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Muhammad Shahrur, a prominent figure in the contemporary Quran-sufficiency
approach, posits that, according to Quranic verses, "Islam" is an innate religion with
origins dating back to the first prophets, beginning with Noah (peace be upon him) and
culminating with Muhammad (peace be upon him). He identifies three primary pillars of
Islam: belief in God, belief in the Day of Judgment, and righteous deeds. Accordingly, all
the individuals adhering to these three pillars are considered Muslims. Also, from the
Quran’s perspective, their beliefs are accepted by God, and their actions are rewarded. In
the data collection and classification phase, this study employs thematic analysis using
the MAXQDA software and critical content analysis for data evaluation and criticism. It
elucidates Shahrur’s thought and his interpretation of the Quranic verses concerning
"Islam", while critically analyzing its shortcomings and distinctions from the prevailing
views of Muslim scholars. The thematic analysis of Shahrur’s statements under the theme
of Islam, its pillars, and related issues reveals a redefinition of Islam, fitrah (innate
disposition), and righteous deeds, along with a fallacy in extending the innate nature of
Islam to its pillars. Furthermore, in the theory of the "three pillars of Islam", the practical
dimension overlooks divine acceptance (husn fi’li), and righteous deeds are treated as the
essence of Islam. However, according to Quranic verses and hadiths, righteous deeds are
a requisite of Islam. The conflation of the terms "righteous deeds" and "ihsan"

(beneficence) is another aspect not addressed in this theory.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This study critically analyzes Muhammad Shahrur’s interpretation of the concept of “Islam”
and its pillars in the Holy Quran. Shahrur, a contemporary proponent of the Quran-sufficiency
approach, considers Islam an innate religion, originating with the first prophets, beginning with
Noah (peace be upon him) and culminating with Muhammad (peace be upon him). He posits
that Islam comprises three pillars: belief in God, belief in the Day of Judgment, and righteous
deeds. According to this view, anyone adhering to these pillars is deemed a Muslim, with their
beliefs and actions accepted by God. This perspective rejects the five traditional pillars of Islam
(testimony of faith, prayer, fasting, Hajj pilgrimage, and almsgiving) as non-innate, lacking
Quranic evidence, and confined to legalistic rituals. The primary objective of this article is to
elucidate Shahrur’s thought by examining his works, extracting his understanding of Quranic
verses on Islam, and critically analyzing its shortcomings. The study seeks to answer whether
Shahrur’s interpretation aligns with Quranic principles and the prevailing views of Muslim
scholars. It also explores the distinctions between this perspective and traditional Islamic
thought, highlighting its inclination toward religious pluralism and its portrayal of Islam as a
universal, trans-religious faith. This analysis, grounded in critical content analysis, examines
fallacies, linguistic inconsistencies, and negligence of practical and theoretical dimensions to
underscore the deficiencies of this contemporary approach.

Methodology

In the data collection and classification phase, thematic analysis was employed using the
MAXQDA software. This method, based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework, involved
open (initial) coding of the sentences related to Islam in Shahrur’s works (e.g., Al-Islam wa al-
Iman, Al-Kitab wa al-Quran, and Al-Tafkir wa al-Taghyir). Shahrur’s books were evaluated,
relevant sections uploaded, and initial coding conducted, with the codes categorized under
potential themes. The themes were organized into three levels based on Attride-Stirling (2001):
global (e.g., Islam, Muslims, five pillars, three pillars), organizing, and basics. Four global
themes were extracted, with their frequencies (highest for the three pillars) reported in charts.
Critical content analysis was used to evaluate and comparing Shahrur’s views with Quranic
verses, authentic hadiths, and interpretations by Muslim scholars (e.g., Tabataba’i, Javadi
Amoli, and Raghib Isfahani). This qualitative approach systematized Shahrur’s scattered
discussions and revealed contradictions. The data were gathered from Shahrur’s primary works
and existing critiques (e.g., Sheikhani, 2014; Kerno and Mohoubi, 2020; Mohiti Ardakan and
Sorourian, 1399). For validation, the Quranic and hadith references were directly sourced from
reliable texts (e.g., Sahih Muslim and Al-Mizan).

Findings

Thematic analysis revealed that Shahrur’s perspective revolves around four global themes:
Islam (as an innate and universal religion), Muslims (encompassing the adherents of all
religions committed to the three pillars), the five pillars (rejected as non-innate and lacking
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Quranic basis), and the three pillars (belief in God, the Day of Judgment, and righteous deeds,
characterized as innate, indivisible, and uniform across religions). Linguistically, Islam derives
from “salaam” (freedom from defects and cessation of conflict), aligning with lexicographers’
views, but, in its technical sense, Shahrur limits it to intellectual submission (not absolute
surrender), exhibiting inconsistency in interpreting verses like An-Nisa:65. He considers
Muslims to include all the adherents of religions (even Sabians, interpreted as those departing
from the three major faiths), citing Al-Baqarah:62. Yet, this expansive definition conflicts with
the verses reproaching the followers of other religions for rejecting Muhammad’s prophethood.
The rejection of the five pillars due to their perceived non-innate nature (e.g., the hardship of
pilgrimage and prayer) lacks credible hadith support, as Shahrur deems the corresponding
hadiths distorted, claiming they originally referred to “faith” (iman) rather than Islam. In the
three pillars, belief in God and the Day of Judgment is deemed innate, but righteous deeds, as
the practical dimension, suffer from neglect of divine acceptance (husn fi’li) and conflation
with beneficence (ihsan). Critical analysis indicates that righteous deeds are a requisite, not the
essence, of Islam, which has gradations from verbal testimony (without requiring deeds) to
complete submission. Fallacies include extending Islam’s innateness to its pillars (without
distinguishing absolute/conditional contexts), a naturalistic definition of fitrah (instead of
divine guidance), and negligence of the rational and revelatory dimensions of righteous deeds.
The conflation of righteous deeds and ihsan (with ihsan entailing levels like worship with the
presence of mind) is notable, ignoring their particular relationship.

Conclusion

Based on the findings, Shahrur’s interpretation, while aiming to universalize Islam, suffers
from significant flaws. By redefining Islam as a trans-religious, or innate faith, it leans toward
religious pluralism, conflicting with Quranic verses (e.g., those reproaching rejection of
Muhammad’s sharia) and hadiths (e.g., the five pillars in Sahih Muslim). Neglecting the
gradations of Islam and faith and treating righteous deeds as the essence (not a requisite) of
Islam foster subjective interpretation and diminishes religious obligations. The study
recommends aligning the contemporary approaches with traditional foundations (e.g., Al-
Mizan and Tasnim interpretations) to avoid fallacies. Ultimately, this theory provides a platform
for a novel Islam but lacks Quranic robustness and requires revision to align with Islamic ethics
and obligations.
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