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TEXT AND ITS CULTURAL
INTERPRETATION

E. A. Rezvan

THE QUR’AN AND ITS WORLD.
IX. THE TRIUMPH OF DIVERSITY: MUSLIM EXEGESIS*

The events which took place after Muhammad's death
brought to light numerous questions which the Qur’an could
not answer directly. This became even more obvious after
the end of the Arab conquests and the emergence on the
subjugated territories of a new socio-cultural community. At
that period Arab-Muslim society encountered many prob-
lems which differed considerably from those it had previ-
ously faced. On the one hand, this gave birth to the appear-
ance of other sources of Muslim law, primarily the sunna,
whose significance steadily increased, and, on the other, it
fostered the emergence of numerous “metaphoric” com-
mentaries on the Qur’an which drifted ever farther from the
direct meaning of the text. In effect, it has resulted in the
creation of new “Scriptures” by the followers of various
schools of thought.

The as yet unformed nature of the early Islamic theol-
ogy, the absence of generally recognised institutions and
procedures comparable to the Christian ecumenical councils
for ratifying religious dogma and criteria for determining
the “truth” of this or that position or statute inevitably gave
rise to countless disputes within the Muslim community.
These conflicts touched on the most important questions of
the faith. Diversity of thought became an inalienable trait of
Islam, so that the problem of the “true faith” came to be in-
soluble [1].

As a cultural symbiosis, marked by Muslim culture's
broad assimilation of the accomplishments of the peoples it
conquered, took shape within the Muslim state, the theoreti-
cal conception of the social-religious system naturally grew
more complex. The centre of that system was the Qur’an,
which brought together the basic semantic “inventory” of
the culture and formed many aspects of the world-view

“That thou mayest make clear to mankind what was sent down to them”

The Qur’an, 16:44

characteristic of its followers. Since the culturally and lin-
guistically alien environment influenced greatly the Islamic
assimilation of ideas, customs, and commonplace assump-
tions, which were fundamentally foreign to it, the
“guardians of the true faith” who strove to base their views
solely on the propositions established by the Qur’an and
sunna became intransigent enemies of all “impermissible”
innovations. The problem of “tradition and innovation” runs
through the entire history of Islam up to the current day.

We have already spoken of the Qur’an as a sacral text,
the true meaning of which is always broader than its direct
meaning; the text is always augmented by the associations
and images which it evokes in readers and listeners. At
various times and in various socio-cultural and ethnic con-
texts, the range of these associations varied significantly.
The diachronic study of Qur’anic exegesis as the reaction of
Arab-Muslim society to the Qur’an represents, hence, an
attempt to recreate the real history of the text. In this sense,
the Qur’an and Muslim exegesis form a kind of unity and a
unique religious, social, and historical document [2].

As a modern scholar puts it, “calligraphy is the first sa-
cred duty of the pen, commentary the second” [3]. Indeed,
numerous commentaries on the Qur’an reflected political
and religious convictions and national and cultural predi-
lections of their authors, be they Sunnis or Shi‘ites, Sifis or
Isma‘ilis, inhabitants of Egypt or Khorasan, Muslim Spain
or India. Their approaches to interpreting the text, the ap-
pearance and development of various instruments for its
analysis, were indissolubly linked to the ideological needs
of the age [4]. Internal conflicts gave way to foreign inva-
sions, periods of prosperity were followed by years of hun-
ger and poverty, capitals fell and dynasties perished, and

* In concluding our publication of E. A. Rezvan's series of articles, “The Qur’an and its world”, the author and the editors of the jour-
nal would like to express their sincere gratitude to all readers who responded to this publication. We are pleased to announce that a re-
worked and significantly expanded version of this series will appear in the near future as a separate book under the same title as the series.
Orders for this richly illustrated edition should be sent to the journal's editors.
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each age viewed the Qur’an through its own eyes, each gen-
eration fashioned its own readings of the Sacred text. As
one of the key elements in the system of traditional Muslim
education, commentaries (fafsirs) on the Qur’an formed,

The first interpreter of the revelation was Muhammad
himself: “We have sent down to thee the Remembrance (al-
dhikr) that thou mayest make clear (/i-tubayyina) to man-
kind what was sent down to them” (16:44). Such clarifica-
tions must have made up an indispensable part of Muham-
mad's preaching and undoubtedly found their way into the
Qur’an, forming the first, basic “level” of interpretation.

Both the Muslim tradition and the analysis of the text of
the Qur’an show that throughout his life, Muhammad con-
tinued to return to revelations he had uttered earlier, intro-
ducing changes. In aya 2:106, we learn that Allah can com-
pel Muhammad to forget certain earlier ayat, that he can ab-
rogate them, replacing them with better or similar ayat.
These words were uttered in response to the accusations of
opponents that the Prophet allowed himself undue liberties
with the “words of Allah”. At times, such changes were ap-
parently of an arbitrary nature: one word would be replaced
by another of similar meaning. Muslim tradition reports a
curious incident in which Muhammad listened in the
mosque to a person reciting the Qur’an from memory and
realised that the excerpt being recited contained a verse or
verses which he had forgotten. Sometimes, the changes in-
troduced by Muhammad into the text of his revelations be-
tray certain tendencies. This may explain the disappearance
in the Qur'an of the term hanifiyya, replaced almost
throughout by is/am, which represented a move to distance
himself from the representatives of other contemporary
Arabian monotheistic movements [6]. In any case, the
Prophet's opponents repeatedly drew attention to inaccura-
cies in the transmission of previously uttered revelations.
The appearance of @yat close in meaning but textually di-
vergent from those uttered earlier provoked disputes and
disagreements: “It is He who sent down upon thee the
Book, wherein are verses clear (muhkamat) that are the Es-
sence of the Book, and others ambiguous (mutashabihat).
As for those in whose hearts is swerving, they follow the
ambiguous part, desiring dissension, and desiring its inter-
pretation (ta'wiluhu); and none knows its interpretation,
save only God. And those firmly rooted in knowledge say,
‘We believe in it; all is from our Lord’...” (3:7). This aya
would later give rise to a special theory which divided all
ayat into muhkam and mutashabih, with a special procedure
for interpreting the latter [7].

Another form of alteration was the appearance in
Muhammad's preaching of ayar which abrogated earlier
ayat [8], a phenomenon conditioned by the development of
Muhammad's own perception of his prophetic mission and
the shifting circumstances of his life over a twenty-two-year
period. The most famous case is that of the “Satanic verses”
in which Muhammad agreed to consider the pagan deities
al-Lat, al-‘Uzza and Manat intermediaries between Allah
and people (53:19—22 and 22:52) [9]. Later, within the
complex of the Qur’anic sciences (‘ilm al-Qur’an wa-I-
tafsir) there arose the special field of ‘ilm nasikh al-Qur'an
wa-mansiukhuhu, a field closely associated with Muslim
law. By establishing the chronological interrelation of ayat,

and continue to form today, the world-outlook of millions of
Muslims. Hundreds of extant commentaries convey to us
their authors' unique understanding of the Qur’an, repre-
senting an astonishing monument to ages past[5].

legal scholars strove to determine which aya could not serve
as the basis for legal pronouncements because they were
later abrogated. It was clarified, for instance, that ayat
“Then, when the sacred months are drawn away, slay the
idolaters, wherever you find them, and take them, and con-
fine them, and lie in wait for them at every place of am-
bush” (9:5) abrogates one hundred twenty four ayat [10].

An analysis of such texts demonstrates that almost im-
mediately after the Prophet's death, among the texts he had
left behind which made up the Qur’an, a certain small group
of ayat (around 40) was considered “abrogated”. These
were, in turn, linked with the abrogating ayat. Taken to-
gether, they represented a fairly distinct group in which the
chronological place of each ayar was clearly recog-
nised [11].

Thus, already in the course of Muhammad's prophetic
activities, the contents of his message, which made up the
text of the Qur’an, underwent significant changes: certain
ayat which had been uttered earlier were replaced by new
ayat, others received a new interpretation. The specifics of
the text rendered many ayat incomprehensible to neophytes.
As a result, Muhammad was compelled to provide new in-
terpretations of revelations which had already been pro-
nounced. It remains unclear, however, to what extent
Muhammad considered it permissible for others to provide
commentary on the revelations he received. The contradic-
tory testimony of the sunna provided arguments both for
supporters and opponents of interpreting the sacred text and
served to generate heated discussions.

Muhammad's listeners retained in their memories the
circumstances in which many ayat were uttered (asbab al-
nuzil) and the causes of the Prophet's polemics with his op-
ponents. Without this, many Qur’anic verses would remain
difficult to comprehend. The “bundled” material of the ‘ilm
asbab al-nuzil and ‘ilm nasikh wa-mansiikh retained an
extremely important layer of information which in one form
or another made its way into the majority of the tafstrs and
reflected the actual history of the Qur’an's emergence. As
the chronological gap between the age of the Prophet grew
larger and as Islam spread into a new socio-cultural arena,
the importance of these interpretations grew apace.

At first, the Qur’an was largely interpreted orally, as
recitation was accompanied by interpretation. Certain ayat
and siras were frequently commented upon by the imam in
the mosque after the Friday khutba. Certain people began to
gather these materials in a systematic way, gradually be-
coming authorities in the field. Certainly, like other relig-
ious teachings, Islam was vulgarised as it spread. New re-
cipients of the faith themselves became popularising
preachers. Story-tellers (qussas) who performed at markets
and in city streets added their own interpretations to
Qur’anic texts, often enriching them with parallel materials
from the Judaeo-Christian cultural context. Popular “stories
about the prophets” (gisas al-anbiya’) made up a special
literary genre, becoming an indispensable part of tafsirs and
introducing into them new ideas and images.
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The biography of Muhammad (sira) was also partialy
an interpretation of the Qur’an: aya in it are integrated into
the context of events. The complex of dyar which are con-
nected with legal norms sanctioned by the Prophet was the
subject of careful study and interpretation in the works of
Muslim legal scholars. The first Arab lexicographic and
grammatical works were also linked in large degree with the
need to interpret the Qur’an [12]. The emergence of a com-
plex of Qur’anic sciences took place in close interrelation
with the development of the teaching of “readings” (al-
gira’at) of the Sacred book. This progressed in the frame-
work of Islam's formations as a dogmatic system, in which
the Qur’an was pronounced the main “miracle” (mu Yiza),
the main divine sign (aya), the main proof of the superiority
of Islamic religious doctrine, and the confirmation (burhan)
of the truth of Muhammad's prophecy.

The interpretation of the Qur’an as a special field arose
in the course of the Muslim sunna's development. For many
years, it did not stand out as an independent discipline. The
tafsir of ‘Abdallah b. Wahb (743—812), one of the earliest
texts of its kind to have reached us, is in form closer to a
musnad [13].

A special section on the interpretation of the Qur’an is
contanied in al-BukharT's (810—870) famed collection of
hadiths — al-Sahih [14]. This section can be traced to the
collections of hadiths which appeared in the second half of
the seventh century. All of them were based on the principle
that “the sunna explicates the Qur’an”. The Kitab al-
tafsir [15] can, it seems, be considered one of the most im-
portant works to result from the development of this ten-
dency. Chapter 65 of the Kitab al-tafsir, forming a key sec-
tion of the work, contains 457 hadiths. Al-Bukhari collected
materials on each of the si#ras in the Qur’an. The hadiths
are prefaced by brief lexicographic remarks with reference
to Ibn ‘Abbas, Mujahid (d. ca. 719—722) or one of their
pupils, although they occasionally lack references. In thirty-
one instances, these remarks alone make up the contents of
the section on a specific siara (for example, sara 97). As
F. Sezgin has showed, a significant part of the lexical mate-
rial cited by al-BukharT goes back to the work Majaz al-
Qur'an by Abt ‘Ubayda (d. 825) [16].

The choice of hadiths demonstrates the rigorous stan-
dards the author applied to their veracity. Far from all ayar
receive commentary, and it is a rare case when more than
one hadith is cited for a single dya. Seventy-six individuals
figure as primary transmitters in al-Bukhart's work. These
are mainly ashab and the best known authorities of the sec-
ond generation. In terms of its composition, this chapter in
al-BukharT's work differs somewhat from the others. Taking
into account the fact that the author also penned a work en-
titled al-Tafsir al-kabir, the Kitab al-tafsir can be viewed as
the result of preparatory research for a more general work.
Qur’anic texts are frequently cited by al-BukharT in other
chapters of al-Sahih.

Also, one of the earliest specific works on the interpre-
tation of the Qur’an to have reached us is the tafsir attrib-
uted to Abii-l-Hasan Mugatil b. Sulayman al-Azdr al-Balkhi
(d. 767), a mufassir who belonged to the generation of so-
called followers (al-tabi ‘iin), who gleaned their knowledge
of the Muslim tradition and scholarship directly from the
companions (ashab) of the Prophet [17]. He is considered
the founder of such important approaches in Muslim exege-
sis as the narrative approach, which broadened through in-
terpretation the content of the Sacred scripture, the lexical-

grammatical approach, the symbolic-allegorical approach,
and, finally, the approach intended to satisfy the needs of
legal science. In addition to a large tafsir, Muqatil b.
Sulayman is also credited with works on the interpretation
of groups of ayat and siras, the circumstances of the reve-
lation (asbab al-nuzal), the language of the Qur’an (specifi-
cally, instances of homonymy and polysemy in the Qur’an
— al-wujah wa-l-naza'ir), one of the first works on the
“abrogating and abrogated” ayat (al-nastkh wa-I-mansiikh),
and an anti-Qadarite treatise.

Although a number of contemporary works dispute [18]
or question Mugqatil b. Sulayman's authorship of the large
tafsir, in most cases and with certain reservations, the text
of this work is treated as authentic and viewed as a basis for
judgements on the author’s contribution to the development
of Muslim exegesis [19].

Clearly, the tafsir attributed to Mugqatil b. Sulayman
underwent certain alterations in the process of its transmis-
sion. The very use of the term tafsir in the work's title gives
rise to doubt. But an analysis of the text allows one to
glimpse the outlines of an earlier work which reflects a dif-
ferent stage in the emergence of ‘ilm al-Qur’an wa-l-tafsir
as a genre. Of note is the underdeveloped state of the termi-
nological apparatus. Researchers have found many parallels
and material for fruitful juxtaposition with, for example, the
Sira of Ibn Ishaq (d. 767) / Ibn Hisham (d. 833 or 828) or
the renowned al-Muwatta’ by Malik b. Anas (d. 796) [20].

Of significant interest is the material broadly included
in the tafsir by its author which goes back to a group of
Judaeo-Christian legends and traditions (gisas al-anbiya’).
Such stories were common among the story-tellers (qussas)
from whose ranks emerged Mugqatil b. Sulayman. They sig-
nificantly augmented Qur’anic tales and noted by name all
of the figures who appear in some form or another in the
Qur’an. The broad employment of such tales in the tafsir
allowed others to state later that Mugqatil b. Sulayman
“collected folk interpretations” (jama ‘a tafsir al-nas) [21].

Specialised works on the interpretation of the Qur’an
arose within a complex of disciplines which was at first not
divided into separate fields. They inherited a fully formed
procedure for conducting research and an emergent termi-
nological apparatus [22]. It seems that one can state that the
tradition of writing down tafsirs has existed since the mid-
dle of the second century of the Hijra.

As is the case with the significant changes in the out-
ward appearance of the Qur’an, about which we have writ-
ten earlier [23], the appearance of ‘ilm al-Qur’an wa-I-
tafsir is in large part linked to the intensification of ideo-
logical struggle between the ‘Alids and ‘Abbasids toward
the end of Umayyad rule. Tafsirs became an ideological
weapon in the battle for power in the Caliphate. The tafsir
of the Sunni al-Makki (642—722) and the pro-‘Alid com-
mentaries of al-Ju‘fl (d. 745/46) and al-Suddr (d. 744) were
created simultaneously. The tradition of Shi‘ite commen-
taries was energetically developed in al-Kifa, a former
‘Alid stronghold. Shi‘ite authors interpreted a number of
sections in favour of ‘Al and his descendants, making use
of the allegorical interpretation of the Qur’an (ta’wil),
shifting vowellings and logical accents, employing special
manipulations of letters, and seeking out meanings for cer-
tain Qur’anic terms which differed from those accepted by
Sunnis. Jabir b. Yazid (d. 745/46), one of the earliest pro-
‘Alid commentators on the Qur’an, interpreted in precisely
this fashion aya 34:14, which tells the story of Sulayman,
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and aya 12:80, on the story of Yusuf. This approach was
frequently applied to the interpretation of aya 5:67, which
Shi‘ite exegetes linked to the tradition of Muhammad's pro-
claiming ‘AlT his successor (at Ghadir Khumm) [24].
Moreover, pro-‘Alld commentators accused their opponents
of conscious distortion (zakhrif) of the Qur’anic text [25]
and of destroying a number of crucial ayar under ‘Umar I,
‘Uthman and al-Hajjaj. A copy of a Qur’anic manu-
script containing an additional, 115th siara entitled “Two
Luminaries” was copied in Shi‘ite circles and later pub-
lished [26].

In a move undoubtedly linked to ‘Abbasid propaganda,
the role of Muhammad's cousin, ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abbas
(d. 687), was elevated. The tradition, prone to personalis-
ing, dubs him the first interpreter of the Qur’an and honours
him with a number of special epithets (tarjuman al-Qur’an,
al-bahr, habr al-umma, ra’is al-mufassirin). He soon be-
came a symbolic figure who personified an entire age in the
history of the Muslim community [27].

The religious and political situation in the Caliphate
was reflected in discussions in which the correctness of
Shi‘ite ta’'wil was disputed in juxtaposition with Sunni
tafsir. The ‘Abbasid ascent to power and subsequent repres-
sions against the ‘Alids led to the suppression of the pro-
‘Alid tendency in the interpretation of the Qur’an. Its rebirth
coincided with the rule of al-Ma’miin (813—833), who
pursued pro-‘Alid policies.

These disputes spilled out into the city squares and
found expression in the topical poetry of the day, which was
influenced by the conclusions of the rafsirs. Thus, the poet
Marwian b. Abi Hafs, a contemporary of events, wrote the
following lines:

Or do you (‘Alids) reject the word of our God, conveyed by
Jibril to the Prophet and uttered by Him?

The last aya of the sira al-Anfal bears witness to their
(‘Abbasids') legacy, and you would abrogate it? [28].

At issue is dya “those related by blood are nearer to one
another in the Book of God” (8:75) (that is, ‘Abbas is the
legal inheritor of his paternal uncle).

The same poet continues:

Women are not granted a share equal to that of men. The sira
al-An‘am was revealed on this count. When can such a thing be?

It will never be that the descendants of the daughters [Fatima]
received the inheritance of their paternal uncles [29].

Ja‘far b. ‘Affan objected:

Why should it not be? It does in fact happen that the descendants
of the daughters inherit [a legacy] in place of the paternal uncles.

The daughter receives a full half [of the legacy] while the paternal
uncle is left with no share at all [30].

The “disappearance” of the last imam, Muhammad b.
al-Hasan (d. ca. 874), is connected with the appearance in
Shi‘ite circles of a number of works on the interpretation of
eschatological ayat.

At the same time, the tafsirs reflected a sharp rivalry
between two ethno-political unions — the Qahtanids and
the ‘Adnanids (the “Southern” and “Northern” Arabs), a
conflict which grew especially intense in the late seventh
and early eighth centuries. A number of extremely impor-
tant political events is connected with the struggle between

these two groups — the ascent to power of Marwan b. al-
Hakam, who bested the “anti-caliph” ‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr
with the support of the Qahtanids, and Muslim military set-
backs in the South of France. One consequence of this
struggle was the relative ease with which the ‘Abbasids
seized power. Finally, the rivalry between the Qahtanids
and ‘Adnanids in many ways determined the political
history of Muslim Spain.

In their struggle against the “Northern Arabs”, the
“descendants of Qahtan” made broad use of interpretations
of the Qur’an. This interpretative tradition took shape in
Hims, where representatives of the Yemeni cultural elite
began to gather soon after it was conquered by the Arabs.
Among them were the converted Yemeni Jew Ka‘b b.
Ahbar (d. 652) and Wahb b. Munabbih (d. 728), son of a
Persian father and Yemeni mother. According to the tradi-
tion these two men are responsible for the oldest commen-
taries on those sections of the Qur’an which discuss events
in ancient history. They introduced into the context of
Qur’anic interpretation many traditions and legends from
the Judaeo-Christian legacy. Qahtanid commentators at-
tempted to interpret in their own favour a number of ayar
(for example, 47:38; 89:6—7), linking them with Yemen.

The Qahtanids’ opponents, the “sons of ‘Adnan”, also
made use of the Qur’an. They strove to prove, in particular,
that the Qur’anic words on which the Qahtanids based their
claim of Southern Arabian descent, were in fact not Arab.
More importantly, they claimed that the Qur’an was sent
down to the ‘Adnanids and that the Prophet came from their
number [31].

The ‘Abbasid victory led to a diminishment of the Arab
role in political and military life. The Arabs’ opponents
were united by Shu ‘abiyya, an ideological movement di-
rected against Arab cultural hegemony. The Shu‘ubites also
employed the Qur’an in their polemic, especially aya
“O mankind, We have created you male and female, and
appointed you races and tribes (shu ‘ab wa gaba'il), that you
may know one another” (49:13). They asserted that the
word shu ‘ub (peoples) referred to the Persians. It stands be-
fore the word gaba'il (“tribes”; in their view, “Arabs”), and
“what comes before is more worthy than what comes at the
end”. Their opponents, also with recourse to the Qur’an, re-
sponded that, for example, in their address *“‘Company of
jinn and mankind’” (6:130), the word jinns comes first,
while people are superior to jinns. The opponents of the
Shu‘ubites stressed in particular the exclusive nature of the
Arabic language, the language of the Qur’an. “I am an Arab,
and the Qur’an is Arabic, and the language of those who
dwell in paradise is also Arabic”, asserted one popular anti-
Shu‘dbite hadith [32]. To buttress their position, the
anti-Shu‘tbites cited the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas, connect-
ing in particular a number of lexicographical items with his
name [33].

One consequence of the Shu‘libite movement was the
appearance of tafsir-translations of the Qur’an, first into
Persian [34], and later into Turkic [35].

Qur’anic commentaries also reflected disputes between
supporters of various brands of “local patriotism”, who as-
serted the primacy of this or that city (fada'il al-buldan,
fada’il al-amakin) in polemics closely linked to the political
situation of the day. To this aim, attempts were made to
prove that a certain event mentioned in the Qur’an occurred
in a specific place, the merits of which the commentator
wished to underscore [36].
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The sharp ideological disputes which stemmed from the
struggle of various forces for supreme control of the
Caliphate were also reflected in the division of the commu-
nity into proponents of a literal understanding and interpre-
tation of the Qur’anic text (ahl al-zahir) and those who
sought in the Qur’an the “hidden”, “secret” meaning (ah/ al-
batin). A corresponding hadith arose: “Not a single verse of
the Qur’an was revealed to me without it having the zahir
and the batin” [37]. Abi Muhammad Sahl b. ‘Abdallah al-
Tustart (ca. 818—896), a theoretician of early Sufism and
Qur’anic commentator, was one of the first to interpret the
Qur’an in the batin vein. [38]. The approximately ten works
which are ascribed to him represent his pupils’ efforts to
gather and record his statements, sermons, and commentar-
ies on various suaras and ayat. The symbolic-allegorical in-
terpretation of the Qur’an allowed al-Tustari to develop
a number of theses which were later to play an important
role in the formation of Sufi cosmogony, gnoseology, and
psychology. They provided intellectual support for the
works of such outstanding Safi thinkers as al-Hallaj
(d. 922), al-Sulami (d. 1021), al-Kushayri (d. 1072), al-
Baql1 (d. 1209). They found later development in the works
of al-Ghazall and Ibn ‘Arabi. Al-Tustart's ideas and images
served as the conceptual basis of the al-salimiyya school,
which was created at the turn of the ninth—tenth centuries
in Basra by his followers.

Al-Tustart's Tafsir was drawn up among his closest pu-
pils in Basra, it is thought, around 888—902. It is the earli-
est extant Suft work of its type. Before the text assumed its
final form in 1156, it was transmitted for many years by his
followers. Nonetheless, an investigation of al-TustarT's
Tafsir by G. Bowering [39] has convincingly demonstrated
the authenticity of the surviving text. The Tafsir is frag-
mentary and presents commentaries of varying length (from
several words to a page of text) on approximately one thou-
sand Qur’anic excerpts. It includes literal and metaphorical
interpretations of Qur’anic phrases and expressions, exam-
ples from the sunna of Muhammad and legends about the
ancient prophets, accounts of the views and practices of
early Suff thinkers and al-Tustart himself, episodes from his
life, and sermons addressed to his pupils and his answers to
their questions.

Three structural levels of the text are evident. The first,
and most basic, consists of commentaries on Qur’anic frag-
ments which reveal their “evident” (zahir) and “hidden”
(batin) meaning. In such commentaries, al-TustarT employs
Qur’anic texts not only to buttress his ideas but to give the
impulse to mystic inspiration. The second level is composed
of al-Tustar?’s utterances and teachings on various ques-
tions, mystical interpretations of legendary episodes from
the lives of the ancient prophets. The third structural level
represents later additions to the text which evidently go
back to his followers. The majority of edifying tales from
the life of al-Tustart and other Siifis belong to this level.

The disputes over the concepts of tafsir (interpretation,
clarification) and ta'wil (return to an origin, beginning)
unfolded in the context of the polemic between supporters
of ahl al-zahir and ahl al-batin. A large variety of opinions
were expressed. Mugqatil b. Sulayman asserted that tafsir
is what is known to the ‘w/lama’, while ta'wil is that which
is known to Allah alone. Al-Maturidi (d. 944) believed that
tafsir belonged to the companions of Muhammad, ta 'wil
to the fugaha' (al-tafsir li-l-sahaba wa-l-ta'wil li-I-

fuqaha’) [40].

The opinion of Abu Ja‘far Muhammad b. Jarir al-
Tabari (838—923), an outstanding historian and exegete
who worked successfully in many different disciplines (figh,
lexicography, grammar, poetry, ethics, mathematics, and
medicine), acquired significant authority in this regard [41].
Far from all of al-Tabart's works have reached us, but his
fundamental “History of Prophets and Kings” and his multi-
volume tafsir, which provides a summation of the preceding
era of Muslim exegesis, represent the result of many years
of painstaking work and testify to al-TabarT's exclusive eru-
dition. The appearance of al-Tabarl's work provides yet
further proof of the tenth century’s liminal importance, a
phenomenon we described earlier [42]. That time saw the
completion of extremely important and essentially unsur-
passed works on the Qur’an, the outward appearance of
which was altered as well.

In the breadth of material it encompasses and in the
objectivity with which al-Tabari cites varied and frequently
contradictory views, his tafsir is without equals in the his-
tory of Muslim exegesis. Al-TabarT's work includes frag-
ments of many works by his predecessors which have not
come down to us, providing us with unique materials on the
early development of Muslim exegesis. At a time of pitched
debate over the concepts of tafsir — ta’wil, al-TabarT pro-
posed something of a compromise view. He divided
Qur’anic texts into three categories: (i) those which are in-
accessible to human understanding, their true meaning is
known only to Allah; (ii) those which can only be compre-
hended with recourse to the traditional clarifications
stretching back to the Prophet himself; (iii) those, the inter-
pretive complexities of which are linguistic and can be re-
solved with the help of philology. Al-Tabari ’s views on the
methodology of working with the text exerted a powerful
influence on future generations of Muslim exegetes. Based
on the principle that the “sunna explains the Qur’an” (sunna
tufassiru I-Qur’an), al-TabarT's work was an extraordinarily
important achievement for that strain of Islamic exegesis
which received the name al-tafsir bi-I-ma’thar (interpreta-
tion with the aid of tradition). The editor of the newest edi-
tion of the work has calculated that from the first siira to
aya 14:25 (which is where publication has stopped)
al-TabarT employed 20,787 hadiths [43].

Later, al-Suyut1 (d. 1505), whose name closes the reg-
ister of outstanding medieval Muslim exegetes, summed up
another view which took shape around the concepts of tafsir
— ta’'wil. According to al-Suyuti safsir is the transmission
of wisdom gathered by preceding Islamic authorities; ta 'wil
stems from the study of the text. Viewed formally, the
following distinction is stressed: tafsir is the interpretation
of those passages which permit only one interpretation
(al-tafsir dhii wajh); ta'wil permits several (al-ta'wil dhii
wujih) [44].

One should note, however, that the opposition between
tafsir and ta’'wil is appropriate only in the context of the
polemic between ahl al-batin and ahl al-zahir. At all times
a significant number of Muslims either did not take part in
the polemic or acknowledged the correctness of both ap-
proaches. For them, the terms ta‘wil and tafsir were fre-
quently synonymous, which is reflected in the titles of many
interpretations of the Qur’an [45].

The phenomenon which stands somewhat aside from
the histiry of the Qur’an text's interpritation but is closely
connected with the theme is the appearance of new
“Qur’ans” as result of the complex ethno-social and ethno-
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cultural process underway in the Caliphate. Throughout the
history of Islam, people appeared in one place or another
who laid claim to the title of mahdi (messiah). Many of
them drew up their own “scriptures” [46]. One of the first
mahdi in Islamic history was Salih b. Tarif, who headed in
748—749 the powerful Berber tribal association of Bar-
ghawata. He created in the Berber language a “Qur’an”
consisting of 80 “siras”. The ideas espoused by Salih rep-
resented a complex conglomerate of basic Sunni views, tra-
ditional Berber beliefs, and Kharijite ethics which stemmed
from clan and tribal democracy and Shi‘ite influences [47].

The growing complexity of Islam as a socio-religious
system signified a new stage in the interpretation of the
Qur’an. The Mu‘tazilites — representatives of the first for-
midable thrust in theoretical Muslim theology (kalam) —
engaged in the interpretation of the Qur’an with recourse to
personal opinion (al-tafsir bi-l-ra’y or diraya), or
“rationalistic ta'wil”. This practice was deemed impermis-
sible by their opponents, primarily the Hanbalites and their
followers, who supported the interpretation of the Qur’an
with the aid of hadiths and the Musim tradition (al-tafsir
bi-I-"ilm, tafsir bi-I-ma’thir, or riwaya). For their part, the
Mu‘tazilites referred to the Qur’an, citing those ayar linked
with the above-mentioned polemic between Muhammad and
his opponents. Most frequently cited was aya 3:7 on the
mutashabihat. According to the Mu‘tazilites, the
“ambiguous” ayat, those which contradicted logical conclu-
sions, should be viewed as metaphors (majaz) and inter-
preted by means of al-tafsir bi-l-ra’y. With the aid of
“logical conclusions” they reinterpreted everything which
contradicted their teaching about higher divine justice
(al-‘adl) and the transcendental nature of divine essence
(al-tawhid), in particular, the anthropomorphic conceptions
of divinity which are recorded in the Qur’an [48].

The best known Mu‘tazilite commentary on the Qur’an
was created by Mahmud b. ‘Umar Abi-l-Qasim al-
Zamakhshart (1075—1144), a famous Mu‘tazilite theolo-
gian, legal scholar of the Hanafite school, philologist, and
literary figure [49]. Thanks to the title of his tafsir,
Al-Kashshaf ‘an haqa’iq al-tanzil, completed in Mecca in
1134, al-Zamakhshari received the honorary sobriquet
Sahib al-Kashshaf. It is the only complete Mu‘tazilite com-
mentary which has reached us. It was widely distributed
throughout the Muslim world, but primarily in the eastern
sections, and was popular even among the Mu‘tazilites’
opponents.

Al-Zamakhshari directs the bulk of his attention to the
dogmatic aspect of commentary, reducing to a minimum
traditional commentary based on the principle that the
“sunna explains the Qur’an”. He was no less attentive to the
philological aspects of commentary, carefully analysing
known variants of Qur’anic readings, citing examples from
poetry and accentuating the text's rhetorical virtues as con-
firmation of the Qur’an's “inimitability” (i%jaz al-Qur'an).
In an introductory phrase, al-Zamakhshari sounds the idea
of the Qur’an's createdness, providing a rationalistic inter-
pretation of the concepts of “divine justice” (al-‘adl),
“monotheism” (al-tawhid), and “divine attributes” (al-sifar).
He pays special attention to those sections in the Qur’an
which were supposed to express the most important
Mu'tazilite beliefs about “promise” (wa'‘d) and “threat”
(wa 'id), about the “injunction to do good and refrain from
what is not approved”. He draws support from the authority
of the leading Mu‘tazilite theologians of the ninth — elev-

enth centuries from Iran and Iraq, such as ‘Amr b. ‘Ubayd,
Abll Bakr al-Asamm, Al-Zajjaj, al-Jahiz, al-gadi ‘Abd
al-Jabbar. Al-Zamakhshari's tafsir gave rise to numerous
refutations and reworkings intended to cleanse it of
Mu‘tazilite ideas. The pathos of the tafsir of al-Razi
(d. 1209) inheres largely in its attempt to refute al-
Kashshaf, al-BaydawT set himself the task of surpassing al-
ZamakhsharT in philological thoroughness and the profound
analysis of variant readings.

Free and far-ranging commentary — in essence, the re-
placement of the text by interpretation, the employment of
the same ayat in varying interpretations by opposing sides
— was bound to provoke a reaction. A perception arose that
the interpretation of the Qur’an was undesirable, even
forbidden. This was buttressed by the authority of Caliph
‘Umar I, who is said to have spoken out against commen-
tary on the Qur’an and was the first to grasp the danger of
replacing the sacred text with arbitrary interpretation [50].
Hadiths appeared which condemned the practice of al-tafsir
bi-l-ra’y: “he who speaks on the Qur’an with his
own judgement, certainly he will find his abode in the
hell” [S1]. A theory of reconciliation, however, held that
‘Umar had spoken out only against the interpretation of
“ambiguous” ayat.

Further development of views on the possibility of
Qur’anic commentary was concentrated in disputes over the
“createdness” and ‘“uncreatedness” of the Qur’an. These
disputes reflected a profound political conflict within the
Caliphate. In their most general form, the opposing sides’
positions can be summarised as follows: those who, citing
the authority of ‘Umar I, rejected the possibility of com-
mentary stood with the “literalists” as defenders of the view
that the “Qur’an” was the uncreated (ghayr makhliiq) word
of God. As such, it was an eternal attribute of His being and
could not be altered by anyone. The Muslim community
must be guided by what is outlined in the eternal book of
God. Since the ‘ulama’ were the recognised authorities in
understanding the changeless will expressed in the Qur’an,
the thesis of the Qur’an's uncreatedness and eternity objec-
tively aided the growth of their influence and power.

Opposed to them were those who took the greatest lib-
erties in interpreting the Qur’an. In the majority of cases,
they were close to the pro-Shi‘ite view on the nature of
power and underscored the necessity of a divinely inspired
leader for the Muslim community. A ruler who has a tie to
divinity has the right to reject a religious law in the form in
which it was previously understood and acknowledged. If
one considers the Qur’an created (makhligq), one should ac-
cept the possibility that God could create it anew. This po-
sition strengthened the hand of the ‘ulama™s political oppo-
nents, the representatives of secular power [52].

The positions were not always expressed so clearly in
works of that time. In fact, the opposite is more likely true.
The abundance of ideological currents and approaches, the
multiplicity of ideological levels on which polemics were
conducted frequently led to the layering of one position
atop another, to the combination of several points of view.
For example, the tafsir of al-Razi, the well-known repre-
sentative of Ash‘arite kalam [53), is both anti-Mu‘tazilite
and anti-Zahirite. In a work he penned late in life and enti-
tled Mafatih al-ghayb, al-Razi attempted to formulate an
Ash‘arite response to al-Zamakhshari's tafsir, expounding at
the same time his own philosophical views. In conducting a
polemic with the Mu‘tazilites, however, al-Razi sometimes
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supported their positions. In effect, this tafsir is a rigorous
philosophical tract with frequent references to the works of
other authors. It is the only work of its type to have reached
us.

Al-Razi's method is founded on the division of the
Qur’anic text into small sections, each of which expresses a
complete thought. He reveals their interconnectedness and
analyses transitions from one thought to another. Al-Razi
follows this with an analysis of the text itself, citing, when
he felt it necessary, variant “readings” (al-qira’at). He sin-
gles out complexities in the text, posing questions (mas ‘ala,
bahth) to each of the excerpts and scrupulously answering
them. Al-Razi frequently subdivides the excerpt into even
smaller parts (wajh), especially when he conveys the posi-
tion of another authority. When treating passages where the
Qur’an establishes a ritual or legal principle, al-Razi usually
provides the views of various madhhabs, giving his work an
encyclopaedic character. In the course of the exposition, he
frequently pauses to illuminate the natural-science views
typical of his age, rendering the tafsir an important source
on the history of science. For various reasons, the work
which the author intended to crown his career remained un-
finished. It was completed by his pupils — Shams al-Din
Ahmad b. al-Khalil al-Huwayya (d. 1242), chief gadr of
Damascus, and Najm al-Din Ahmad b. Muhammad al-
Kamili (d. 1375). Muhammad b. Abi-l-Qasim al-Righi
(d. 1307) penned a popular abridgement of al-Razi's work,
Al-Tanwir fi-l-tafsir mukhtasar al-tafsir al-kabir. In gen-
eral, al-Razi is traditionally considered to have deviated
from accepted interpretations in favour of rationalism.

The discussion of the createdness or uncreatedness of
the Qur’an ended with the victory of the latter view's sup-
porters, strengthening their positions as one of the bases of
the dogmatic system of Sunni Islam and bolstering the role
of the Qur’an as an eternal and unchanging guide for the
Muslim community.

The victory of those who viewed the Qur’an as uncre-
ated conditioned the broad acceptance in societal con-
sciousness of the idea that the Qur’an is unique and inimita-
ble in content and form (i ‘jaz al-Qur'an) as an inalienable
part of Islamic doctrine and the most important proof of its
superiority [54]. The original conception of the Qur’an’s
“miraculous nature” reflects an archaic mythological identi-
fication of word and object. As the Arab literary tradition
evolved in the eighth and ninth centuries, this identification
was dismantled through the demystification of language and
literature. This led to the reconception and reevaluation of
the Qur’an on the purely literary level, to the isolation of
“content” and “form” within the concept of i jaz al-Qur'an.

This concept found itself at the centre of internal Is-
lamic polemics, primarily on the question of the createdness
and uncreatedness of the Qur’an. It played an important role
in the polemic with Judaism and Christianity as a key con-
cept in grounding the truth of Muhammad's prophetic mis-
sion. In the course of this polemic, Muslim authorities de-
veloped the ideas of “miracles” and “signs” which could be
perceived by the senses (hissiyya) and comprehended by
reason ( ‘agliyya). The former — significant only for their
own time — were declared characteristic of Judaism and
Christianity; the latter — inexhaustible — belonged to Is-
lam. The Qur’an — the main eternal “miracle” (mu jiza)
and “divine sign” (aya) — was declared to be the most im-
portant proof of the superiority of Muslim religious doc-
trine. According to Muslim theologians, inimitability is

unique to the Qur’an. They denied that this quality adhered
to the Old and New Testaments. Moreover, such concepts
were absent in the dogmatic systems of Christianity and
Judaism. In the course of the polemic, a complex of argu-
ments was developed which in various combinations forms
a part of all theological structures.

Shi‘ite circles gave birth to another concept — al-sarfa.
According to its proponents, the Qu’ran as a literary work is
not unattainably perfect in the formal sense, but Allah ren-
dered people incapable (sarafahum ‘an) of creating any-
thing similar at the time when Muhammad was active. This
was actually the limitation of the concept of i jaz al-Qur 'an,
which was possible in Shi‘ite circles in large part thanks to
the idea of the imams' “infallibility” (al- ‘isma) and the con-
ception of their connection to God.

Alternately, the formation of Sunni “orthodoxy” in the
mid-ninth century and the establishment in the early tenth
century of Ash‘arite theological doctrine was accompanied
by the development of the idea that man is inherently inca-
pable of achieving the perfection of Qur’anic style (nazm)
and composition (ta 'lif).

Another argument (akhbar al-ghayb — “accounts of
the concealed”) is also found in the works of authorities
from various schools: the Qur’an contains information
about the past, present and future which the illiterate
(ummi), in the traditional view, Prophet could not have re-
ceived through ordinary channels.

In the Ash‘arite view, in the Qur’an, as in the “speech
of Allah”, two aspects were highlighted — the “inner” and
the “outer”. The former is the “eternal speech which is an
attribute of the divine essence” (al-kalam al-qadim alladhi
huwa sifar ‘azzat). The latter is “that which signifies the
eternal, that is, the uttered words” (al-dall ‘ala-I-qadim wa-
huwa-l-alfaz). By revealing the attributes of the “outer”
and the “inner”, the “visible” (zahir) and the “concealed”
(batin), this approach allowed an important problem to be
framed: the “unity of form and content” in the Qur’an. This
was especially important in the context of the polemic over
the Shi‘ite interpretations of the “concealed” (batin) in the
Qur’an and the symbolic-allegorical interpretation (ta’'wil)
of the Qur’an.

Disputes continued over the conception of the human
inability to comprehend the perfection of a form compara-
ble to that of the Qur’an. Some, for example, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz
(d. 909) and al-Suyiti (d. 1505), claimed that one could
find in the Qur’an archetypes of all rhetorical devices and
that one could study and understand those archetypes only
with the aid of the appropriate sciences (‘i/m al-bayan, ‘ilm
al-ma‘ani). Others, for example, Ibn Hazm (d. 1064), felt
that the “words of God” (kalam Allah) were fundamentally
incomparable to the “words of those who were created”
(kalam al-makhligin). Finally, a third group, for example,
al-Baqillani (d. 1013), strove to arrive at a compromise: the
Qur’an is filled with stylistic beauties, but this is not related
to the principle of its inimitability. With this move, al-
Bagqillant in principle rejected the concept of al-sarfa [54].

The development of theory took place in active collabo-
ration with the philological disciplines. By the beginning of
the eleventh century, a synthesis was formed between the
teaching of ijjaz al-Qur’an and the theory of badi‘, which
taught the figures and concrete devices which structure
speech (Abi-l-Hasan Nasr b. al-Hasan al-Marghinant; first
half of the 9th century, and Aba Khilal al-*Askarf;
d. 1010) [55].
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In literary and scholarly circles several attempts were
made to create imitations of the Qur’an (mu‘aradat al-
Qur’an), understood as “approximations” of it. Among
them were works by the prominent stylist Ibn al-Muqaffa*
(d. 756), the famed poets Bashshar b. Burd (d. 785/786),
Abi-l-‘Atahiya (d. 828), Abu-l-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arri (d. 1057),
al-Mutanabbi (d. 955) and especially the Mu‘tazilite Ibn al-
Rawandi (d. 859) [56]. It is even said the Bashshar b. Burd
once heard a slave-girl singing a song to his verses and
cried out: “I swear by Allah that they are better than the
sira Al-Hashr” [57].

The development of the “science of the Qur’an” led to
its differentiation. Special works appeared in specific areas.
In addition to those listed above, we note here ‘ilm mushkil
al-Qur’an, ‘ilm al-muhkam wa-l-mutashabih, ‘ilm lughat
al-Qur'an, ‘ilm i'rab al-Qur’an, ‘ilm mufradat al-Qur’an,
‘ilm marsim al-khatt, ‘ilm al-waqf wa-l-ibtida’, ‘ilm
bada’i* al-Qur’an, ‘ilm amthal al-Qur’an, ‘ilm ahkam al-
Qur’an, ‘ilm ghara’ib al-Qur'an, ‘ilm fada'il al-Qur’an,
and so forth [58]. Beliefs of the time dictated that a mufas-
sir had the right to create a full-fledged tafsir only if he had
mastered this entire complex of disciplines [59], although
special compendiums also were written which united the ac-
complishments of all branches (for example, Itgan fi ‘ulim
al-Qur’an by Jalal al-Din al-SuyiitT).

Commentary was accorded individual episodes, con-
cepts and images of the Qur’an, secret letters (a/-fawatih),
descriptions of Allah, the hellish torments of sinners, the
rewards reserved for the just. Many works were created on
the rules for reading the Qur’an (tgjwid), on the magical
significance of individual s@ras and ayar, on their use as
prayers. As the Qur’anic sciences developed, their needs
conditioned the appearance of biographical lists of Qur’anic
reciters.

Special works were created on the “virtues” (fada'il) of
individual saras and ayat, tafsirs on individuals siras, ayat,
or groups of ayat. An examination of these works in
chronological order allows one to glimpse the principal
moments in the religious-philosophical polemic in medieval
Islam over the understanding and interpretation of the
Qur’anic text. Of primary importance was the selection of
ayat for commentary; it changed with the emergence of new
problems and socio-religious conflicts. Each era had its
“favourite” siras and ayat. Shi‘ite authors wrote a group
of works entitled Kitab ma nuzila fi ‘Ali min al-Qur’an
(“A Book about What Was Revealed in the Qur’an about
‘Al). Tendentiousness reared its head in works on the cir-
cumstances in which the dyar were revealed (asbab al-
nuzal). One finds both pro-Shi‘ite tendencies (an attempt to
demonstrate ‘Ali's role in the revelation of the Qur’an, for
example, the work of al-Haskani, d. 1077) and Sunni
tendencies, reflected in the so-called muwafagat, works on
the special accomplishments of ‘Umar 1 (for example, al-
Suyat’s Qatf al-samar fi muwafaqa sayyidina ‘Umar) [60].

One of the triumphs of Shi‘ite exegesis was al-TabarsT's
(d. 1153), Majma* al-bayan fi tafsir al-Qur’an” [61]. This
is one of three works by al-TabarsT on the interpretation of
the Qur’an. It was completed in 1139 and soon recognised
as one of the great achievements of Shi‘ite exegesis. In the
breadth of the material it encompassed and the thorough-
ness of its exposition, al-TabarsT's work drew comparisons
with al-Tabari's tafsir. This similarity, arising from a shared
group of sources, was stressed, in our view, by al-TabarsT
himself in the conception of the work and in its title.

Al-TabarsT was the spiritual successor of the famed Shi‘ite
theologian Abu Ja‘far al-TusT (d. 1067), who was in turn a
follower of al-Sayyid al-Murtada (d. 1044). Like his teach-
ers, al-TabarsT relied on both the Shi‘te and Sunni exegeti-
cal traditions. In contrast to early and late Shi‘ite exegetes,
however, he recognised the authenticity of the so-called
‘Uthmanic Qur’an. In essence, he rejected the view that the
Qur’anic text was intentionally distorted (takhrif) and mis-
interpreted, that a number of key ayar were destroyed under
‘Umar 1, ‘Uthman and al-Hajjaj. Like al-Tabari, al-Tabarst
frequently cites various interpretations of the same ayat, but
unlike al-Tabari, he always indicates his own position.
Among the authorities on whom al-TabarsT relies are
‘Abdallah b.‘Abbas, Mugatil b. Sulayman, Qatada, and a
number of other representatives of early Sunni exegesis. He
frequently cites the views of such prominent theologians as
al-Hasan al-BasrT (d. 728) and the Mu‘tazilite Abu-l-Jubba’t
(d. 915). In addition to the usual isnad references, al-
TabarsT also lists a number of works by his predecessors
and contemporaries.

Al-TabarsT structures his commentary in the following
manner: place where the sira was revealed, number of ayat,
presence of variants (ikhtilaf) in the reading of a specific
ayat in the given siara. He then turns to the “virtue” (fadl) of
the sira, citing hadith on its special significance. In the
section “interpretation of the suara” (tafsiruha), the author
briefly speaks of its contents and introduces the full text of
the sira. The next section enumerates the views of various
authorities on the pronunciation of specific words. Argu-
ments are presented later in a special section entitled
“Proof” (hujja). The section “Language” (lugha) analyses
rare and difficult words encountered in the siira. The author
here cites as examples poetic fragments (referring to such
poets as al-Khansa’, al-Nabigha al-Zubyani, Ka‘b b.
Zuhayr, Dhi-l-Rumma). The section “Syntax” (i‘rab) dis-
cusses complex grammatical constructions in the sira. This
is frequently followed by accounts of the circumstances sur-
rounding the revelation of specific ayar (asbab al-nuzil).
Next we find interpretation in a section headed “Meaning”
(ma‘na). Thus, al-Tabarst brings together in his commen-
tary materials from works of various genres of Muslim exe-
gesis.

The appearance of the Isma‘ilites on the political scene
was marked by the formation of Isma‘ilite interpretations of
the Qur’an. Making broad use of ra'wil methods, the
Isma‘ilites sought in the Qur’an confirmation of the veracity
of their methods of political struggle, the particularities of
their organisation, the necessity of “propaganda” (da‘wa),
the importance of a secret hierarchy of “initiates”, etc. In-
terpreting certain dyar and concepts allegorically (fre-
quently terms designating the earth, heavens, mountains,
trees), they employed the Qur’anic text to prove the truth of
their esoteric cosmogony and teaching of salvation [62].
According to their reading, the sermons of the Prophet in
Mecca were filled with ideas and images which originated
with the neo-Platonics. These ideas were first expressed in
interpretations originating with authors from the “Brothers
of Purity” (ikhwan al-safa’) [63].

Appeals to the Qur’an were an obligatory condition for
grounding any ideological or scholarly position. But if theo-
retical theology in Islam (kalam) developed within its disci-
plinary framework in the direction of independent philo-
sophical knowledge, working from the symbolic-allegorical
interpretation of the Qur'an (ta'wil), Muslim philosophy
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(falsafa) moved in the opposite direction. Conclusions were
brought into formal agreement with Scripture, which was
interpreted beforehand with the methods of ra 'wil [64].

Interesting in this connection, for example, is the anal-
ogy employed by Ibn Tufayl (Abubacer) (1110—1185) to
explain the phenomenon of the spirit's “inhabiting” the body
of man: this spirit proceeds eternally from God and is akin
to the light of the sun which illuminates the earth. Some
bodies, such as transparent air, do no reflect the light emit-
ted by the sun; others, such as bodies with smooth surfaces,
reflect it entirely. Similarly, the spirit emitted by God has no
effect on some bodies, such as minerals; on others, such as
plants, it has a certain effect; on yet a third group, the ani-
mals, it has a powerful effect. And just as some bodies with
a smooth surface are capable not only of reflecting light, but
of reproducing an image, some animals not only “reflect”,
but reproduce the spirit, assuming its image. The latter
trait is unique to man, as is confirmed by the words
of Muhammad: “The Lord created Adam in his own
image” [65].

Another characteristic example of such philosophical
rumination belongs to Ibn Rushd (Averroes) (d. 1198):
“Among them (the philosophers — E. R.) there is no dissent
over the fact that the material of existing things which make
up this or that material, assumes either one form or an op-
posite form. This, in their opinion, is the case with the forms
of the four elements, fire, air, water, and earth. They differ
among themselves only about that thing which does not
have material in common with other things or which is
composed of various materials. The question is whether
some of these things can assume the forms of others. For
example, can something which assumes a certain form (as
observations indicate) assume this form only through many
intermediary “links” or without intermediary “links”. For
example, a plant arises thanks to a combination of elements.
Being a living thing, it turns into blood and semen; and
from semen and blood come living things, as was said by
Allah (May He be glorified): “We created man of an ex-
traction of clay, then We set him, a drop, in a receptacle se-
cure” and up to the words “So blessed be God, the fairest of
creators!” (23:12—14) [66].

Safi exegetes — proponents of “spiritual” ta'wil —
grounded their interpretations, strayed far from the literal
meaning of the text, with recourse to the authority of Ibn
‘Abbas and the Shi‘ite imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq. Proponents of
“spiritual”, or theosophical, ra'wil saw four meanings in
each aya or letter: the “evident” (zahir), the “concealed”
(batin), the “limit” (hadd), and the “ascendant” or “beyond-
the-limit” (matla“). These concepts are closely paralleled by
the division developed by Christian exegesis: historia, alle-
goria, tropologia, anagoge. The resitation (tilawa) of an
aya contains its evident meaning — “(literal) expression”
(‘ibara) — and its realisation leads to an understanding
(fahm) of the concealed meaning or “allegorical”indication”
(ishara). What the aya permits or forbits (ahkam al-halal
wa-l-haram) from the point of view of religeous law is the
“limit” (hadd). And finally, matla‘ is the true meaning in-
vested in the dya by Allah Himself [67]. Interpretation was
usually accorde the first two meanings — zahir and batin
(sensus literalis and sensus spiritualis in the Patristic tradi-
tion). The “evident” meaning was considered accessible to
all Muslims (al-‘amma), while the “concealed” meaning
was accessible only to a chosen few (al-khassa). In this,
Siifi ra 'wil is close to its Isma‘ili and Shi‘ite counterparts.

Sifi exegetes, however, recognised a fundamental dif-
ference between their approach and that of the Mu‘tazilites
to the interpretation of the Qur’anic text. In the view of im-
portant Muslim philosopher and mystic, Ibn ‘Arabi (Ibn al-
‘Arabi) (1165—1240) [68), the proponents of the rational
comprehension of the revelation's truths (ah! al-nazar al-
‘aqlt) were among the chosen few (al-khassa). They, how-
ever, seek in the Qur’an only that which corresponds to
their logical constructions and views on the nature of divin-
ity, consciously omitting everything which contradicts those
constructions. But “those who have gained knowledge”
(al-‘arifan, al-muhakkimin, ahl Allah) see these contradic-
tions and overcome them by grasping the deep interconnec-
tion of the “inner” and “outer” aspects of the prophecy.

The concealed meaning was grasped by the Suff in a
state of mystical trance. Eschatological images, legendary
episodes or obscure words awakened in his consciousness a
complex range of associations. Such insights frequently led
to the emergence of new stipulations within the theory and
practice of Stfism. A number of typical examples can be
found in works by Ibn ‘Arabi, including a work attributed to
him and entitled al-Tafsir (which, while thought to have
been written by al-Kashant (d. 1330), appears to reflect the
ideas of Ibn ‘Arabi himself) [69]. For Ibn ‘Arabi and his
followers, the symbolic-allegorical interpretation of the
Qur’an (ta'wil) became a special method of philosophising.
In his commentary, initial mystical-philosophical concep-
tions are grounded and clarified with the aid of an allegori-
cal interpretation of the text, often in direct contradiction
with the literal sense. He saw the universe itself as a vast
Qur’an, the “metaphors” and “signs” of which could be
grasped with the help of divine “revelation”. The teaching
of ta’wil — the “return to primary sources”, to the founda-
tion of being — becomes a means of acquiring knowl-
edge [70].

Ibn ‘Arabi exerted great influence on his contemporar-
ies, on the successive development of Siifism and medieval
Muslim philosophy, provoking sharp discussions in the
Muslim world which continue to this day [71].

According to Ibn ‘Arabi, the “tyrant” Fir‘awn (Pharaoh)
possessed true knowledge concealed (mastir) from Misa
(Moses) and consciously advanced toward the end preor-
dained for him [72]. The pagans who answered Nih's
(Noah's) calls by “puting their fingers in their ears”, and
“wrapping” themselves “in their garments” (71:7), display-
ing stubbornness, and proudly praising themselves” were, in
Ibn ‘Arabi's interpretation, in fact possessors of “true
knowledge” (“arifiin), unlike Nih himself.

The growing complexity of socio-political practice and
the emergence within Islam of new ideological teachings
could not help but lead to an ever-widening gap between the
interpretation and literal sense of the Qur’an. New interpre-
tations became, in essence, new revelations: the Shi‘ites,
beginning with the fifth imam, Muhammad al-Bagqir (d. 743)
and later the Isma’ilites, frequently called the imam Qur ‘an-
i natig (“speaking Qur’an”), while the Qur’an itself, as a
text requiring interpretation, was designated by the term
Qur’an-i samit (“silent Qur’an™). They felt that the imam
could abrogate any gya at his desire [73]. Isma‘ilite, Shi‘ite,
and Sufi ta'wil frequently supplant the original text with
commentary. A fine example of the principle of
“interpretation as revelation” can be found in the works of
‘All Muhammad Shirazi (Bab) (1819—1850), the epony-
mous founder of the BabT movement in Iran. Illustrative in
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this regard is his Tafsir sirat Yisuf, the text of which imi-
tates the Qur’an itself (with divisions into s#ras and ayat
and with isolated letters before the beginnings of
“siras”) [74].

Surely, the taking of such liberties with the sacred text
time and time again provoked a reaction: both the tradition-
alists and Ash‘arites subjected the practice of ta 'wil to harsh
criticism. “Look at this shameless distortion and perversion
of the original meaning, look at these repulsive interpreta-
tions and false claims which aided him in his denial of the
Qur’an. He made, after all, a lack of faith one of the quali-
ties which deserve praise in order to prove the Sifi commu-
nity's right to exist,” wrote about Ibn ‘Arabi his opponent
Ibn al-Akhdal [75]. Ibn Taymiyya (1263—1328) demanded
the expurgation from tafsirs of materials which went back to
the Judaeo-Christian context; in his view, their use led to
the distortion of time-honoured Muslim values and ideas.

This reaction to the taking of liberties with the sacred
text may be one of the reasons for the enormous popularity
which was accorded the moderate and entirely traditional
work by al-Baydawi (d. 1286), Anwar al-tanzil wa-asrar al-
ta'wil [76]. Al-Baydawi's tafsir is based on al-
Zamakhshar's Al-Kashshaf. In his work, al-Baydawi at-
tempted to outdo his famed predecessor, fine-tuning the
latter's philological observations, broadening his interpreta-
tions by introducing historical and philological material
from other works, and removing dogmatic Mu'‘tazilite con-
structions (although he was not able to accomplish this last
task in full measure). Al-Baydawt did not try to exhaust the
full range of material available to him in any single area of
commentary. Although his work contains inaccuracies,
the great popularity which it acquired in Sunni Islam dem-
onstrates that he found a proper balance between the
amount and type of material he introduced. Among Sunnis,
al-Baydawi's commentary was regarded with near sanctity.
For several centuries, it was a teaching aid in Muslim
schools. In turn, many commentaries were written on
al-Baydawl's rafsir; the best known is by Muhammad b.
Mustafa al-Kujawt Shaykh-zade (d. 1543).

The history of the Near and Middle East in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries was marked by the battle
with the Mongols. The Chingizids established themselves in
Turkestan and Iran, Mesopotamia and Asia Minor. By the
thirteenth century, the Mongols had accepted Sunni Islam,
which would seem to have deprived their opponents of the
main religious arguments necessary for battle with the en-
emy, posing instead the question: is war with the Mongols a
Jjihad or a clash between two Sunni states? Having accepted
the basic precepts of Islam, the Mongols continued to fol-
low the Yasa of Chingiz Khan as well. The question arose
of where to locate the border between a Muslim and an
apostate. An answer came in the works of Ibn Taymiyya
and his pupil Ibn Kathir (1300—1372/73), who spoke out
strongly against the then dominant multitude of opinions,
fiercely insisting on the primacy of the principle that the
“Qur’an explains itself”’ [79].

It is possible that Ibn Taymiyya's future fate was pre-
determined by impressions received in childhood, when the
Mongol invasion compelled his family to abandon their na-
tive Harran and flee to Damascus (leading one to wonder
what thoughts may today be gestating in a young “Ibn Tay-
miyya” marooned in a camp for refugees from Kosovo). As
an adult, he participated, to employ the accurate expression
of E. Sivan [80], as a politruk (Red Army political instruc-

tor) in several campaigns against the Mongols and the
Armenian allies of the crusaders in Asia Minor. It was he
who succeeded in formulating the idea later summarised
clearly by his pupil Ibn Kathir in his interpretation of sira
5. Of key importance are the following fragments of the
ayat 5:49—55: “Whoso judges not according to what God
has sent down — they are the evildoers”; “Judge between
them according to what God has sent down”, and “Is it the
judgement of pagandom then that they are seeking?”. To
cite Ibn Taymiyya himself:

“[These verses] refer to people who abide the regu-
lations and laws set by men, to fit their own misguided de-
sires and whims, rather then adhering to the shari‘a be-
stowed upon us by Allah. This was the case with the in-
habitants [of Arabia) during the jahiliyya ... and (today)
with the Mongols who follow the Yasa code set down by
Genghiz-Khan, which is a conglomeration of laws, some
taken from Jewish, Christian, Muslim, and other legal tra-
ditions, and many others decided upon by the whim of the
Mongol rules; the whole amalgam being given priority
over the laws of Allah laid down in the Qur’an and sunna.
Those who follow such (man-made) laws are infidels and
should be combated until they comply with the laws of
God” [81].

For six centuries, the followers of Ibn Taymiyya con-
tinued to be a presence, preaching literal adherence to the
letter of the Qur’an and the sunna and inspiring religious
movements of the Salafite type (the Wahhabites, for exam-
ple). In the mid-twentieth century, his views once again
gained popularity, primarily in Muslim India and Egypt,
which we shall discuss below.

The Islamic world fell into a long period of cultural
stagnation, ushering in the “era of supra-commentaries”, the
victory of empty scholasticism, scholarship divorced from
actual life. It is not surprising that the famed Mugaddima of
Ibn Khaldin (1332—1406) contains a “Chapter on why
scholars who specialise in the Qur’anic sciences are the
least capable of running the state and of resolving questions
of administration”. The idea on which it is based flatly con-
tradicts the well-known hadith: “the best among you are
those who study and teach the Qur’an” [82]. Ibn Khaldiin
was echoed by ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rant (al-Sha‘rawi)
(1491/2—1565), the well-known Egyptian philologist and
follower of Ibn ‘Arabt: “There is no benefit from reading
interpretations!” [83].

One of the last truly original works of classical Muslim
exegesis was the Tafsir al-Jalalayn, jointly authored by the
“two Jaldls”, al-Mahalll and the famed al-Suyitt. This
unique “Arabic translation of the Qur’an” gained great
popularity, mainly in the non-Arabic-speaking world [84].
The appearance of works of this type was connected for the
most part with the needs which arose as Islam spread widely
in South and South-East Asia and Africa in the Late Medie-
val Age [85]. The great authority of al-SuyiitT was the main
reason of the popularity of Tafsir al-Jalalayn. His marvel-
lous works on the study of the Qur’an, primarily Al-ltgan fi
‘ulim al-Qur’'an — a unique overview of the Qur’anic sci-
ences, an expanded version of the introduction to a planned,
but unwritten or lost, large tafsir — are the last genuinely
original works of classical Muslim exegesis. They sum up
eight centuries of development and exerted a profound in-
fluence on the later history of the “Qur’anic sciences”. As
concerns the Tafsir al-Jalalayn and its methodological
roots, its most important predecessor was the Tanwir al-
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miqbas min tafsir Ibn ‘Abbas, attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas, al-
Kalbt (d. 763), or al-Firiizabadi (d. 871/1415) [86]. Clear
and concise, replete with necessary explanations from the
asbab al-nuzul and a certain amount of variant “readings”
(al-gira’ar), the Tafsir al-Jalalayn served as the basis for
one of the most authoritative contemporary interpretations,
the Tafsir al-Manar.

Tafsirs form an original “hypertext”, the kernel of
which is provided by the text of the Qur’an itself, which
frequently includes both revelation and interpretation. This

The fourteenth century after the Hijra, which largely
matches up with the Christian twentieth century, bristled
with events which were injurious to the self-image of Mus-
lim civilisation. It is therefore symbolic that the final year of
that century should have been marked by such events as the
Islamic revolution in Iran and an attempt to seize the Mec-
can holy places by representatives of a Muslim extremist
organisation.

The process of adapting the religious, philosophical,
and legal norms of Islam to new historical conditions, a
process which began in the mid-nineteenth century and
continues to this day, is frequently designated by the term
“Muslim reformation”, although it is a fundamentally dif-
ferent phenomenon than the Christian reformation. The
Muslim reformation has found expression primarily in
numerous attempts to review the philosophical motivations
of various aspects of secular life. Only to an insignificant
degree has it touched on purely theological questions.
Furthermore, the absence in Islam of an institution such as
the Christian church and clergy has profoundly influenced
the nature of reforms in Islam [87].

To a significant degree, processes of religious renewal
in Islam at the turn of the nineteenth—twentieth centuries
were linked to the task of mastering the scientific and tech-
nical achievements of the West. Implicit in this task was the
rebirth of traditional cultural and spiritual values on a new
basis. Two basic approaches emerged — that of reform and
renewal, and that of traditionalism. If the “liminal” periods
in the history of the Qur’an were the late eighth — early
ninth centuries and the tenth century, in the twentieth cen-
tury we single out the first decade and the 1960s. Among
the first to initiate this process were Russian Muslims, who,
for a variety of reasons, found themselves at a turning point
in the development of Eurasian civilisation [88].

Muslim reformist exegesis, which developed most vig-
orously at the turn of the century, reflected Muslim society's
encounter with new realities, primarily European philoso-
phy and scientific thought. With the aid of interpretations of
the Qur’an, the new exegetes sought, on the one hand, to
show that new scientific accomplishments and social con-
cepts had been predicted by the Qur’an, thus preventing an
erosion of the Sacred Text's authority. On the other hand,
they strove to introduce to a broad Muslim readership new
scientific concepts, rendering them acceptable in the context
of traditional religious and philosophical values. In their
interpretations, the new exegetes relied on the traditions of
classical commentary: Amin al-KhalT (d. 1965) asserted that
“scientific commentary” (al-tafsir al-‘ilmi) was presaged in
al-Ghazall's (d. 1111) works; al-Razi's famed tafsir pro-
vides an original exposition of his age's achievements in the

kernel is surrounded by texts, each of which represents sev-
eral levels of interpretation, usually going back to various
eras, ideological and cultural communities (see fig. /).

On the whole, the ideological battle over the place of
the Qur’an in the Muslim community reflects a broader, on-
going discussion on the role of the secular and the spiritual
in a Muslim state. Interpretations of the Qur’an continue to
play an important role in this debate, aided by the tradition
of “adapting” rafsirs to new conditions.

natural sciences. The centuries-long practice of allegorical
interpretation armed the reformist exegetes with an ex-
tremely important methodological tool. Citing a fragment of
aya “We have neglected nothing in the Book” (6:38), the
new commentators attempted to prove that one can find
everything in the Qur’an. And, in fact, works by al-
Kawakibi (1849—1902), Tantawi Jawharl (1862—1940)
and their intellectual allies contain extremely varied materi-
als, from anti-colonial or anti-materialist polemics to popu-
lar scientific descriptions of cell structure and the Solar
system [89].

The “traumas” inflicted by long years of colonial rule,
the abolition of the Caliphate, the absolute superiority of
Western civilisation in the scientific and military spheres
were reflected in commentaries on the Qur’an. New fafsirs
conveyed both a drive to Westernise social institutions,
culture, and education, and calls to return to traditional
Muslim values. The simplified language of these works in-
dicates an appeal to a broader readership; an emphasis on
legal and theological problems demonstrates that the lin-
guistic difficulties of the text were viewed as having been
clarified by earlier generations of interpreters.

Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849—1905), grand Mufti of
Egypt and doyen of Islamic renewal [90], and the like-
minded Rashid Rida (d. 1935), attempted in their noted
Tafsir al-Manar to formulate organisational principles for a
Muslim society renewed in the spirit of liberalism and re-
form [91]. In one form or another, the text written by
‘Abduh reflected its author's famed farwas on such key
problems as interest on loans and polytheism. In reference
to aya “their affair being counsel (shiara) between
them” (42:38), Muhammad ‘Abduh strove to prove that Is-
lam is democratic in its essence. He called for the rebirth of
the greatness of Islamic civilisation through a return to “true
Islam”, which had been “distorted” by later religious
authorities. Muhammad ‘Abduh saw his ideas for modern-
ising Islam as a return to the “true faith”. In his struggle
against the “distortion” of Islam, he relied on the authority
of Ibn Taymiyya, while in advocating an ethical conception
of faith, he followed the teaching of al-Ghazali and made
broad use of the traditions of Muslim rationalism. He as-
serted that each age requires an independent reading of the
Qur’an. Muhammad ‘Abduh advanced the thesis that the
world and its laws of development can be known, that there
is a greatness to human reason. In contrast to Sunni authori-
ties, he considered the Qur’an created.

Muhammad ‘Abduh’s Tafstr was published serially by
the journal A/-Manar during the author's lifetime. It re-
mained uncompleted and was reworked and finished by his
pupil Muhammad Rashid Rida, receiving the title Tafsir al-
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Manar. A significant part of the rafsir was occupied by
lectures on the Qur’an which Muhammad ‘Abduh had de-
livered at al-Azhar; they were based primarily on the Tafsir
al-Jalalayn. Among the many traditional interpretations of
the Qur’anic text, Muhammad ‘Abduh attempted to choose
those which were buttressed by hadiths traced back to the
Prophet himself. Today, Tafsir al-Manar is one of the most
authoritative Qur’anic commentaries in the Muslim world.

As national consciousness and movements of national
liberation developed, the politicisation of Islam became
ever more apparent, manifesting itself in the extensive em-
ployment of Islamic slogans in political struggles. Partici-
pants in anti-colonial actions frequently appealed to messi-
anic ideas, proclaiming their leaders mahdi. In the nine-
teenth century, Suff brotherhoods continue to play an active
role in political battles. The liberation of Muslim peoples
from colonial dependence, the formation of a bi-polar world
and the gradual growth of financial and economic inde-
pendence in a number of Muslim countries posed funda-
mentally new problems for Muslim social thinkers. Numer-
ous conceptions of the so-called “third way” appeared.

The struggle for Indian independence and the attempt to
preserve that great multi-national state from religious frag-
mentation was reflected in the tafsir of Mawlana Abu-I-
Kalam Azad (1888—1958) [92]. A very different, narrowly
confessional position is found in the words of two Indian
Muslim theologians and publicists, Abu-l-‘Ala’ al-Mawduadi
(1903—1979) [93] and Abu-1-Hasan ‘Ali al-Nadwi. The
latter influenced in many ways the views of Sayyid Qutb,
ideologist of the Egyptian “Muslim Brotherhood”.

The struggle against neo-colonialism and the influence
of Sufi orders on economic and internal political life, the in-
fluence of K. Marx and P. Teilhard de Chardin, the works
of Western orientalists and economists were curiously in-
terwoven in works on the Qur’an by Mamadou Dia, the
well-known Senegalese political figure and religious phi-
losopher [94].

During this period, the works of Muslim theologians
and publicists displayed the influence of socialist ideas,
primarily collectivism and the rejection of absolute private
property. These ideas were employed both by the official
ideologists of several ruling regimes and by their opponents
(for example, the leader of the Syrian “Muslim Brother-
hood”, Mustafa al-Siba‘i, who released the book “Socialism
of Islam” in 1958). Both groups frequently cited the Qur’an
as proof of their arguments' correctness.

The mid-twentieth century, the division of the world
into two opposing military and political camps, the Cold
War and the sharp ideological stand-off it occasioned set
the peoples of Muslim states new challenges. The achieve-
ment of national independence in no way guaranteed the
solution of important problems. The search for a place in
the world, for a national and political identity took place in
conditions of military confrontation with neighbours and a
balancing act between two hostile centres of power. The
1960s were marked by the crisis of all ideologies then
prevalent in the Arab-Muslim world. The crisis was most
strongly felt in the three most developed countries of the
Near and Middle East — Lebanon, Egypt, and Iran. A new
radicalism arose in response to this crisis; it proclaimed a
farewell to Islamic modernism and a rejection of pan-
Arabism. In the view of the radical ideologists, Islamic
civilisation, weakened by centuries of stagnation and colo-
nial rule, needed to develop a weapon to oppose new dan-

gers both internal and external. Foremost among them was
the penetration from West and East of ideological systems
and teachings, ideological imperialism (ghazw fikri).

One of the ideologists of the new Islamic radicalism,
Sa‘id Hawwa, singled out the three most dangerous compo-
nents of “modernisation”, which undermined, in his view,
the very basis of Islamic civilisation. These were jahill na-
tionalism, Marxism and existentialism [95]. Later, the
enrichessez-vous policy pursued by Sadat's regime signified
a new “enemy of Islam”: the cult of economic growth at
any price.

The struggle for independence (the “first Islamic revo-
lution” in Hawwa's terminology) ended in victory. The sec-
ond Islamic revolution would be directed against internal
enemies — secularism and consumerism [96].

Locating the main internal enemy in the state which es-
poused an ideology of nationalism and pan-Arabism,
Muslim radicals unleashed a ruthless struggle against it.
Nasser was seen as a follower of Atatiirk, who had de-
stroyed the Islamic empire (the fifteenth—seventeenth cen-
turies of which, in the eyes of the radicals, contained some
of the brightest pages in Islamic history), abolished the
Caliphate, and transformed Turkey into a secular state.
They called for the restoration of the Caliphate, for those
who submit to the secular state share with it the sin of
apostasy (ridda). To save themselves from jahiliyya and
retain the “genuinely Muslim inheritance and traditions”,
members of the radical group “al-Takfir wa-I-Hijra”
preached the necessity of retreat, solitary life in caves. They
were even called “people of the cave” (ahl al-kahf), an allu-
sion to sura 18. The above-mentioned Mamadou Dia, how-
ever, employed this image in a call for Muslims to “come
out of the cave” and embrace true dynamism in the face of
the age's new challenges [97].

Sayyid Qutb (executed in 1966), the chief ideologist of
the new radicalism, founded his struggle against pan-
Arabism and the nation-state in part with his interpretation
of aya 2:110. Of what truly Islamic national state can one
speak, he wrote, if Muhammad's first followers were the
Arab Abi Bakr, the Ethiopian Bilal, the Byzantine Suhayb,
and the Persian Salman [98]. Qutb diagnosed the state of
the Muslim social organism as follows: jahiliyya. He as-
serted that the very life or death of Islam was at issue. In his
view, society was once again in a state of “‘ordeal and dis-
cord” (mihna wa-l-fitna) [99]. If during Ibn Taymiyya's
time, the scourge afflicted only the elite (Greek philosophy)
and the newly converted (the Mongols), then today, thanks
to a vice-ridden educational system and the mass media, at
issue is the decay of broad layers of Muslim society under
the influence of “imported ideas” (afkar mustawrada) and
elements of a way of life which eat away at the very bases
of the Muslim way of life.

Sayyid Qutb [100] wrote also a tafsir which owes its
pathos to the affirmation through the Qur’an of the justice
of the “Muslim Brothers’” social programme [101]. Sayyid
Qutb's tafsir, F zilal al-Qur’an, published in six volumes in
folio and today translated into many languages, including
English and French, was written between 1963 and 1964. In
the foreword, the author modestly describes it as “a number
of thoughts and impressions born in that period of my life
spent under the protection of the Qur’an” [102]. In fact, it is
an extended tafsir on the entire text of the Qur’an in which
the author relies on his earlier works on the Qur’an and on
Islamic dogmatics, his own political and religious works
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[103], and works by the most important representatives
of the “Islamic Radicalism”, such as the Indo-Pakistani fig-
ures Abi-l-‘Ala’ al-Mawdudi and Abi-l-Hasan al-Nadwi.
Sayyid Qutb also employs works by the leading medieval
muhaddiths and mufassirs, advocates of the method of
al-tafsir bi-I-ma'thur, such as al-Bukhari, Muslim (d. 875),
al-Tabari, Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Kathir. Cross-references
within the Qur’an itself are frequent. Qutb strives to explain
the Qur’an through the Qur’an itself, following the principle
of al-Qur’an yufassiru ba'duhu ba‘'dan (“the Qur’an ex-
plains itself”). On the whole, he makes use in his work of
the most varied sources, from the poetry of ‘Umar Khayyam
to the writings of Julian Huxley (1887—1975), one of the
creators of the contemporary synthetic theory of evolution.

A pitched struggle continues today over Sayyid Qutb's
legacy, and not only among his opponents, but also among
the supporters of various currents of the “Islamic Radical-
ism”. As an example, we cite the concept of jahiliyya de-
veloped by Sayyid Qutb. For him, the entire world is in a
state of jahiliyya — not only the countries where
“materialist communism” or “mercenary capitalism” pre-
vails, but also Muslim countries, where, in his view, the
principles of the faith have undergone prolonged and
significant distortion [104]. As he puts it:

“In this sense, jahiliyya is not just a specific historical
period ... , but a state of affairs. Such a state of human af-
fairs existed in the past, exists today, and may exist in the
future, taking the form of jahiliyya, that mirror image and
sworn enemy of Islam ... . Modern-style jahiliyya in the
industrialised societies of Europe and America is essen-
tially similar to the old-time jahiliyya in pagan and no-
madic Arabia. For in both systems, man is under the do-
minion of man rather than of Allah™ [105].

It is no coincidence that after the murder of Sadat,
who differed from his predecessor in that he opened
speeches with the basmala and closed them with references
to the Qur’an, the Minbar al-Islam, the print organ of the
Ministry for Religious Affairs, published in two issues ex-
tended commentary on 5:44 and 48, stressing the historical
context in which these ayat appeared. They were uttered by
Muhammad in conditions of a confrontation with his
foes [106]. Through his commentary on ayar 22:40 and
2:251, Sayyid Qutb grounded the right of “self-defence for
healthy forces in Muslim society” and the use of force in
such cases. His position neared that of the Kharijites in his
claiming of the right of final judgement on who is a true
Muslim.

Qutb was echoed by Sa‘id Hawwa:

“Any revolt against an illegitimate ruler is justified.
Isn’t it then right to combat a ruler who does not apply the
laws set in the Qur’an ... ? Doesn’t Allah help those who
help themselves?” (cf. Qur’an, 22:40) [107].

The task of seizing power was set: for only victory and
the ascension to power would attract the masses, a belief
also founded on the Qur’an: “When comes the help of God,
and victory, and thou seest men entering God’s religion in
throngs ...” (110:1—2) [108].

The Qur’an was widely used in discussions of key so-
cial concepts. A fine example is the dispute over the con-
cept of “‘democracy”. In the opinion of Muhammad ‘Abduh,
which he based on his understanding of aya 42:38, Islam is
democratic in its essence. This view was also shared by
Mawdiidi [109], while Sayyid Qutb assumed a cardinally
different position on this ya in his tafsir: why import to the

Near East an institution which has bankrupted itself in the
West? [110].

Sharp ideological struggle revealed polar positions: if
in Syria in the early 1960s school textbooks were re-written
to exclude citations from the Qur’an and hadiths, then
according to the ideologists of the “al-Takfir wa-l-Hijra”
group, the Qur'an and sunna were the only true sources
of Muslim law. All statutes accepted after 660 on the basis
of analogy (givas) and the consensus of experts (ijjma“)
were suspect, as the fagihs frequently acted to please the
authorities.

In Shi‘ite Islam, new ideological concepts underwent
active development in the works of ‘Alr Shari‘att (1933—
1977), one of the forerunners of the Iranian revolution
[111]. Revolutionary ideas of social justice and equality
which go back to Marxism, and an existentialist conception
of the individual and freedom directed against conformity
and religious obscurantism form an inalienable part of his
intellectual legacy. In his works, which have been translated
into Arabic, Urdu, English, and other languages, as well as
in KhomeinT's fundamental work “Islamic Government”, ap-
peals to the Qur’an serve as one of the most important
forms of ideational argumentation.

Tafsirs continue to be used widely by Iran's Shi‘ite
leaders. In their attempts to provide an ideological basis for
exporting the Iranian revolution, Shi‘ite propagandists strive
to rely solely on the Qur’an, a source of undisputed author-
ity for both Shi‘ites and Sunnis.

The Ahmadiyya movement's three-volume Large
Tafsir, which appeared in 1963, aspires to the role of an en-
cyclopaedia. It relies not only on traditional sources and
works by the movement's founder, the messianic miracle-
worker Ghulam Ahmad (1839—1908) (a bibliography of
the latter's works on the Qur’an runs to 80 titles). In pre-
paring the tafsir, use was made of the most important ency-
clopaedias, works by Western Orientalists (for example,
E. Renan, E. M. Wherry, A. Mingana, Ph. K. Hitti), soci-
ologists, philosophers, and historians (for example,
Th. Carlyle, S. Freud, A. J. Toynbee).

Despite the sharply negative attitude of such prominent
contemporary exegetes as Mawlana Abu-l-Kalam Azad,
Sayyid Qutb, Kamil Husayn [112), al-tafsir al-‘ilmi contin-
ues to develop. For adepts of this school such as the Turkish
engineer Mehmet Sitkrii Sezer, who published in Ankara in
1965 his book “The Positive Sciences in the Qur’an”, or the
Egyptian ‘Abd al-Razzaq Nufl, author of “Allah and Con-
temporary Science” (Cairo, 1957), the entire text of the
Qur’an is a living, constantly self-renewing prophecy about
contemporary scientific accomplishments and a cryptogram
which encodes information about those accomplishments.
They can find in a single aya (for example, “when the seas
shall be set boiling”, 81:6), a prophecy of the eruption of
Krakatau, which occurred in 1883 (Muhammad ‘Abduh),
and of the hydrogen bomb. In October 1957, immediately
after the Soviet Union first launched sputnik, the journal
Liwa’ al-Islam initiated in Cairo a symposium on the
topic “Sputnik and the Qur’an”, which affirmed that space
flight was predicted by @ya 55:33. The Qur’an is also seen
as the source of references to the theory of an expanding
universe (51:47; 21:31), Nicolaus Copemicus's system
(36:38, and 40), the law of the conservation of energy
(55:8), etc. [113].

The needs of socio-economic development placed
Muslim theologians and legal scholars before the necessity
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of rethinking a number of traditional Islamic positions.
Gradual limitations were imposed on the jurisdiction of
shari‘a courts, the codification of the norms of Muslim law
began, and a lively polemic ensued on the permissibility of
creating a contemporary banking system in Muslim coun-
tries. Phenomena new in content were not infrequently
treated as a continuation and development of Muslim tradi-
tion. Today, Qur’anic ideas and positions, in particular the
ban on the “usurer's percent” (riba’) are widely employed in
the works of Islamic sociologists and economists, for exam-
ple, in providing a basis for the so-called tawhid economy.

Attempts are made to create a contemporary “Qur’anic
philosophy”. This was the goal set by ‘Abbas Mahmid al-
‘Aqqad (d. 1964), one of the ideologists of Arab national-
ism, who published a series of works on this topic.

Qur’anic symbols, parables, and tales gain a new reso-
nance in the works of Arabic literature. We recall here the
novel Awlad Haratina (Children of Our District) by recent
Nobel laureate Najib Mahfuz. In essence, it forms an un-
usual ta’wil of the Qur’an. In a novel which consists of 114
chapters, the residents of Cairo are Adam, Misa, ‘Isa, and
Muhammad, presented with different names. Qur’anic leg-
ends and parables are used in the tale of their lives and
struggles. They try to bring people happiness, but each
time the followers bring their teachers' efforts to naught.
The author concludes that only science can bring happiness
to people, but even science is powerless in the end. Its
accomplishments are employed to the detriment of human-
ity and lead to the creation of hitherto unseen weapons of
mass destruction. The novel's partial publication in the
newspaper Al-Ahram in 1959 provoked the indignation of
Muslim authorities; it was published as a separate book in
Beirut in 1967 [114].

‘Abd al-Hamid al-Juda al-Sahhar has published a series
of historical novels on the main figures of Qur’anic legends.
Moreover, he treated not only the Qur’an and tafsirs, but the
Old Testament, Gospels, and apocrypha as well. It was pre-
cisely the use of such materials which Ibn Taymiyya op-
posed in his time. Ibn Taymiyya, incidentally, had his imi-
tators in Egypt in the late 1940s, when a far-ranging discus-
sion began on the problem of Jewish legends (isra iliyyar)
in Muslim literature.

An analysis of contemporary Muslim exegesis and lit-
erature of the “Qur’anic circle” shows that the boundaries
between “progressive” and “conservative”, between
“topical” and “archaic” are constantly shifting. Qur’anic
ideas and concepts are filled with new content, are recon-
ceived in accordance with new needs and requirements. On

the other hand, a number of time-honoured Qur’anic con-
cepts and ideas are actualised.

We have seen that the texts of the most important
tafsirs are united not only by a base level of material which
naturally informs all works, but by a complex system of in-
terrelations, polemicising, correcting, and mutual develop-
ing (for example, al-TabarT — al-TabarsT; al-Zamakhshart
— al-Razi; al-Zamakhshari — al-Baydawr; “the pseudo-Ibn
‘Abbas” — al-Jalalayn; al-Jalalayn — al-Manar; Ibn Kathir
— Qutb, etc.).

Qur’anic citations are widely used in the mass media
and by political figures. They evoke in listeners a broad
range of associations and their use can condition specific
reactions. Immediately after the Israeli attack in 1967,
Jjihad-related ayar appeared on the walls of Cairo homes. In
essence, they fulfilled the role of patriotic slogans.

Qur’anic texts retain their significance as one of the
basic decorative motifs in Islamic art and architecture. They
are widely used in the design of official institutions and pri-
vate homes in Muslim countries. Records and cassettes with
recordings of Qur’anic recitations delivered by the best
known qurra’ are released in mass editions. National and
international competitions of Qur’anic recitation are con-
ducted.

[slam arose as a synthesis of an entire complex of re-
ligious ideas and concepts which had existed since antiquity
and which permeated Arabia at the time of the Prophet. As
it spread beyond Arabia, it developed and was enriched
thanks to its ability to “absorb” critically important elements
of the religious and cultural heritage of Near and Middle
Eastern peoples. As a consequence, Islam has become sur-
prisingly multi-faceted. And while Muslim states endured a
period of severe weakness, this quality allowed Islam to
spread easily through the Far East as far as Indonesia. To-
day it is expanding rapidly in Sub-Saharan African and
among the Afro-American population of the United States.

There is no doubt that the internal algorithms,
multi-faceted nature, and pluralism inherent in Islam will
ensure it in the twenty first century ongoing development
and expansion.

As we have seen, the Qur’an, which stands at the centre
of Islam's ideological system, living and developing in in-
terpretation, remains today one of the most venerated Books
on earth. New interpretations are created every year, new
books appear, new articles, even plays, all rife with
Qur’anic ideas, episodes, and images. The “history” of the
Qur’an continues to be written each day.
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