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Abstract: This article examines Muhammad Abduh’s role in supporting
Islamic spirituality in response to significant social changes in nineteenth-
century Egypt. It explores how Abduh combined Sufi teachings with
social reform in the context of European colonialism and modernization
programs under the regime of Muhammad Ali. This study explores how
Abduh positioned Sufism as a moral tool supporting social reform. The
method used is text analysis of Abduh’s works and relevant secondary
literature. The main findings show that Abduh successfully integrated the
spiritual dimension of Sufism with the demands of modernity, making
Sufism a pillar to strengthen public morality and support harmonious
social change. Further studies can be conducted to understand how
Abduh’s approach to Sufism can be applied in contemporary social
contexts that face similar challenges to address current societal issues.
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Introduction

By the end of the nineteenth century, Egypt underwent
significant social, political, and intellectual changes, largely caused by
interactions with Huropean colonial powers and internal societal
changes." One of the important figures that emerged in this context
was Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905), a Muslim reformer known for
his efforts to update Islamic thought to respond to the challenges of
modernity. Abduh believed that Islam is able to adapt to the changing
times without sacrificing its spititual essence.” He emphasized the
importance of independent reasoning (7#had) to bridge the gap
between tradition and the demands of social change. As Egyptian
society was struggling to come to grips with the modern age, Abduh
offered his approach of combining spiritual beliefs with social change
demands. Therefore, he acted in his capacity as a Muslim visionary, a
social reformer as well as a spiritual thinker. Several studies showed
that Abduh understood the significance of Sufism as a means to
strengthen individual and collective morality in the face of
increasingly materialistic and secularistic attitudes.” He emphasized
that Sufism if practiced correctly can be a powerful tool to counter
the moral decadence due to Western influences. However, he also
criticized certain traditional Sufi practices popular at the time in
Egypt, which deviated from the pure teachings of Islam.*

Research on Muhammad Abduh and his role in Sufism has
attracted the attention of academics for decades. Early research, such
as the studies completed by the British historian Albert Hourani

! Lucia Avallone, “Westernization, Colonialism, and Cosmopolitanism Literary
Voices from the Pre-Revolutionary Egypt”, in Mediterranean Contaminations (De
Gruyter, 2018), 137-78, https:/ /doi.org/10.1515/9783112209363-006.

2 Muhammad Hilmi ‘Abd al-Wahhab, a/-Tasawwuf fi Siyag al-Nabdah: Min Mubammad
‘Abdub ila Sa‘id al-Nursi (Beirut: Markaz al-Dirasat al-Wahdah al-‘Arabiyyah, 2018),
1-2.

3 Oliver Scharbrodt, “The Salafiyya and Sufism: Muhammad ‘Abduh and His Risa/at
al-Waridat (Treatise on Mystical Inspirations),” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and
African Studies 70, no. 1 (2007): 89—-115. Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal
Age 1798-1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).

4 Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied, “The Sociological Thought of Muhammad
Abduh?”, The Islamic Qunarterly 49 (2005): 147-55. Vincent J. Cornell and Rowan
Williams, “Muhammad ‘Abduh: A Sufi-Inspired Modernist?” in David Marshall
(ed.), Tradition and Modernity: Christian and Muslim Perspectives (Washington D.C.:
Georgetown University Press, 2013), 105-14.
http:/ /www.jstor.otg/stable/j.ctt32b68d.15.
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(1915-1993), highlighted Abduh’s efforts in renewing Islamic thought
and uniting tradition with modernity.” Hourani (1983) noted that
Abduh acknowledged the role of Sufi teachings in defending moral
values in Muslim society. Further research by Yvonne Haddad
explored how Abduh used Sufi teachings to build spiritual awareness
among modern Egyptian Muslims.® The current research trend
increasingly focuses on the role of Sufism in supporting social reform,
emphasizing the importance of spiritual awareness in the context of
social change.”

By analyzing Abduh’s works and activism, this article attempts
to illustrate how Sufism can serve as a spiritual path for the individual
and as a moral foundation for a society in favor of social reform. In
addition, this article aims to fill in the gaps in the existing literature by
providing a more in-depth analysis of how Abduh positioned Sufism
within the framework of social reform. This research also discusses
how Abduh’s approach to Sufism can be interpreted as an attempt to
balance religious identity with social change.

The main hypothesis put forward in this article is that Abduh
saw Sufism as a key instrument in building spiritual consciousness
that could support and direct social change in nineteenth-century
Egypt. He practiced traditional Sufism himself as a personal method
of achieving closeness to God. Still, he also viewed it as a tool to
strengthen public morality and promote social reform. This argument
is based on analyzing Abduh’s texts and the relevant secondary
sources highlighting his role in the Islamic reform movement. This
research argues that Abduh’s approach to Sufism integrates
spirituality with social and political activities, allowing the formation
of a society deeply rooted in Islamic values while accommodating
modernity.®

5> Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939.

¢ Yvonne Haddad, “Muhammad Abduh: Pioneer of Islamic Reform”, in Ali
Rahnema (ed.), Pioneers of Islamic Revival (London and Atlantic Highlands NJ: Zed
Books, 1994), 30-63.

7 Abba Idris Adam, “Islamic Civilization in the Face of Modernity: The Case of
Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and Muhammad Abduh”, Infernational Journal of Humanities
and Social Science 7, no. 6 (2017). Joseph Hill, “Sufism between Past and Modernity”,
in Ronald Lukens-Bull and Mark Woodward (eds.), Handbook of Contemporary Islam
and Muslim Lives (Betlin: Springer, Cham, 2021). https://doi.otg/10.1007/978-3-
030-32626-5_9

8 Nikki R. Keddie, A#n Islamic Response to Imperialism: Political and Religions Writings of
Sayyid Jamal ad-Din ““al-Ajfghan?’ (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2023).
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The study is limited to the historical context of pre-
independence Egypt and the contemporary debate about the role of
Sufism and spirituality in the modern world. In an increasingly digital
and connected world, where social change occurs swiftly, many
Muslim communities in the modern world face challenges similar to
those faced in Egypt at the time. Thus, a deeper understanding of
how Abduh leveraged Sufism to build spiritual consciousness in the
context of social change can provide valuable insights for
contemporary efforts to navigate the relationship between religion
and modernity. This article seeks to show that Sufism, as understood
by Abduh, remains relevant as a source of spirituality that can support
social reform in the modern era.

Background of Social Change in Modern Egypt

In the nineteenth century, Egypt underwent a broad and
profound social transformation triggered by increasingly intensive
interaction with European colonial powers, especially Britain and
France.” As an Ottoman province, Egypt was known as the center of
Islamic science and civilization," and social life was largely governed
by Islamic laws and values."" However, Egypt soon attracted the
attention of the European colonial powers. In 1798, forty thousand
French troops led by Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821) invaded
Egypt to strengthen French trade in the Middle East, block the
British trade route to India, and establish a French colony." This
military expedition brought French military troops and French
revolutionary ideas to Egypt, such as secular government, individual
rights, and the importance of modern science and technology. These
radically modern and foreign ideas challenged Egypt’s traditional
social structure which was based on religion and rigid social hierarchy.
As a result of this foreign presence—however unwanted it was—

% Pascale Ghazaleh, “Trading in Power: Merchants and the State in 19th-Century
Egypt”, International Journal of Middle East Studies 45, no. 1 (2013): 71-91.

10 Ausaf Ali, “Islam, Science, and Islamic Social Ethics,” Islamic Studies 35, no. 4
(1996): 373-408. http://www.jstot.org/stable/20836963.

11 Ahmed Ezzat, “Law and Moral Regulation in Modern Egypt: Hisba from
Tradition to Modernity”, International Journal of Middle East Studies 52, no. 4 (2020):
0665-684. DOI: 10.1017/5002074382000080X

12 Robert L. Tignor, “Napoleon Bonaparte, Muhammad Ali, and Ismail: Egypt in
the Nineteenth Century,” in Egypt: A Short History (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2010), 196-227. http://www.jstot.org/stable/j.ctt7tjf4.15.
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Egyptian society began to experience a paradigm shift, where
modernization and Westernization began to permeate various aspects
of life, including education, law, and state administration. This
process also led to a new, educated middle class, crucial in steering
Egypt towards more significant social and political change later in
life.” Although modernization brought some progtess, it also created
social tensions, as most Egyptians felt that the increasingly dominant
Western influences threatened their traditional, religious values.

In 1805, the Ottoman general Muhammad Ali Pasha (1769—
1849) was appointed as the new governor of Egypt. Intent on
securing practical independence from Turkey and establishing his
own political dynasty, he began a profound modernization process in
Egypt, marked by large-scale military, economic, and educational
reforms." These modernization policies aimed to make Egypt a
strong and independent country, able to compete with the European
powers. Military modernization, for example, involved training the
Egyptian army in the European style, building a powerful navy, and
producing its own weapons and ammunitions. In the economic
sectors, Muhammad Ali introduced an intensive agricultural system
that focused on cotton production for the international market. These
measures required a massive reorganization in Egyptian society,
transforming the traditional social order dominated by clerics and
landowners into a modern social order dominated by state officials
and capitalists. In addition, Muhammad Ali expanded the education
system by establishing technical and medical schools based on the
European curriculum to produce experts who could support his
ambitions to strengthen the country.” While bringing significant
progress, these reforms also generated resistance from traditionalists
who felt these changes threatened their positions and privileges.'
These reforms also strengthened state authority, making Egypt an

13 Donald Malcolm Reid, “The ‘Urabi Revolution and the British Conquest, 1879—
18827, The Cambridge History of Egypt 2 (1998): 217-38.

14 Tignor, “Napoleon Bonaparte, Muhammad Ali, and Ismail”, 196-227. Marwa El
Ashmouni and Katharine Bartsch, “Egypt’s Age of Transition: Unintentional
Cosmopolitanism during the Reign of Muhammad ‘All (1805-1848),” Arab Studies
Qunarterly 36, no. 1 (2014): 43—74. https://doi.org/10.13169/arabstudquar.36.1.0043.
15> Mohsin Ali, “Muhammad Ali and Modernization of Egypt: Historical-Cultural
Perspectives”, The International Journal of Humanities 30, no. 2 (2023): 42-53.

16 Afaf Lutfi Sayyid-Marsot, Egypr in the Reign of Mubammad Ali (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1984).
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increasingly autonomous power within the Ottoman Empire and the
rise of nationalism.

Muhammad Ali’s reforms also included changes in the
bureaucratic and administrative structure.'” He created a new class of
civil servants loyal to the central government rather than to their local
clan, which had previously been the basis of their authority. This new
type of bureaucracy attracted educated individuals trained in the new
engineering and medical schools, so they had skills relevant to the
demands of modern administration. These individuals played a crucial
role in the country’s decision-making, thus taking the power out of
the hands of the traditional aristocracy. However, this
modernization also brought discontent among the conservative
groups in society, who felt that these radical changes threatened their
way of life. The local elites were losing their political and economic
power and thus vehemently opposed these reforms, accusing the
central government of destroying the Islamic heritage and the local
traditions.” As such, the nineteenth century witnessed friction
between efforts to preserve tradition and the push toward modernity,
which resulted in complex and often contradictory social changes in
Egyptian society.

Factors Influencing Social Change in Modern Egypt

A variety of political factors, both internal and external, also
influenced social change in Egypt in the nineteenth century. One of
the main factors was colonialism, which soon brought Egypt into the
orbit of the leading European powers. Britain and France were
competing for influence in the Middle East, including Egypt due to its
strategic location as a gateway to India.”’ The first period of British
rule (1882-1914) is often called the ‘veiled Protectorate’ because the
Khedive of Egypt was still officially an autonomous Ottoman
province. However, Khedive Ismail Pasha (1830-1895) borrowed

17 'Thoha Hamim, “The British and the French Responses to Muhammad Ali’s
Policies (Master Theses--McGill University, 1992).

18 Juan Ricardo Cole, Colonialism and Revolution in the Middle East: Social and Cultural
Origins of Egypt’s’ Urabi Movement (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 1999).

19 F. Robert Hunter, Egypt under the Khedives 1805-1879: From Housebold Government fo
Modern Bureaucracy (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 1999).

20 Evgeniya Prusskaya, “Islam in France and France in the Territory of Islam in the
Late 18%-First Half of the 19% Century”, Istoriya 12, no. 5 (2021). DOI:
10.18254/5207987840015936-8
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large sums from European banks to fund infrastructure development,
including the Suez Canal* This financial dependence gave Britain
significant control over Egypt’s economic and political policies,
affecting the country’s social and economic structures. For example,
large areas of private land were confiscated for the benefit of
European-funded infrastructure development projects, such as
railways and irrigation canals.”” In addition, there was a shift in the
workforce structure, with more Egyptian workers forced to work in
sectors dominated by foreign companies, often worsening working
conditions and reducing wages. This economic dependence also
heightened social inequality, with a new elite of anglophile Egyptians
whose economic interests were closely connected to colonial interests
on the one side and the impoverished Egyptian masses on the other
side.” Thus, British colonialism influenced Egypt’s political and
economic policies and exacerbated existing social injustices, sparking
tensions that ultimately contributed to nationalist movements in the
early twentieth century.

In addition to colonialism, the modernization program initiated
by Muhammad Ali was also an important factor in promoting social
change in Egypt** As mentioned earlier, military reform involves
changes in warfare and the social structures that support the armed
forces. In 1822, military conscription was introduced, which turned
thousands of Egyptian peasants into soldiers. This changed the lives
of those individuals and the dynamics of villages across Egypt, where
young men were forcibly removed from their fields and had to
undergo military training elsewhere. This change was significant, as
many of the new recruits would return to their villages as changed
men, with new skills and a broader outlook, further accelerating the

2 John Eliot Bowen, “The Conflict of East and West in Egypt,” Political Science
QOunarterly 1, no. 2 (1886): 295-335. https://doi.org/10.2307/2138972.

22 Robert L. Tignor, Modernization and British Colonial Rule in Egypt, 1882-1914
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015).

23 Tara Povey, “Social Movements, the State and External Forces in Modern
Egypt,” in Social Movements in Egypt and Iran: Palgrave Studies in the History of Social
Movements (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015).
https://doi.otg/10.1057/9781137379009_5.

2+ Jean-Marcel Humbert, “The Birth of Modern Egypt from Bonaparte’s Campaign
to Muhammad ‘Ali’s Seizure of Power: A Historiographical Essay”, in U. Planert,
(ed.) Napoleon’s Empire: War, Culture and Society (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016),
1750-1850. https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137455475_21.
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local social modernization process.” In the agricultural sector, the
traditional irrigation systems were replaced by European pumps, and
the farmers were forced to produce cotton as Egypt’s main export
commodity.”® This created a new class of entrepreneurs and traders
involved in the cotton business, while small farmers were forced out
of business or worked on larger state-owned or private plantations,
thus depriving them of their profits. These capitalist policies increased
economic inequality, where the wealth was concentrated in the hands
of a small elite with access to international trade, while the
smallholder farmers and farm laborers experienced a decline in living
conditions.”” Thus, the modernization process initiated by
Muhammad Ali led to economic growth; however, it also deepened
the socio-economic divide and disturbed the harmony of Egyptian
society.

Educational reform also played a central role in social change.”
The Egyptian government established new schools that taught
Western science and technology, thus consigning the traditional
curriculum that focused on religious studies to the past.” These
secular schools produced a new generation of Egyptian intellectuals
and technocrats who played an important role in the country’s
administration and supported social reform. This new generation,
often educated in Europe, began introducing ideas of nationalism,
democracy, and modernity into the public discourse. For example,
graduates of these schools, among them the writer and educationist
Rifa‘a Rafi® al-Tahtawi (1801-1873), brought back ideas about
constitutional government and the importance of secular education as

2> Khaled Fahmy, A/ the Pasha’s Men: Mebmed Ali, His Army, and the Making of Modern
Egypr 8 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

26 Gabriel Piterberg, “Review of The Pasha’s Peasants: Land, Society, and Economy in
Lower Egypt, 1740-1858 by K. M. Cuno” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 23, no.
1 (1996), 78-80. http:/ /www.jstot.otg/stable/195822.

27 Dominique Chevallier, “ZY Hershlag, Introduction to the Modern Economic
History of the Middle East; Charles Issawi, The Economic History of the Middle
East, 1800-1914”, Annales 25, no. 3 (1970): 762—63.

28 Omnia S. El Shakry, The Great Social Laboratory: Reformers and Utopians in Twentieth
Century Egypt (Princeton: Princeton University, 2002).

2 John W. Livingston, “Western Science and Educational Reform in the Thought
of Shaykh Rifaa al-Tahtawi,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 28, no. 4
(1996): 543—64. http:/ /www.jstor.org/stable/176152.
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the basis of national progtess.” They also discussed the importance of
religious reform, which led to Islamic reform movements in Egypt,
such as the Salafi movement led by Muhammad Abduh. These
educational reforms not only equipped intellectuals with new
knowledge but also changed the social structure of society where
Western-educated individuals assumed key positions in the
government administration, thus shifting the traditional influence of
the clerics (‘wlama’) and the landowners.” These factors contributed to
an increasingly dynamic and complex social environment where
various groups were competing for influence and power. This shift
also sparked a debate about Egypt’s national identity and future
ditection, which later became the foundation for nationalist
movements and social reforms in the early twentieth century.

How Social Change in Affected the Egyptian Society

The social changes undergone by Egypt in the nineteenth
century profoundly impacted various segments of society, especially
in terms of the social class structure.” Traditionally, Egyptian society
was divided into clerics, landowners, and peasants.” This structure
reflected a static social order where social mobility was practically
non-existent. However, with the introduction of comprehensive
reforms under Muhammad Ali, there was a significant change in this
order. The reforms included military, economic, and educational
modernizations, directly affecting the social structure.’* The
emergence of a new middle class consisting of civil servants,
entrepreneurs, and intellectuals is the main marker of this change.
This new middle class or effendiyya acted not only as the agent of
modernization but also spread the modern ideas of nationalism,
individual rights, and the importance of secular education as a way to

30 Wael Abu-‘Uksa, “The Premodern History of “Civilisation” in Arabic: Rifa‘a al-
Tahtawi and his Medieval Soutrces”, Die Welt des Islams 62, no. 3-4 (2022): 389-418.
https://doi.otg/10.1163/15700607-62030004. Atoor Lawandow, “Situating Rifa‘ah
al-Tahtaw! within an Islamicate Context”, Journal of Arabic Literature 51, no. 1-2
(2020): 130-146. https://doi.org/10.1163/1570064x-12341400.

31 Piterberg, “Review of The Pasha’s Peasants”.

32 Khaled Fahmy, “The Police and the People in Nineteenth-Century Egypt,” Die
Welt Des Islams 39, no. 3 (1999): 340-77. http:/ /www.jstor.org/stable/1571253.

3 Kamal El-Menoufi, “The Orientation of Egyptian Peasants towards Political
Authority between Continuity and Change,” Middle Eastern Studies 18, no. 1 (1982):
82-93. http://www.jstot.org/stable/4282870.

3 Tignor, “Napoleon Bonaparte, Muhammad Ali, and Ismail”, 196-200.
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achieve social and political progress. Fahmy (2013) showed that this
new class of educated professionals played a key role in forming
Egypt’s political identity, including the national movement for
political independence.” These figures were instrumental in
establishing secular educational institutions and leading the public
discourse that steered Egypt towards modernity. According to
research by Gershoni and Jankowski (1995), this new middle class
also pushed for legal reforms that reduced the dominance of religious
law in public life, thus paving the way for a more secular approach to
public governance.”

However, as mentioned earlier, these changes also led to
significant social tensions. The traditional clergy and aristocracy felt
threatened by the emergence of a new middle class, which challenged
the status quo. This tension is reflected in the emergence of social and
political movements that sought to maintain Egypt’s Islamic identity.
Gershoni and Jankowski (1999) explained that this religious renewal
movement aimed to counter the Western influences that were
destroying the traditional social order.” Similatly, the radical
agricultural and economic reforms also had a massive impact on the
rural communities. Many small farmers lost their land because they
could not compete with large state-backed plantations or private
capitalists. As a result, there was a massive migration from villages to
cities, where Egyptians had to work as manual laborers in the newly
built factories and docks.

In addition, the educational reforms introduced by Muhammad
Ali widened the gap between those with access to modern education
and those with access to traditional education. The younger
generation of secularly educated Egyptians had radically different
views than their parents, especially on moral, religious, and political
issues. Reid (2002) observed that the younger generation was more
open to ideas of nationalism, democracy, and modernity, which

3 Fahmy, A/ the Pasha’s Men: Mehmed Al

3 Israel Gershoni and James Jankowski, Confronting Fascism in Egypt: Dictatorship versus
Democracy in the 1930s (Standford: Stanford University Press, 2009).

37 Israel Gershoni and James Jankowski, “Print Culture, Social Change, and the
Process of Redefining Imagined Communities in Egypt; Response to the Review by
Chatles D. Smith of Redefining the Egyptian Nation,” International Journal of Middle
East Studies 31, no. 1 (1999): 81-94. http:/ /www.jstor.otg/ stable/176332.
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contradicted the traditional values of the older generation.” These
differences in ideals, norms, and values created tensions in the family,
the community, and society at large, sparking fierce debates about the
future direction of Egypt. This change threatened the established
social order in the eyes of the older generation, while the younger
generation saw it as a positive change and an opportunity to build a
more modern and inclusive national identity.

Therefore, social change in nineteenth-century Egypt created a
more dynamic, complex, and often divided society. Various social
groups developed different views on how Egypt should face the
challenges of modernity while still retaining its Islamic identity.
Following the large-scale reforms, the emerging new middle class
tended to favor modernity and structural change, while the traditional
elite defended traditional values and the existing social order. Hunter
(1999) acknowledged that Muhammad Ali’s reforms succeeded in
introducing elements of modernity into Egyptian society; however,
they also left a legacy of social instability that would have a lasting
influence.” Fahmy (2002) added that these divisions create tensions
and contribute to protracted social and political conflicts, most of
which are rooted in national identity and religious differences.”

Muhammad Abduh and His Contribution to Sufism

Abduh was born in Egypt in 1849* and grew up in a religious
environment with strong Islamic traditions. He studied at al-Azhar,
one of the world’s oldest and most prestigious Islamic schools. He
studied many religious subjects, including the Qur’an, hadith,
jurisprudence, and Sufism. He used his knowledge to reform Islamic
thought and make it relevant to modern life. Abduh wrote a lot,
especially in reformist publications. He edited several important
media outlets. In September 1880, he edited the Egyptian newspaper
al-Waqai‘ al-Misriyya,*” using it to spread his reformist ideas.” Through
this media, Abduh called for social and political changes in line with

3% Donald Malcolm Reid, Cairo University and the Making of Modern Egypt 23
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

¥ Hunter, Egypt under the Khedives.

40 Fahmy, A/l the Pasha’s Men: Mebmed Ali, His Army and the Making of Modern Egypt.

4 Oliver Scharbrodt, Mubammad ‘Abdub: Modern Islam and the Culture of Ambiguity
(London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2022), 36.

42 Mark Sedgwick, Mubammad Abdubh (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2014), 49-50.
43 Scharbrodt, Mubammad ‘Abdub, 80.
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Islamic principles while criticizing traditionalist thinking.* Abduh also
worked on al-Abram, one of Egypt’s most important newspapers.”
His most important work was on a/-Mannar, a reformist journal he
started with his student, Muhammad Rashid Rida.* A/-Mannar helped
spread ideas about z#had (independent reasoning in Islamic law) and
tajdid (reform). These ideas aimed to bring Islam into line with
modern science and technology.”” The journal continued after his
death and played an important role in shaping the modernist Islamic
movement.

According to Hourani (1983), Abduh sought to bridge the gap
between tradition and modernity by emphasizing the importance of
rationality and renewal in religious practice.*® He advocated for
independent reasoning (//#zhad) to adapt Islamic teachings to the social
and technological changes in society. In addition, he was also
involved in educational reform, encouraging the teaching of science
and technology alongside religious studies. Research by ‘Imarah
shows that Abduh’s ideas had a strong impact on Egyptian society
and spread to other parts of the Muslim world, providing the basis for
a broader Islamic reform movement in the twentieth century.”

In addition to his activities in journalism, Abduh also held an
important position as the Grand Mufti of Egypt from 1899 until he
died in 1905.”” As Grand Mufti, he used his authority to advocate for
a more flexible and rational interpretation of Islamic law, especially in
modern life. The Fatwa of Abduh often reflects his desire to
harmonize Islamic traditions with the needs of contemporary society.
For example, he issued a ruling allowing insurance, which was
previously considered haram by many scholars due to its speculative
nature. Abduh argues that insurance can be seen as a form of mutual
assistance, which aligns with Islamic cooperation principles.”’ He also

4 Sedgwick, Mubanmad Abdub, 49-55.

4 Joseph P. O’Kane, “Islam in the New Egyptian Constitution: Some Discussions
in  alAbram)”  Middle  East  Jowrnal 26, no. 2 (1972): 137-48.
http://www.jstot.org/stable/4324907.

46 Sedgwick, Mubammad Abdub, 111-115.

47 Ibid.

48 Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939.

4 Muhammad ‘Imarah, a/-Imam Mupammad ‘Abdub: Mujaddid al-Dunya bi-Tajdid al-Din
(Cairo: Dar al-Shuragq, 1988), 49-61.

50 Muhammad ‘Imarah, a-Manbaj al-Isiahi li-Mubammad ‘Abdul (Cairo: Maktabat al-
Iskandariyah, 2005), 9-13.

51 Ibid., 83-110.
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sought to reform family law, advocate for women’s rights in marriage
and divorce, and promote education as a social progress.”” These
reforms are part of a broader effort to modernize Islamic law while
retaining its core ethical values.

Through his political and social activism, Abduh dedicated his
efforts to reviving the teachings of Islam, which, according to him,
had been distorted due to the development of the times and external
influences. He believed that the original Islamic teachings must be
constantly reappraised so that they can be implemented according to
the changing context. Like all Islamic reformists, he stressed that
Islam is not just a religious ritual; rather, it is a comprehensive system
that includes moral, social, economic, and spiritual aspects. Therefore,
Islam should be a driving force for the progress of civilization, not an
obstacle to it. According to Amin (1994), Abduh recognized the
necessity of integrating Islamic values with the principles of rationality
and modern science to ensure the continued relevance of Islam in an
ever-changing era.”

Abduh stated that he was a follower of the Shadhiliyyah Sufi
order. In a conversation with Shaykh al-Dalasi, a Sufi, in July 1904, he
articulated his profound respect for Abu al-Hasan al-Shadhili and his
membership with the Shadhiliyyah Sufi order. “I do not perform the
rituals of the order except from him.” > Abduh was directed to the
order by his uncle, Darwish, in Tanta, Egypt. Darwish also advised
Abduh to pursue further Islamic education at al-Azhar University in
Cairo. ‘“Abbas Mahmud al-‘Aqqad posited that Darwish’s teachings
profoundly impacted Abduh’s religious and spiritual development.
The distinctive tenet of Sunni Sufism, which is firmly rooted in the
Qur’an and Sunnah and exemplified by Darwish, proved instrumental
in aligning Abduh’s perspectives on Islam and Sufism with a rigorous
and idealistic interpretation.”” Abduh’s understanding of Sufism was
shaped by Darwish, who introduced him to a traditional,
unadulterated form of the practice devoid of superstitious elements.

52 Muhammad ‘Imarah, a/Isiam wa al-Mar'ab fi Ra’y Mubammad ‘Abdub (Cairo:
Nahdat Mist, 20006).

5 ‘Uthman Amin, Raid al-Fikr al-Misri: al-Imam Mubammad ‘Abdub (Cairo: al-Majlis
al-A‘a li-al-Thaqafah, 2008), 17-20.

5 Muhammad ‘Abduh, a/-A%al al-Kamilah, ed. Muhammad ‘Imarah (Beirut: al-
Muassasah al-‘Arabiyah li-al-Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1972), 521.

5 ‘Abbas Mahmad al-‘Aqqad, ‘Abgariy al-Isidh wa al-Ta'lim (Cairo: Dar al-Kitab al-
‘Arabi, 1971), 70.
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Upon inquiring about Sufism from his instructor, Darwish, Abduh
was informed that his order represented the true tenets of Islam. The
wird recited by Abu al-Hasan al-Shadhili was also taken from the
Qur’an. Abduh asserted that Darwish was instrumental in guiding him
from ignorance and towards authentic knowledge, facilitating his
transition from a state of blind adherence to a genuine understanding
of monotheism. Abduh emphasized that Darwish played an
important role in strengthening his Islamic and progressive
personality.”

In the academic realm, Abduh’s works are also very influential.
Risalat al-Tawhid (The Theology of Unity) is one of his most
significant works. This text explains the importance of monotheism in
Islam and emphasizes the role of reason in understanding God. It is
regarded as a seminal text in modern Islamic theology, combining
traditional teachings with a rational approach that is pertinent to the
modern era.”’ In addition, Abduh is also known for his commentary
on the Qur’an, which he compiled with Rashid Rida in the form of
tafsir. This tafsir, known as Tafsir al-Mannar, 1s an attempt to explain
the Qur’an that is in line with modern challenges while still
maintaining the core values of Islam. It is, therefore, surprising that
Abduh showed a great concern for Sufism. Hourani (1983) observed
that Abduh did not dismiss Sufism as a vestige of the traditionalist
era. Instead, he recognized its function in fostering individual
spirituality, thereby reinforcing moral and ethical standards within
society.”

Sufism has been an integral part of religious life in the Muslim
wortld for centuries. It is a spiritual path that aims to achieve closeness
to God through the purification of the heart and the development of
spititual awareness.” In the context of Egypt, Abduh saw Sufism as
an important element of religious life that should not be ignored. He
argued that Sufism can help individuals to increase their spiritual
awareness and strengthen their faith. However, he also realized that
Sufi teachings and practices had deviated from the pure teachings of
Islam and needed to be reformed.”’ Thus, Sufism can be an effective

56 ‘Abduh, al-A mal al-Kamilah, Vol. 3, 72.

57 Sedgwick, Mubammad Abdub, 86—94.

8 Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939.

% Moshe Albo, “Al-Azhar Sufism in Post-Revolutionary Egypt”, Journal of Sufi
Studies 1, 2 (2012): 224-244. https://doi.org/10.1163/22105956-12341237.

0 Scharbrodt, “The Salafiyya and Sufism” 89-115.
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means to increase spiritual awareness and strengthen the faith of
individuals.

Abdub’s Contribution to the Field of Sufism

Muhammad Abduh made a significant contribution through his
critical and rational approach to the Sufi practices popular in Egypt.
He noticed that the original Sufi path had long been distorted and
replaced with meaningless rituals. Such common practices, however,
were inconsistent with the authentic teachings of Islam, including the
tendency to overemphasize mystical aspects. His major point of
criticism was that Sufism was moving away from the sharia and no
longer in harmony with orthodox Islam. In his writings, he also cited
the Qur’an and Hadith as the basis for his criticism of the excesses of
popular Sufism. However, as highlichted by Scharbrodt (2007),
Abduh acknowledged the Sufi path as an important spiritual path
within the framework of rational and moderate Islamic teachings.”"

Abduh rejected those Sufi groups whose teachings were
exclusive and could only be understood by a few initiated. In his view,
Sufism should be accessible to all Muslims. Similarly, he strongly
rejected the cult around certain Sufi figures who claimed they had
special powers. Unscrupulous individuals could abuse their authority
and manipulate their followers. Abduh also rejected the Sufi
obsession with rites that had no foundation in Islamic teachings. He
argued that the purpose of true Sufism is purifying the soul,
strengthening morality, and achieving closeness to Allah, not
witnessing of mystical experiences alone, in social isolation. Likewise,
al-Wahhab concluded that Abduh believed that Sufism must return to
the basic principle of Islamic teachings in line with the Sharia.”

One of Abduh’s essential contributions to the Sufi field was his
work Risdlat al-Waridat fi Sirr al-Tajalliyat (“An essay on mystical
inspirations from the secrets of revelation™), written in 1874.° This
treatise provides a unique insight into Abduh’s mystical experiences
and approach to Sufis. In Risdlat al-Waridat, Abduh reflects on his
spiritual inspiration, offering a personal account of how he
understood the deeper dimensions of faith and spirituality. This work
highlights his belief that Sufis have the potential to enrich an

61 Thid.
62 al-Wahhab, al-Tasawwuf fi Siydaq al-Nabdabh, 5-21.
03 Scharbrodt, “The Salafiyya and Sufism”: 89-115.
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individual’s moral and spiritual life as long as they remain rooted in
the core teachings of Islam and do not deviate from the Sharia. The
treatise portrays Abduh’s sophisticated perspectives on Sufism, which
he perceives as a pathway to purify the soul and attain proximity to
God while upholding an unwavering commitment to Sharia and
rationality.”* Risdlat al-Waridat serves as evidence of his conviction that
Sufism, when correctly understood and practiced, can play a pivotal
role in the moral and spiritual advancement of Muslim society.

In his treatise, a/-Tawhid, Abduh articulated his perspective on
the role of Sufism in relation to divine authority. He posited the
following: “The elevated spiritual experts, distinguished by their noble
intellects among the Islamic gnostics (i.e., authentic Sufis), although
not of the same rank as the prophets, remain unwavering in their
pursuit of sainthood and their adherence to sharia and the unwavering
call to Allah. Many attain a degree of proximity to the divine, enabling
them to perceive the unseen only accessible in the ideal world. They
can witness undeniable realities because their truth is reflected in their
experience. They confirm what the prophets narrate, and whoever
follows their path follows the true teaching. Conversely, whoever
opposes it has deviated. The evidence of the validity of their teachings
can be seen in their words, which always have a positive influence.
Their practices are always in accordance with the laws of the
prophets, and their characteristics are free from what is contrary to

common sense ot good norms”.%

In his role as grand mufti of Egypt (1899-1905), Abduh was
involved in efforts to integrate the teachings of Sufism with the
Sharia. He argued that Sufism is not a spiritual path separate from the
Sharia and is an alternative to orthodox Islam; rather, it is an integral
part of the practice of religious life. He emphasized that the main goal
of Sufism is to achieve purity of heart and closeness to Allah, which
can only be realized through full adherence to the Sharia rules.
Therefore, any dissonance between Sufism and the Sharia will distort
and corrupt the followers’ true understanding of Islam. Thus, Abduh
criticized Sufism not because he rejected it but because he sincerely
believed that it had an important role in improving the morality and
spirituality of Muslim society; therefore, he wished to reform it. On
this point, al-Wahhab agreed that Abduh considered that authentic

4 Sedgwick, Mubanmmad Abdub, 31-34.
65 ‘Abduh, a/-A ‘mail al-Kanilah, Vol. 3, 411.
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Sufi practices are necessary to support the spiritual aspects of Islam,
which are often neglected in favor of legal issues.*

Through criticism and renewal, Abduh sought to purify Sufism
from those elements that he considered deviant and return to the
teachings of the Qur’an and the Sunnah. He emphasized that Sufism
should focus on developing a deep spirituality, which benefits
individuals as well as society. The legal aspects of Islamic teachings
alone cannot lead Muslims to a deeper understanding of themselves
and their relationship with God and fellow humans.

Abdub’s Use of Sufism to Increase Spiritual Awareness

Muhammad Abduh viewed Sufism as an effective tool to
increase the spiritual awareness of Muslims, provided that it is
understood and practiced within the framework of authentic Islamic
teachings.”” Therefore, he rejected the view that Sufism was a path
reserved for a few select individuals who isolated themselves from the
community and denounced worldly life. On the contrary, he argued
that every Muslim can and should develop their spiritual dimension,
and Sufism can be one of the paths to achieve this. However,
Muslims must not get caught up in formalistic rituals or chase
mystical experiences. He emphasized that spiritual awareness must be
built on a correct understanding of Islamic teachings and the
application of these values in daily life. In his view, true Sufism
teaches people to live fully aware of Allah’s presence and carry out all
activities with sincere intentions and noble goals, thus fortifying
themselves against the tide of materialism and secularism.

Abduh argued that Sufism should serve as a driving force for
Muslims to develop high ethics and morality. He emphasized that the
primary goal of Sufism is to form a godly and noble character.”® It
centers on the relationship between the individual and God and
between the individual and the community. Abduh sought to revive
Sufism as a path to deeper spiritual awareness, which is relevant to the
spititual life of individuals and the social and moral life of Muslims.”
By integrating Sufism into daily life, Muslims can achieve a balance

66 al-Wahhab, a/-Tasawwuf fi Siydaq al-Nabdab, 3-20.

67 Scharbrodt, “The Salafiyya and Sufism”. al-Wahhab, a/-Tasawwnf fi Siyaq al-Nabdab,
3-20.

8 al-‘Aqqad, ‘Abqgariy al-Islah, 79.

9 ‘Abduh, al-A‘mal al-Kamilah, Vol. 3, 562, 532, 81.
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between this world and the hereafter and become better human
beings, thus contributing to a better society.

In this way, Sufism can help Muslims face the challenges of
modernity by adhering to fixed spiritual and moral values.” In
addition, it can help develop social awareness. He believed that a true
Sufi was concerned not only with his relationship with God but also
with the well-being of his fellows, thus forming socially responsible
individuals who understand that devotion to God also includes
devotion to others.

In this context, Abduh understood the role of Sufism in
building deep spiritual awareness, resulting in a more harmonious and
prosperous society. By reviving orthodox Sufism which is based on
the original Islamic teachings, Muslims can find the spiritual strength
necessary to face the challenges of modern times while remaining true
to their religious values and retaining their religious identity.

Muhammad Abduh and Social Change in Modern Egypt

In the nineteenth century, Egypt was under enormous pressure
of social change.” Western powers like France and Britain began
actively exerting their influence in the region, bringing social, political,
and economic changes. In addition, the influence of modernization
was also beginning to be felt, threatening the local traditions and
values of the Egyptian people. Amid the tide of change sweeping
through Egypt, Abduh realized the importance of a spiritual approach
in dealing with emerging social challenges.”” He saw Sufism as a way
to give the Egyptian public the spiritual strength and moral fortitude
to deal with societal changes.”

Traditionally, Sufism is centered on cultivating spiritual
awareness and fostering a deeper connection with God, often viewed
as a personal and apolitical practice. This perspective typically
emphasizes individual spiritual progress rather than collective or
societal concerns. However, for Muhammad Abduh, Sufism held a
broader and more impactful potential. He viewed it as a means to
personal enlightenment and a powerful tool for strengthening
society’s moral and spiritual foundations. Abduh believed that in

70 Thid.

" al-Wahhab, a/-Tasawwnf fi Siyaq al-Nahdah, 3-20.
72 Scharbrodt, “The Salafiyya and Sufism”.

73 al-Wahhab, a/-Tasawwuf f Siyaq al-Nabdah, 10-26.

180 TEOSOFI: JURNAL TASAWUF DAN PEMIKIRAN ISLAM



Muhammad Abduh and Sufism:
Building Spiritual Consciousness in the Context of Social Change

times of rapid and unpredictable social change, Sufism could be
crucial in promoting ethical behavior and fostering resilience within
the community.”

Abduh understood that rapid social change can destabilize a
community, causing individuals to feel disoriented and anxious about
the future. He believed Sufism could offer much-needed peace of
mind and moral stability.” By focusing on the spititual well-being of
individuals, Sufism helps people navigate the uncertainties of rapid
change with a sense of inner calm and ethical grounding. Abduh
argues that in this way, society can become more resilient in facing
social challenges. Ethical behavior and moral integrity can be
maintained even in turbulent times. Abduh sought to revive Sufism in
the modern context, emphasizing its role in reinforcing morality and
ethical conduct in the face of shifting societal norms. Therefore,
Sufism can help foster communal strength and harmony in a changing
world.

One of the approaches taken by Abduh was to emphasize the
importance of developing good morals as the core of Sufism. He
taught that true Sufism produces morally and spiritually strong
individuals who can carry out their social responsibilities with
sincerity and integrity. It should not be used to escape the social
realities but to motivate people to get more involved in their
community and positively contribute to society.

One of Muhammad Abduh’s main strategies in dealing with
social change in nineteenth-century Egypt was to promote a more
rational and practical approach to Sufism, which can be applied in
daily life.”® He rejected the more bizatre and eccentric forms of
Sufism, whose practices had no spiritual value.”” However, rather than
condemning and rejecting Sufism altogether, he encouraged Muslims
to adopt Sufi practices that focused on developing good character and
morals. For example, he made efforts to integrate Sufi values into the
education system.”” He believed education should include cognitive
and intellectual aspects and pay sufficient attention to spiritual and

74 Amin, Raid al-Fikr al-Misri, 34.

5 Scharbrodt, “The Salafiyya and Sufism”.

76 Amin, Raid al-Fikr al-Misri, 34-41.

77 Ashkan Bahrani and Aydogan Kars, “A Sufi Master without a Hospice”, Journal
Jor the Academic Study of Religion 33, no. 2 (3 February 2021): 166-84,
https://doi.org/10.1558 /jast.42568.

78 Amin, Raid al-Fikr al-Misri, 36-45.
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moral development. Abduh strived to create an education system that
could produce intelligent individuals with high spiritual awareness and
strong moral commitment.

In practice, Abduh taught his students that spiritual
development through Sufism must be accompanied by concrete
actions that benefit society. He emphasized that a true Sufi draws
closer to God through worship and meditation and cares about social
welfare, rather than secluding himself from society.” In other words,
Sufism should produce individuals who are not only spiritually aware
but also socially responsible.

In addition, Abduh also used Sufism to emphasize the
importance of using the Sharia as a foundation for dealing with social
change.” In his view, true Sufism must be based on Islamic teachings
and spiritual piety must be reflected in lawful actions. As part of this
effort, Abduh encouraged Muslims to return to the basic teachings of
Islam derived from the Qut’an and the Sunnah.®’ He emphasized that
true Sufism does not deviate from the basic teachings of Islam and
that it always strives to make a positive contribution to society. With
this approach, Abduh succeeded in reviving Sufism as a relevant
spiritual force in facing the challenges of modern times.

Another strategy used by Abduh is to present Sufism as a driver
for positive social change. He believed that through the development
of deep spirituality, Muslims can become effective agents of change in
society. He realized that social change was inevitable in Egypt but
believed that Muslims could better cope with such changes if they had
a strong spiritual foundation. Therefore, he encouraged Muslims to
focus on developing their spirituality and be actively involved in social
improvement efforts. He taught that true Sufism should encourage
individuals to contribute to social welfare and that devotion to God
should be manifested in the form of devotion to fellow human
beings. Thus, Abduh successfully integrated Sufism into a broader
social reform movement to create a more just and prosperous society.

Concluding Remarks
Muhammad Abduh played a vital role in promoting Sufism as a
moral and spiritual tool to face social challenges, arguing that private

7 Schatbrodt, “The Salafiyya and Sufism”, 89-115.
80 Thid.
81 Sedgwick, Mubammad Abdub, 31-34.

182 TEOSOFI: JURNAL TASAWUF DAN PEMIKIRAN ISLAM



Muhammad Abduh and Sufism:
Building Spiritual Consciousness in the Context of Social Change

spiritual practice can improve public morality. In the context of
modern Egypt which was undergoing rapid social change, Abduh
successfully integrated Sufi teachings into the broader framework of
social reform. He offered a balanced approach between maintaining
traditional Islamic values and confronting the challenges of
modernity. This approach makes Sufism relevant in the context of
complex social change. It not only strengthens the morality of
individuals through spiritual teachings but also encourages society to
carry out positive social change. It serves as a useful tool for personal
spiritual life and a moral foundation for social reform. Similarly,
Sufism is relevant in Muslim society today, which is facing rapid and
complex social challenges, so that Muslims can bridge the gap
between their faith and the demands of modern life.

This research helps broaden our understanding of how Sufism
can be harnessed as a tool for broader social and moral reform.
Following Abduh’s approach, Sufism can serve as an instrument to
encourage positive social change. Abduh succeeded in creating a
model that combines spiritual consciousness with social and political
activities, providing an example of how Sufism can be relevant in a
changing social context. This approach opens up new insights into
how the teachings of Sufism can be applied to face the challenges of
modernity and globalization today. This research also provides new
insights into how Abduh’s approach to Sufism can be implemented to
face the current challenges of globalization. By combining spiritual
awareness with social reform efforts, Abduh offers a model that can
be applied in various social settings so that Muslim societies can
maintain their spiritual identity and adapt to rapid social change.

Future research can study the application of Sufi principles in
the social contexts of various Muslim countries in more depth. In
particular, studies can focus on the challenges of globalization,
digitalization, and rapid social change. They can also compare
Abduh’s approach with similar approaches developed by other
Muslim thinkers, thereby enriching our understanding of the role of
Sufism in various social and political contexts.
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