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Definition: reform, redress, restoration, goodness

Ibn Manzūr, in the Lisan al-Arab dictionary of 1290 (2011), has written that the lexicographic origin of islah implies ‘the opposite of corruption’, or a removal of corruption through reform. Izzi Dien (2000: 185) echoes this image with his description of islah as ‘mending the damage’. The word derives from the triconsonantal form s/l/h with the same root as salah (being good, goodness). It is therefore also closely connected to both tajdid (renewal) and tahara (purification) denoting a reform, or return, to the simplicity of early Islam (Voll, 1983: 32). Islah, as reform, is an effort to define pure Islam, that is, in terms of the Qur’an, the Hadith and the fundamental framework of the religion. Reform is here not meant as change, because the revelation documents are unchanging, but as a scriptural return to the community established by The Prophet. Islah is certainly not to be understood as innovation, rather more it implies a remedial act and defines, in particular, the special effort required to return to pre-modern Islam through the original texts. The ‘good’ of salah is that of moral righteousness, and ‘Islam teaches that the universe can be reformed’ (Iqbal, 1909:54).

The term has been closely associated with the political and reformist activity characterised in writings of Mohammed Abduh and Rashid Rida in nineteenth century Egypt. These authors concluded that only a fundamental reform of Islam could offer an effective solution away from an entrenched religious establishment, and from the changes created by Islamic mysticism and syntheses (see Turner, 2009: 54).

References to al-islah in the Qur’an can be seen in Surah II:220 where the term is used as in ‘improve their lot’, that is, reform by way of initiating improvements. Surah IV:35 also references islah: ‘if they desire amendment, Allah will be with them’. This verse is about the breakup of a marriage and therefore the word islah here implies reconciliation. The Prophet Shuaib in Surah XI: 88, said: ‘I do not desire, in opposition to you, to do that which I forbid you to do. I desire nothing but reform (al-islah) as far as I am able’. All these uses of the term include a striving towards peace, piety and authenticity.

There is widespread use of the word islah in contemporary politics: the term is seen in the context of describing a movement which seeks to return to purity: Salafism is one example of this. There is are Islah political parties in Yemen, in Algeria and in Morocco – all three are examples of a move towards reform that will redress the misrepresentations that have harmed both original meanings and the orthodoxy of the Qur’anic message. This is predominantly a post-colonial legal response, a reaffirmation or return to the continuity of the established scriptures. This reform is in opposition to the dilution of adherence which occurred during colonial rule. Thus present-day islah encompasses the idea of challenging modern authority, and, interestingly, can therefore be both radical and reactionary in outlook.
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