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Abstract

Azhar Documents during the revolution and
the horizons of Islamic Reform

Ridwan al-Sayyid

The declarations by al-Azhar, the most prestigious religious institution in Egypt,
following the mobilizations of January 25, 2011, have been surprising or unexpected.
In fact, other religious Sunnite institutions have remained silent or have endorsed the
«obediencey» of the regime. Meanwhile, since its first public statement with regard to the
future of governance in Egypt, al-Azhar has intentionally supported the establishment
of a constitutional, democratic and modern state. Other declarations have followed in
order to support mobilizations advocating for change in the Arab world, to condemn
the recourse to violence by the Syrian regime, and to promote the declaration on the
four fundamental freedoms and finally the declaration in respect to women s rights and
freedom.

Dr. Ridwan al-Sayyid presents a reading of the documents of al-Azhar, the way
they are presented and drafted, and their connotations. He then briefly explores the
possibilities of religious reform against the backdrop of challenges posed by the
emergence of violence in the name of Islam, the protracted violence used by some
regimes in the region, and the ongoing sectarian violence against the Arabs as well
as the transformation and distortion of religious concepts during the last decades. He
argues that religious reform has the potential to succeed despite such challenges if it
is coupled with political reform in addition to the efforts of young people striving for
change and the establishment of a civil state in pursuit of a good governance regime.

Yet what are the chances of the connection between religious and political
reforms? Al-Sayyid considers that three obstacles have hindered change in the Arab
world: the resistance of the old regimes that are still in place, the emergence of political
and jihadi Islam, and Turkish and Iranian interference. Accordingly, immunity should
be reinforced by a combination of state strength, already available in Egypt and Tunisia
in different ways, the strength of religious institutions necessary for fighting radicalism
and extremism, the clarification of concepts, and the return of tranquility to the religion.
In this vein, the daring and enlightened al-Azhar declarations attest to the ability of the
religious institution to renew itself and play a crucial role in the near future.

Key Words: Azhar; religious institutions; Islamic reform; policy for renewal and
hermeneutics; reopening the door of ijtihad; civil government and Islam.
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