray." The reverse side of
the coin of Muslim unity may be a cautious attitude towards inter-faith
relationships; the Qur"an warns of the dangers of following some of
the Jews and Christians (3: 100). The Quranic verse which states that
whoever takes Jews and Christians as close friends or allies (awliya')
becomes one of them (5: 51) is quoted in a list of Qur'anic warnings
against 'enemies of Islam'; possibly Shaltut takes it to refer specifically
to those Jews and Christians who are hostile to Islam."

On the rare occasions when Shaltut attacks 'Christianity', however,
it is clear that what he is in fact attacking is the imperialist spirit. This
is clear in a bitter tirade against the self-proclaimed guardians of so-
called world peace, 'whose anniversary is celebrated every year by the
liars and slanderers who claim to follow the messenger of peace [i.e.
Jesus]...'30 He resents the claim of Christians that theirs is the only
peace-loving religion and their accusation that Islam was spread by the
sword, while it is they who are propagating destructive wars in the
modern age.31

Shaltut displays a keen awareness of the evil consequences of the age
of imperialism, including Muslims' loss of the moral initiative due to a
natural tendency to respect the beliefs of the powerful.31 This, together
with the perceived threat to the coherence and integrity of the Muslim
community, leads him to express opinions which may appear reaction-
ary. Shaltut points out that the Qur'anic permission to marry women
from ahl al-kitab was given on the assumption that the male predomin-
ates in the family, and that therefore this would be a means of propagat-

" 'Aqtcb wa-SharVa, 373-5, and Muqaranat al-Madhabib fPl-Fiqh, 136-7.
" See for example Muhammad AbQ Zahra, Falsa fat al-'Vquba ft al-Fiqh al-lslam'i

(Cairo, 1966), 437, and M. S. al-'AwJ", Ft Ufiil al-Nifam cd-}iiuTt al-lslami (Cairo, 1979),
232.

u Tafsir, 97-9. " Min Tawjthat al-Islam (8th ed., Cairo, 1982), 540 and 262.
*> Ibid. 238. " Mm Huda al-Qui'an (2nd ed., Cairo, 1968), 325.
" TaftTr, 148, and 'Aqida wa-SharTa, 218.
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ing Islam peacefully, giving Jews and Christians the opportunity to
learn about Islam at first hand in an atmosphere of love and friendship.33

Therefore, when such marriages become a means for the contrary to
take place, with men becoming Europeanized and allowing their chil-
dren to be brought up as Christians, this represents an abuse of the
permission. If such abuse becomes widespread, as Shaltut believed it to
be, governments should outlaw such marriages altogether, even though
this would be prohibiting (albeit temporarily) something which is
expressly permitted in the QuPan, and which, as we have observed,
Shaltut himself admits to be of potential benefit.14

It is clear that this is a particularly sensitive issue for Shaltut, and
one that provokes an emotional reaction:

Often has a Christian or Jewish wife, living in a Muslim country and enjoying
the benefits of life there under the auspices of a naive Muslim husband, served
her own country or government, deceiving her husband and using him as a
means to inflict disaster on his country and to give her own country a foothold
in it."

His bitterness again leads him to express himself in strong terms when
he states that restricting the permission to marry Christian and Jewish
women is:

more urgent than that which some Islamic governments are doing, or attempting
to do, in the way of setting a lower age-limit for the marriage of girls, or
restricting polygamy, or placing checks upon divorce and other similar legisla-
tion which many of the politicians are actively promoting in their attempt to
catch up with the dismal civilization of the West.**

Many Muslim scholars have, like Shaltut, expressed reservations
about Muslim men marrying women of other religions. Since inter-
religious marriages most often involve Christian women, it is these
which are most often discussed, and often in the context of what is
perceived as an infatuation with Western civilization. Shaltut, however,
did not go as far as those who have sought to represent Christian
women as morally inferior in order to reinforce their disapproval.

Having observed Shaltut's views in some areas of religious tolerance,
I shall proceed to survey his opinions on certain issues which are
particularly sensitive in the modern age: polygamy, birth control, finan-
cial transactions involving interest, and the value of female testimony.

Shaltut feels that modernist legislation on polygamy is directly West-
ern-inspired,37 and his reaction to it is accordingly vehement. He recom-
mends that, instead of placing a lower age-limit on marriage or trying
to prohibit or restrict polygamy, those in authority should on the

" Tafslr, 295-6. M Al-Fatawa, 279-80. " Ibid. 280. " Tafsh, 296.
17 'Aqida wa-SharTa, 178.
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contrary be imposing an upper age-limit on celibacy and passing laws
to facilitate rather than hinder the practice of polygamy.3' He opposes
any attempt to interpret the Quranic exhortation to men to restrict
themselves to one wife if they fear they cannot be just to their wives
(4: 3) into an effective ban on polygamy due to the impossibility of
absolute justice in this regard (4: 129). Shaltut sees this as tampering
with the wording of the Qur'an which explicitly permits polygamy, and
which does not mention any conditions such as the illness or sterility
of the wife.3' With regard to legislation requiring that a man prove his
financial ability to support an additional wife before being granted
permission to practise polygamy, Shaltut observes drily that if poverty
and wealth are to be taken as criteria for the permissibility of polygamy,
then one had better allow it for the poor and ban it for the rich, since
in a rich household the husband can afford presents and luxuries which
arouse jealousy among co-wives. The poor, on the other hand, are
accustomed to contenting themselves with what little they have and to
living in a spirit of mutual support and co-operation.40 This legislation,
in which Shaltut saw a tendency to make polygamy a prerogative of
the rich, must have offended his sense of the social justice and egalitar-
ianism of Islam.

Shaltut's attitude to polygamy contrasts with that of many reformers
in the modern age. Ameer 'Ali of India and Qasim Amih were among
the first to juxtapose the two Quranic verses (4: 3 and 4: 129) in the
way that Shaltut described and deplored. Even Muhammad 'Abduh
waxed eloquent on the potential evils of polygamy in this day and age,
as opposed to the age of the Prophet.*1 Others have drawn a parellel
between slavery and polygamy. Fazlur Rahman argues that slavery and
polygamy were permitted because it was not possible to remove them
at one stroke, but their ultimate abolition was 'a moral ideal towards
which the society was expected to move'.42

Furthermore, Shaltut's attitude with regard to the Qur'anic verses on
polygamy contrasts with his willingness to compromise on the explicit
Qur'anic permission to marry the women of ahl al-kitab where abuses
arise. This appears to be for largely pragmatic reasons, since Shaltut
regards any domestic upset arising from polygamy as far less of a threat

14 Ibid. 194. It is worth mentioning, however, that in an interview with a female
journalist from Akbbar al-Yaum Shaltut commends the age-limit for marriage as a piece
of legislation intended to protect people's rights—see Majallat al-Azhar (March 1959),
783-8.

" Ibid. 182 and 186. « Ibid. 195.
41 See Tafsir al-Manir (Cairo, AH 1324-6), 4: 349, where he describes various crimes,

including even murder, which may arise as a result of jealousy.
" Fazlur Rahman, Major Themes of the Qur'an (Chicago, 1980), 48.
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to Islam. However, a guiding principle is also discernible, since Shaltut
argues that the possible benefits of permitting polygamy outweigh its
potential problems, and the extreme cases where grave problems do
arise do not justify its total prohibition.43

The subject of family planning or birth control is one in which
'ulama'-government co-operation cannot in general be ruled out as an
influencing factor, since some governments blame overpopulation for
various economic ills. It has been observed that some scholars have
declared themselves 'in favour' of birth control despite continuing strong
opposition among other scholars.*4 Shaltut himself could not be
described as an advocate of birth control, and in his writings on the
subject in general there is no evidence to suggest a response to govern-
ment pressure.45 On this subject Shaltut takes a moderate stand, seeing
birth control as legitimate in certain circumstances. He feels that ideally
the mother should have a two-year interval between births, during
which she can complete the suckling of the first infant and regain her
strength before giving birth again. Moreover, a small number of well-
brought-up healthy children is preferable to a large number of physically
or morally weak children, and if the parents anticipate difficulty or
hardship in raising their children, due to ill health or poverty, and
receive no financial help from the government, then they can justifiably
resort to contraception.

In the context of modern Muslim thought, Shaltut's position lies
between two extremes: a strictly 'traditional' attitude which regards
contraception as tantamount to abortion or infanticide, justifiable only
in case of demonstrable danger to the health of the mother (a minority
position generally taken by those who associate the spread of family
planning with Western influence and Western-inspired moral laxity), or
at the other extreme a willingness to condone birth control uncondition-
ally, sometimes expressed by religious scholars at the behest of govern-
ments wishing to restrict population growth.4* Within a narrower frame
of reference, his views on the subject compared with those of other
'ulama' of his time, who were more outspokenly opposed to contracep-
tion, are relatively 'liberal', as is his view on artificial insemination,
which he considered permissible from husband to wife.47

Probably the greatest accommodation to contemporary realities is

" 'Aqlda wa-SharTa, 189. ** H. Laxarus-Yafeh, op. cit. 94.
" Shaltut deals with this subject in 'Aqida wa-ShatVa, 198-216, and Al-Fatawa,

293-7.
** See the fatwa issued by the Grand Mufti of Jordan in 1964, in J. Donahue and

J. Esposito (eds.), op. cit. 194-6.
47 See H. Lazarus-Yafeh, op. cit. 157-8; ShalrQt's view on artificial insemination is

given in Al-Fatawa, 325—9.
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discernible in Shaltut's attitude towards certain types of financial trans-
action which may or may not be considered usurious, such as Post
Office savings, and towards bank loans with interest, which generally
are considered to be usurious. The accommodation is the more marked
because Shaltut's own position undergoes a marked change with the
passage of time.

Shaltut expresses his earlier opinion in his Tafstr,** where he advoc-
ates a strict interpretation of what constitutes unlawful interest (riba).
He disagrees with those who interpret the phrase 'aj'afan muffiafatari
('doubling and quadrupling'—Qur'an 3: 130) as qualificatory, implying
that only exorbitant interest is forbidden, and he explicitly denies that
certain transactions such as Post Office savings may be regarded as
exceptions to the prohibition of interest. He denies also that interest is
an inescapable feature of modern economic life, or that the ban on riba
has been detrimental to the economies of Muslim countries. He sees
such beliefs as a symptom of disillusionment with the SharFa as a
whole, and of infatuation with Western civilization. He expresses the
belief that if transactions involving interest were to be prohibited in
Egypt, then people would seek other forms of transaction; the economy
could be reorganized in accordance with Islamic principles 'if people
sincerely desired it', and the economy would not suffer as a result.
Because he sees riba as non-essential to the welfare of Muslim countries,
he does not accept the use of the principle 'necessity makes forbidden
things permissible [al-farura tubtfpu al-mahz&rai)' to justify riba trans-
actions.

In Shaltut's fatawa on financial transactions,4' probably issued several
years after the foregoing opinions expressed in his Tafstr, he appears
to have considerably modified his views. Like Muhammad 'Abduh
before him, Shaltut declares Post Office savings to be lawful. He concen-
trates on the benefits for all concerned which accrue therefrom, and the
fact that both parties enter into the agreement willingly, so that there
is no hint of exploitation or injustice; he appears to consider this the
determinative factor.50 The man who invests his savings in the Post
Office is on the one hand displaying a laudable frugality and on the
other hand contributing to the overall national prosperity by providing
employment for Post Office workers and supporting government invest-
ment. Shaltut has no particular objection to the fact that the rate of
return is fixed. He sidesteps the objection that fixed rates cannot reflect

41 Tafstr, 147-52. « Al-Fatawa, 348-55.
*• By way of contrast, Shaltut's erstwhile pupil YOsuf al-QaradiiwI, when writing on

the subject of life insurance, points out that even two gamblers could be described as
willing participants, but this does not make gambling licit—see Al-IJalal wa'l-liaram fi
al-ltlam (2nd ed., Beirut, 1978), 264.
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profit and loss by arguing that, since these institutions are entirely new
and do not come under any of the classical categories of financial
transaction such as mu4araba, the stipulations laid down concerning
those transactions do not apply here. This principle is backed up by
the practical consideration that the Post Office achieves a high degree
of financial stability, so that the risk of loss is almost negligible.51

Bank loans with interest are less easy to defend, but more vital on a
national scale to the economies of developing countries such as Egypt.
Religious scholars of this century have shown themselves to be acutely
aware of this dilemma, particularly before the rise of the Islamic banking
movement in the seventies and eighties which held out some hope of a
solution to the dilemma, at least on a national scale. Many religious
scholars concede that, if a Muslim country is faced with a choice
between economic isolation and regression on the one hand, and bor-
rowing on interest in order to develop its economy on the other, then
the latter is the lesser of the two evils; this is generally seen as a
concession to a particular set of circumstances and not as an acceptance
of interest as an unavoidable feature of the world economy/2

Despite Shaltut's unwillingness to make such a concession in his
Tafsir, in one of his fatawa5* he states that the one who borrows on
interest out of necessity does not share in the guilt of the usurious
transaction, since he is in effect constrained to do so, and is thus covered
by the Qur'anic pronouncement: 'God has made plain to you what is
forbidden, except when you are constrained' (6: 119). The way in which
he goes on to reason that this can apply to nations as well as individuals,
enumerating the various essential heads of expenditure such as agricul-
ture, defence, trade, and industry, indicates that it is principally the
interests of the national economy that he has in mind. This represents
a departure from his former objection to the use of the principle
'necessity makes forbidden things permissible' to justify usurious trans-
actions.

One may conjecture that in the inteival between the two opinions
expressed Shaltut became more directly concerned with, or simply more
knowledgeable about, the practical problems of running the country's
economy; the passage in his Tafsir was no doubt written with the

" When Shaltut inconsistently objects to government bonds (sanadat) on the grounds
that the interest on them bears no relation to profit and loss, it appears that this too is
for practical considerations, as he mentions without specifying them 'the evils of bonds,
which are well known to people and confirmed by economists'—ibid. 355.

" See for example Tafsir al-Manar, 4: 128-30, and 'Abd al-Karlm al-Khapb, M-
Siyasat al-Malryya f?l-lslim wa-$ilatuhu bfl-M.u'dnudit al-Mu'afira (2nd ed., Cairo,
1976), 167-8.

" Al-Fatawa, 353-6.
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primary aim of urging Muslims not to be cynical or defeatist about the
viability of an Islamic, interest-free economy^ and this sentiment is not
contradicted by his later fatawa. The real contrast lies in his later
willingness to concede to 'necessity', or rather his acknowledgement
that such a necessity existed. Taken together, the two passages provide
an illustration of Shaltut's two, sometimes conflicting, sides: the idealist
and the pragmatist.

Another issue on which Shaltut demonstrates a willingness to come
to terms with present-day realities is that of female testimony. His views
on women in general are in accordance with the Qur'anic vision,
including the traditional role distribution where ultimate authority rests
with the husband, within a loving and mutually supportive relationship.
He stresses the equality of the sexes as regards their inherent worth as
human and spiritual beings. On the basis of the Qur'anic verse on the
subject of credit transactions (2: 282), some classical jurists had deter-
mined that a woman's legal testimony is worth half that of a man in
general, regardless of the subject in hand. Shaltut rejects such an inter-
pretation as implying that the woman has a weaker mind, which in
turn implies that she is inferior as a human being. He makes the point
that the Qur'an was revealed at a time when women were not accus-
tomed to taking part in financial transactions; since one's memory is
more reliable concerning that which one understands, a woman's evid-
ence in such matters would be less trustworthy than that of a man.
Although Shaltut feels that it is still largely the case that it is men rather
than women who undertake such transactions, he believes that in an
environment where women are routinely involved in such transactions,
their testimony should be considered equal to that of men. He mentions
that, conversely, in domestic matters, where women can be presumed
to have superior knowledge, their testimony would be likely to be more
reliable than that of men.5*

The view that Qur'anic rulings should be regarded in the light of the
environment in which they were revealed implies some distinction
between contingent 'interpretations', specific to the age of revelation,
and eternally valid 'commandments'," which is a hallmark of the so-
called 'modernist' scholars. Despite Shaltut's willingness to understand
the Qur'anic ruling in the light of changed circumstances in this case
and in the case of marriage to the women of ahl al-kitab, he nowhere
recommends such a distinction, and is in fact unwilling to countenance
any modification in other cases, such as that of polygamy.

In the light of this observation, some concluding remarks on Shaltut's
M 'Aqtda wa-SharTa, 240.
" M. S. El-Awa, On the Political System of the Islamic State (tr. Ahmad Naji al-

Imam, IndianapolU, 1980), 86. Cf. also Fazlur Rahman, op. cic 19.

 at G
eorgetow

n U
niversity on June 22, 2012

http://jis.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://jis.oxfordjournals.org/


ZZ4 KATE ZEBIRI

position in the conservative-modernist spectrum are in order. The
inclination towards leniency and flexibility which is apparent in his
treatment of several social and religious issues would appear to arise
more from an instinctive desire to facilitate for Muslims the practice of
their religion than from any stated intellectual framework or method-
ology. Shaltut's writings in general show him to be a conscientious
scholar, working for the most part within the parameters dictated by
his traditional religious education. His work is pervaded by a deep
religious and moral sentiment, and the expression of this may take
precedence over any purely intellectual justification of his rulings.

In the context of traditional Islamic scholarship, and not forgetting
his position as head of the main bastion of that scholarship, Shaltut is
forward-looking in his views on Muslim unity and ecumenism, the
avoidance of theological controversy, the desire to restrict the sphere
of the haram and the application of the term kafir, and the desire to
make Islamic scholarship accessible to all Muslims. In these matters he
continued and furthered the pioneering work of Muhammad cAbduh
and others.
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