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Al Azami’s book, Islam and the Arab Revolutions, is about Islamic
religious scholars, known as the “Ulama,” alongside their interventions and
positions during the Arab Spring. Specifically, the book focuses on the Egyptian
revolution as a case study. Al Azami focuses his reflections on the Ulama as they
represent the intellectual classes of Muslim societies. Though the work reviews
the jurisprudential and scholarly differences between the positions of the Ulama,
the reader can conclude that their disagreements were political with a religious
and legal shroud.

While the author acknowledges the existence of many scholars and
differing positions regarding the 25th of January revolution in Egypt, he focuses
his study on several researchers he considers representative of the spectrum of
scholarly reactions to the revolution. The first group is pro-revolutionary
democrats, such as Muhammad Emara, Salman Al-Awda, and Hassan Al-Shafei.
He chose Yusuf al-Qaradawi to study carefully as a representative of scholars who
supported the revolutions and both Shaykh al-Azhar Ahmed Al-Tayeb and the
former Grand Mufti of Egypt, Ali Gomaa, as representative of the
counter-revolutionary authoritarians who opposed the Egyptian revolution from
the get-go. Finally, the book examines a third group of scholars who had “wary
enthusiasm” for the revolutions during their inception, which soon gave way to
counterrevolutions: Sheikh Abdullah bin Bayyah, American preacher Hamza
Yusef, and the Yemeni televangelist Ali Al-Jafri. Throughout the book, Usama
Al-Azmi presents the differences between these scholars regarding their declared
positions and the jurisprudence evidence on which they based their legal
arguments. This difference is in its most explicit form when comparing the
positions of the former head of the International Union of Muslim Scholars
(IUMS), Youssef Al-Qaradawi, and the former Grand Mufti of Egypt, Ali Gomaa,
both of which are Azhari scholars.

The book consists of an introduction, nine chapters, a conclusion, and an
epilogue. Chapters one and two focus on al-Qaradawi’s justifications for the
revolutionary uprisings against the region’s autocratic rulers. Chapter three
examines the positions of pro-autocracy wulama in the Egyptian
revolution—specifically, Al-Tayyib, Gomaa, and his student Al-Jifri. The fourth
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chapter deals with the ambiguity that characterizes the initial response to the
revolutions of Hamza Yusef and his mentor, the great jurist Abdullah bin Bayyah.
The fifth chapter explores the counter-revolutionary activities carried out by
scholars such as Ali Gomaa. Chapter six begins in the period leading up to the
Egyptian coup, exploring the discourses of pro-revolution scholars at that point
and in the weeks immediately following the coup that witnessed many small
massacres that preceded the Rabaa massacre. Chapter seven presents Gomaa’s
and Jafri’s involvement in the post-Rabaa massacre, with the former celebrating
privately and publicly justifying the violence. The eighth chapter deals with the
reactions of the pro-revolution scholars to the Rabaa massacre and Gomaa’s
support for it. Chapter nine concludes with a brief discussion of the post-Rabaa
institutional consolidation of counter-revolutionary scholarly authority led by
Abdullah bin Bayyh under the auspices of the United Arab Emirates. The
conclusion is the author’s attempt to analyze, summarize, and explain the
divergent Islamic scholarly responses to the Arab revolutions. In the epilogue,
Al-Azami offers a more personal reflection on the implications of the Arab
uprisings for both Islamist and neotraditional scholars.

The book is arranged in chronological order, with the author examining
the positions of scholars on important events in the Egyptian revolution, such as
the early demonstrations that sparked the revolution, the violent reaction of the
Egyptian security forces, and the casualties and martyrs of Mubarak’s fall. The
book then discusses the events that followed, such as the Egyptian presidential
elections, the military coup in July 2013, and the Rabaa massacre in August 2013.
The author carefully studies all media interviews, statements, and fatwas issued
by these scholars in the wake of each event. Al-Azami endeavors to link all these
events and categorize them historically due to the importance of the temporal
study of such statements to show whether they were reactions to the events or
preceded them.

The diverging views of the three groups of scholars and the extent to
which they were involved in the events were evident in the reactions following
the military coup in July 2013 and the Rabaa massacre in August 2013, the
massacre that Human Rights Watch described as the most killing of protesters in

one day in recent history.! While none of the scholars were quietists, their

differences sometimes manifested inconspicuously and in other situations in a
hostile manner that reached the point of verbal exchange.
The author did not participate in the scholarly discussion between the

1Egypt: Rab'a killings are likely crimes against humanity. Human Rights Watch. (2022, April 27).
Retrieved May 2, 2022, from
https://www.hrw.org/news/2014/08/12/egypt-raba-killings-likely-crimes-against-humanity

Volume V1 Number I | Spring 2022



JOURNAL OF MUSLIM PHILANTHROPY & CIVIL SOCIETY 106

Ulama, focusing rather on conveying the views of the different groups. It is easy
to identify his explicit biases, whether in his judgment of persons or the legal
arguments they presented. Al-Azami accepted the factual accounts of one group
and rejected those of another. Sometimes, he uses a light tone to describe the
opinions of those he is in solidarity with and a more direct and uncompromising
one in describing those he differs with. Al-Azami did not hide his affection for his
personal biases, “Scholars, as human beings, have inevitable biases and
preferences that will influence our ideas ... this will often be subtle” (p. 23).
However, this is understandable given the magnitude of the events and their
impact and the magnitude of the violence.

The events’ enormity and impact are not the only reason behind
Al-Azami’s discourse. Al-Azami’s position can also be understood as part of the
despair that afflicted the Muslim Democrats. Those who made tremendous efforts
to adapt Islamic thought to conform to the democratic trend and saw the success
of the Arab Spring as an opportunity to crown their actions up until
counterrevolutions frustrated their hopes.

The author judged those ulama under study by their political positions.
Despite his rigorous review of the legal evidence and arguments that they used to
justify their positions, it was clear that the dispute is, in fact, more political than
religious, doctrinal, or legal. They all took positions that could be considered
mainstream Sunni positions on critical questions about governance and rebellion.
Nevertheless, they utilized them based on their political loyalties, inclination, and
understanding of the events. Their political orientation led to the legal arguments
and how they were inspired by general religious principles to derive legal rulings
for a specific political context. Ironically, they sometimes infer the same legal
evidence from the Qur’an and hadiths to infer their radically opposite positions.

This difference in adapting the texts is easily understood because of their
political dispute, also due to their loss of respect for each other, and the transfer of
their controversy from scholarly circles to the media, public arenas, and social
media. This caused the religious debate among these scholars to reflect the
political polarization in the country at the time.

In his relentless pursuit of studying the positions of these ulama, Al-Azami
unwittingly equated sermons, fatwas and media appearances, and social media
posts and did not factor in these different sources and the diversity of the target
audience, which imposed a difference in the Ulama’s discourse, especially in a
polarized context such as following the military coup in Egypt in 2013.

While the author’s study of Ahmed Al-Tayeb’s positions needed more
in-depth research, his work, especially on Ali Gomaa, is extensive. Gomaa’s
positions frustrated many of his followers and students. Gomaa’s followers’
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frustration was due to his sharp tone and support, even his call for violence in a
way that appeared to be a personal and unseemly at best, disillusioning at worst.

However, most of these accounts were descriptive rather than analytical,
covering “what” and “how” the ulama engaged with politics rather than “why.”
Moreover, Al-Azami analyzed Gomaa and Al-Tayeb as part of the same
homogeneous group for their support of the coup. This stems primarily from the
lack of a comprehensive empirical study of ulama, basing the analysis on a few of
their statements. It may also arise from a normative bias whereby ulama are
expected to be binary: either with “democracy” or “autocracy.” As a result, the
clear difference between Gomaa’s and Tayeb’s policies is almost invisible.

Al-Azami’s account is unmatched due to the care he takes to identify and
contextualize critical statements at a specific moment. When read in conjunction
with other works suggested by Nathan Brown, such as those of David Warren
(2022), Basma Abdelaziz (2016), Narman Amin (2021), Moaz Al-Khatib (2014),
and Muhammad Amasha,” a fuller picture emerges of a group of overlapping
scholars divided less by religious principles and more by the complex political
and moral choices (and mistakes) made in those turbulent years.

’David H. Warren, Rivals in the Gulf: Yusuf Al-Qaradawi, Abdullah Bin Bayyah, and Qatar—-UAE
Contest over the Arab Spring and the Gulf Crisis(London: Taylor and Francis, 2021); Basma Abd
al-Aziz, (The Power of the Text: The Discourse of Al-Azhar and the Crisis of Governance)
(Cairo: Sefsafa Publishing House, 2016); and Nereman Amin, ‘Rebelling against the ruler:
Egyptian youth and Azhari scholars’ authority after the 2011 uprising’, Islamic Law and Society
(published online ahead of print 2021); Al-Khatib Al-Khatib, M. Al-Faqih wa-1-Dawla fi
al-Thawarat al-‘Arabiyya: Mu‘dilat al-Faqih f1 Zil al-Dawla al-Wataniyya al-Haditha.
(Tabayyun,2014); Muhammad Amasha; Islam, Politics, and the Arab Spring: Toward a
Comparative Sociology of ‘'ULAMA’, (forthcoming).
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