International Journal of Early Childhood Special Education (INT-JECSE)
DOI:10.48047/intjecse/v14i2.1168 ISSN:1308-5581 Vol14, Issue02 2022

Ait Seddik Mohamed Salah: Philosopher Ijtihad, Reform, and Renewal

Dr. Bouraiou chafika

University of Oum El Bouaghi —Larbi Ben M'hidi, Algeria.

Email : bouraiouchafika @gmail.com

Received 12/08/2021 ; Accepted : 27/12/ 2021 ; Published 17/02/ 2022

ABSTRACT

Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik is considered one of the pillars of Arab-Islamic culture and one of the
most prominent Algerian thinkers of the twenty-first century. He was preoccupied with the problem
of the human being, which he regarded as the foundation of civilization. Influenced by the issues of
his time and the Algerian political environment during the colonial period, as well as various forms
of social and economic corruption pursued by colonial policies, most of his works became an
expression of rebellion both in action and in writing. He strived to engage in the liberation struggle
by correcting the various distortions that had affected perceptions of Islam and its linguistic and moral
foundations.
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INTRODUCTION:

Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik is one of the thinkers who grasped the concept of the evolution of
civilizations through the human being’s awareness of the factors behind his intellectual development
and cognitive structures. He is the only being who questions and shifts from one state of knowledge
to another, with his greatest question being about the meaning of life in an era where meaning has
been lost. Philosophical contemplation is nothing but a form of wonder, affirming Schopenhauer’s
view, which does not surpass the saying of Allah Almighty: " Yas ¢ 5 ST byl 9 5" (Surah Al-
Kahf, Ayah 54).

It is from this perspective that our interest arises in shedding light on Algerian thought. We have
chosen the scholar and thinker Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik for his unique intellectual, cultural, and
moral qualities on one hand, and due to the lack of studies dedicated to him as one of Algeria’s
prominent figures on the other. He is a pioneer of reform and renewal in contemporary Algeria.

Thus, the problem addressed in this article focuses on this dimension of Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik’s
efforts, aiming to answer the main lines of reform and renewal in his thought. To fully encompass the
issue, we have formulated a set of questions:
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e Who is Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik?

e Who were the most influential founders of his scientific and intellectual foundation?
e What are the domains of reform in his thought?

e What is the existential mission of the human being?

e What is the religious and civilizational horizon of the human being?

To achieve an objective treatment of the issue and its sub-questions and dimensions, we have adopted
a combination of scientific methods:

e The historical method in exploring the life and memories of the thinker.
e The analytical method in discussing his ideas.

e The comparative method in situating him within the broader history of reformist thought.
1/ Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik:

The village of Ibbsikrin, municipality of Freha, district of Azazga, in the Wilaya of Tizi Ouzou, is his
place of origin and residence. He was born in the village of Abizar on December 19, 1925 1. He is the
grandson of the Salafi scholar Sheikh Al-Iflissi on his mother’s side, the lady Fatima Ait Aissa. His
father, EI-Hajj Ait Seddik, was the village imam 2. He received his primary education from his father
and memorized the entire Qur'an at the age of nine. He also memorized many poetic texts, including
Ibn Malik's Alfiyyah and numerous poems by leading Arab poets.

His second educational stop was the zawiya of Sidi Abdelrahman EI-Yellouli, where he studied
Arabic sciences such as grammar and jurisprudence. He eventually became a teacher there at the age
of only 15, being five years younger than his own students. He left the zawiya after the death of his
teacher and sheikh Mohamed Arzeki Cherfaoui (1880-1945) 2.

As he set out for Ez-Zitouna University to pursue his academic formation with his friend Sheikh
Mohamed Nassib in 1946, both were arrested and spent 19 days in prison under investigation.

After obtaining the degree of Tahsil from Ez-Zitouna University in 1951, he was appointed as a
teacher at Sidi Abdelrahman EIl-Yellouli zawiya upon his return to Algeria. He was among the first
to join the Algerian revolution in 1954 and was tasked with collecting funds and weapons. In 1956,
he was assigned to the Culture and Media Department of the National Liberation Front (FLN) in
Tunisia. In 1957, he was sent to Libya for revolutionary propaganda and joined the FLN office in
Tripoli in 1958 as a broadcaster at The Voice of Algeria radio station.

After independence, he returned to Algeria to resume his educational mission until 1981, when he
was appointed to the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Endowments to supervise the revival of
Algerian and Arab-Islamic heritage *.

In 1982, under the Ministry of Religious Affairs, he was tasked with recruiting Arab and Muslim
intellectuals to teach at Emir Abdelkader University in Constantine, alongside Sheikh Abu Imran,
Ammar Talbi, Abdelwahab Ben Hamouda, and Mohamed Abbo °. The delegation visited several
Arab countries Jordan, Qatar, Cairo which allowed him to meet many Arab and Muslim thinkers of
that period.
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His connection with the Islamic world extended to visits to the Soviet Union within three official
political delegations: the first, in 1983, was to Central Asian Muslims and Kazakhstan, as part of an
exchange program of knowledge and culture under the Higher Islamic Council in Algeria °.

The second and third visits, in 1986, were at the invitation of the main church in Moscow to attend
an international conference on Comparative Religions, and another for the World Peace Conference.
The two lectures he delivered left a deep and lasting impression on participants.

Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik left behind a large body of writings, which can be categorized into four
classifications:

_/ Works on the History of the Algerian Revolution:

Journey into the Depths of the Revolution, How Can We Forget When These Are Their Crimes,
Algeria, Land of Challenge and Resilience, Glorious Days in the Life of Algeria, The Blue Bird,
From the Heart of the Flame, The Dissenters Through History.

_I/ Publications on Religion and Ethics:

The Path of Guidance, Knowledge and Scholars, The Oasis of Faith, Islam: Principles and Conduct,
Papers in Literature, Religion, and Ethics, The Purposes of the Qur'an, Muhammad (peace be upon
him) in the Eyes of Western Thinkers, The Comprehensive Sayings of the Prophet, The Qur'an in
the Realm of Belief and Faith.

_/ Writings on Social Life and Its Various Fields:

The Companion of Gatherings, Lights and Shadows, Time is Life, Agreements and Contrasts, From
Memory, Torches on the Path, Pauses and Heartbeats, A Thought Tour.

_| A Collection of Biographies of Political and Intellectual Elites Before and After
Independence:

Imam Abdelhamid Ben Badis: From His Views and Positions, National Figures, Notables from the
Kabyle Region, Sheikh Arzeki Cherfaoui, Imam Al-Suyuti: Past and Present, Honoring Scholars:
Past and Present.

What can be noted about these works is that they align with his reformist fields. He wrote as part of
his reform project and as a continuation of the mission of the Association of Muslim Scholars.

2/ The Founders of His Scientific and Intellectual Foundation:

The political circumstances that surrounded our thinker were among the most significant drivers in
shaping Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik’s reformist personality. These were manifested through the
colonial project of "Frenchifying” Algeria by erasing its national identity, targeting its Arab language,
Islamic religion, and historical roots .

To achieve its goals, the colonial administration deliberately made academic advancement difficult
for Algerians, especially at the secondary and university levels, while also depriving them of
administrative and governmental positions particularly sensitive ones as a form of political
marginalization aimed at securing the privileges of European settlers in Algeria 8.

10401



International Journal of Early Childhood Special Education (INT-JECSE)
DOI:10.48047/intjecse/v14i2.1168 ISSN:1308-5581 Vol14, Issue02 2022

However, these attempts failed, and reactions began to emerge in the form of political groupings
expressing opposition to ideas such as naturalization and forced military conscription. These
responses were fueled by direct exposure to European life and by the rising call of Islamic and Arab
nationalism, in addition to global developments and the conflicts of nationalism and imperialism.

Thus, the policy of eroding Islamic and Arab culture in Algeria did not succeed, even though efforts
were made to seize all Islamic endowment properties under the pretext of redirecting them for societal
and cultural purposes. The colonial policy of Westernization went as far as establishing schools and
bringing in religious missions under French administration to assimilate children and society into
French-Western culture: “The supreme goal that all efforts in this country must aim toward is, without

doubt, to make it a French country” °.

A bureau was even set up to teach Arabic, requiring permission from a military commander, and
limited to Quran memorization without interpretation especially verses that called for resistance and
justice. Arabic was considered marginal, referred to as the language of "les indigenes™ (the natives),
and was excluded from administrative and scientific life. Nevertheless, Quranic schools and sermons
in mosques continued to exist. Moreover, bilingual secondary schools (Arabic—French) were
established, becoming channels for reformist and patriotic values °. These values were promoted not
only in cities but also in villages and rural areas, with many Algerian teachers committing to this
civilizing mission. Even the National Liberation Front, in recognition of the importance of science
and scholars, sent delegations of students abroad both East and West for studies in various scientific,
technical, and social fields .

Thus, Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik received his early education under the guidance of Sheikh
Abderrahman El-Yellouli and Sheikh Mohamed Arzeki Cherfaoui *?, a prominent figure from the
Kabylie region and an alumnus of Al-Azhar University, who earned his degree in 1921. Ait Seddik
remembered him, saying: “Once you are with him, his intellectual brilliance overwhelms you,
captivating you with the power of his reasoning and the depth of his theoretical and philosophical

meanings” 13,

At Ez-Zitouna University, he studied under more than thirty scholars, each leaving a lasting
intellectual mark on his academic, cultural, and literary life 4. Among them was Sheikh Fadel Ibn
Ashour, who introduced him to Ibn Khaldun and his philosophy one of the most notable reformist
figures during a period of religious and liberationist Islamic awakening. This influence appeared in
Ait Seddik’s writings, books, and lectures. He stated that he never missed a single lecture by Ibn
Ashour over five years. He credited him with strengthening his faith, solidifying his belief in Islam,
and helping him overcome hardships and obstacles in his pursuit of knowledge *°.

Other influential teachers included Sheikh Ahmed Al-Juraidi, a specialist in morphology; Sheikh
Mohamed Al-Kalbouzi, from whom he studied rhetoric and the fundamentals of jurisprudence; and
Sheikh Al-Arabi Al-Anani, who taught him eloquence. He also benefited from the literary brilliance
of Mukhtar Al-Wazir and the poet Mohamed Bouchareb 6. The latter was an Ez-Zitouna graduate,
and Ait Seddik considered the university his initial reformist ground. He was mentioned in
correspondence by Mohamed Al-Aid Al-Khalifa as having “a great impact in reviving Ez-Zitouna
College from a dark past, when it faltered between imitation and rigidity, into a bright and enlightened

present” %',
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His study of the Prophet's biography came under Mustafa Al-°Athmoudi, in addition to his training
in jurisprudence with Belkacem Belkhedher. These figures collectively shaped his linguistic,
doctrinal, religious, and intellectual foundation.

Fields of Reform According to Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik:

The totality of religious and linguistic distortions implemented by colonial policies not only French
but also those of other colonizing powers were unified in their project of erasing the national identity
of the colonized peoples by distorting their religious principles and linguistic meanings, given that all
Arab countries are Muslim. The social, psychological, economic, and political structure of these
societies stems from the Qur'an. This explains the fierce assault on the Arabic language and the Holy
Qur’an particularly its interpretation and the principles of jurisprudence.

From this emerges the notion of religious, linguistic, and human reform, since Islam considers the
human being to be the foundation, center, and starting point for any transformation in all areas of life.
“ageiily e |5 500 5 a3 L 333 Y U 5P (Surah Ar-Ra’d, Ayah 11).

The reformist movements, through their pioneers whether in the East like Abd al-Rahman al-
Kawakibi, Muhammad Abduh, and others, or in the West like Abdelhamid Ben Badis, the founder
and leader of the Association of Muslim Scholars understood that comprehensive reform is rooted in
awareness, which is based on knowledge and moral and political values, namely justice among all
members of society. Reform was seen as a process: first identifying societal corruption, then treating
it, and ultimately eliminating it as a final stage.

Thus, the banner of reform was religious and worldly knowledge, regarded as two levels of
knowledge not two separate kinds of knowledge, as many anti-reform thinkers claim.

_I Religious Field:

The French seizure of all Islamic endowments (awqaf) deliberately disregarded all Algerian
structures and institutions, which had been sources of scientific and religious learning. This was
accompanied by tight control over mosques and all their activities, including education, worship,
zakat, and social life. The mosque was an institution that distributed aid to the poor and fairly
allocated alms and zakat given by Muslims. It also provided free education to Algerian children and
settled disputes within the community, keeping them away from French administrative structures,
which were ignorant of the people's internal affairs.

Thus, undermining the role of mosques and Qur’anic schools led to a rise in religious ignorance,
causing religion to become entangled with many customs and traditions contrary to the principle of
monotheism in Islam such as the building and visiting of saints’ graves, making vows, charlatanry,
magical practices, innovations, and superstitions: “including what male and female visitors to graves
and shrines practice of innovations and denials.” *8

From this point, Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik continued the path of the Association of Muslim
Scholars, working to purify belief from innovations and manifestations of polytheism. His effort
was clearly demonstrated in his book Magasid al-Qur’an, in which he highlighted many aspects of
Islamic creed in a simplified and clear manner. He called for a return to the Book of Allah the Holy
Qur’an to overcome the various distortions that had affected Muslim belief and behavior: “Muslims
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cannot be reformed or happy except by returning to the Qur’an, which was revealed by their Creator,
who knows what benefits them.” 1°

For this reason, he focused on several key steps:
e Memorizing and interpreting the Holy Qur’an
e Adhering to everything it encourages in terms of good and repelling evil

e Reflecting on its meanings and understanding its objectives, because “it is the firmest bond
that unites all Muslims across the globe. It is also the source of their pride and glory, the
encyclopedia of their knowledge, the university of their culture, the origin of their legislation,
and the source of their rulings.” %

Understanding and contemplating the Qur’an makes the Muslim upright both in heart and in
practice.

_/ Field of Education and Schooling:

Religious reform necessitates reform in language, and its application lies in education and schooling.
During the colonial period, systematic ignorance was imposed: schools were closed to Algerians,
and only a few were allowed to reach secondary level fewer still to university. Reformist minds in
Algeria recognized this, and turned the zawiyas which the colonial authorities allowed to remain
only because they were seen as centers of superstition and ignorance into beacons of knowledge and
enlightenment.

The reformers structured educational levels and organized curricula by building educational
administration within the zawiyas, classifying students according to their level. Thus, the Islamic
educational system of the Middle Ages became the foundation for the reform project in Algeria,
which continued through Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik.

In 1951, he taught at the El-Yelloulia zawiya, establishing a formal educational system and
structured curriculum for its students away from the eyes of colonial administration. He also
introduced a general lecture attended by all students, which held critical importance in two main
aspects:

e Intellectual development and spiritual preparation
e National and psychological readiness for the revolution

He described the aim of his lectures: “My goal in these lectures was for students to live in their era,
to keep up with the developments of life, and to open their eyes to what was happening around them,
so they could deeply feel these values: pride in manhood, zeal for religion, human dignity, true
patriotism, self-respect, and the beauty of freedom.” 2

For him, religious sciences alone were not enough. They had to be supported by other fields to
strengthen students’ academic foundation. He therefore added literary, linguistic, and cultural
lessons, as well as collections of poetry. In doing so, he reinforced the mission of the Association
of Muslim Scholars to awaken determination, sow the spirit of renaissance in the Algerian people,
and create a climate for creativity and discovery. 2

_I Field of Language:
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The hostile and exclusionary policy against the Arabic language reduced its use to limited family
circles where the French presence was absent. “French colonialism attempted to create the illusion
that classical Arabic was no longer suitable in this era.” Reform pioneers in Algeria, foremost among
them Abdelhamid Ben Badis, were fully aware of this danger 2. The claim was that Arabic was an
old language incapable of encompassing French civilization what Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik
referred to as linguistic colonization: “Linguistic occupation is more dangerous to a nation than
territorial occupation, for linguistic occupation, in its profound meaning, is the occupation of
thought, emotion, and culture.” 24

Thus, the policy of non-surrender remained a constant among Algeria’s reformers in general and
with Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik in particular. His teaching always centered on the Arabic tongue,
as it is the only proper gateway to life both intellectually and practically: “It is the language of
human thought, as it is the vessel of the Holy Qur’an, which overflows with Islamic principles,
values, and teachings.” %°

The absence of Arabic from our intellectual life is dangerous, as it severs us from our history a goal
the French colonial system worked hard to achieve. Arabic was the key to our past; eliminating it
meant eliminating our entire history. It also cuts us off from the Qur’an, the constitution of Muslim
life. The aim was to sever the prey from its roots, making it easier to erase and reshape our cultural
heritage. But the reformers understood this and tied language to independence: “Learning Arabic in
this era is even more necessary and obligatory to achieve personal independence.” 28

Arabic is not merely a set of letters used to express thoughts and emotions it is the repository of a
nation’s values, the guardian of its identity, and the carrier of its heritage. It is enough honor that
we speak the language chosen by Allah, the Almighty, for His Holy Book the Qur’an, the
constitution and guiding light of the Ummah.

To achieve this reformist goal in language, thought, and behavior human awareness of his
civilizational role is essential, for it is he who will bring this vision to fruition.

The Existential Mission of the Human Being:

We will not address the question of man throughout the history of philosophy a topic that has
consumed much ink, occupied many minds, and generated vast philosophical theories. This lies
beyond the scope of this specific study. Instead, we will answer this question within the framework
of Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik’s reformist philosophy.

His view aligns with the general perspective of the Islamic faith: man is a relational being, and the
purpose of his existence is to achieve development through balance with his existential components.
("ol G (2a i€ e abliliad s el iz w555 Jaally sl 3 abides s o L UK 35 (Surah All-
Isra’, 70)

This and other Qur’anic verses clarify the distinguished status of man, whom Allah has honored above
all creatures through the gift of reason. It is an affirmation from Allah Almighty of human dignity,

what He has endowed man with, what He has tasked him with, and how He has subjected the cosmic
laws to be in harmony with the nature of human life ',

Man’s rational faculty, which God granted him, makes him a bearer of his existential mission in
accordance with the values of freedom and will. It was by divine wisdom that man was created
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capable of both guidance and misguidance and was left free to choose between them 28, Therefore,
adherence to religion and its principles is the sole source affirming his humanity, as it deals with both
his spiritual and material dimensions simultaneously. Progress and development are not possible
without this unity, and without balance, man cannot achieve wholeness though not perfection.

Thus, man is a relational being, living in integrated relationships first with his Creator, then with
himself, and finally with others in a balanced civilizational framework. This balance is only achieved
within the relational integration: with God, with the self, and with others.

The relationship with the Creator is the foundation and starting point of man’s entire existence.
Without delving into various philosophical interpretations and theoretical aspects of human nature
and creation, the concept in Islamic philosophy is clear and explicit. This bond profoundly affects
human behavior, social life, destiny, and the hereafter. It is an inner awareness what matters is not
the mere link but the lived and conscious connection. Its signs are: faith, alertness, responsibility, and
awareness that Allah is One and does not sleep, along with the understanding of three foundational
principles of divine care:

e Creation (Allah is the Creator of man)
e Sustenance (Allah is the Sustainer of human existence and continuity)
e Protection (Allah is the Protector in this world and the hereafter) 2°

The ultimate goal of man is the pursuit of good in its highest form, leading to existential peace and
tranquility. On one hand, man is subject to the will of Allah, just like all other creatures, but on the
other, he possesses the power of choice and change through the faculty of reason. This gift is a
fundamental support in his relationship with both the physical universe and human existence. It is
among the greatest virtues, for it enables the understanding of the truths of all things .

From this stem the basis of unity in monotheism among all Muslims, regardless of race, ethnicity, or
sect. The bond between Muslims is one of brotherhood, a sacred existential link, which is reflected
in the principle of social solidarity within the family, the community, the Ummabh, and all of humanity.
This is evident in all acts of worship and rituals: charity, zakat, Ramadan, prayer, and pilgrimage.

This foundational value is present in all dimensions scientific, political, moral, economic, and
civilizational. Islam aims, through its guidance, to make the individual humane in all actions and
behaviors. To be the best nation, we must first be the best individuals:

“Human unity is a self-evident and undeniable truth. All human beings are brothers and originate
from the same source.” 3!

Therefore, the only true measure of merit among people is tagwa consciousness of Allah.
The Religious and Civilizational Horizon of the Human Being:

What is meant here are the practical mechanisms and behavioral practices through which the human
being fulfills the purpose of his existence in this universe, within the framework of optimal
relationality. The manifestation of this purpose does not require philosophical theories or intellectual
analysis the principle is as clear as sunlight: what the inner self holds is reflected in intellectual,
psychological, social, and moral behavior.
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“Confession by the tongue, belief in the heart, submission by the limbs, and surrender to Allah in all
that He decrees and ordains.” 32

Thus, religion remains ever-present in the life of a Muslim: it awakens the heart, directs toward virtue,
enlivens the conscience, commands good deeds, and warns against evil producing spiritual awareness
that leads to sound civilization.

Civilization is founded on reform, correction, and continuous self-evaluation and evaluation of others.
Civilization is both spirit and matter, and its development depends on the degree of integration
between the two.

The principle of progress and development in the thought of Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik is Islamic
in nature, rooted in divine law. His experience draws from Algerian society, which gives his thinking
its authenticity, as it originates from the national experience. He saw the essence of the human being
in the balance between soul and body, and in living harmoniously with fellow members of his nation
and with humanity as a whole thus laying the foundations of a universal human civilization.

CONCLUSION:

Mohamed Salah Ait Seddik, as a twenty-first-century Algerian thinker, succeeded in transforming
heritage into a vibrant and evolving culture. The reform of the human being and his life was his central
concern, much like his peers among the pioneers of reform and renewal in Algeria at the end of the
twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century. His starting points in all his studies were the
Algerian human being by homeland, Muslim by faith, and Arab by thought. He was one of the most
brilliant reformist fighters in Algeria, North Africa, and the Arab and Islamic world.

This reflects a distinctive philosophy that takes the human being as its starting point, with a strong
focus on religion as a fundamental pillar for a successful human life.
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