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Abstract

Author :  Sahiron Syamsuddin

Title :  An Examination of Bint al-Shati”’s Method of Interpreting
the Qur’an

Department : Institute of Islamic Studies

Degree : M.A.

This thesis is devoted to the study of Bint al-Shati”s method of
interpreting the Qur'an. The problems of consistency in terms of her
hermeneutical theory and of the application of this method represent the focus of
the study. It furthermore discusses her attitude towards tendentious and i’jaz-
misoriented interpretations of the Qur’an, of which both classical and modern
exegetes are guilty in her eyes. Secondly, it studies how she applies her method
in specific situations. The cross-referential method, and the concept of irtibat
(interrelation between verses) are two major points to be analyzed. Finally, it also
discusses her theory concerning the asbab al-nuzil (occasions of revelation), and
its application. Using phenomenological, comparative and analytical methods of
analysis, and by means of primary and secondary sources, the thesis concludes
that Bint al-Shati’ in many cases is not consistent in applying the method she

established.



Résumé

Auteur : Sahiron Syamsuddin

Titre : Un examen de la méthode d’interpretation qur'anique
de Bint al-Shati’

Département: Institut des Etudes Islamiques

Dipléme : Maitrise és Arts

Ce mémoire se consacre a l'étude de la méthode d’interprétation
qur'anique de Bint al-Shati’. Les problémes de la consistance la théorie
herméneutique de "auteur ainsi que l"application de cette méthode représentent
'orientation de cette étude. De plus, la recherche débattera, en premier lieu, de
l'attitude de Bint al-Shati’ envers les interprétations tendencieuses et erronées de
i‘jaz  (inimitabilité) du Qur'an auxquelles a la fois les exégétes classiques et
modernes, aux yeux de l'auteur, se sont rendus coupables. Deuxiémement, la
recherche étudira comment Bint al-Shati’ applique sa méthode dans des
situations spécifiques. La méthode confrontant les références, ainsi que le concept
d’irtibat (rapport entre vers) sont deux points majeurs qui y seront analysés.
Finalement, I’étude débattera de la théorie de l'auter concernant l'asbab al-nuzul
(occasions de la révélation) ainsi que de son application. En utilisant les
méthodes phénomeénologique, comparative et critique, grice aux sources
primaires et secondaires, ce mémoire conclut que, dans plusieurs cas,

'application de la méthode de Bint al-Shati’ n’est pas consistante.
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The System of Transliteration

The system of transliteration of Arabic words and names applied in this thesis is

that used by the Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University, with only slight

modifications.

o =b s=dh L=t J=1

o =t JO=Tr L=z a=m

& =th S=z £=’ o=n

=1 ou =S ¢ =gh I=W
r=h oo =sh s =f a=h

¢ =kh ge =% 3 =9 e=’

a=d oe=d d=k =Y
Short: _=a;.=i;. =u. Long: 1=a; L;:f; s=u

7 ”

Diphthongs: 1 =ay; , T=aw.
Long vowel with tashdid: for s land LT, iya and dwa are employed.

In the case of td’ marbutah ( 3 ) h is not written, unless it occurs within an

iddfah, where it is transliterated with at.

The hamzah () occurring in the initial position is omitted.
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Introduction

This thesis is devoted to the study of the Qur‘anic hermeneutical method
that Bint al-Shati’, an Egyptian woman scholar of this century, applies in her
works on Qur’anic studies. It deals with the development of her method, and
with her theories concerning its application in particular cases. The problem of
her consistency, or lack of thereof, is one of the chief concerns in this thesis.

Amin al-Khdli (d. 1966) points out in his Mandhij Tajdid that attempts to
interpret the Qur’an seem never to cease.! In the light of both Islamic doctrine
and historical perspectives, his statement rings true. There is no disagreement
among Muslims that the Qur'an was revealed as religious guidance for all
humankind,? valid from the time of its revelation to the Prophet Muhammad
until the Day of Judgement. This doctrine, however, results in the constant need
for understanding the Qur’an. Even the Prophet Muhammad was ordered to
explain the Qur’anic message to his Companions.3 After his death, his

Companions (sahaba), such as ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas,* and their Successors

1Amin al-Khili, Mandhij Tajdid fi al-Nahw wa al-Baligha wa al-Tafsir wa al-Adab
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1961), 302.

See, e.g., Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara): 185; Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imrdn): 138; and Q. 5 (S. al-Mdida:
49.

3See, e.g., Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara): 221; Q.5 (S. al-Md’ida): 16 and 21.
it is recorded that Mujihid transmitted Ibn ‘Abbas’ Tafsir. See, for example,

Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Dawudi, Tabagdt al-Mufassirin, edited by ‘Ali Muhammad ‘Umar
(Cairo: Maktabat Wahba, 1972), 1: 232-3.



(tabi‘un), such as Mujahid (d. 104/722)5 and Qatada (d. 118 A.H.),® continued the
attempt to grasp the message of the Qur'an. The interpretations of this formative
period were later compiled in hadith (prophetic tradition) works, such as that of
al-Bukhari (d. 256/870). The exegetical works of classical times, such as that of
Ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923), are colored to a great extent by the reports from
previous generations. The reports-oriented approach, however, was not the only
way of interpreting the Qur'an in the classical period. Lexical, rhetorical,
philosophical, and mystical approaches to the Qur’an, such as those of al-
Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144), al-Razi (d. 606/1210), and Ibn al-Arabi (d. 638/1240)
also represented other methods of interpretations in that period. Modem
exegetes, such as Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905), have employed other
hermeneutical methods, most of which emphasize the Qur‘an as a guidance for
human lives (hudan li al-nds). Some, such as Tantawi Jawhari (d. 1941) have tried
to impose modern science on the Qur’anic message in their exegetical works.
Looking at the history of the discipline, one can say that the
interpretations of the Qur’an that satisfied one generation did not always satisfy
the next. This is certainly true for many Muslim scholars of our own day. Bint al-
Shati’, a modern exegete, for example, says that classical interpretations in many

ways subjected the Qur’an to interpretation in the light of extraneous elements,

STt is alleged that Shibl ibn ‘Abbad al-Makki transmitted Mujahid’s fafsir. See,
e.g., al-Dawudi, Tabaqat al-Mufassirin, 2: 305-8.

sShayban ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman reported that he received tafsir from Qatada ibn
Di‘ama. See al-Dawudi, Tabaqat al-Mufassirin, 2: 43-4.



such as the isrd’iliyat Judeo-Christian materials), and to sectarian tendencies (al-
ta’wildt al-‘asabiya), neither of which are really necessary for understanding the
Qur’anic message.” She also accuses many interpreters of producing “forced”
interpretations, and others of simply misunderstanding the unique rhetoric of
the Qur’an. In response to this situation, Bint al-Shati" composed many works on
Qur’anic studies, such as al—Tafsi; al-Baya’ni_ li al-Qur’dn al-Karim (Rhetorical
Exegesis of the Qur’an) in two volumes, al-Qur’an wa al-Tafsir al-'Asri (the Qur'an
and Modern Exegesis), al-Shakhsiya al-Islimiya (the Islamic Personality) and
others. To achieve this purpose, Bint al-Shati” develops and employs the method
that her professor Amin al-Khuli (who later became her husband) explained in
his book Manahij Tajdid.3

To my knowledge, there have appeared at least six works focusing on Bint
al-Shati’s exegesis. First, Kenneth Cragg in his The Mind of the Qur'an (published
in 1973), describes some of Bint al-Shati”’s techniques of interpreting the Qur’an,
concentrating especially on her treatment of Q. 93 (Surat al-Duha). Here, Cragg
appreciates her bravery in criticizing past interpreters.® Secondly, and more
comprehensively, Issa J. Boullata in his article “Modern Qur’anic Exegesis: A

Study of Bint al-Shati”’s Method,” published in 1974, describes the great

_ 7See ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahmin (Bint al-Shati"), al-Tafsir al-Baydni li al-Qur'an al-
Karim (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1990), 1: 16; and 2: 8.

8See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 10.



influence of Amin al-Khili’s method on Bint al-Shati”’s tafsir. He also analyzes
many of her new hermeneutical findings.!? Thirdly, like Boullata, J. J. G. Jansen
concentrates in his 1974 book The Interpretation of the Koran in Modern Egypt on
Bint al-Shati”’s debt to al-Khiili in the field of methodology of interpretation. He
argues his case, as Cragg does, on the basis of her interpretation of Q. 93.1t
Fourth, there is Muhammad ‘At3 al-Sid’s 1975 dissertation entitled “The
Hermeneutical Problem of the Qur'an in Islamic History,” in which he studies
Bint al-Shati”’s hermeneutics. As he himself acknowledges, his study is very
much dependent on Boullata’s conclusions. In this work, however, he uncovers
new information in the form of critiques by scholars of Bint al-Shati”’s
hermeneutics concerning the problem of the consistency of the Qur’anic
language, and the asbab al-nuzul (occasions of revelation). His approach,
however, seems too apologetic, too cqncemed to defend Bint al-Shati’s
position.!? Fifth, we have Muhammad Amin’s 1992 master’s thesis written for
McGill University, entitled “A Study of Bint al-Shati”’s Exegesis.” In his thesis, he

provides a biography of Bint al-Shati’ and investigates her exegetical

See Kenneth Cragg, The Mind of The Qur'dan, Chapters in Reflection (London:
George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1973), 70-74.

1See Issa J. Boullata, “Modern Qur’anic Exegesis: A Study of Bint al-Shati’,” The
Muslim World 64 (1974), 103-13.

See J.J.G. Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran in Modern Egypt (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1974), 65-76.

)See Muhammad ‘At3 al-Sid, “The Hermeneutical Problem of the Qur’an in
Islamic History” (Ph.D disssertation, Temple University, 1975), 341-7.



achievements. However, his discussion of the latter is likewise dependent on
Boullata’s findings, and is very descriptive.!3 Generally speaking, these five
contributions are appreciative of Bint al-Shati’’s method of interpretation. Finally
and by contrast, Muhammad Amin Tawfiq, in his 1976 article “Interpretation
and Lessons of Surah ‘al-Duha’” takes a critical approach to her methodology,
especially regarding the issue of the qasam (oath). However, Tawfiq is not
convincing due to his misunderstanding of Bint al-Shati”’s approach to her
subject.14

The purpose of this thesis is to examine Bint al-Shati”’s exegetical method.
In order that the thesis should focus on the main subject, I will not explore her

biography, except in a note.!> In the following pages I will attempt to shed new

BSee Muhammad Amin, “A Study of Bint al-Shati”’s Exegesis” (M.A. Thesis,
McGill University, 1992), 47-90.

“See Muhammad Amin Tawfiq, “Interpretation and Lessons of Surah ‘al-Duha”,
Majallatu’l Azhar (1976), 7-16.

'S Bint al-Shati’ was the pen-name of ‘A’ishah ‘Abd al-Rahman. She was born in
Dumyat (Damietta) in 1913. She was educated traditionally by her father, who would
not allow her to attend a public school. However, thanks to her mother and maternal
great-grand-father, who concealed her attendance at a public school, she was able to
finish her education there. In 1936 she enrolled in the Faculty of Letters at Fuad I
University (later Cairo University). She completed a doctoral degree in 1950 with a
dissertation on the poetry of Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Ma‘arri. She then went on to teach at
several universities in succession, and to write many books and articles on various
fields, such as Qur’anic studies, literary criticism, feminism, history and autobiography,
and creative writing. According to Muhammad Amin and Hoffman-Ladd, she wrote
more than sixty books in the above fields. Abaza al-Sabi'i divides Bint al-Shati”’s works
into two kinds: (1) Qur'anic and Islamic studies, and (2) general studies, listing 40 books
that she wrote during her lifetime. For more information, see C. Kooji, “Bint al-Shati": A
Suitable Case for Biography?,” in The Challenge of the Middle East, edited by Ibrahim A.
El-Sheikh et al. (Amsterdam: University of Amsterdam, 1982), 67-72; Muhammad Amin,
“A Study of Bint al-Shati”’s Exegesis,” 6-23; Valerie J. Hoffman-Ladd, “'A'isha ‘Abd al-
Rahman,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, edited by John L.



light on Bint al-Shati”’s exegesis by analyzing her method. In many places, critical
analyses will be expressed. There are in fact three questions in particular that will
be answered in this thesis. First, how and why does Bint al-Shati’ develop her
hermeneutical method? This is very much related to her attitude towards
previous interpretation. Secondly, where does Bint al-Shati”’s method place her
in the history of the interpretation of the Qur'an? Finally, is she consistent in
applying the method she established?

To answer these questions, the thesis will be divided into three chapters
and a conclusion. Chapter one discusses Bint al-Shati’’s critical attitude regarding
past exegetes. In this chapter, we will try to determine why she criticized
previous interpretations to such a great extent, and how she built her own
method, which she calls “al-manhaj al-zlstiqra"i" (inductive method), and which I
refer to in this thesis as the cross-referential method. Chapter two examines what
Amin al-Khali calls “dirasd fi al-Qur'an” (a study of the Qur’an), in order to
determine whether Bint al-Shati’ is consistent in applying her method in specific
situations. Her use of the cross-referential method in her interpretation of Q. 103

(Surat al-’Asr) and her treatment of the case of hurriyat al-‘agida (freedom of

belief) will be analyzed in this chapter. Another topic to be examined concerns

Esposito (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 1: 4-5; Miriam Cooke,
“Arab Women Writers,” in Modern Arabic Literature, edited by M. M. Badawi
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 449; Abaza al-Sabi‘i, “Bint al-Shati’,” in
Contemporary Arab Writers: Biographies and Autobiographies, edited by Robert B. Campbell
(Beirut: In Kommission bei Franz Steiner Verlag Stuttgart, 1996), 1: 362-3; and Paul
Starkey, ““A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman,” in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, ed. Julie Scott
Meisami and Paul Starkey (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), 1: 18.



her idea of the irtibat (interconnection) between verses and suras. Chapter three
explores her treatment of the asbab al-nuzul, the study of which Bint al-Shati” calls
ma hawl! al-Qur’an (what surrounds the Qur’an). Again, the main purpose here is
to see Bint al-Shati’’s theory and application at work. The thesis will end with a
conclusion related to the above discussion.

The method of analysis that will be used in this thesis is, first of all, the
phenomenological approach, meaning that I will objectively explore what Bint
al-Shati’ says about the interpretations and methods of previous exegetes, as
well as about her own method and its application. Comparative analysis is also
employed, for in order to understand comprehensively her positions on the
subjects under discussion, it will be necessary to compare them with those of
other Qur’'an exegetes, and in some places, with biblical hermeneutics. This
analysis is important in helping us understand where Bint al-Shati’ should be
placed in the history of Qur’an exegesis, and of scriptural interpretation in
general. Critical analysis is also a major feature of this thesis. This method will
deal with the problem of consistency between her theory and its application. To
avoid passing judgement, the thesis uses internal criticism.

In analyzing the subject matter under discussion, the author employs both
primary and secondary sources. The primary sources, for the most part available
only in Arabic, mostly concern Qur’anic studies. Bint al-Shati”’s works in this

field naturally represent the most important sources of this thesis. Some original



works on biblical hermeneutics are also used in comparative analyses. The
secondary sources that are written in English, French and German dealing with
Islamic studies in general, Quran exegesis, biblical hermeneutics and other

topics, have also been drawn upon in the writing of this study.



Chapter One
Bint al-Shati’’s Criticism of Previous Exegetical Tradition in Islam

Bint al-Shati’ defines tafsir as an attempt to understand the Qur'an that
consists in explaining and clarifying the text by using interpretive as opposed to
synonymous language.lé She says that it is a discipline that has been practiced by
Muslim scholars from a very early period, and acknowledges that such exegetes
as al-Farra’ (d. 207/822)Y al-Tabari (d. 310/923),® al-Zamakhshari (d.
538/1144),1° al-Razi (d. 606/1210)2° Abu Hayyan (d. 754/1344)2! and
Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905),2 made invaluable contributions to this field.
However, their interpretations, according to her, are colored to a great extent by

tendentious projections, sometimes based on sectarian and extra-Qur’anic

"“Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani li al-Qur'an al-Karim (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif,
1990), 2: 9.

_ VSee Abu Zakariya Yahya ibn Ziyad al-Farra’, Ma‘dni al-Qur’dn, ed. Muhammad
‘Ali al-Najjar (Cairo: al-Dar al-Misriya li al-Ta’lif wa al-Tarjama, n.d.).

See Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Jami’ al-Baydn fi Tafsir al-Qur'dn (Beirut:
Dar al-Ma‘rifa, 1986-7).

“See Mahmild ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf ‘an Haqa'iq al-Tanzil wa
‘Uyun al-Aqawil fi Wujuh al-Ta’wil (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, n.d).

%See Fakhr al-Din al- Razi Muhammad ibn “Umar, al-Tafsir al-Kabir (Beirut: Dar
Ihya’ al-Turath al-’Arabi, n.d.).

%See Muhammad Ibn Yusuf Abd Hayyan, al-Tafsir al-Kabir al-Musamma bi al-
Bahr al-Muhit (Riyad: Maktabat wa Matabi’ al-Nasr al-Haditha, n.d.).

2See Muhammad ‘Abduh, Tafsir Juz’ ‘Amma (Cairo: Matabi’ al-Sha'b, n.d.).



materials, and often ignore the miraculous nature (i’jaz) of the Qur’an. Besides
spreading sectarian doctrines,2¢ bad enough in itself, this results in Muslims
being exposed to much more than the Qur’anic message and the subtle meanings
(asrar) of its words, a problem which is, in her eyes, the most significant in the
exegetical field. Accordingly, Bint al-Shati” often criticizes such conjectures on

the part of previous interpreters.

I. On Tendentious Interpretations

The tendentious interpretations which draw Bint al-Shati”’s criticism are
the [srd’iliyat-oriented, theological, mystical, philosophical, and so-called
“scientific” hermeneutical approaches.

The Isra’iliyat, which consist of stories derived from the Bible (Tawrah and
Injil), particularly in regard to the prophets, the ancient Israelites (Banu Isra’il),
and Jewish folklore,? are found in many works of Islamic literature, including
those of an exegetical variety. Abbott remarks in her Studies in Arabic Literary

Papyri that during the first century of Islam Muslims read and transmitted

BSee Bint al-Shati’, Al-Qur'dn wa al-Tafsir al-'Asri (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘drif, 1970),
24-32; and idem, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 8.

“See, e.g., Ismail K. Poonawala, “Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza’s Principles of
Modemn Exegesis: A Contribution toward Quranic Hermeneutics,” in Approaches to the
Qur'an, ed. G. R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London and New York:
Routledge, 1993), 235.

BG. Vajda, “Isra‘iliyyat,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, ed. E. van Donzel, B. Lewis
and Ch. Pellat (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 4: 211. See also Yusuf ‘Abd al-Rahman in his
Mugqaddimat Tafsir Ibn Kathir, published together with Isma‘il Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur'dn
al-'Azim (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1987), 1: 18.

10



Biblical materials from the Ahl al-Kitab (“the People of the Book”) who had
converted to Islam, such as Ka'b al-Ahbar (d. 32-4/652-4)% and Wahb ibn
Munabbih (d. 110-6/728-34).# Many Companions, such as Salman al-Farisi (d.
32-4/6524),8 Zayd ibn Thabit (d. 45-55/665-74)? (the editor-in-chief of the
‘Uthmanic edition of the Qur’an), and Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68-70/687-9)3 (the so-called
father of Qur'an interpretation) are reported to have had considerable
knowledge of the Isra‘iliyat, and to have passed this knowledge on to others.3!
Although, since about the middle of the second century of Islam, a
general prohibition against reporting the Isrd’iliyat seems to have been urged by
some Successors (tabi‘un), such as al-A‘mash (d. 148/765) and Sufyan al-Thawri

(d. 161/778),32 the practice still continued. It is even recorded that, after the

%See Muhammad ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubra (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1958), 7: 445;
and Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Siyar A’'lam al-Nubald’, ed. Husayn al-Asad
(Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1986), 3: 489-94. See also Nabia Abbott, Studies in Arabic
Literary Papyri (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967), 2: 8.

“See al-Dhahabi, Siyar A‘lim al-Nubald”, 4: 544-57, especially 445, and 447. See
also Nabia Abbott, Studies, 2: 8.

3Ibn Sa‘d reported that Salman al-Farisi, who converted to Islam just after the
Prophet arrived in Medina, used to be a slave of a Jewish person of Banu Qurayza. Al-
Farisi read many books of revelation to seek religion. See Jamal al-Din Abu al-Hajjaj
Yusuf al-Mizzi, Tahdhib al-Kamal fi Asmd’ al-Rijdl, ed. Bashshar ‘Awwad Ma'rif (Beirut:
Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1992), 11: 247.

¥See Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-Kubrd, 2: 358; and al-Mizzi, Tahdhib al-Kamal, 10: 28.
“See Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabagat al-Kubrd, 2: 365; and al-Mizzi, Takdhib al-Kamal, 15: 154.

3'Nabia Abbott, Studies, 2: 8-9.
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time of the Successors, Isrd’iliyit reports were even more popular than ever,
reflecting a genuine love for these Judeo-Christian tales.3® Al-Tabari, for instance,
collects in his Jami‘ al-Bayan a great number of Isrd’iliyat reports on the basis of
which, in part, previous generations had interpreted the Qur’anic verses which
speak of the biblical prophets and their societies.3* This approach was followed
by others, such as al-Khazin (d. 741/1340),3 and al-Tha‘alibi (d. 873-4/1468-9).36
The transmission of such reports was maintained throughout the classical period,
because, apart from the fact that the Prophet did not strictly prohibit the

practice,” the Arab people, who were without a written tradition of their own,

¥See Ahmad ibn “Ali ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Fath al-Bdri bi Sharh Sahil al-Bukhari,
ed. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn Baz (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifa, n.d.), 13: 334. Nabia
Abbott, Studies, 2: 10.

% Al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassirun, 1: 176.

HPeter G. Riddle, “The Transmission of Narrative-Based Exegesis in Islam: Al-
Baghdadi’s Use of Stories in his Commentary on the Quran and a Malay Descendent,”
in Islam: Essays on Scripture, Thought & Society, ed. Peter G. Riddle and Tony Street
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1997), 59.

“See ‘Ali ibn Muhammad al-Khazin, Lubdb al-Ta‘wil fi Ma‘ani al-Tanzil (Cairo:
Matba‘at al-Istigama, 1955).

%See ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Muhammad al-Tha‘alibi, al-Jawdhir al-Hisdn fi Tafsir
al-Qur’in, ed. ‘Ammar al-Talibi (Algiers: al-Mu’assasa al-Wataniya li al-Kitab, 1985).
The editor remarks in his introduction to this work that in some places the author
criticizes some of the Isra’iliyat he quotes. Cf. Riddle, “The Transmission of Narrative-
Based Exegesis in Islam,” 61-9.

""There are three different hadiths governing the attitudes towards Isrd’iliydt. The
first is one from which it may be inferred that transmitting Isra’iliyat is permitted. It is
reported on the authority of Abu Hurayra that the Prophet said: “Report from Jewish
people; there is no objection.” The second justifies the contention that the Prophet
neither ordered nor prohibited the reporting of Isra’iliyat. He said: “Don’t deem the
people of the Book credible, and don’t accuse them of lying, but say: ‘We believe in
Allah and what He revealed to us.” The last one is a hadith that prohibits the practice, in

12



understandably turned to those with such a tradition, such as the “People of the
Book.”3# Another reason is that most of the Qur’anic verses which speak of the
stories of previous prophets and societies discuss them only in general terms.
This left Muslims, who needed more detailed information, with no other choice
but to refer to the stories of “the People of the Book.” Moreover, according to
Bint al-Shati’, the practice also resulted from the tendentious attempt by Jews
who had converted to Islam to insert Judaic ideas into the Muslim understanding
of the Qur’an.®

Recognizing the fact that the Isrd’iliyat have colored much exegetical
literature, Ibn Taymiya (d. 725/1328), in his Mugaddima fi Usul al-Tafsir, and his
disciple Ibn Kathir (d. 775/1373), in the introduction to his Tafsi? al-Qur’an al-
‘Azim, explain how Muslims should approach such reports. After dividing the

types of Isrd’iliyat into three, i.e., (1) those that are proven by Islamic teachings

which the Prophet is quoted as having said: “Don’t ask the ‘People of the Book’ about
anything.” Al-Qastallani maintains in his Irshdd al-Sdri that the hadith is only concerned
with the prohibition against asking them about the shari’a. See Ahmad ibn Muhammad
al-Qastallani, Irshad al-Sari 1i Sharh Sahzh al-Bukhdri (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1990), 15: 368-70;
Ahmad ibn ‘Alf ibn Hajar al-*Asqalani, Fath al-Bdri bi Sharh Sahih, ed. ‘Abd al-Aziz ibn
‘Abd Allah ibn Baz (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘ nfa, n.d.), 13: 333-5; and Muhammad Shams al-
Haqq al-’Azim Abadi, ‘Awn al-Ma‘bud fi Sharh Sunan Abi " Daunid, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman
Muhammad ‘Uthman (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1979), 10: 96-7; and M. J. Kister, “Haddithu ‘an
bani isrd’ila wa-la haraja: A Study of an Early Tradition,”Israel Oriental Studies 2 (1972),
215-39.

¥See ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Khaldin, Muqaddimat Ibn Khaldin, ed. ‘Ali ‘Abd al-
Wihid Wafi (Cairo: Lajnat al-Bayan al-‘Arabi, 1958), 1: 490-1. See also al-Dhahabi, al-
Tafsir wa al-Mufassirun, 1: 177-8.

*Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 8, idem, al-Qur’an wa al-Tafsir, 31; and idem,

al-Isra’iliyat fi al-Ghazw al-Fikri (Cairo: Ma‘had al-Buhiith wa al-Dirasat al-‘Arabiya,
1975), 87-145.
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[e.g. the Qur'an], (2) those that contradict these teachings, and (3) those that are
left unexplained (maskutun ‘anhu), they remark that one should not employ them
due to the fact that most of the Isrd’iliyal tales contradict one another, and that
besides there is no religious advantage to knowing detailed Isrd’iliyat reports.«©
However, this does not seem to constitute a very severe prohibition against
Isra’iliyat-based interpretation.

Bint al-Shati’, like many other modern scholars,* criticizes this exegetical
tradition.2 In her al-Qur’dn wa al-Tafsir al-'Asri, she remarks that it is not suitable
to interpret the Qur’an on the basis of Isra’iliyat. She, therefore, reproaches
Mustafa Mahmuad for interpreting Q. 44 (S. al-Dukhan): 10-11, and Q. 14 (S.
Ibrahim): 48, verses which speak of the appearance of the Day of Resurrection, by
referring to Yuhanna’s apocalyptic vision in which he saw the indications of that

event,® and for identifying Gog and Magog (Ya'juj wa Ma'juj), referred to in Q.

“See Isma‘il ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur’dn al-'Azim (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1987), 1:

“'Among them are Muhammad ‘Abduh, Rashid Rida, and Abu Rayya. See J. M.
S. Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran Interpretation (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1961), 16; Jansen, The
Interpretation of the Koran, 27; G. H. A. Juynboll, The Authenticity of the Tradition Literature:
Discussions in Modern Egypt (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1969), 121-38; Roland Meynet, Louis
Pouzet, Na'ila Faruqi, and Ahyaf Sinnd, Tarig al-Tahlil al-BaIaght wa al-Tafsir: Tahlilat
Nusus min al-Kitdb al-Mugqaddas wa min al-Hadith al-Nabawi (Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq,
1993), 39.

“See Boullata, “Modern Qur’an Exegesis,” 105; Muhammad ‘Ata al Sid, “The

Hermeneutical Problem,” 342; and Yudian Wahyudi, “Ali Shariati and Bint al-Shati’ on
Free Will: A Comparison,” Journal of Islamic Studies 9,1 (1998), 43.
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18 (S. al-Kahf): 94, with Field Marshal Montgomery and Mao Tse Tung.4 Her
avoidance of Isrd’iliyat is quite marked in several passages of her own al-Tafsir al-
Bayani.5 When interpreting Q. 89 (S. al-Fajr): 6-12, for example, which speaks of
the pre-Islamic Arab tribes of ‘Ad and Thamiid, to which belonged the Prophets
Hud and Salih respectively, she quotes several of the opinions of previous
interpreters, namely al-Tabari,* al-Zamakhshari,’ Abd Hayyan,# al-Rizi* and
Muhammad ‘Abduh.5® All of these furnish detailed controversial information
about the tribes,3! leading her to remark:

Most of what they said about the {physical] tallness, names,

numbers and building materials {[of ‘Ad and Thamud] are from the

Isra’iliyat that are crammed into the book of Islam [the Qur’an]

either in terms of its text or its context. In order to purify it of

involvement with the Isra’iliyat, we appeal to the Qur'an against

those opinions, because they become more numerous and

contradict one another. If we wish more explanation of the verses
of Surat al-Fajr then we rather seek it from the Qur’an.52

“See Mustafa Mahmid, al-Qur'an: Muhdwala li Fahm ‘Asri (Beirut: Dar al-"Awda,
1979), 181-6, and 193-4; Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur'an wa al-Tafsir, 61, and 63; and idem, al-
Isra’iliyat, 168.

“See Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’an wa al-Tafsir, 62.

__“See e.g., Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 12; and 2: 8. See also her al-
Isra’iliyat, 170-1.

“See al-Tabari, Jami’ al-Baydn, 30: 111-4.

“See al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, 4: 747-8.
‘“See Abu Hayyan, al-Bahr al-Muhit, 8: 469-70.
See al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 30: 396.

“See ‘Abduh, Tafsir Juz’ ‘Amma, 61.

5'See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 138-41.
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Afterwards, listing all Qur'anic verses dealing with the stories of ‘Ad and
Thamud, which, according to Khalaf Allah, are meant as a warning to those who
disbelieve in God’s intended punishment of disbelief,5® Bint al-Shati” elaborates
that the mention of the ‘Ad, which was Hud’s tribe, always occurs in the Qur'an
as an exemplary warning, stressing their disbelief in their Prophet, their tyranny
in the world, and the divine punishment they received.>

From the above, one can say that the Isrd’iliyat accounts, whose
employment by both classical and modern interpreters she criticizes severely, are
nonetheless given a broader, if not indeed inaccurate, definition by Bint al-Shati’.
It seems that the term I[sra’iliyat, which had been used by many scholars only in
reference to Judeo-Christian narratives, was regarded by her as designating
every prophet’s tale that is not mentioned in detail in the Qur'an. The detailed
extra-Qur’anic information about the ‘Ad and Thamad is not to be found in the
Bible (including the Torah), as al-Tabari points out in his Tdrikh,5 but in pre-

Islamic (Jahili) folk literature, as Stetkevych proves in his Muhammad and the

*Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 141.

“See Muhammad Ahmad Khalaf Alldh, al-Fann al-Qasasi fi al-Qur'dn al-Karim
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahda al-Misriya, 1950-1), 293.

SSee Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 141-2.
5See Muhammad Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Tdrikh al-Rusul wa al-Muliik, ed. M. J. de
Goeje, et al. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1879-1901), 1: 252-3. See also R. Armaldez, Le Coran: Guide

de Lecture (Paris: Desclée, 1983), 105-6; and Tarif Khalidi, Arabic Historical Thought in the
Classical Period (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 77.
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Golden Bough 56 Similarly, the interpretation of Gog and Magog as Field Marshal
Montgomery and Mao Tse Tung are characterized by Bint al-Shati” as Isra’iliyat,
but without any basis in fact.

Wahyudi detects in Bint al-Shati”s rejection of the Isrdiliyat a
manifestation of her resentment of Zionist propaganda in the Muslim world.>?
Given the political context of her times, his opinion could be right. However,
phenomenologically speaking, it is sufficient to say that her refusal of the
Isra’iliyat is entirely in keeping with her concern for literary analysis. Bint al-
Shati’ explicitly states that the inclusion of Isrd’iliyat as a source for the
interpretation of the Qur’an can lead interpreters to discuss things irrelevant to
its text. Scientific method, she argues, rejects interpretation of a text on the basis
of material that is not conveyed in its words and context.58

The second kind of tendentious interpretation to which Bin al-Shati”s
criticism is addressed concerns the introduction of theological debate into
attempts at understanding the Qur’an. The theological sects (madhhabs) which
she targets in particular include the Qadaﬁya (believers in free-will), whose
ideas were later adopted by the Mu’tazila, and the Jabriya (determinists) who

differed considerably in terms of their ideas. It was inevitable that scholars

See Jaroslav Stetkevych, Muhammad and the Golden Bough (Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1996), 50-56.

" Wahyudi, “Ali Shariati and Bint al-Shati’,” 43.

8See Bint al-Shati’, al—[sra"ifii/a't, 92; and idem al-Qur’an wa al-qusi?, 30.
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should become propagandists for the sectarian principles to which they adhered.
They, of course, cited either rational or scriptural arguments, or both, in support
of their beliefs.?® Inevitably, the Qur’an itself was appealed to in order to
strengthen their position. For example, al-Zamakhshari, a Mu’tazili interpreter,
cites Q. 10 (S. Yunus): 108,50 and Q. 53 (S. al-Najm): 39-4261 (among others) in
support of the Mu'‘tazili principle of human free will.2 However, those Quranic
verses, such as Q. 11 (S. Hud): 10763 and Q. 28 (S. al-Qasas): 56,5% whose literal
meanings seem clearly to contradict this principle are accordingly declared

mutashdbihdt (ambiguous verses) by al-Zamakhshari in order that they may be

%See Richard C. Martin, [slamic Studies: A History of Religions Approach (Upper
Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 1996), 109.

%The verse reads: “Say: O mankind! Now hath the Truth from Your Lord come
unto You. So whoever is guided, is guided only for (the good of) his soul, and whoever
erreth erreth only against it. And I am not a warder over you.” The translation of this
verse and those of other verses in this thesis are taken from Muhammed Marmaduke
Pickthall’s The Meaning of the Gloricus Koran (Delhi: World Islamic Publications, 1981).

®'The verses read: “And that man hath only that for which he maketh effort. And
that his effort will be seen. And afterward he will be repaid for it with fullest payment,
And that thy Lord is the goal.”

S2Al-Zamakhshari, Al-Kashshaf, 2: 375, 430. Commenting on Q. 10: 108, al-
Zamakhshari says: “Those who choose the right guidance (al-huda) and follow the truth
(al-hagq) will not be given reward through their choice other than for their own selves;
and those who prefer the wrong path (al-dalal) will harm no other than themselves.”
See also Bint al-Shati’, al-Shakhsiya al-Islamiya (Beirut: University of Beirut, 1972), 48;
and Helmut Gé&tje, The Qur'an and its Exegesis: Selected Texts with Classical and Modern
Muslim Interpretation, trans. Alford T. Welch (London and Henley: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1971), 36.

“The verse reads: “... Lo! thy Lord is Doer of what he will.”
$The verse reads: “Lo! thou (O Muhammad) guidest not whom thou loveth, but
Allah guideth whom he will. And He is best aware of those who walk aright.”
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reinterpreted to fit his theories.$* Those who held the deterministic view, on the
other hand, based their position on the verses that the Mu‘tazilis regarded as
mutashabihat, and ignored the other problematic verses.56
In this instance, Bint al-Shati’ rejects both positions as well as the
hermeneutical methods employed to derive them. She says:
It is impossible to accept some verses and turn away from
others, since the whole Qur’an is from God. The Q. 4 (S. al-Nisa’):

82 says: “Will they not then ponder on the Quran? If it had been
from other than God they would have found therein much

incongruity.”67

SAl-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 3: 422. Q. 28: 56 which literally refers to the idea
of determinism, is interpreted in such a way that it accords with the idea of free-will. He
says: “You (Muhammad) will not be able to convert into [slam anyone from your tribe
or others, whom you wish to do so, because you are a human being; you do not know
whether their hearts are sealed (matbu” ‘ald qalbihi) or not. But, God converts to Islam
anybody He likes, for He knows which one is matbu’ ‘ald qalbihi. And in this case the
divine lutf (“kindness”) benefits him. God’s lutf goes together with him in order to
direct him to Islam.” This ta'wil constitutes an hermeneutical application of the
interpretive theory of mutashdbih held by the previous Mu‘tazilis, like ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d.
415/1024). The latter points out in his al-Mughni that those verses which literally
contradict the rational notion of tawhid (the oneness of God) and ‘adl (divine justice),
and which are, therefore, called mutashabihat (ambiguous verses), have to be interpreted
through rational interpretation in the light of those muhkamat (clear verses) which are
literally in consonance with the notion. See al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar ibn Ahmad al-
Hamadhani, Mutashdbih al-Qur’dn, ed. ‘Adnan Muhammad Zarzur (Cairo: Dar al-
Turath, nd.), 1: 1-39; Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, al-Ittijah al-'Aqli fi al-Tafsir: Dirdsa fi
Qadzyat al-Majaz fi al-Qur'an ‘ind al-Mu'tazila (Beirut: Dar al-Tanwir, 1982), 180-239; and
William Thomson, “Free Will and Predestination in Early Islam: A Critique and
Appreciation,” the Muslim World 40 (1950), 207-216. See also Régis Blachére, Introduction
au Coran (Paris: Editions Besson & Chantemerle, 1959), 216-7. In this work, Blachére
maintains that the Mu‘tazili exegeses were very much influenced by hellenistic ideas.

%See ‘Ali ibn Isma‘il al-Ash’ari, Kitdb Magqdlat al-Islimiyin wa Ikhtildf al-Musallin,
ed. Hellmut Ritter (Istanbul: Matba‘at al-Dawla, 1930), 2: 540-1; and Maymun ibn
Muhammad al-Nasafi, Tabsirat al-Adilla fi Usul al-Din ‘Ald Tarigat al-Imdm Abi Mansir
al-Maturidi, ed. Claude Salamé (Limassol-Chyprus: al-Jaffin & al-Jabi Imprimeurs-
Editeurs, 1993), 2: 595. In this passage, al-Nasafi (d. 508/1114) criticizes both the
Mu'tazila and the Jabriya for ignoring the verses which contradict their ideas.
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By means of inductive method (al-manhaj al-istigra’i),*® on the basis of which she
tries to arrive at the purely Qur’anic perspective on the subject, Bint al-Shati’
comes to the conclusion that: (1) human will differs from God’s will in that the
former is acquired (kasbiya), preceded by intention, thinking and desire, and
characterized by strength and weakness, whereas the latter is not;$? (2) unlike
human will, divine will is an effective (ndfidh) and inescapable (mubram) fate;7¢ (3)
there is no contradiction between the human will and the divine one, meaning
that through acquired will human beings choose what they will and act on that
choice, while the divine will paves the way for them to act on their choices;”! and

(4) the divine will is neither concerned with the guidance of those who choose to

“'Bint al-Shati’, al-Shakhsiya, 49; and idem, al-Qur’dn wa Qaddyd al-Insdn (Beirut:
Dar al-‘IIm li a.l-Maléyin, 1982), 147.

%*She searches for the meanings of the verses: Q. 36 (S. Y Sin): 40, 47, 82; Q. 17 (S.
al-Isra’): 18-19, 94-95; Q. 2 (Al ‘Imran): 145; Q. 13 (S. al-Ra’d): 11, Q. 8 (S. al-Anfal): 53; Q.
11 (S. Hud): 101; Q. 92 (S. al-Layl): 12-13; Q. 6 (S. al-An‘dm): 35, 148; Q. 41 (S. Fussilat): 14;
Q. 43 (S. al-Zukhruf): 20, 60; Q. 73 (S. al-Muzzammil): 19; Q. 74 (S. al-Muddaththir): 32-37,
53-55; Q. 39 (S. al-Zumar): 14-15; Q. 16 (S. al-Nahl): 9; Q. 32 (S. al-Sajda): 13; Q. 5 (al-
Mdida): 48; Q. 25 (S. al-Furqan): 45; Q. 42 (S. al-Shurd): 32-33; and Q. 18 (S. al-Kahf): 23-
24. See also Bint al-Shati’, al-Shakhsiya, 49-55.

“See Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imrdn): 159. See also Bint al-Shati’, al—Shakhsi@a, 47: and idem, al-
Qur’dn wa Qadaya, 133.

"See Q. 13 (S. al-Ra‘d): 11, Q. 16 (S. al-Nahl): 40, and Q. 36 (S. Y4 Sin): 82. See also
Bint al-Shati’, al-Shakhsiya, 49; and idem, al-Qur’dn wa Qaddyd, 137.

See Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Fmrdn): 145, Q. 4 (S. al-Nis@'): 134, Q. 11 (S. Hud): 15, 101, Q. 17

(S. al-Isra"): 18, Q. 33 (S. al-Ahzab): 28-9, Q. 42 (S. al-Shuira): 20, and Q. 92 (S. al-Layl): 5-10.
See Bint al-Shati’, al-Shakhsiya, 49-50; idem, al-Qur'an wa Qadayd, 135-6.
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go astray from religious teachings, nor with the breaking of the sunnat Allah
(God’s Law) in His creatures.”

According to Bint al-Shati’, the weakness of the disputants lies in their
methodology in interpreting the Qur’an, which is based on their personal
projections and bound up with sectarian tendencies.” This conclusion is echoed
by many scholars, such as Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd and Richard C. Martin, who
have studied the history of the emergence of the classical theological sects.7+

A very tendentious problem in the field of tafsir is also to be found,
according to Bint al-Shati’, in al-tafsir al-ishari (symbolic interpretation), which is
manifested in mystical (sufi) and philosophical (falsafi) interpretations. The
symbolic interpretation (al-tafsir al-ishdri), which is a hermeneutical exercise on
which interpreters rely in trying to understand the concealed indications (isharat
khafiya) of Qur’anic expressions,”> has been the subject of much debate. Those

who admit such interpretation, which does not condradict, even though it

"See Q.5 (S. al-Ma’ida): 48, Q. 6 (S. al-An‘am): 148, Q. 10 (S. Yunus): 99, Q. 16 (S.
al-Nahl): 9, Q. 17 (S. al-Isr@’): 94-5, Q. 25 (S. al-Furgan): 45, Q. 32 (S. al-Sajda): 13, Q. 41 (S.
Fussilat): 14, Q. 42 (S. al-Shurd): 32-3, Q. 43 (S. al-Zukhruf): 20, 60 Q. 36 (S. Yd Sin): 40, 47.
See also Bint al-Shati’, al-Shakhsiya, 53-4; and idem, al-Qur’dn wa Qadayad, 143-6.

See Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur'dn wa al-Taﬁi;, 24-25. In this case, Bint al-Shati’
corresponds to Daud Rahbar. See Rudi Paret, “Der Koran und Die Pradestination
[Besprechung von: Daud Rahbar, God of Justice],” in Der Koran, ed. Rudi Paret
(Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1975), 161.

“See Abu Zayd, al-Ittijah al-'Aqli fi al-Tafsir, 42; and Martin, Islamic Studies, 109.
Khalid ‘Abd al-Rahman al-'Akk, Usul al-Tafsir wa Qawd’iduh (Beirut: Dar al-

Nafa’is, 1986), 205. See also Pierre Lory, Les Commentaires ésotériques du Coran d’apreés
‘Abd ar-Razzaq al-Qashdni (Paris: Les Deux Océans, 1980), 12.
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avoids, the literal meaning of the Qur’an, offer various religio-dogmatic, rational
and historical arguments in justification of their position. Q. 6 (S. al-An‘am): 38
and Q. 16 (S. al-Nahl): 89, according to al-Ghazali, al-Suyti, and others, indicate
that the Qur’an provides the foundations of all knowledge, and that it can be
interpreted in many ways by detecting the symbols (rumuz) and indications
(dalalat) that are contained within it.76 Similarly, al-Jahiz says: “Indication (ishara)
and word are associated with each other. The indication of a word is the best tool
[of interpretation]; and the best interpreter is one who understands the isharat.
[That is because] there are so many ishdrat that probably exist in words, and do
not need to be written [or spoken].””7 Moreover, Muhammad Husayn al-
Tabataba’i, a modern Shi‘i commentator, argues that human intellect and
knowledge vary from one person to another, so that it is impossible to convey
what is understood by those who have acquired a high degree of knowledge to
those who have a lower intellectual capacity.’® In the history of Qur‘anic

hermeneutics, ishdri interpretation has been relied upon since early Islam. The

%See Abi Hamid Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Ghazali, Jawdhir al-Qur’an
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiya, 1988), 31-2; and Jalal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suyuti,
al-Itgan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur'an (Cairo: Dar al-Turath, n.d.), 4: 24. See also P. Lory, Les
Commentaires, 17.

™ Amr ibn Bahr al-Jahiz, al-Baydn wa al-Tabyin, ed. ‘Abd al-Salim Muhammad
Harun (Cairo: Matba’at Lajnat al-Ta’lif wa al-Tarjama wa al-Nashr, 1948), 1: 78.

®See Muhammad Husayn al-Tabataba'i, al-Qur'@n fi al-Islim, trans. Ahmad al-
Husayni (Teheran: Markaz I'lam al-Dhikra, 1983), 39-46.
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- Prophet’s Companion Ibn ‘Abbas, for example, is reported to have regarded Q.
110 (S. al-Nasr) as symbolizing the forthcoming death of the Prophet.”

This ishdri interpretation was then developed by exegetes who were
experts in mystical knowledge and experience, as well as in philosophical
thought. This approach, while Islamized in its later development, initially
derived mostly from extra-Qur’anic sources. One example of mystical symbolic
exegesis is that of al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111). Contending that every single word
has “crust” (qishr) and “core” (lubab) meanings,’® al-Ghazali said that the word
al-qalam (lit. pen) in Q. 96 (S. al-"Alaq): 4, for example, designates not only a pen,
but also as a spiritual matter (rihani), which represents the essence of the
Qur’anic word.8! Similarly, Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) is alleged to have

interpreted Q. 30 (S. al-Rum): 1-5,82 verses which literally refer to the victory of

"Muhammad ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhdri, published together with
al-Qastallani’s Irshad al-Sari, 11: 277.

®In his Jawdhir al-Qur’dn Al-Ghazali divides the Qur’anic sciences into two. One
set is called ‘ulum al-sadaf wa al-qishr (“crust” sciences). This includes the science of
Arabic language (‘ilm al-lugha), the science of syntax (‘ilm al-nahw), the science of
Qur’anic readings (‘ilm al-Qird’at), the science of makharij al-huruf, and literal
interpretation (al-tafsir al-zdhir).The other is called ‘ulum al-lubdb (“core” sciences). This
consists of the sciences of Qur‘anic stories, Islamic theology (al-kalan), Islamic
jurisprudence (al-figh/usul al-figh) and lslamic mysticism (al-tasawwuf). See al-Ghazali,
Jawahir al-Qur’an, 22-30.

"Al-Gt_\azé'ﬁ, Jawahir al-Qur’an, 29-30; and Nasr_[-ﬁmid_Abﬁ Zayd, Mafhum al-
Nass: Dirasa fi ‘Ulum al-Qur’an (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriya al-’Amma li al-Kitab, 1990),
307-8.

*’The verses say: “Alif. Lim. Mim. The Romans have been defeated in the nearer
land, and they, after defeat will be victorious within ten [a few] years—Allah’s is the
command in the former case and in the latter--and in that day believers will rejoice. In
Allah’s help [is] victory. He helpeth to victory whom He will. He is the Mighty, the
Merciful.”
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the Romans over the Persians, as a symbol of the triumph of spiritual (al-
rihdniya) over worldly things.2® Muslim philosophers, like Ibn Sind and Mulla
Sadra, interpreted the Qur'an from a philosophical perspective. Their works al-
Ishdrat and Asrar al-Aydt, respectively, constitute philosophical commentaries on
the Qur’an.3 In these hermeneutical works, they brought a great many extra-
Qur’anic ideas into their interpretation.

In more recent times, when Muslims began to acquire a knowledge of
modern sciences from the West, further extra-Qur’anic interpretation based on
these sciences was offered by some scholars.®s Some, such as Tantawi Jawhari,

Hanafi Ahmad,#” and Mustafa Mahmud,3 supported this kind of interpretation.

$See Muhyi al-Din ibn ‘Arabi, Tafsir al-Qur'dn al-Karim (Beirut: Dar al-Yaqza al-
‘Arabiya, 1968), 2: 255-6. Hajji Khalifa assigns this work to “Abd a1~Razzaq al-Qashani
under the title Ta'wildt al-Qadshdni. See Hajji Khalifa, Kashf al-Zunun ‘an Asmd’ al-Kutub
wa al-Furmiin (New York: Johnson Reprint, 1964). This opinion is echoed by Pierre Lory,
saying that the attribution of the fafsir to Ibn ‘Arabi was made on the basis of
commercial considerations. He says: “Toutes ces raisons n’ont toutefois pas empéché les
éditeurs de la derniére édition (Beyrouth, 1968) de garder l'ancien titre et de réaffirmer
l'attribution a Ibn ‘Arabi — probablement pour des raisons d’apportunité commerciale,
le nom d'Ibn ‘Arabi jouissant d’une notoriété nettement plus large que celui de
Qashani...” See P. Lory, Les Commentaires, 20.

“Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “The Qur'an and Hadith as Source and Inspiration of
Islamic Philosophy,” in History of Islamic Philosophy, ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Oliver
Leaman (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 1: 31.

¥See Al-'Akk, Usul al-Tafsir, 217-220.

%See Tantawi Jawhar, al-Jawdhir fi Tafsir al-Qur’dn al-Karim (Cairo: Mustafa al-
Babi al-Halabi, n.d.).

See Hana_ﬁ Ahmad, Mu’jizat al-Qur’an fi Wasf al-Kd@'inat (Cairo: Matba’at Lajnat
al-Bayan al-‘Arabi, 1954).

$¥See Mahmid, al-Qur‘dn, 51-61.
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In the introduction to his Mu‘jizat al-Qur'in, Hanafi Ahmad maintains that
experts in natural sciences can see, apart from the literal meanings of Qur’anic
words, subtle meanings (ma‘ani daqiqa) that contain the basic essence of nature
which was not known to previous generations. The subtle meanings are either
derived from clear expressions (sarih al-nass), or from the indications (ishdrdt) and
symbols (rumuz) of the Qur’an.8® Therefore, according to Ahmad and others, the
Qur’an must be interpreted in the light of modern science.

Bint al-Shati’, however, who believed that the Qur’an is merely a book of
religion, and not one of philosophy or science, maintains that a single Qur’anic
word has only one meaning, and must be interpreted as the Arab people of the
Prophet’s time would have understood it. On this basis, she does not accept®! the
opinions of ishdri commentators who interpret symbolically the words al-duhd
(lit. morning hours) and al-layl (lit. night) of Q. 93 (S. al-Duha): 1-2 as referring to
the face of Muhammad and his hair, respectively; or as females and males of the
ahl al-bayt, respectively; or as his knowledge of concealed matters and his
forgiveness, respectively; or as metaphors of the acceptance and rejection of

Islam, respectively.92 She also rejects the philosophical interpretation of the word

¥ Ahmad, Mu'jizat al-Qur’an, 1-2.
“See Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’dn wa al-Tafsir, 15.
*'See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 32.

%Al-Rizi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 31: 210.



al-‘asr (Q. 103: 1) suggested by al-Rdzi.% The latter points out that the word is
understood to mean “time” (al-dahr). He then says:

Time contains many amazing things (a'4jib), because [in it] there are
found happiness, distress, health, illness, wealth and poverty.
There is even the most amazing thing, namely that the intellect is
not able to consider it as non-existent. It can be, in fact, divided into
years, months, days, and hours. ... How can it be then that time
itself does not exsist? The intellect is also unable to consider time
as existent, because the present time (hadir) can not be divided,
whereas the past and the future do not exist. How does it come
about that time exists? %

Bint al-Shati’ considers al-Razi’s interpretation to miss the point. The intended
meaning of the word al-‘asr is the “time” in which human beings are oppressed
by troubles (mu‘dndt) and afflictions (tajribat).% Likewise, she denies Mustafa
Mahmud’s mystical interpretations of Q. 20 (S. Taha): 12,% Q. 25 (S. al-Furqan):

757 Q. 39 (S. al-Zumar): 30,8 and Q. 48 (al-Fath): 26,7 by saying that his

“See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 75-80.
*A1-Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 32: 84.

Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 79-80. Her interpretation of Q. 103 (S. al-
‘Asr) will be discussed extensively in chapter two.

*This verse reads: “Lo! I, even I, am thy Lord. So take off thy shoes, for lo! thou
art in the holy valley of Tuwa.” The word na‘layka (thy shoes) is interpreted by Mustafa
Mahmud as referring to the body (jasad) and material desire (nafs). The meaning of the
verse is, accordingly, that those who would like to meet with God have to leave their
bodies and desires through death or renunciation (zuhd). See Mahmud, al-Qur‘an, 134;
and Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’'dn wa al-Tafsir, 112.

"'The verse reads: “And they say: What aileth this messenger (of Allah) that he
eateth food and walketh in the markets? Why is not an angel sent down unto him, to be
a warner with him.” On this verse, Mustafa Mahmud comments: “Indeed, it is the
divine cover by which the secret of his prophethood is covered by a human ordinary
cloth belonging to someone who eats food, and walks in the markets in order that the
secret may not become vulgarized through disclosure and fame.” Mahmud, al-Qur’an,
132. See also Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’an wa al-Tafsir, 112.
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interpretations are far from the textual context (siydg) of the Qur'an.!® On the
basis of this reasoning, Bint al-Shati’, like Amin al-Khuli,1! also rejects
“scientific” interpretation.1®2 Commenting on Q. 96 (S. al-’Alag): 2, which speaks
of the creation of a human being from ‘alag (blood clot), she says that the textual
context (siydg) does not indicate that the purpose of the verse is to direct the
Prophet and believers to look at the science of embryology. It is, rather, a sign of

God’s power in the creation of human beings.1®

®The verse says: “Lo! thou wilt die, and lo! they will die.” Mustafa Mahmud
interprets it by saying: “Be aware of yourself [O prophet Muhammad]! You do not
exist. You are like a shadow; it exists on the earth as far as the sun is in the sky. If the
sun sets, your existence will never come back. All shadows which are prolonged beside
you also become hidden from you.”” Mahmud, al-Quran, 238. See also Bint al-Shati’, al-
Qur’an wa al-Tafsir, 112.

®The verse reads: “When those who disbelieve had set up in their hearts
zealotry, the zealotry of the Age of Ignorance, then Allah sent down His peace of
reassurance upon His messenger and upon the believers and imposed on them the word
of self-restraint, for they were worthy of it and meet for it. And Allah is Aware of all
things.” The word kalimat al-taqwd (the word of self-restraint) is referred to by Mustafa
Mahmud as “the word of warning that all things come to annihilation (fand”), and all
this universe is a decoration of life, and a city whose destiny is spurious.” See Mahmud,
al-Qur’an, 240. See also Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’an wa al-Tafsir, 112.

'%See Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’dn wa al-Tafsir, 113.

iSee al-Khili, Mandhij al-Tajdid, 287-296.

'Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur‘dn wa al-Tafsir, 89-101. See also Jacques Jomier, “Aspects
of the Qur'an Today,” in Arabic Literature to the End of the Umayyad Period, ed. A. F. L.
Beeston, T. M. Johnstone, R. B. Serjeant and G. R. Smith, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1983), 266; and Andrew Rippin, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and
Practices. Volume 2: The Contemporary Period (London & New York: Routledge, 1995), 94.

'Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 18. See also Amin, “A Study of Bint al-
Shati”’s Exegesis,” 88-90.
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From the above survey, one can see that Bint al-Shati’’s criticisms of
previous interpreters are grounded in the view that they took an improper
approach to interpreting the Qur’an. They searched first for ideas external to the
Qur’an, and then having found them, used them in their commentaries. It is,
therefore, very possible that some Qur’anic verses have been interpreted in such
a way that they were made consonant with extraneous materials. In this regard,
Abu Zayd comments that the variety of interpretive methods revolves around
the difference in meaning between tafsir (or al-tafsir bi al-ma’thir) and ta'wil (or
tafsir bi al-ra’y). Tafsir, on the one hand, approaches the Qur’an by analyzing
historical sources, i.e. the Qur’an itself, and hadith reports, and linguistic tools,
which can help interpreters reach an “objective” undestanding (fahm mawdu’i) of
the text. On the other hand, in ta’wil interpreters begin with their personal
hypotheses and then try to find Qur‘anic verses that support thei; hypotheses.104

Bint al-Shati”’s criticism of the tendentious interpretations of the Qur'an
corresponds to the critical stance taken by Emilio Betti (b. 1890)1% and E. D.

Hirsch Jr. (b. 1928) with respect to Martin Heidegger’s (d. 1976)1% and Hans-

1%See Abu Zayd, Ishkaliyat al-Qird’dt wa Aliyat al-Ta’wil (Beirut: al-Markaz al-
Thagqafi al-‘Arabi, 1994), 15-6.

Emilio Betti, Die Hermeneutik als Allgemeine Methodik der Geisteswissenschaften
(Tibingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1962), 11-2.

'%See Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, section 31-34, trans. John Macquarrie
and Edward Robinson, in The Hermeneutic Tradition from Ast to Ricoeur, ed. Gayle L.
Ormiston and Alan D. Schrift (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 115-
44.
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Georg Gadamer’s (b. 1900)'%7 idea of “subjective,” and “prejudiced” projection in
the interpretation of the text of the Bible. Unlike Heidegger and Gadamer, who
maintain that every text should be interpreted in accordance with the logic of an
interpreter,198 Betti and Hirsch point out that the task of an interpreter is simply
to explore what the author meant, disregarding altogether one’s own personal

interests and projections.10

II. On “Forced” and I‘jaz-Misoriented Interpretations
Two other kinds of interpretation that Bint al-Shati’ attacks are those
which she regards as “forced” (al-fafsir al-mutakallaf) and i‘jaz-misoriented

interpretations. These interpretations represent hermeneutical reflections in

'See Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, ed. Garrett Barden and John
Cumming (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 1988), 235-58; and idem, “The
Universality of the Hermeneutical Problem,” trans. David E. Linge, in The Hermeneutic
Tradition from Ast to Ricoeur, 147-158;

'®Heidegger says: “Whenever something is interpreted as something, the
interpretation will be founded essentially upon fore-having, fore-sight, and fore-
conception. An interpretation is never a presuppositionless apprehending of something
presented to us. If, when one is engaged in a particular concrete kind of interpretation,
in the sense of exact textual interpretation, one likes to appeal [beruft] to what ‘stands
there’, then one finds that what ‘stands there’ in the first instance is nothing other than
the obvious undiscussed assumption [Vormeinung] of the person who does the
interpreting.” Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, section 31-34, trans. John Macquarrie
and Edward Robinson, in The Hermeneutic Tradition from Ast to Ricoeur, 123.

Gadamer asserts that the expectation of meaning that is conceived to be directing
our understanding of the text is “based on the commonality that unites us with tradition
and that is constantly being developed.” See Gadamer, Truth and Method, 261.

'®See Betti, Die Hermeneutik, 40-1; and Hirsch, Validity, 209-64; Grant R. Osborne,
The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation (Dowmers
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1991), 393; and Jean Grondin, Introduction to Philosophical
Hermeneutics, trans. Joel Weinsheimer (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
1994), 127.
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which interpreters try to explain the Qur’an’s unique linguistic style in order to
make it accord with “common” Arabic linguistic rules.!9 This is closely related
to the idea of the miraculous nature of the Qur’an. Before pursuing our
discussion of Bint al-Shati”’s ideas, however, it would be useful first of all to
glance at the various ideas held by previous scholars concerning this subject.
Muslims believe that the Qur'an, which was revealed to Muhammad

through Gabriel, is the Word of God.!!! It constitutes the sign (dya) of

"“This definition is based on my understanding of Bint al-Shati”s detailed
elaboration of the subject under discussion in her works, especially al-Tafszr al-Bayani li
al-Qur’dn, al-Qur’dn wa al-Tafsir al-'Asri, and al-I'jaz al-Bayani li al-Qur'an.

"'Concerning whether or not the Qur’an is the verbatim Word of God, there is
no agreement among scholars. Many scholars, on the one hand, contend that based on
several hadiths, like those telling of the Prophet Muhammad’s receiving the first
revelation in the cave of Hira’, the Qur’an is the divine word-for-word revelation. In
support of this opinion Gatje argues that this is “the meaning of the probably originally
Aramaic word qur'an.” On the basis of the wahy (“inspiration”) concept derived from Q.
42: (S. Shura): 51-2, some scholars, like Fazlur Rahman and Hourani, on the other,
maintain that although the Qur’an is regarded as the Word of God, this does not mean
that the Prophet Muhammad received it from God verbally. The Qur’an, according to
them, was “sent down” through the mediatory agent Gabriel to the heart of
Muhammad, and then he expressed it in his own language. See, e.g., Mohammed
Arkoun, Rethinking Islam: Common Questions, Uncommon Answers (Boulder, San
Francisco, and Oxford: Westview Press, 1994), 31; Josef van Ess, “Verbal Inspiration?
Language and Revelation in Classical Islamic Theology,” in The Qur'an as Text, ed.
Stefan Wild (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), 177-94; Helmut Gatje, The Qur‘an and its Exegesis, 5;
and William A. Graham, “The Earliest Meaning of ‘Qur’an’,” in Die Welt des [slams 23-24
(1984), 360-77, especially 376. Cf. Fazlur Rahman, Islam (Chicago and London:
University of Chicago Press, 1979), 30-33; and G. F. Hourani, “The Qur’an’s Doctrine of
Prophecy,” in Logos Islamikos: Studia Islamica in Honorem Georgii Michaelis Wickens, ed.
Roger M. Savory and Dionisius A. Agius (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval
Studies, 1984), 179. Watt tries to relate the above belief with the polemics concerning
the problem of the createdness of the Qur'an. See W. Montgomery Watt, “Early
Discussions about the Qur’an,” the Muslim World 40 (1950), 27-40.
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Muhammad'’s prophethood (nubuwa) and his miracle (mu‘jiza).1'2 They base this
notion on several Qur’anic verses. Al-Zamakhshari, for instance, comments on
the words uhkimat ayatuhu (its verses are perfected) of Q. 11 (5. Hud): 1 in
reference to the idea of the inimitability of the Qur'an.1!3 Likewise, Ibn Kathir, in
commenting on the mysterious letters (al-huruf al-mugatta’a) of the Qur’an,
affirms the miraculous nature of the Qur’an, a book that consists of the letters
known to the Arabs,!1* an opinion which is supported by Bint al-Shati’.1’> The
question of which aspect(s] of the Qur’an are actually inimitable (mujiz) has long
been the subject of debate. Among those who have documented the discussion,
there is Abdul Aleem who, in his article “Ijazu’l-Qur’an,” surveys the history of
the emergence of i’jaz concepts and the debate over this problem among the
classical theologians.!6 More comprehensively, Na‘im al-Himsi and Issa J.
Boullata in their articles “Tarikh Fikrat I'jaz al-Qur'an” and “The Rhetorical

Interpretation of the Qur’an,” respectively, elaborate the main ideas on the

'°See, e.g., Arthur Jeffery, “The Qur’an as Scripture,” the Muslim World 40 (1950),
43.

3Al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 2: 326. On this page he interprets Q. 11: 1 as
meaning that “its verses are composed firmly and perfectly; there is neither
contradiction nor imperfection in them.” This interpretation was then adopted by many
exegetes, e.g., al-Nasafi (d. 710/1310) in his Tafsir. See ‘Abd Allah ibn Ahmad al-Nasafi,
Tafsir al-Nasafi: Madarik al-Tanzil wa Haqd’iq al-Ta'wil, ed. Zakariya ‘Umayrat (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Arabiya, 1995), 1: 558.

"“[sma‘il ibn Kathir al-Dimashgqi, Tafsir al-Qur'dn al-‘Azim, ed. Yusuf ‘Abd al-
Rahman (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1987), 1: 40.

1'SSee Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Baydni, 158-180.

''“See Abdul Aleem, “/ljazu’l-Qur’an [sic),” Islamic Culture 7 (1933), 64-82 and
215-33.
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aspects of i‘jaz that have concerned both classical and modern scholars.!!” In
addition, the latter also discusses Western perspectives on the subject.!!® In
summary, one might say that there are various opinions on what constitutes i‘jaz.
Some scholars, such as al-Khattabi (d. 388/998),!*° have pointed out that the i’jiz
lies only in the eloquent style of the language of the Qur'an (i.e., fasaha and nazm)
in conveying the divine message. Others, such as al-Bagillani (d. 403/1013),120 al-

Rummani (d. 386/996),12t al-Jurjani (d. 470/1078),'2 and al-Zamakhshari (d.

'"See Na‘im al-Himsi, “Tarikh Fikrat I'jaz al-Qur’an,” Majallat al-Majma’ al-Timi’
al-‘Arabi, 27 (1952), 240-63, 418-33, 571-86; 28 (1953), 61-78, 242-56; 29 (1954), 104-14, 239-
51, 417-24, 573-9; and 30 (1955), 106-13, 299-311. See also Boullata, “The Rhetorical
Interpretation of the Qur’an: i‘jaz and Related Topics,” in Approaches to the History of the
Interpretation of the Qur’an, ed. Andrew Rippin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 139-157.
Cf. Blachére, Introduction, 169-81; Jaroslav Stetkevych, “Arabic Hermeneutical
Terminology: Paradox and the Production of Meaning,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 48
(1989), 84-87; and Farid Esack, “Qur’anic Hermeneutics: Problems and Prospects,” The
Muslim World 83 (1993), 124-29.

l18See Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation,” 155-7.

'%See Hamd ibn Muhammad al-Khattabi, Baydn ['jaz al-Qur‘dan, published in
Thalath Rasd’il fi I'jaz al-Qur’dn, ed. Muhammad Khalaf Allah and Muhammad Zaghlal
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma’arif, n.d.), 19-65. See also Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of
the Qur’an,” 144; Mustansir Mir, Coherence in the Qur'an: A Study of Islahi’s Concept of
Nazm in Tadabbur-i Quran (Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1986), 11; and
Sahiron Syamsuddin, “al-Baqillani vs. al-Khattabi on Qur'anic I'jaz Concerning the
Truthful Information about Future Events,” in Yudian Wahyudi, et al., The Dynamics of
Islamic Civilization, introd. Issa J. Boullata (Yogyakarta: Forum Komunikasi Alumni
Program Pembibitan Calon Dosen IAIN se-Indonesia & Titian [lahi Press, 1998), 3-10.

'¥See Muhammad ibn al-Tayyib al-Baqillani, I'jaz al-Qur'dn, ed. ‘Imad al-Din
Ahmad Haydar (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Kutub al-Thaqafiyah, 1986), 57-75. See also
Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretahon of the Qur’'an,” 144-5; Mustansir Mir, Coherence
of the Qur‘dn, 12-3; and Syamsuddin, “al-Bagillani vs. al-Khattabi on Qur’anic ['jaz,” 3-
10.

"See ‘Ali ibn ‘Isa al-Rummani, al-Nukat fi I'jaz al-Qur'dn, published in Thalath
Rasd’il fi I'jaz al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad Khalaf Allah and Muhammad Zaghlul (Cairo:
Dar al-Ma‘arif, n.d.), 69-104. See also Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of the
Qur’an,” 143.
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538/1144) viewed the information about concealed materials, i.e., the stories of
previous prophets and future events, in addition to the linguistic eloquence, as
the miraculous aspects.1Z Still others, such as al-Nazzam (d. 232/846) and
Hishim al-Fuwati (d. 218/833) whose opinion, according to van Ess, was
adopted by some Shi‘i theologians,12¢ maintained that the divine action of
turning away (sarfa) the Arabs from producing the like of the Qur’an constituted

the only ijdz.1> Some modern scholars, like Hanafi Ahmad and Muhammad

'“See ‘Abd al-Qahir ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jurjani, Dald’il al-I'jdz (Damascus:
Maktabat Sa‘d al-Din, 1987). See also Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of the
Qur’an,” 146-7; Mustansir Mir, Coherence of the Qur'an, 14-5.

BAl-Khattabi and al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar, in spite of their considering the
information on concealed events as supplementary (takmili) and functional (tawzifi)
signs of prophethood did not agree with the conjecture of the future events-providing-
Qur’dnic ijaz on the grounds that the tahaddi (challenge) of the Arabs to produce the
like of the Qur’an, which is expressed in many verses, is without specification, whereas
not every sura (chapter) contains the information of concealed materials. The tahaddi,
they added, is merely considered meaningful if it is related to the highest ability of the
Arabs at the time of revelation, namely their linguistic ability. See al-Khattabi, Bayan_
I'jaz al-Qur’an, 25; and al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar, “I'jaz al-Qur’an,” in his al-Mughni fi
Abwab al- Tawhtd wa al-‘Ad! (Cairo: Matba‘at Dar al-Kutub, 1960), 16: 220. See also
Syamsuddin, “al-Bagqillani vs. al-Khattabi on Qur’anic [‘jaz,” 6-7. Hourani agrees with
the suggestion that the foretelling of the previous prophets constitutes the proof for the
prophecy of Muhammad. See Hourani, “The Qur'an’s Doctrine,” 180.

'**See Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gessellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra
(Berlin & New York: De Gruyter, 1992), 3: 412.

' Al-Rummani, al-Nukat, 101. Although not regarding the sarfa as the only aspect
of i'jaz, al-Rummani, on the one hand, in his al-Nukat supports the notion. On the other,
al-Khattabi maintains that Q. 88 (S. al-Isra"): 17, which points to an attempt of constraint
(takalluf), exertion (ijtihad), readiness (ta’ahhub) and gathering (i},tti_sha?i) to produce the
like of the Qur’an, is opposed to the idea of sarfa. See al-Khattabi, Bayan, 21. See also
John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 79; Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of
the Qur'an,” 142-4; van Ess, Theologie und Gessellschaft, 3: 408-13; and Ismail K.
Poonawala, ‘An Isma‘ili on the I'jaz al-Qur’an,” Journal of the American Oriental Society
108 (1988), 380 ff.
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Shahrir, add to the above list the Qur'an’s anticipation of modern sciences.12¢ All
these opinions, with the exception of the idea of sarfa, refer to the miraculous
literary expressions and the contents of the Qur’an.

Bint al-Shati” points out that, regardless of the various opinions that exist
on the subject, there is no disagreement on the rhetorical inimitability (al-i‘jaz al-
bayani) of the Qur’an. It was in fact widely acknowledged in Muhammad’s own
day, even by those who did not believe in his prophethood. The unbelievers’
claims that the Qur’an was sihr (magic), shi’r (poetry), and kahana (soothsaying)
— even though they knew that the Qur’an was actually none of these things --
actually constitute, according to Bint al-Shati’, a clear affirmation of the
extraordinary power of the Qur'an to affect the hearts and minds of those who
had not seen the like of it except in the words of magicians, poets and
soothsayers.128 That is why the tyrants of the Quraysh warned people against
listening to the Qur’an, for its extraordinary power is said to have persuaded

many, like “Umar ibn al-Khattab, to embrace Islam.!?

1%Gee Hanafi Ahmad, Mu'jizat al-Qur'in fi Wasf al-Kd'inat (Cairo: Matba‘at
La]nat al-Bayan al-’ Arabi, 1954); and Muhammad Shahrur, al-Kitab wa al-Qur’an: Qird’a
Mu‘dsira (Damascus: al-Ahali li al-Tiba‘a wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzi’, 1990), 187-8.

F'Their claims are documented, for example, in Q. 69 (S. al-Hagqa): 38-42.
12Bint al-Shati’, Kitdbund al-Akbar (Omdurman: Jami‘at Umm Durman, 1967), 3.

¥See Muhammad ibn Ishaq ibn Yasar, Kitab al-Siyar wa al-Maghazz, ed. Suhayl
Zakkar (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1978), 183; and Isma‘il ibn Kathir al-Dlmashqx, al-Sira al-
Nabawiya, ed. Mustafa ‘Abd al-Wahid (Beirut: Dar al-Thya’ al-‘Arabi, n.d.), 2: 34-5. In the
long report on ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab’s adherence to Islam it is recorded that after
reciting Q. 20 (S. Taha) he said: “Heow beautiful and glorious this Word is!”
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It is clear that what inspired Bint al-Shati” to venture the idea of the
rhetorical inimitability of the Qur’an was her research into the huruf al-muqatta’a
which stand at the beginning of many Qur’anic suras.!¥ In the 29 suras!3! where
the huruf are found, these are followed directly by the words Qur’an, Tanzil, or
Kitab, and serve to indicate the inimitability of the Holy Scripture.132 Although
three of the suras, i.e., Q. 19 (S. Maryam), Q. 29 (S. al-"Ankabut) and Q. 30 (S. al-
Rum), do not follow this pattern, they nonetheless, Bint al-Shati’ affirms, consist
of verses that speak of the victory of the Qur'an and its miraculous nature.!33 On

the basis of a “complete inductive investigation” (al-istigra’ al-kamil) of the 29

'%See Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jdz al-Bayani, 140.

"*'They are Q. 68 (S. al-Qalam), Q. 50 (S. Qdf), Q. 38 (S- Sad), Q. 7 (S. al-A'raf), Q. 36
(S. Ya' Sin), Q. 19 (S. Maryam), Q. 20 (S. Ta Ha), Q. 26 (S. al-Shu’ara’), Q. 27 (S. al-Naml), Q.
28 (S. al-Qasas), Q. 12 (S. Yusuf), Q. 15 (al-Hijr), Q. 31 (S. Lugman), Q. 40 (S. Ghdfir), Q. 41
(Fussilat), Q. 42 (S. al-Shura), Q. 43 (al-Zukhruf), Q. 44 (S. al-Dukhan), Q. 45 (S. al-Jathiya),
Q. 46 (S. al-Ahgaf), Q. 14 (S. Ibrahim), Q. 32 (S. al-Sajda), Q. 52 (S. al-Tur), Q. 69 (S. al-
Hagga), Q. 30 (S. al-Rum), Q. 29 (S. al-’Ankabut), Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara), Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imran), and
Q- 13 (S. al-Ra’d). The numbers of the suras that I prowde here are their canonical
(mushafi) numbers. Bint al-Shati’ arranges them in her al-I'jaz al-Baydni in accordance
with their chronological order of revelation. Bint al-Shati”’s arrangement of the
chronological order of revelation accords with that of al-Biqa‘i, Ibn Nadim and Néldeke.
See Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al—Bayam, 160-79. See also Burhan al-Din Ibrahim ibn ‘Umar
Biqa‘’i, Nazm al-Durar fi Tandsub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar (Hayderabad: Majlis Da'irat al-
Ma‘arif al-Uthmaniya, 1969); Muhammad ibn Ishiq ibn al-Nadim, Kitdb al-Fihrist
(Beirut: Maktabat al-Khayyat, [1966]); Theodor Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans
(Hildesheim & New York: G. Olms, 1970); and Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Zan]am, Tarikh al-
Qur'dn (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-A‘lami li al-Matbd‘at, 1969), 49-57.

132Gee, e.g., Ibn Kathir; Tafsir, 1: 40; and al-Nasafi, Tafsir al-Nasaft, 1: 12-3.
'Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Baydni, 158-60. In these passages she mentions the

verses which speak of the subject matter, namely Q. 19 (S. Maryam): 16, 41, 51, 54, 56, 97
and 98; Q. 29 (S. al-’Ankabut): 45-52; and Q. 30 (S. al-Rum): 58-60.
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suras according to their chronological revelation, Bint al-Shati’ comes to certain
conclusions, one of which is:

They (al-huruf al-muqatta’a) start in Surat al-Qalam, one of the first
of the revelation, directing attention to the subtle meaning of the
particle (sirr al-harf), then become more numerous and come
successively in the middle of the Meccan period from Surat Qaf —
which comes 34th in the chronological order of revelation - to
Surat al-Qasas — which was revealed 49th in order — and in which
the quarrel against the Qur'an reaches its climax. The problem of
tahaddi (challenge) is then demonstrated; and the Qur’anic verses
challenge them (the unbelievers) to compose the like of the Qur'an
or one sura of it; [and this was the situation] until the beginning of
the Medinan period in which was revealed the verses of surat al-
Bagqara. The fierce quarrel ended after the proof of the truth of the
mu'jiza was believed by them due to their inability to produce one
sura of the like of the Qur'an.134

In other words, according to her, the secret of the huruf al-mugatta’a, by means of
which the Qur’an was revealed, constitutes the indication of its rhetorical i‘jaz,
meaning that although the Arabs of the time of the Prophet were familiar with
the hurif, and although their literary ability reached its highest level of quality,
they were unable to produce the like of the Qur’an. This emphasizes the fact that
there is no written work produced by human beings that is equivalent to the
Qur’an in terms of its unique rhetorical expression.

Bint al-Shati’, however, was not satisfied with the explanations of the
rhetorical ijaz offered by previous scholars, some of whom were mentioned

earlier. After alluding to their opinions on the subject, she says:

'%Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Baydni, 179.
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Nevertheless, the rhetorical ijaz [that they have referred to]
continued to evolve within the boundaries of the unchanged
traditional forms and overblown explanations. Someone like al-
Khattabi from the fourth century [of Hijra] does not find the
explanations [of Qur’anic i‘jaz) satisfying in this regard, or able to
cure the “disease of ignorance.” The explanations are even
considered no longer compatible with the glory of the miraculous
book, and do not have any significance to this generation of Arabs
who desire to unite with the miracle of the highest example of
rethoric.135

Accordingly, Bint al-Shati’ tries to provide the reader with a new approach. She

maintains that the rhetorical inimitability of the Qur’an lies in every particle
(harf), word (lafz or kalima) and structure (uslib or ta’bir).1% Each of these three
linguistic components of the Qur'an conveys a subtle meaning (sirr, pl. asrar);
there is no single structure, word, or even particle, which is employed
meaninglessly or improperly in the Qur’an.

This is why Bint al-Shati’ criticizes exegetes and linguists for carelessness
when dealing with the style of the Qur'an in terms of the three linguistic
elements which are unique to it. To prove her point, she discusses the Qur’anic
employment of the particle ba’, for example, which comes before the predicate of

the negative ma'¥ and laysa,*® and which the classical exegetes and linguists

"Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Bayani, 135. Cf. Michael Sells, “Sound, Spirit, and
Gender in Surat al-Qadr,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 111 (1991), 240. In this
passage he says: “The literatures devoted to i‘jaz al-Qur'an (the inimitability of the
Qur'an) and fada’il al-Qur’an (the excellences of the Qur'an) offer strong anecdotal
affirmation concerning the sound quality of the Qur’an, but traditional analysis focuses
upon rhetorical featers usually unrelated to the interaction of sound and meaning.”

See Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Baydni, 136-286.
'¥'See Q. 2 (S. al-Bagqara): 8, 7, 85, 96, 102, 140, 144, 149, 167; Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imran): 99;
Q. 6 (S. al-An’am): 107, 132; Q. 11 (S. Hud): 29, 83, 123; Q. 12 (S. Yusuf): 17, 44, 103; Q. 14
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considered otiose (za’id).1¥® According to her, the preposition ba’ (read: bi) in the
negative informative expression (al-jumla al-khabariya al-manfiya), on the one
hand, which is alleged by many exegetes to have functioned as an affirmative
particle (tawkid) of the negated present with the particles ma and laysa, points
to the determination of the negation with the repudiation (tagrir al-nafy bi al-juhud
wa al-inkar) of the existence of a subject contained in the statement.140 Thus, Q. 68
(S. al-Qalamy): 2 which reads: ‘Wa-ma anta bi-ni’‘mati rabbika bi-majnunin’ (Thou art
not, for thy Lord’s favour unto thee, a madman), for example, is interpreted in
reference to the total repudiation of the madness of the Prophet Muhammad,4! a
rumour spread by the Meccan unbelievers.142 The Qur’anic usages of the particle
bd’ in the negative interrogative expression (al-jumla al-istifidmiya al-manfiya), on

the other hand, refers in her view to the elimination of the negation or, in other

(S. Ibréhim): 22; Q. 16 (S. al-Nahl): 46; Q. 26 (S. al-Shu’ard’): 114, 138; Q. 27 (S. al-Naml):
81, 93; Q. 30 (S. al-Rum): 83; Q. 35 (S. Fatir): 22; Q. 37 (S. al-Saffat): 162; Q. 40 (S. Ghdfir):
56; Q. 41 (S. Fussilat): 46; Q. 42 (S. al-Shurd): 6; Q. 50 (S. Qaf): 29; Q. 52 (S. al-Tur): 29; Q.
68 (S. al—Qalam) 2; Q.81 (S. al-Takwir): 22, 24; and Q. 86 (S. al-Tarig): 14. See also Bint al-
Shati’, al-I'jaz al—Bayam, 184-6.

'*%See Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara): 267; Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imran): 182; Q. 5 (S. al-Ma’ida): 116; Q. 6
(S. al-An’am): 30, 53, 66, 89, 122; Q. 7 (S. al-A’raf): 172; Q. 11 (S. Hud): 81; Q. 15 (S. al-Hijr):
20; Q. 29 (S. al-‘Ankabut): 10; Q. 36 (S. Yd Sin): 81; Q. 39 (S. al-Zumar): 36, 37; Q. 46 (S. al-
Ahgaf): 32, 34; Q. 58 (S. al-Mu]adzla) 10; Q. 75 (5. al-Qiyama): 40; and Q. 95 (S. al- -Tin): 8.
See also Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Bayani, 186-9.

_ 'See, eg., al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, 4: 585; and Abu Hayyan, al-Bahr al-
Muhit, 8: 308. See also Boullata, “The Rhetorical Interpretation of the Qur’an,” 153.

“OBint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Baydni, 190.

''See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 45-7.

“See, e.g., al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, 4: 585; and Abu Hayyan, al-Bahr al-
Muhit, 8: 308.
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words, the affirmation (ithbdt) of the subject matter conveyed in the statement.
The Qur’anic words alaysa Alldhu bi ahkami I-hdkimina (Q. 95: 8), for instance, are
interpreted as meaning that God is the most conclusive judge.¥ It can be
inferred from the above discussion that, according to Bint al-Shati’, the weakness
of the view that the particles are otiose derives from a lack of understanding of
their subtle meaning, which results from an incomplete investigation of all
instances of their usage in the Qur’an.

Furthermore, Bint al-Shati’ shows the weakness of the above approach in
dealing with the uslub of Q.9 (S. al-Tawba): 44 which reads: “La yasta’dhinuka l-
ladhina yu'minuna bi I-ldhi wa l-yawmi l-akhiri an yujahidu bi-amwalihim wa-
anfusihim...,” and which, in accordance with its clear textual context, states that
the believers did not ask permission for jihdd (holy war).1# Al-Tabari, however,
interprets it as meaning that the believers did not ask the Prophet for permission
(isti’dhdn) to abstain (al-tark) from fighting against the enemies of God.145 Bint al-
Shati’ does not accept such an interpretation. For her, al-Tabari’s interpretation
does not take into account the miraculous rhetoric of the Qur’an, in the sense
that he either considers the particle l& meaningless, or simply does not

understand the elegance of the Qur’anic structure in this verse. Referring to three

'3Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Bayadni, 184; 188 and 190.
'“*Bint al-Shati’, al-['jaz al-Baydni, 199.

4SAl-Tabari, Jami’ al-Bayan, 10: 100.
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other verses in the same sura'4% which state that the isti’dhan (asking permission)
not to perform jihad was sought only by the munafiqun (hypocrites), she says that
the proper interpretation of Q. 9 (S. al-Tawba): 44 should signify the negation of
the believers’ isti’dhdan to undertake jihad. Following al-Zamakhshari’'s view,1¥7
she, among other modern exegetes,!48 argues that it does not make any rhetorical
sense to relate the believers with the negation of isti'dhan to refrain from the
obligation of jihdd. The beauty of the verse lies in the fact that, given that jihad is
obligatory, the believers perform it even without isti’dhan.149

Another example of “forced” interpretation which ignores the unique
rhetoric of the Qur’an concerns the interpretation of the word 4all in Q. 93 (S. al-

Duhd): 7.1 The word ddll in the verse, whose basic meaning is fagid al-tariq

“The verses are Q. 9 (S. al-Tawba): 45-46, which read: “They alone ask leave of
thee who believe in Allah and the Last Day, and whose hearts feel doubt, so in their
doubt they waver. And if they had wished to go forth they would assuredly have made
ready some equipment, but Allah was averse to their being sent forth and held them
back and (it was said unto them): Sit ye with the sedentary,” and Q. 9 (S. al-Tawba): 83,
which reads: “If Allah bring thee back (from the campaign) unto a party of them and
they ask of thee leave to go out (to fight), then say unto them: Ye shall never more go
out with me nor fight with me against a foe. Ye were content with sitting still the first
time. So sit still, with the useless.”

“See al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 2: 274-5.

"5ee, e.g., Sayyid Qutb, Fi Zildl al-Qur’dn (Cairo: Dar al-Shurdq, 1988), 3: 1662.
In this passage, he says: “Those who believe in God and the Day of Reward and
Punishment do not wait to be permitted to perform the obligation of jikad, and do not

hesitate in fulfilling the invitation to participate in the way of God with their wealth and
souls....”

“See Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Bayani, 199-200.
'The verse reads: “Wa-wajadaka dallan fa-hada™ (Did He not find thee wandering
and direct [thee]?).
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(someone who has lost his way), is interpreted by many exegetes!>! as referring
to the technical term kufr (unbelief), or, according to Izutsu’s finding, a part of
the larger concept of kufr as opposed to the term shukr.152 It is alleged that
Mugatil ibn Sulayman, al-Kalbi, and al-Suddi interpreted the verse as meaning
that before his prophethood, and until perhaps as late as the age of forty, the
Prophet Muhammad used to follow the belief of jahiliya (“ignorance”).13 On the
same technical basis, but with a different interpretation, Abu Hayyan points out
in his al-Bahr al-Muhit that the meaning of the verse is that “wa-wajada rahtaka
dallan fa-hadahu bika” (He [God] found your society going astray from the right
way [i.e., kufr], and He then guided them through you).!> Such interpretations
are seen by Bint al-Shati’ as failing to understand the Qur’an’s rhetorical usage
of the word and its roots. She says: “Indeed, the Qur’anic employment (of the
word and its roots) does not cease to refer to the technical sense. There may,
however, be perceived the lexicographical meaning of the word, i.e., losing one’s
way or lacking guidance to the right way.”155 To support her position, she then

demonstrates the various meanings of the word in its Qur'anic usages. She

5iSee, e.g., Abu Hayyan, al-Bahr al-Muhit, 7: 486.

152Gee Toshihiko Izutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur'an (Montreal: McGill
University Press, 1966), 133-7.

153Gee al-Rizi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 30: 424.
'“Abu Hayyan, al-Bahr al-Muhit, 7: 486. In this case, Abi Hayyan points to the

elliptic muddaf (construct state), i.e. raht before the word ka, the mudaf ilayh (the second
noun of a genitive construction).
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. finally concludes that the meaning of the verse is that, before his prophethood,
the Prophet Muhammad was confused (mutahayyir), and then states, in an
explanation which is consonant with Muhammad ‘Abduh’s interpretation:1%

I do not have a position here except to repeat what God said to His

prophet: “‘Thou knewest not what the Scpripture was, nor what the

Faith.” (Q. 42 [S. al-Shura]: 52). Before his prophethood, he used to

be in a state of confusion; he did not agree with conditions in his

society, but he did not know where the right way was, or how to

win salvation. He was in this state of confusion many years until

the revelation came to him in order to guide him to the right

religion and the right way of life.15

In my study of Bint al-Shati”’s criticism of previous interpretations, [ am
not concerned with whether her exegetical positions on the above matters are
better than others’, but rather, with her dissatisfaction with the previous

. hermeneutical methods in interpreting the Qur’an, and with her reconstructive

attempt to apply the method that she believed to be more appropriate to

Qur’anic hermeneutics. One can see from the above discussion that, according to

Bint al-Shati’, the failure of previous exegetes to appreciate the Qur’anic

message lay in their provocative attempts to insert extra-Qur’anic, prejudiced

material, and in their ignorance of the unique Qur’anic rhetoric. This resulted

from the intentional, or at least misguided, reliance on invalid hermeneutical

methods. In an attempt to right this situation, Bint al-Shati” applied the method

'Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 45.
1% Abduh, Tafsir Juz’ ‘Amma, 84-5.

''Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 46-7.
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. that she calls “al-manhaj al-istigra’i (inductive method), using the cross-referential
procedure, without however igoring the textual and historical contexts, an

approach which will be analyzed in more detail in chapter two.
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Chapter Two

Fundamental Elements of Bint al-Shati’’s Method of Interpretation
I. The Cross-referential Method
A. In the Classical Tradition

Cross-referential hermeneutics of the Qur’an, known to scholars in the
field as the concept of al-Qur‘an yufassiru ba’duhu ba’dan (one part of the Qur'an
interprets another), is basically not a new approach to Qur’anic exegesis.1® This
method, which al-Shatibi (d. 790/1388) refers to in his al-Muwdfagit as the
concept of kalamu-llahi huwa kalamun wahidun (God’s Speech is a unitary
Speech),'s? and which is regarded by Ibn Taymiya (d. 728/1328) and al-Zarkashi
(d. 793/1392) as the best way of interpretation,!®? is traced by some to the
Qur’anic verse Q. 4 (S. al-Nisa’): 82. Mugatil ibn Sulayman (d. 150/767), for
instance, in his Tafsir al-Khams Mi'at Aya min al-Qur’an, takes this approach when

dealing with the problem of drinking khamr (wine) from the Qur’anic

See M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, “Context and Internal Relationships: Keys to
Quranic Exegesis. A Study of Surat al-Rahman (Qur'an Chapter 53),” in Approaches to the
Qur’an, 73.

19See Ibrahim ibn Musa al-Shatibi, al-Muwdfagat fi Usul al-Ahkim, ed.
Muhammad Muhy al-Din ‘Abd al-Hamid (Cairo: Maktabat wa Matba‘at Muhammad
‘Ali Sabih wa Awladih, 1969), 3: 284. In this passage, al-Shatibi says: “The meaning of
one part of the Qur’an is somehow dependent on another part. That is due to the fact
that the meanings of many Qur’anic verses are not understood perfectly without
referring to other verses.”

'©Ibn Taymiya, Usul al-Tafsir, 93; and Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allih al-Zarkashi,
al-Burhdn fi ‘Ulum al-Qur’dn, ed. Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo: Dar Thya’ al-



perspective. For him, Q. 16 (S. al-Nakl): 67,161 in which khamr is said to be lawful,
Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara): 219,62 which declares that the danger of khamr is much greater
than its benefit, Q. 4 (S. al-Nisa’): 43,163 which forbids it for those who want to
perform prayer, and Q. 5 (S. al-Ma’ida): 90,6 which totally forbids it, are to be
dealt with together. Through this approach, he concludes that in the Prophet’s
day the process by which the consumption of khamr was forbidden was a
gradual one, and that the verses which allow it — either completely or under
certain conditions - are eventually abrogated (mansukh).165 Like Mugqatil, who
applied the cross-referential approach in detecting abrogated verses (mansukhat),
al-Zamakhshari often used the method in order to clarify the mutashdbihat
(ambiguous verses), despite his inconsistency in applying it due to his sectarian

bias. When dealing with Q. 11 (S. Hud): 106-7,16¢ for instance, which verses were

Kutub al-‘Arabiya, 1957), 2: 175. See also Abdel Haleem, “Context and Internal
Relationships,” 73.

'“'The verse reads: “And of the fruits of the date-palm, and grapes, whence ye
derive strong drink and (also) good nourishment.”

'’The verse reads: “They question thee about strong drink and games of chance.
Say: In both is great sin, and (some) utility for men; but the sin of them is greater than
their usefulness.”

'*The verse reads: “O ye who believe! Draw not near unto prayer when ye are
drunken...”

'“The verse reads: “O ye who believe! Strong drink and games of chance and
idols and divining arrows are only an infamy of Satan’s handiwork. Leave it aside in
order that ye may succeed.”

'’See Mugqgtil ibn Sulayman, Tafsir al-Khams Mi‘at Aya min al-Qur'dn, ed. Isaiah
Goldfeld (Shfaram: al-Mashriq Press, 1980), 141-7.
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often cited by the Jabriya to justify their deterministic beliefs, he relates them to
verse 108 of the same sura.'¥” Affirming that the verses do not refer to
determinism, but of God’s absolute will to punish wrong-doers and to reward
those who do good, al-Zamkhashari says: “Think of this. Indeed, part of the
Qur’an interprets another.”168

The cross-referential approach is also applied by Ibn Taymiya in his
Majmuiiat Tafsir.1¥? Dealing with Q. 87 (S. al-A’ld): 10,'7° which speaks of the
concept of khashya (fear), he declares the verse to be too general in import.
Hence, in order to extract more detailed information about the meaning of
khashya and its consequences, he refers to other verses. Turning to Q. 50 (S. Qaf):

45,171 Q. 52 (S. al-Tur): 26-7,172 and Q. 79 (S. al-Nazi‘at): 42-6,'73 Ibn Taymfya

%The verses read: “As for those who will be wretched (on that day) they will be
in the Fire; sighing and wailing will be their portion therein, abiding there so long as the
heavens and the earth endure save for that which thy Lord willeth. Lo! thy Lord is Doer
of what He will.”

''The verse reads: “And as for those who will be glad (that day) they will be in
the Garden, abiding there so long as the heavens and the earth endure save for that
which thy Lord willeth: a gift unfailng.”

1%See al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 2: 429-30.

'See Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Halim ibn Taymiya, Majmu’at Tafsir Shaykh al-Isldm
Ibn Taymiya, ed. ‘Abd al-Samad Syaraf al-Din (Bombay: Matba‘at Qaf, 1954).

"The verse reads: “He [God] will heed who feareth.”

"'The verse reads: “We are best aware of what they say, and thou (O
Muhammad) art in no wise a compeller over them. But warn by the Qur'an him who
feareth My threat.”

'™The verses read: “Saying: Lo! of old, when we were with our families, we were
ever anxious; But Allah hath been gracious unto us and hath preserved us from the
torment of the breath of Fire.”

46



maintains that the word khashya in the Qur’an is meant as referring to fear of God
and His punishment.17¢ Furthermore, quoting Q. 40 (S. al-Mu’'min/Ghafir): 13,173
Q. 42 (S. al-Shura): 22,176 and Q. 50 (S. Qdf): 32-4,'77 he points out that perfect
khashya can lead someone to repentance (inaba, or tawba) and hope (raja’) of
God'’s blessing.178 It is very clear, according to Ibn Taymiya, that the elucidation

(tafsil) of mujmal (general) verses must depend on the cross-referential approach.

B. Bint al-Shati”’s Theory
Despite the usefulness of the cross-referential approach, as we have seen
above, few exegetes, according to Bint al-Shati’, ever applied it, whether partially

or fully (al-isti‘mal al-kamil), or in a such way as to show the textual context (siyaq)

“The verses read: “They ask thee of the Hour: when will it come to port? Why
(ask they)? What hast thou to tell thereof? Unto thy Lord belongeth (knowledge of) the
term thereof. Thou art but a warner unto him who feareth it. On the day when they
behold it, it will be as if they had but tarried for an evening or the morn thereof.

"Ibn Taymiya, Majmii’at, 89.

‘"*The verse reads: “He it is who showeth you His portents, and sendeth down
for you provision from the sky. None payeth heed save him who turneth (unto Him)
repentant.”

The verse reads: “Thou seest the wrong-doers fearful of that which they have
earned, and it will surely befall them; while those who believe and do good works (will
be) in flowering meadows of the Gardens, having what they wish from their Lord. This
is the great preferment.”

"The verses read: “Who feareth the Beneficent in secret and cometh with a
contrite heart. Enter it in peace. This is the day of immortality.”

"Ibn Taymiya, Majmu’at, 90-1.
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of a particular Qur’anic verse. Aware of the hermeneutical problems involved,
Bint al-Shati’ states in the introduction to her al-Tafsir al-Baydni the following:

The principle of the method in this Tafsir — as I received it from my
teacher [i.e., Amin al-Khuli] — is objective comprehension (al-
tandwul al-mawdu’i). This method is devoted to the study of a single
subject matter (al-mawdu” al-wdhid) in the Qur'an; and hence, all
verses in the Qur'an which speak of the subject are brought
together in order that the usual Qur’anic usages of words and
structures — after seeking their original linguistic senses — are
understood. This is a method which is different from the method
of Qur'an interpretation known as chapter-by-chapter method, in
which a word or a verse is looked at in isolation from its specific
textual context (al-siyag al-khass) which is signified by the general
textual context (al-siyag al-‘amm) of its overall Qur'anic usage. The
chapter-by-chapter method is insufficient to understand the
Qur’an’s words, or to notice its clear structures and its unique
rhetoric.17?

It can be inferred from the above quotation that, according to her, there
are three theoretical points that must be taken into consideration in applying
the cross-referential method. The first is the lexical meaning of any Qur‘anic
word. The recognition of the original meaning of a word, of course, can help
interpreters to understand its intended meaning (al-ma’na al-murad) in a given

textual context. The second point is the involvement of all Qur’anic verses

relating to the subject under discussion. This principle means that the Qur’an is

"Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 10, 17-8; and 2: 7; and idem, Kitdbund al-
Akbar, 5. In the latter, she says: “It is not allowed to interpret a Qur'anic word without
practicing a perfect induction (istigrd” kimil) regarding its usages in the whole Qur'an,
just as it is not admitted to deal with a Qur’anic topic without serious research on all
Qur’anic verses, and thinking about their specific contexts in one verse or chapter, and
their general contexts in the whole Qur'an.” See also Boullata, “Modemn Qur'an
Exegesis,” 104-5; and Poonawala, “Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza’s Principles,” 244 ff.
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given the autonomy to speak for itself on any subject by itself for the sake of an
objective interpretation. Bint al-Shati” here echoes Betti’s idea. The latter says:
Im Lichte dieses Kanons tritt die Wechselbeziehung und Kohirenz
hervor, die zwischen den einzelnen Bestandteilen der Rede, wie
iberhaupt jedweder Bekundung eines Gedachten waltet, sowie ihre
gemeinsame Beziehung auf das Ganze, dessen Teile sie bilden: eine
Wechsel - und Ganzheitsbeziehung, die eine gegenseitige
Sinnerhellung und - Durchleuchtung sinnhaltiger Formen im
Verhiltnis zwischen dem Ganzen und seinen Bestandteilen und
umgekhert ermdglicht.180
The last point she raises is the awareness of al-siyag al-khass and al-siyaq al-‘amm in
attempts at understanding the Qur'an’s words and concepts. This is, in Hirsch’s
words, due to the fact that “the meaning of any word is determined according to
its coexistence with the words that surround it.”18! After all, the signification or
meaning of a sentence, according to Betti, can only be understood in reference to
the coherence of its context.182
For Bint al-Shati’ there are at least two major hermeneutical advantages to
applying the cross-referential method to the Qur’an. The first is that by means of
this method, one will be able to determine the originally intended meaning of the

Qur’anic words (al-ma‘ani al-asila ) and the originally intended Qur’anic principles

(al-mabadi’ al-Qur'dniya al-asila), so that the involvement of extra-Qur’anic

'Betti, Die Hermeneutik als allgemeine Methodik der Geisteswissenschaften
(Tibingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1962), 15. See also idem, Allgemeine
Auslegungslehre als Methodik der Geisteswissenschaften (Tibingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul
Siebeck), 1967), 216-9.

'S'Hirsch, Validity, 201.

'82Gee Betti, Die Hermeneutik, 15; and idem, Allgemeine, 220.
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projections can be avoided.18 The concepts of al-ma‘dni and al-mabddi’ al-asila
are what is meant in al-Shatibi’s use of the terms “murdd Alldh” (something that
God means by His words),!8 what Betti means by the term “mens dicentis, 155
and Hirsch by the phrase “verbal meaning.”1% The last two terms are used in the
hermeneutical study of the Bible. The other advantage, according to Bint al-
Shati’, is that the method can lead someone to understand the rhetorical
subtleties of the Qur’an in which no single word or particle can replace another

with the same meaning.187

C. Her Application of the Method
Bint al-Shati’ employs the cross-referential approach for two purposes:

first, in dealing with Qur’anic themes (as seen in such of her works as al-Qur‘an

'3Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 17; and idem, al-Qur’an wa Qaddyd, 5-8.

See al-Shatibi, al-Muwafaqat, 3: 254-7. In this passages, al-Shatibi acknowledges
the literal meaning of the Qur’an (al-ma’nd al-zahir), which is linguistic in nature, and its
subtle meanings (al-ma‘nd al-batin), which constitute what God means by his words
(murad Allah).

185 Betti says that “meaning-full forms” have to be regarded as autonomous, and
hence must be understood in consonance with their own logic of development, their
author’s intention. See Betti, Die Hermeneutik, 14.

'%What Hirsch means by the term is “whatever an author wills to convey by his
use of linguistic symbols and which can be so conveyed.” In other words, it is a “willed
type which an author expresses by linguistic symbols and which can be understood by
another through those symbols.” E. D. Hirsch, Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New Haven
and London: Yale University Press, 1967), 49.

'¥'See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 18.
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wa Qaddyd al-Insdn, al-Shakhsiya al-Islimiya, and al-I'jaz al-Baydni li al-Qur’dn),'s8
and second, in searching for the meaning of Qur’anic words within a given sura
(as seen in her al-Tafsir al-Bayani li al-Qur’an).\% Her approach results in many
new hermeneutical findings. Sometimes it helps in detecting the subtle meaning
(sirr) of the huruf al-mugqatta’a or in identifying otiose particles in the Qur’an
topics elaborated in chapter one of this thesis. Other hermeneutical
breakthroughs, identified in the studies of Boullata, Jansen, al-Sid and Amin, are

the notions of the absence of synonymity in the Qur'an,'® the emphasis-on-

'#8]t can be said that these works represent her thematic exegetical works in the
study of the Qur’an. In her al-Qur’an wa Qadaya al-Insan, she discusses the Qur’anic
concepts in relation to human beings, such as the human function in the world (khilafa,
and amana [trust]), human freedoms in terms of belief ( aqzda), reason and reasoning (al-
‘aql wa al-ra’y), and will (irada), and human existence in the afterlife (masir al-insdn). In
her al-Shakhsiya al-Islimiya, she elaborates the Islamic personality according to the
Qur’an, focusing on the issues of difference between bashar (human beings) and mald’ika
(angels) [also satan], the materiality and spirituality of human beings, the individuality
and sociality of human beings, and the problem of the determinism. The last book
explores the idea of i‘jaz of the Qur’an.

'%*This work, which consists of two volumes, deals with 14 short suras of the
Qur’an. The first volume is composed of Q. 93 (S. al-Duha), Q. 94 (S. al-Sharh), Q. 99 (S.
al-Zalzala), Q. 100 (S. al- Adtya't) Q. 79 (S. al-Nazi‘at), Q. 90 (S. al-Balad), and Q. 102 (S. al-
Takathur), whereas the other Q. 96 (S. al-‘Alag), Q. 68 (S. al-Qalam), Q. 103 (S. al-‘Asr), Q.
92 (S. al-Layl), Q. 89 (S. al-Fajr), Q. 104 (S. al-Humaza), and Q. 107 (S. al-Ma"un).

"WFor detailed information about this, see Bint al-Shati’, “The Problem of
Synonyms in the Light of Quran,” Proceedings of the Twenty-Sixth International Congress of
Orientalists (New Delhi: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1970). In this work, Bint
al-Shati’ gives, among others, an example of the words al-half and al-qasam. In Arabic
dictionaries and Qur'an commentaries, it is said that both have the same meaning, i.e.,
to swear an oath. However, in Qur’anic usage it is not so. Unlike the latter, the former is
only used to refer to swearing falsely. See also Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Bayani, 210-38;
and idem, Kitdbund, 7-12. In these books, she mentions the differences between the
following pair words in their subtle meanings: al-ru’ya wa al-hulm (a dream), anasa wa
absara (to see), al-na’y wa al-bu’d (distance), tasada’a wa tahattama (to be shaken), al-
khushi® wa al-khudi’ (humility), al-khashya wa al-khawf (fear), zawj wa imra’a (couple),
ashtat wa shatta (various things), al-ins wa al-insan (human being), al-ni‘ma wa al-na’im
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attention-to-the-Resurrection-event function of verbs in the passive voice
(majhul)'®! and the spontaneous-obedience-of-the-universe meaning of verbs in
forms VII and VIII (mutawa’a).t9?

However, the question of whether Bint al-Shati’ is consistent in applying
this method is one that still requires investigation, and it is this task that we will
undertake through a study of her interpretation of Surat al-‘Asr (Q. 103), as well
as of her treatment of the Qur’anic verses dealing with freedem of belief or
religious pluralism (hurriyat al-‘agida). These reflect her use of the method in

dealing with the Qur’anic language and themes.

1. Her interpretation of Surat al-‘Asr (Q. 103)

Indroducing Surat al-‘Asr, Bint al-Shati’ states that it is a Meccan sura
that was revealed immediately after Surat ql-Inshira?_t (Q. 94) and just before Surat
al-'AZiiya‘t (Q. 100), i.e., 13th in the chronological order of revelation.!93 Bint al-
Shati”’s account of the sura’s nuzul (revelation) conforms therefore to a generally

accepted tradition.

(pleasure), and al-‘asr wa al-dahr (time). See also Boullata, “Modern Qur’an Exegesis,”
109-10; idem, “Poetry Citation as Interpretive Illustration in Qur'an Exegesis: Masa’il
Naft’ ibn al-Azraq,” in Islamic Studies Presented to Charles ]. Adams, ed. Wael B. Hallaq and
Donald P. Little (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 32; and Amin, “A Study of Bint al-Shati’, 86-
88.

*'See Boullata, “Modern Qur’an Exegesis,” 110.

'"See Boullata, “Modern Qur’an Exegesis,” 110.

'3Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2:75.
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This sura consists of three verses, and reads (1) Wa I-‘asri (2) Inna l-insdna
la-fi khusrin (3) illa l-ladhina dmanu wa ‘amili s-sdlihdti wa tawdsaw bi l-haqqi wa
tawasaw bi al-sabri. Pickthall translates these verses as follows: “By the declining
day. Lo! man is in a state of loss save those who believe and do good works, and
exhort one another to truth and exhort one another to endurance.”1% Using the
cross-referential method, Bint al-Shati’ searches for the meaning of nine words
appearing in the sura, i.e., al-‘agr, al-insan, khusr, amani, ‘amilu, al-sdlihat, tawdsaw,

al-haqq and al-sabr, as we shall see in the following.

a) Verse 1-2: Wa I-‘asri inna l-insana la-fi khusrin

The original meaning of the word al-‘asr, Bint al-Shati’ states, is al-daght li-
stikhlas al-‘usara (pressure for the extraction of juice). The phrase ‘asr al-‘inab isa
common expression in the Arabic language and means “extraction of the juice of
the grape.” From this word are derived others, for example, al-mi‘sara (tool for
extraction), al-ma’‘sara (place for extaction), and al-mu‘sirat (clouds from which
the rain is extracted). 1% The original meaning of the word is found in Q. 12 (S.
Yusuf): 36, 49 where the words a’siru and ya‘siriina are used to mean “to press

and to extract” wine, and in Q. 78 (S. al-Naba’): 14 where the word al-musirat has

™Pickthall, The Meaning, 449.

“Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 75. See also Husayn ibn Muhammad al-
Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat fi Gharib al-Qur'an, ed. Muhammad Sayyid Kaylani
(Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifa, n.d.), 336; Muhammad ibn Mukarram ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘Arab
al-Muhit, rearranged by Yuasuf Khayyat (Beirut: Dar al-Jil and Dar Lisan al-‘Arab, 1988),
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the sense of “clouds.” In all these examples there is an original meaning that
links these words, namely “pressure” (al-daght).1% On this basis, Bint al-Shati’
interprets the word al-‘asr in Surat al-"Asr as referring to “time” in the sense that
time presses human beings with trials (tajribat) and troubles (mu‘anat), their
reactions to which are examined in terms of goodness (khayr) or badness
(sharr).1%7 This is a very good example of how the original meaning of a word is
used by Bint al-Shati’ in interpreting its Qur’anic usage. On the other hand,
however, the question arises: How or why does Bint al-Shati" relate the
“pressure” of time to tajribdt, mu‘dnat, khayr and sharr? The answer to this
question and others which involve the interrelation between words having the
same context will be sought later in my analysis of her interpretation of this sura.
In the case of the gasam (oath) using the particle waw, Bint al-Shati’ is
consistent in maintaining that here it is not understood to mean the glorification
(ta’zim) of al-mugsam bihi (the word by which the oath is made), as al-
Zamakhshari, ! and al-Razi'® insist. It is rather meant to draw attention to an
apparent natural phenomenon, that is to say, the affliction of human beings by

time (‘asr), preparing the audience to receive the abstract ideas of khusr

4: 794; and Neal Robinson, Discovering the Quran: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled
Text (London: SCM Press Ltd., 1996), 163.

'%Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 75-6.

“Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 75, 77, and 80.
S%See al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 4: 794.

WSee al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 32: 85.



(damage) and najd@ (safety) for human beings in accordance with their
responsibilities (mas’uliyat al-insdn).200

Bint al-Shati”’s understanding of the qasam is criticized by Tawfiq in his
article “Interpretation and Lessons of Surah ‘al-Duha’.” Tawfiq reproaches Bint
al-Shati’ for “taking for granted” the idea of perceptible matters in the qasam,
when in fact not every gasam refers to such things.20! Using the inductive method,
he argues that the qasam occurs in the Qur'an 40 times. In 13 places it appears at
the beginning of Meccan suras. In six of the 13 the mugsam bihi represents natural
phenomena, such as the night (al-layl), the sun (al-shams), and the dawn (al-fajr),
while the remainding ones deal with “less or non-perceptible” matters, as in al-
Saffat, al-Mursalat, and al-Nazi‘at. The other kinds of al-mugsam bihi constitute
“God’s grace” (Q. 93: 4, Q. 36: 1-6, Q. 19: 68-72, Q. 12: 93-8, Q. 12: 93-8, Q. 12: 88-
92, and Q. 12 58-76), “divine support” (Q. 93:1-5, Q. 12: 77-87 and Q. 12: 58-76),
“the prophet, the present day and the hereafter” (Q. 12: 88-92, Q. 10: 52-4, and Q.
4: 62-3), “miraculous signs” (Q. 95: 1-6, Q. 92: 1-11. Q. 68: 1-6, Q. 51: 20-3, and Q.
34: 3-4), and “ethics” (Q. 92: 1-11, Q. 75: 1-6, Q. 52: 1-13, Q. 50: 1-5, Q. 34: 3-5, Q.
19: 68-72, Q. 16: 63, and Q. 10: 52-4). From this observation, Tawfiq concludes
that the purpose of all instances of the qasam in the Qur‘an is to indicate “a

significant feature that is the existence of God’s grace and His support together

™Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 80; and idem, al-I'jdz al-Bayani, 251.

®ITawfiq, “Interpretation and Lessons,” 16.
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with the oath whether it is with the name of Allah as in 12: 73, or with one of His
created signs as in 93: 1-2.7202 It is very clear that Tawfiq's position is one of
support for the classical idea of ta’zim (glorification) in the qasam structure.
Nevertheless, Tawfiq's criticism seems unsound, and this for at least two
reasons. First, he over-simplifies Bint al-Shati”’s position on the gasam. He asserts
that Bint al-Shati’ sees all the gasams in the Qur'an as departing from the original
meaning of the concept, i.e., the ta‘zim (glorification) of the mugsam bihi and the
ta'kid (affirmation) of the jawdb al-qasam (the main clause of gasam structure), and
instead taking on a rethorical meaning (al-ma’nd al-balaghi), i.e., drawing attention
to a manifest phenomenon in order to introduce an abstract concept. This
reduction of Bint al-Shati”’s position, however, is inaccurate. In her al-Ijaz al-
Bayani, she points to the bipartite division of the meaning of the qasam using the
particle waw. The first is the qasam which is understood to mean both ta’kid and
ta’zim. This kind occurs in qasams in conjunction with the words Alléh and rabb in
Q. 6 (S. al-An’am): 23 and 30, which speak of the oath of the mushrikin
(polytheists) in the hearafter. It also occurs in God’s oaths sworn on His own
name in Q. 51 (S. al-Dhariyat): 23, Q. 15 (S. al-Hijr): 92, Q. 4 (S. al-Nisa’): 65, and
the Prophet’s oath by God in Q.10 (S. Yunus): 53. The second kind is the qasam
that is not meant as ta'zim and ta’kid. It draws attention rather to the rhetorical
meaning of words, as can be seen in Q. 68 (S. al-Qalam): 1, Q. 79 (S. al-Nazi‘at): 1-

5, Q. 89 (S. al-Fajr): 1-3, Q. 92 (S. al-Layl): 1-2, Q. 93 (S. al-Duha): 1-2, Q. 100 (S. al-

™Tawfiq, “Interpretation and Lessons,” 16.
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‘Adiyat): 1-3, and Q. 103 (S. al-‘Asr): 1. The purpose of the qasam in these verses is
to focus a reader’s attention on perceptible phenomena (hissiyd? mudraka) as an
illustrative introduction to a rhetorical explanation (bayan ma‘nawi) of abstract
phenomena.283 Tawfiq's claim that certain words, such as al-nazi‘at, al-nashitat, al-
sabihat, al-sabigat, and al-mudabbirat in Q. 79 (S. al-Nazi‘at): 1-5, have “less or
imperceptible” meaning, is not proven right. The words al-nazi‘at and so on are
interpreted variously by exegetes. The best-known definitions, according to al-
Zamakhshari and Bint al-Shati’, are that they refer to the angels who are
disposed to draw human souls out of their bodies (al-malak al-ladhi yanzi‘u al-
arwah), the stars in the sky (al-nujum), and war horses (khayl al-ghuzat).20¢ Of
these three interpretations, besides others, only angels are imperceptible. In
addition, the gasam structure of Q. 79: 1-5 is the same as those in, for instance, Q.
93 (S. al-Duhd): 1-2, Q. 100 (S. al-‘Adiyat): 1-3 and Q. 103 (S. al-'Asr): 1, where the
perceptible meaning of the mugsam bihi is very clear. That is why Bint al-Shati’
prefers to interpret the the words al-nazi‘at and so forth as referring to “horses,”
and not “angels.”205 One can say that Bint al-Shati”’s bipartate division results

from her application of the cross-referential method to the gasam verses because

_See Bint al-Shati’, al-I'jaz al-Baydni, 244-52. See also Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-
Bayani, 1: 25, 103, 124; and 2: 43-4, 80, 100, 132; Boullata, “Modem Qur’an Exegesis,” 111;
Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran, 70; Kenneth Cragg, The Mind of the Qur'dn, 72;
Amin, “A Study of Bint al-Shati”’s Exegesis,” 48-54; and Lamya Kandil, “Die Schwiire in
den Mekkanischen Suren,” in The Qur’an as Text, 41-57.

Al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, 4: 692-3; and Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1:
1234.
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it takes into consideration the specific structural features of the qasam and the
textual context of its use.

The other weakness of Tawfiq's criticism lies in his argument. Rejecting
Bint al-Shati”’s opinion, he tries to show that all gasams in the Qur'an are
intended to point to “the existence of God’s grace and His support.” However,
he misses the significance of the specific textual context of those verses and the
relationship between the qasam and jawab al-qasam therein, which, according to
Bint al-Shati’, play a role in determining the different meanings of the gasam.
Tawfiq does not notice the difference, for example, between the Prophet’s oath
by God in Q. 10 (S. Yunus): 53 and God'’s oath by His creatures, as in Q. 103 (S.
al-‘Asr): 1-3. Q. 10: 53 tells us that the Prophet was asked by unbelievers
whether ‘adhab al-khuld (the enduring punishment for wrong-doers in the
hereafter) is true or not, and he answered that question by using the qasam to
glorify God and to affirm that the ‘adhab is true. However, the glorification and
affirmation are not found in the gasam in Q. 103: 1 in which God swears by al-‘asr
(time) when mentioning the idea of khusr (lit. loss). Here God needs neither to
glorify time, because God is the Most Glorious, nor to affirm through the gasam
His message, because God never lies. In other words, there is another dimension
to this gasam and others like it. This other dimension, according to Bint al-Shati’,

is rhetorical emphasis, as mentioned earlier.

®5See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 124-30
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The word insan has the same root, i.e. "-n-s, as the words ins and nas. The
root ‘-n-s suggests the lexical meaning of ‘intimacy” as opposed to w-h-sh, which
suggests ‘loneliness’.2%6 A human being is called insdn or ins, and nas (in the
collective), because, as al-Raghib al-Isfahani states in his al-Mufradat fi Gharib al-
Qur’an, human beings are intimate with one another in society (al-jama’a).207

Nevertheless, apart from their shared meaning, according to Bint al-Shati’,
the three words al-nds, al-ins and al-insan have their own specific connotations in
Qur’anic usage.208 The word al-nas appears in the Qur’an 240 times, conveying a
clear indication of the human species in general (dalalat ism al-jins al-mutlaq).2® Q.
49 (S. al-Hujurat): 13, Q. 13 (S. al-Ra’‘d): 17 and Q. 59 (S. al-Hashr): 21 represent
examples of this. The term al-ins, which occurs 18 times in the Qur‘an, is always
associated with the word al-jinn by way of contrast (‘ala wajh al-taqabul). For Bint
al-Shati’, this indicates that the human species is different from that of the jinn in
the sense that unlike the latter, the former is intimate (anis), not wild (ghayr
mutawahhish), and that furthermore it is visible (ghayr khafin). This indication is
called its daldlat al-insiya.219 The word al-insan in the Qur’an points not only to an

individual representative of the human species, but also to what Bint al-Shati’

See Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘Arab, 1: 112.
@7A]-Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat, 28.
*Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 81.
™Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’dn wa Qaddyd, 17; and idem, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 81.

29Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur'dn wa Qaddya, 18; and idem, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2:
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calls daldlat al-insaniya (indication of humanity). The word is mentioned in 65
verses. All of these verses deal with humanity’s qualification (ahliyat al-insdn) to
bear taba‘at al-taklif (responsibilities) and amdna (trust), and to receive ‘ilm
(knowledge) and ‘agl (intellect) as the khalifat Alldh (God’s deputy) in the
world 211 More specifically, the word al-insan in the context of Q. 103: 2 conveys
the sense of mankind’s qualification to carry individual and social
responsibilities (mas iliyat al-insdn al-fardiya wa al-ijtima’iya).212

The word khusr, etymologically speaking, is the antonym of ribh (profit).
It is used to signify material loss in a business deal. In the religious field, it is
understood to mean “al-daldl ‘an al-haqq” (going astray from the true path).213 In
the Qur'an the word and its derivations appear 64 times with various meanings.
In three places, i.e., Q. 26 (S. al-Shu‘ard’): 181, Q 55 (S. al-Rahman): 9, and Q. 83 (S.
al-Mutaffifin): 3, the words al-muk{zsiriﬁ, tukhsiru and yukhsiruna (all in the fourth
form ) occur, conveying the meaning of material loss in a business deal, i.e.,
“causing a loss.” The word al-khasirun emerges in Q. 5 (S. al-Ma’ida): 30 and Q. 12
(S. Yusuf): 14 to indicate the meaning of abstract loss (al-khusr al-ma‘nawi). The
final sense, appearing in various forms, conveys its religious (technical) meaning

in the context of warning kafirun (unbelievers), mushrikun (polytheists),

M1Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’dn wa Qaddya, 20-5; and idem, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 82.
U2Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 82.

*Gee al-Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat, 147-8; and Ibn Manzur, Lisin al-’Arab, 2:
829-30.



munafiqun (hypocrites) and the like, who deserve punishment in the hereafter.214
Considering the specific textual context, Bint al-Shati” maintains that the word
khusr should be understood to mean “going astray from the right way”
amounting to turning away from taba‘at al-taklif (religious duties) and mas’uliyat

al-insan (human responsibilities) in the world.

b) Verse 3: Illa I-ladhina dmani wa ‘amilu al-salihati wa-tawasaw bi l-haqqi
wa-tawasaw bi al-sabri

Bint al-Shati’ brings up two major points in relation to this verse: the
relation between belief (iman) and good works (al-a‘mdl al-sdliha), and the
meaning of the words tawasaw, al-haqq and al-sabr. Prior to the discussion of
these matters, however, she explains that the verses contain the message that
every human being (al-insan) has his/her individual responsibility, that is to say,
belief in God and the performance of good works, as well as the collective
responsibility to recommend to one another truth and patience.215

For evidence on the relation between belief and good works, Bint al-Shati’
searches the Qur’an for passages where they are associated. She finds this to be
the case in 75 verses containing references to divine promise (al-wa’d) and threat
(al-wa’id). In several of these, i.e., Q- 4 (S. al-Nisd"): 69, Q. 12 (S. Yusuf): 101, Q. 21

(S. al-Anbiya’): 72, 86, Q. 26 (S. al-Shu‘ard’): 83, and Q. 27 (S. al-Naml): 19, good

“4Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: §2-4.

25Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 86.
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works are attributed to the prophets. Q. (S. al-Kahf): 110 relates the obligation of
al-‘amal al-salih in forbidding polytheism. Another phenomenon is that Q. 41 (S.
al-Rum): 44 contrasts al-‘amal al-salih with kufr (unbelief). The above examples,
she infers, indicate that al-‘amal al-sdlih is connected to imdn. Accordingly, the
underlying message of the phrase of dmanu wa ‘amilu al-salihat in Q. 103: 3 is that
belief in God should be associated with doing good works in order that human
beings be saved from khusr.216

The word tawasa is a verb derived from the root w-s-y which originally
conveys the sense of “strength of relation” (quwwat al-irtibat wa al-ittisal).2'? Based
on this meaning such statement as, for example: wasat al-ardu, meaning “plants
of the earth are connected to each other,” or awsa al-rajulu bi-shay’in, meaning “to
entrust something to someone,” are formed.218

The words that have the above root appear in the Qur’an in a number of
variant forms. The words wassa and awsd occur 12 times in the context where
God entrusts His divine teachings to His messengers and true believers. The
form tawdsa eppears 5 times. One of them is to be found in Q. 51 (S. al-Dhariyat):
53 in the context of al-istifhdm al-inkdri (the negative question) for the purpose of
rejecting the idea that previous prophets had recommended (tawasaw) to their

followers to deny (takdhib) the Prophet Muhammad. The other instances occur in

25Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 86-7.
2'See al-Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat, 525.
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Q. 103: 3 and Q. 90 (S. al-Balad): 17, where this form of the word conveys the
meaning of the reciprocal recommendation of upholding al-haqq (truth), al-sabr
(human inner strength or fortitude), and al-marhama (mercy), which, according
to Bint al-Shati’, represents a collective human duty (mas“uliyat al-insan ‘an al-
jama’a).219

Bint al-Shati’ says that the word al-hagq is used in the Qur’an 227 times in
various technical senses, for instance, as “the opposite of batil (falsehood), a
divine name (the Truth), religion, God’s promise, God’s speech, and a portion
which should be returned to its owner.”220 Of these meanings, it is as the
opposite of al-batil, that, according to her, the word al-hagqg functions in Q. 103:
3.21 It might be that she prefers this meaning and not the other, because she
believes there is a connection between the word al-hagq and the word preceding
it, i.e., tawasaw, which requires the practical human implementation of truth.

The last term that Bint al-Shati” discusses in this verse is al-sabr. This word,
which essentially means “al-habs” (the act of holding or keeping back),22 is
understood to mean “human inner strength or patience in every subject on

which God reveals His instructions.” In what aspects is sabr related to other

#See Ibn Manziir, Lisin al-‘Arab, 6: 938-9.
29Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 89-90.
2Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 89.
2'Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 88.
s03 2Gee al-Raghib al-Isfahani, al-Mufradat, 273; and Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘Arab, 3:
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terms? The Qur’an uses the word in various contexts. In about 20 verses the
Prophet is told to be patient in carrying all burdens relating to his mission. Q. 3
(S. Al ‘Imran): 200 and Q. 8 (S. al-Anfal): 46 relate it to jihad, where in Q. 2 (S. al-
Bagara): 155, 177 and Q. (S. al-Hajj): 35 it occurs in relation to the afflictions
(ibtild) and disasters (musibdt) that burden human beings.23 All of the above
aspects, according to her, are at play here in Q. 103: 3. She says: “The silence of
Q. 103: 3 — as well as Q. 90: 17 — with regard to mentioning the aspects related to
sabr indicates the al-itlag wa al-ta'mim (generalization) of what the Qur’an [i.e.
other verses] mentions elsewhere, namely patience in regard to the consequences
of belief, life’s afflictions, disasters, and jihad.”224

As far as the study of Bint al-Shati”’s interpretation of Q. 103 is concerned,
one can say that she is successful in showing the correlation between the
etymological meaning of a Qur'anic word, its meaning in the general textual
context (al-siyaq al-‘dmm), and its meaning in the specific textual context (al-siyag
al-khass). In her hermeneutical exercise, it may be observed that the etymological
meaning of a word is specified by al-siyag al-‘amm of the whole Qur'an.
Furthermore, the meaning which is derived from al-siyag al-‘amm is designated
by al-siyag al-khass, such as in Q. 103 where every word has its own specific
function in determining the meanings of the words sorounding it. For example,

Bint al-Shati’ determines the word al-‘asr with tajribat, mu‘dnat, khayr and sharr,

Z3Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 91-2.
24Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 92.



and designates the meaning of the word khusr to be that of “turning away from
taba’dt al-taklif’, due to the fact that the words al-‘asr and khusr here are
associated with the word insan which conveys the sense of “responsibility.”
Likewise, the meaning of al-insan in this passage is qualified by the meaning of
the clause illd al-ladhina dmanu wa ‘amilu al-sdlihati wa tawdsaw bi al-haqqi wa
tawasaw bi al-sabri. Again, she determines that the word al-haqq means the
opposite of al-batil in consideration of its relation to the word tawasaw. This is
consonant with what Betti state: “The significance, intensity, and nuance of a
word can only be compherended in relation to the meaning-context in which it
was uttered, so that the significance and sense of a sentence, and the sentence
connected with it, can only be understood in relaticn to the reciprocal coherence
of meaning-context, and the organic composition and conclusiveness of
speech.”225 What is more, the possibility that the specific meaning of every word
is determined by its specific textual context lends credence to Bint al-Shati”’s
position that there is no synonymity even between instances of the same word. In
conclusion, it can be said that as far as her interpretation of the sura is concerned,
Bint al-Shati’ is loyal to the cross-referential method she develops. Between her

theory and its application there is certainly coherence.

ZBetti, Die Hermeneutik, 16. See also Nikunja Vihari Banerjee, Language, Meaning
and Persons (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1963), 117.
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2. The case of hurriyat al-‘agida

The problem of religious pluralism represents another interesting subject
for discussion, due to the fact that religious fanaticism and sectarian clashes in
the name of religion are an unpleasant fact in the history of all faiths, and have
cost the lives of so many human beings.22¢ In addition, the issue of pluralism is
now part of the mainstream of modern religous thought. Bint al-Shati’ is one of
those who have made a significant contribution to this discussion, in view of
what she says about the Qur’an’s position on freedom of belief and religious
pluralism. In terms of the discussion of her exegetical method, we will see
whether or not she is-consistent throughout in her application of the cross-
referential method.

In her al-Quran wa Qadaya al-Insan Bint al-Shati’ collects the Qur’anic

verses which are, according to her, related to the above issue. First of all, basing

24See Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’an wa Qadaya, 95. Shipler, on the one hand, proves
that the conflict beween Jews and Muslims in the modern era is due to religious
fanaticism. See David K. Shipler, Arab and Jews: Wounded Spirits in a Promised Land (New
York: Times Books, 1986), 138-77. Hudson and Rejwan, on the other hand, maintain that
the main factor for the emergence of civil war of 1975-76 in Lebanon beween Maronite
Catholics and Muslims, for example, was political or enomomic, not religious. For
detailed information about this, see Michael C. Hudson, Arab Politics: the Search for
Legitmacy (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1977), 56-81, especially 79;
and Nissim Rejwan, Arabs Face the Modern World: Religious, Cultural, and Political
Responses to the West (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1998), 213-21. However, it
is very possible, as Yaron Harel concludes, that when political or economic conflicts
occur, people use religious identity as a means to suport their political interest. See
Yaron Harel, “Jewish-Christian Relations in Aleppo as Background for the Jewish
Response to the Events of October 1850,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 30,
1, (1998): 77-96.



herself on Q. 10 (S. Yunus): 99,27 which is a Meccan verse, and Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara):
256,28 which is an early Medinan verse, she maintains that the Prophet
Muhammad whose task was merely to inform people of the divine revelation
(see Q. 3: 20, Q. 5: 92, Q. 16: 35, and Q. 42: 48) and to argue in the best way
against those who doubted it (see Q. 16: 125),22° was not allowed to force others
to adhere to the religion of Islam. This was in order to emphasize that every
human being bears responsibility (haml al-amana) for his or her choice, and that
faith (‘agida) must result from conviction (i‘tigad), belief (iman) from hearty
satisfaction (ridd) and confidence (fuma’nina) in recieving the truth.230

This principle is, according to Bint al-Shati’, related to the positive attitude
of Islam towards other religions, such as Judaism and Christianity. Quoting Q. 2

(S. al-Bagara): 91,81 97,32 Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imrdn): 3-4,23 Q. 4 (S. al-Nisd'): 46, Q.5 (S.

2'The verse (verse 100 in Pickthall’s) reads: “If thy Lord willed, all who are in the
earth would have believed together. Wouldst thou (Muhammad) compel men until they
are believers?”

*The verse reads: “There is no compulsion in religion. The right direction is
henceforth distinct from error...”

2Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur'dn wa Qaddyad, 97-8.

™Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur'an wa Qadaya, 95-6. Cf. Boullata, “Fa-stabiqu 'l-khayrat: A
Qur’anic Principle of Interfaith Relations, in Christian-Muslim Encounters, ed. Yvonne
Yazbeck Haddad and Wadi Z. Haddad (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1995),
43. In support of the Islamic principle of religious pluralism and tolerance, Boullata
quotes four other verses, i.e. Q. 5: 48, Q. 11: 118, Q. 16: 93, and Q. 42: 8. Similarly, Wael
B. Hallag supports this idea by showing that “the Qur’an considered the Jews and
Christians as possessors of their own respective divine laws, and as bound by the
application of these laws.” See his A History of Islamic Legal Theories (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 4-5.

Z'The verse reads: “And when it is said unto them: Believe in that which Allah
hath revealed, they say: We believe in that which was revealed unto us. And they
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al-Mga’ida): 46,55 Q. 35 (S. Fatir): 31,56 and Q. 46 (S. al-Ahqaf): 30,27 she concludes
that Islam not only acknowledges the freedom of religious faith for all people,
but also encourages Muslims to confirm the religion and belief for which all
previous prophets were sent.28 The Qur’anic message inferred from Q. 2 (S. al-

Bagara): 136,239 285240 Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imran): 64,241 70,242 71,243 Q. 4 (S. al-Nisd’): 150,244

disbelieve in that which cometh after it, though it is the truth confirming that which
they possess. Say (unto them, O Muhammad): Why then slew ye the Prophets of Allah
aforetime, if ye are (indeed) believers?”

P2The verse reads: “Say (O Muhammad, to mankind): Who is an enemy to
Gabriel! For he it is who hath revealed (this Scripture) to thy heart by Allah’s leave,
confirming that which was (revealed) before it, and a guidance and glad tidings to
believers.”

The verses read: “He hath revealed unto thee (Muhammad) the Scripture with
truth, confirming that which was (revealed) before it, even as He revealed the Torah and
the Gospel aforetime, for a guidance to mankind; and hath revealed the Criterion (of
right and wrong). Lo! those who disbelieve the revelations of Allah, theirs will be a
heavy doom. Allah is Mighty, Able to Requite (the wrong).”

BThe verse (verse 47 in Pickthall’s) reads: “O ye unto whom the Sripture hath
been given! Believe in what We have revealed confirming that which ye possess, before
We destroy countenances so as to confound them, or curse them as We cursed the
Sabbathbreakers (of old time). The Commandment of Allah is always executed.”

P*The verse reads: “And We caused Jesus, son of Mary, to follow in their
footsteps, confirming that which was (revealed) before him, and We bestowed on him
the Gospel wherein is guidance and a light, confirming that which was (revealed) before
it in the Torah — a guidance and an admonition unto those who ward off (evil).”

®%The verse reads: “As for that which We inspire in thee of the Scripture, it is the
Truth confirming that which was (revealed) before it. Lo! Allah is indeed Observer, Seer
of His slaves.”

Z'The verse reads: “They said: O our people! Lo! we have heard a Scripture
which hath been revealed after Moses, confirming that which was before it, guiding
unto the truth and a right road.”

Z%Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’dn wa Qaddyd, 99.
P The verse reads: “Say (O Muslims): We believe in Allah and that which is
revealed unto us and that which was revealed unto Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac,
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150,24 Q. 29 (S. al-"Ankabut): 46,245 Q. 41 (S. Fussilat): 43,24 and Q. 42 (S. al-Shura):
13247 even points to the unity of revealed religion. Although this idea is difficult
to achieve in reality, human beings, she suggests, should try to implement it in

order to be able to avoid hatred and fanaticism.2#® She also argues that the word

and Jacob, and the tribes, and that which Moses and Jesus received from their Lord. We
make no distinction between any of them, and unto Him we have surrendered.”

*The verse reads: “The messenger believeth in that which hath been revealed
unto him from his Lord and (so do) the believers. Each one believeth in Allah and His
angels and His Scriptures and His messengers — We make no distinction between any
of His messengers — and they say; “We hear and we obey. (Grant us) Thy forgiveness,
our Lord. Unto thee is the journeying.”

“IThe verse reads: “Say: O people of the Scripture! Come to an agreement
between us and you; that we shall worship none but Allah, and that we shall ascribe no
partner unto Him, and that none of us shall take others for lords beside Allah. And if
they turn away, then say: Bear witness that we are they who have surrendered (unto
Him).”

*The verse reads: “O people of the Scripture! Why disbelieve ye in the
revelations of Allah, when ye (yourselves) bear witness (to their truth)?”

**The verse reads: “O people of the Scripture! Why confound ye truth with
falsehood and knowingly conceal the truth?”

**The verse reads: “Lo! those who disbelieve in Allah and His messengers, and
seek to make distinction between Allah and His messenger, and say: We believe in some
and disbelieve in others, and seek to choose a way in between.”

#*The verse reads: “And argue not with the People of the Scripture unless it be in
(a way) that is better, save with such of them as do wrong; and say: We believe in that
which hath been revealed unto us and revealed unto you; and our God and your God is
one, and unto Him we surrender.”

#*The verse reads: “Naught is said unto thee (Muhammad) save what was said
unto the messengers before thee. Lo! thy Lord is owner of forgiveness, and owner (also)
of dire punishment.”

*'The verse reads: “He hath ordained for you that religion which He
commended unto Noah, and that which We inspire in thee (Muhammad), and that
which We commended unto Abraham and moses and Jesus, saying: Establish the
religion, and be not divided therein....”
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din (religion) always appears in the Qur’an in its singular form, and never in its
plural. Still, regarding the notion of freedom of belief, she maintains that Islam
allows holy war merely in order to protect that freedom,?4° as stated in Q. 8 (S. al-
Anfdl): 61,50 Q. 22 (S. al-Hajj): 39,4! and Q. 60 (S. al-Mumtahana): 8-9.252
Nevertheless, Bint al-Shati”’s treatment of the Qur’anic verses dealing
with the issue of religious pluralism is somewhat unconvincing, for she in fact
fails to apply the cross-referential method in a consistent fashion, a fault that she
criticizes in other exegetes. She neglects moreover to explain or even quote the
few Qur'anic verses that are understood by some exegetes to reject religious
pluralism. These verses are Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imran): 19, which reads: “Inna l-dina ‘inda
I-lahi l-isldimu wa ma-khtalafa l-ladhina wti l-kitaba illd min ba’di md j@’ahumu 1-‘ilmu

baghyan baynahum wa man yakfur bi-dyati I-ldhi fa-inna l-léha sari'u l-hisabi,” and

**Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’an wa Qadaya, 100-2.
#9Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’dn wa Qadadya, 102-3

Z°The verse (verse 60 in Pickthall’s) reads: “Make ready for them all thou canst
of (armed) force and horses tethered, that thereby ye may dismay the enemy of Allah
and your enemy, and others beside them whom ye know not. Allah knoweth them.
Whatsoever ye spend in the way of Allah it will be repaid to you in full, and ye will not
be wronged.”

B1The verse reads: “Sanction is given unto those who fight because they have
been wronged; and Allah is indeed Able to give them victory.”

»2The verse reads: “Allah forbiddeth you not those who warred not against you
on account of religion and drove you not out from your homes, that you should show
them kindness and deal justly with them. Lo! Allah loveth the just dealers. Allah
forbiddeth you only those who warred against you on account of religion and have
driven you out from your homes and helped to drive you out, that ye make friends of
them. Whosoever maketh friends of them — (All) such are wrong-doers. “
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verse 85 from the same sura, which states: “Wa man yabtaghi ghayra l-islami dinan
fa lan yugbala minhu wa huwa fi -akhirati mina l-khasirina.”

It seems that her silence with respect to these two verses is due to the fact
that she is afraid of being accused of self-contradiction. When dealing with the
word al-din in Q. 107 (S. al-Md’un): 1, she says: “It is common (in the Qur’an) that
the word be used in reference to religion in general, and to the religion of Islam
in a specific way.”?53 To support her statement, she then quotes four verses, two
of which are Q. 3: 19 and 85. It can be inferred from her words that, according to
her, the meaning of Q. 3: 19 is that the true religion is the religion of Islam, and
that Q. 3: 85 intends to say that other religions are not accepted by God. This
opposition to religious pluralism was also maintained by two classical exegetes,
i.e., Ibn Kathir and al-Razi. Commenting on Q. 3: 19, the former says:

There is an assertion by God that there is no other religion with

Him which He would accept from anyone except Islam. Islam

means following the messengers of God in that which He sent

them at all times until the coming of Muhammad, the ‘seal of the

messengers’. Thereafter God closed all other ways (leading) to

Him except the way through Muhammad.z>4
Likewise, al-Razi understands Q. 3: 85 to mean that God declared that the only
true religion is Islam, and that no other religion will be accepted by God.>55 A

further complication is that, in spite of her insistence that the Qur’an favors

*3Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayadni, 2: 184.

4Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 1: 362, and 387. See also Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qur'dn
and Its Interpreters (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 2:66.

»5A1-Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 7: 207, and 8: 135. See also Ayoub, the Qur’an, 2: 242.
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religious pluralism, she declares on at least one other occasion that Islam,
according to the Qur’an, is the only true religion.%

Bint al-Shati”’s self-contradiction in this case is due in part to her mis-
application of the cross-referential method that she develops. Had she searched
for the meaning of the term islam and its various forms throughout the Qur'an,
taking into consideration their textual context (siydq), she would have solved her
own methodological problem. The word islam and its derivations, i.e., aslama (al-
fill al-madi), yuslimu (al-fi’l al-mudari®), aslim ( fi'l al-amr) and muslim (ism al-fa’il),
appear in the Qur’an seventy-three times,?” in most of which cases there is no
intention of referring to the religion itself; it rather refers to total submission and
belief in the oneness of God, belief in all the prophets and doing good works
with ikhlds (sincere devotion). For example, the Qur’anic verses which indicate
these points are:

a. Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara): 131, saying: “When his Lord said unto him

(Abraham): Surrender [aslim)! he said: I have surrendered (aslamtu)

to the Lord of the Worlds”;

b. Q. 22 (S. al-Hajj): 34, saying: “And for every notion have We

appointed a ritual, that they may mention in the name of Allah

over the beast of cattle that He hath given them for food; and your

God is one God, therefore surrender [aslimu) unto Him, and give

good tidings (O Muhammad) to the humble”;

c. Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imran): 18-9, saying: “Allah (Himself) is witness that

there is no God save Him, and the angels and the men of learning
(too are witness), maintaining His creation in justice, there is no

“éSee Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 184.

_ ®'See Muhammad Fu’'dd ‘Abd al-Baqi, al-Mu’jam al-Mufahras li alféz al-Qur’an al-
Karim (Cairo: Mataba‘at Dar al-Kutub al-Misriya, 1954), 355-7.
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God save Him, the Almighty, the Wise. Lo! religion with Allah (is)
the Surrender [al-islam] (to His will and guidance) ...”; and

d. Q. 31 (S. Lugmadn): 22, saying: “Whosoever surrendereth [yuslim]
his purpose to Allah while doing good, he verily hath grasped the
firm hand-hold. Unto Allah belongeth the sequel of all things.”

On this basis, many exegetes, among them al-Zamakhshari,® ‘Abduh?* and
Sayyid Qutb,2%0 choose not to interpret the word islam in Q. 3: 19, and 85 as
referring to the name of a particular religion. ‘Abduh, for example, says:

Indeed, the restriction (hasr) in God’s statement: Inna al-dina ‘inda I-

lahi l-islamu, encompasses all religions for which the prophets were

sent, for the islam (submission to God) represents the general spirit

(al-ruh al-kulli) of the religions, on which they agreed, regardless of

the differences in their religious practices (al-takdlif wa suwar al-
a'mdl) 261

II. Irtibat al-Ayat wa al-Suwar (Interconnection Between Verses and
Chapters)
Irtibdt is defined by al-Zarkashi as a discipline in which a certain aspect

which links verses (dyat) or chapters (suwar) is realized by means of a logical

*iSee al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, 2: 345 and 38l. On these pages, al-
Zamakhshari says that the word is understood in Q. 2: 18 and 85 to mean “al-‘adl wa al-
tawhid” (justice and oneness of God).

9Gee Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’dn al-Hakim (known as Tafsir al-
Manar) (Cairo: Dar al-Manar, 1954), 3: 257, and 358.

%Gee Qutb, Fi Zildl al-Qur’an, 1: 356-7.
*IRida, Tafsir al-Qur’dn. 3: 257.
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('aqlﬁ, perceptible (hissi), or imaginary (khaya'li} conjecture, or the like.262 It is an
issue that has been discussed by Qur’an exegetes since the fourth century Hijra.
It is reported that the first scholar to speak of irtibat was Abu Bakr al-Nisaburi
(d. 309-10/921-2). Whenever an dya was recited to al-Nisaburi, he explained why
the verse is located before one and after another verse. Similarly, whenever a
certain sura was studied, he explained the connection between the sura and that
which precedes and follows it in the canonical order.263 More profound
explanations of this discipline are to be found in the exegetical works of al-
Razi,?64 Abi Ja‘far ibn al-Zubayr (d. 708/1308),25 and al-Biqa‘i (d. 885/1480).266
The main purpose behind searching for instances of irtibat, according to
Abu Bakr ibn al-’Arabi (d. 543/1148), is to bring out the unity of the Qur’an in

terms of its meaning (muttasigat al-ma‘dni) and the coherence of its words

%2A)-Zarkashi, al-Burhdn, 1: 36; and al-Suyuti, al-Itqin, 3: 323. Other terms that
are used by exegetes to refer to the above definition are al-rabf, al-munasaba, and al-
tanasub.

3 Al-Zarkashi, al-Burhdn, 1: 36; and al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 3: 322.

**In his al-Tafsir al-Kabir, al-Rizi explains the irtibil aspects between verses
within a sura, and those between the beginning of a sura and the end of another.

25 According to al-Suyuti, Ibn al-Zubayr was Abud Hayyan's teacher. He wrote on
Qur’anic studies, e.g., al-Burhdn fi Mundsabat Tartib Suwar al-Qur'an and Mildk al-Ta'wil.
See al-Suyufi, al-Itgdn, 3: 323. See also Muhammad ibn Shakir, Fawat al-Wafayat, ed.
Ihsan ‘Abbas (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1973), 2: 555; and the introduction of Sa‘ id al-Fallah to
his edition of Ibn al-Zubayr’ s Mildk al-Ta'wil al-Qati’ bi-dhawi al-Ihdd wa al-Ta’til fi Tawjih
al-Mutashdbih al-Lafz min Ay al-Tanzil (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1983), 1: 101. It is
very possible that Abu Hayyan was very much influenced by Ibn al-Zubayr in relation
to knowledge of the irtiba}. In his al-Bahr al-Muhit, the former very often introduces a
certain sura by mentioning its irtibat with the suras preceding it. See Abu Hayyan, al-
Bahr al-Muhit.
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(muntazimat al-mabdni).?? The unity of the Qur'an is described by exegetes
through the aspects of irtibit which, according to al-Zarkashi, consist in
comparison (al-tamthil/al-tanzir), contradiction (al-mudddda), or digression (al-
istitrad).268 An example of the tamthil aspect of irtibat is shown in the connection
between Q. 17 (S. al-Isra’): 1, which speaks of the isra” (night journey) of the
Prophet Muhammad, and verse 2 in the same sura, which speaks of the
revelation to the Prophet Moses. For al-Zarkashi, the comparison aspect of the
z'rtz'ba’f between the two verses is that while God showed evidently (‘iyanan)
through the isra’ to the Prophet Muhammad His concealed signs, He
demonstrated by explanation (bayanan) His revelation to Moses, which
constitutes another divine sign.26° The mudadda aspect can be seen, moreover, in
the relation between Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara): 1-5, and Q. 2: 6. Al-Biqa‘ states that the
passage in Q. 2: 1-5 concerns the believers’ acceptance of the Qur‘an. On the
contrary, verse 6 explains the unbelievers’ rejection of it.?® These verses,
however, are united by a single theme, i.e., the people’s attitude toward divine

revelation. Finally, the istitrad aspect of irtibat is elaborated by al-Zamakhshari

_ *See Burhan al-Din Ibrahim ibn ‘Umar al-Biqa‘i, Nazm al-Durar fi Tandsub al-
Ayat wa al-Suwar (Hayderabad: Majlis Da’irat al-Ma‘arif al-Uthmaniya, 1969).

*7Al-Zarkashi, al-Burhdn, 1: 36; and al-Suyniti, al-Itgan, 3: 322.

*See al-Zarkashi, al-Burhdn, 1: 40-52; and al-Suyuti, al-Itqan, 3: 324-330.

*9A)-Zarkashi, al-Burhdn, 1: 42. Cf. Aba Hayyan, al-Bahr al-Muhit, 6: 6. In this
passage, Abu Hayyan points to the comparison between the glorification of Muhammad
with the isré” and that of Moses with the Torah.

Gee al—Biqi'f, Nazm al-Durar, 1: 92.
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when interpreting Q. 7 (S. al-A’raf): 26. He says that the verse comes by way of
digression (‘ala sabil al-istitrad). The verse, which comes after the mention of the
appearance of Adam’s and Eve’s pudenda ( Q. 7: 22-25) is referred to in order to
show divine kindness in the creation of clothing, the humiliation of uncovering
one’s pudenda, and to indicate that covering the latter is part of taqwa (piety).2!
Nineteenth century discussions of the concept of irtibat followed a
somewhat different format in contrast to the earlier concept. Ibn ‘Ashar (d.
1867),72 for example, maintains that between the Qur’anic verses in one sura
there must be tangsub (interconnection) with regard to their main purpose
(gharad).?” Introducing every sura, Ibn ‘Ashdr always explains to the reader its
gharad. For example, when dealing with Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara), he begins his
interpretation by stating that the sura consists of two main purposes to which all
of its verses refer: the first is to affirm the supremacy of Islam in terms of its
guidance and foundations for moral purification; the second is to explain the
shari’a (Islamic legal rulings).274
Some Qur’an exegetes of the 20th century have taken a more systematic

approach to the study of Qur’anic unity. Mustansir Mir?® maintains that unlike

7' Al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, 2: 97.

”See Muhammad al-Tahir ibn ‘Ashiir, Tafsir al-Tahrir wa al-Tanwir (Tunis: al-
Dar al-Tunisiya li al-Nashr, 1984).

Ibn ‘Ashar, Tafsir, 1: 79.
™Ibn ‘Ashur, Tafsir, 1: 203.
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most classical commentators who discussed the irtibat between verses within
one sura, or between suras in a “linear-atomistic” approach, some interpreters of
the modern period, such as al-Farahi,”’® apply an “organic-holistic” method. Al-
Farahi (d. 1930-1), for instance, offers the concept of what he calls “nizam, or,
nazm al-Qur‘an” (coherence of the Qur’an). He is not satisfied with the traditional
approach. In his Dald’il al-Nizim al-Farahi says:

The interconnection (tanasub) between one verse and another does
not demonstrate that the Word of God [i.e, the Qur’an] is
something united, coherent in itself. Those who seek the tanasub
are sometimes satisfied with any tanasub (interconnection). They
forget the relation through which the Qur’an becomes united. They
also sometimes seek relations between contiguous verses (al-ayat al-
mutajawira), whereas, in fact, they are not connected [directly] to
each other. This is because a verse is related to another verse that
comes long before it.

In short, what I mean by the nizam (coherence of the Qur’an) is that
a sura constitutes one (coherent) statement. It (also) has a
connection with a preceding and following sura, or with a far-
preceding and far-following one. The same thing happens in terms
of nazm al-ayat. Between verses or suras there are sometimes
parenthetical ones (ayat mu‘tarida or suwar mu tarida). On the basis
of this principle, you can see that the whole Qur’an is one, and has
interconnection and sequence in its parts from the beginning to the
end.Z7

7See Mustansir Mir, “The Sura as a Unity: A Twentieth Century Development
in Qur'an Exegesis,” in Approaches to the Qur'an, 211-24. In these passages, Mir discusses
the ideas of nazm according to Thanavi, Qutb, Darwaza, al-Tabataba’i, al-Farahi and al-
Islahi. See also his, Coherence in the Qur'dn, 25-98.

See ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Farahi, Dald’il al-Nizam (Haydarabad: Mahfuzat al-
Da’ira al-Hamidiya, 1388 H.).

Abd al-Hamid al-Farahi, Dald’il al-Nizam (India: Mahfazat al-Da’ira al-
Hamidiya, 1388 H.), 74-5. Al-Farahi’s concept of nazm was later developed by his
disciple, al-Islahi. For detailed information, see Mir, Coherence in the Qur'dn: A Study of
Islahi’s concept of Nazm in Tadabbur-i Qur’an (Indianapolis: American Trust Publications,
1986).
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As Tbn ‘Ashur does in explaining his notion of gharad, al-Farahi points out
that every sura has a main idea (‘amud) to which refer all issues (matalib)
contained in its verses.Z7® The matlab (issue) may represent ta'lil (argumentation),
ta’sil (giving a firm foundation), tafri’ (derivation), fafsil (particularization),
tamthil ( exemplification), irdd al-mugqabil wa al-didd (providing comparison and
contradiction), or tanbih (admonition).2”? All these various kinds of matalib are
interrelated to each other, in the sense that they refer to their ‘amud. Over and
above this, all ‘amuds in the Qur’an are united to one other.280

Thus it can be concluded that irtibat was studied by exegetes of both the
classical and modern periods, regardless of the differences in their ideas, in order
to demonstrate the unity of the Qur’an. Al-Razi and Ibn ‘Ashur even explicitly
state that an understanding of irtibat can help convince people of the
inimitability of the Qur’an.28! The question, therefore, arises: What did Bint al-
Shati’ think of this idea?

Bint al-Shati”’s position on the irtibat corresponds in part to that of Ibn

‘Ashiir and al-Farahi. Bint al-Shati’ agrees with the sura-coherence idea, or in

78 A 1-Farahi, Dald’il, 73.
75 A1-Farahi, Dald’il, 72.

#0Gee al-Farahi, Dald’il, 93-105. In these pasages, al-Farahi shows the nazm of the
Qur’an by mentioning ‘amuds and their matdlib from Surat al-Fatiha to Surat al-A’raf.

! Al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 2: 18; and Ibn ‘Ashir, Tafsir, 1: 79. See also al-Suyuti,
al-Itqan, 3: 323.

78



Mir’s words, the “sura-as-a-unity” concept.282 Explaining her reason for choosing
to interpret fourteen short siras in her al-Tafsir al-Bayani, Bint al-Shati’ says that
the fourteen suras selected, most of which are Meccan, have one theme (wahdat al-
mawdu’) apiece.?83 Introducing Q. 100 (S. al-‘Adiyat), for instance, she states that
the theme of the sura is the Last Day.28¢ All of its verses are related to each other,
and refer to that theme. She argues that the sura begins with the presentation of a
perceptible phenomenon of sudden attack (Q. 100: 1-5) to represent the abstract
event of the Day of Resurrection on which all human beings will be scattered and
judged in accordance with their deeds (Q. 100: 6-11).285 Similarly, commenting
on Q. 89 (S. al-Fajr) whose major theme is a moral lesson, she says that its verses
are interconnected. First of all, verses 1-14 of the sura suggest those who are
capable of reason (dhu hijr) can grasp the lesson of the destiny of the ‘Ad, the
Thamud, and Pharaoh, who were tyrants, and among the corrupt of this world.
Their immoral behavior, according to verses 15-16, resuited from the temptation

of wealth and their evil characters. Verses 17-20 then emphasize their

Gee Mir, “The Sura as a unity,” 220.

®Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 18. Jansen’s speculation that Bint al-Shati’’s
preference for these fourteen suras was based on her wish to avoid becoming involved
in sectarian polemics, is not proven right. See Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran, 69.
His idea is not in accordance with Bint al-Shati"’s explicit statement. As a matter of fact,
many polemical issues related to theological, linguistic, exegetical aspects, are dealt with
in her works on Qur’anic studies.

®Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 103. There are many other examples of Bint
al-Shati”’s application of the above idea. See, e.g., her al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 75, 76; and 2:
129, 149.
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immorality by stating that they insulted orphans, were not interested in social
solidarity, and could not distinguish between halal (lawful) and haram
(forbidden). Finally, the sura ends with the verses which speak of God’s
punishment and reward in the Hereafter.28¢

Bint al-Shati’ differs from other exegetes in regard to which suras and
verses are liable to analysis in terms of irtibat. This problem centers on whether
the Qur'an should be interpreted in accordance with its canonical or its
chronological order. Unlike al-Nisaburi, al-Rizi, al-Biqa‘i and al-Farahi, who
looked for irtibat in consideration of the Qur’an’s canonical order, Bint al-Shati
bases herself on its chronological sequence. She maintains that it is improper to
explain aspects of al-irtibat between verses or suras which were not revealed at
one and the same time, or contiguously. When introducing Q. 102 (S. al-
Takdthur), for example, she tells that some interpreters, such as al-Nisaburi,
connect it with the sura preceding it in the canonical order, i.e., Q. 101 (S. al-
Qdri‘a).287 Nizam al-Din Al-Nisaburi (d. 406-7/1015-6) says that the irtibat
between the two suras lies in the admonitory atmosphere (al-jaww al-indhdri) with
regard to the Day of Judgement.288 This explanation is rejected by Bint al-Shati’,

who says that there is no point in looking for the irtibat between the two suras

%5Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 103.

*Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 153.

®Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 195

#Nizam al-Din al-Hasan ibn Muhammad 1-Nisaburi, Ghard'ib al-Qur'dn wa
Ragha’ib al-Furqan, published in the margin of al-Tabari, Jami’ al-Bayan, 30: 154.
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because they were not revealed at the same time or one after the other. Surat al-
Takathur was in fact revealed long before Surat al-Qari‘a; in the interval at least
thirteen suras were revealed.2®? She adopts the same position in her comments
on Q. 68 (S. al-Qalam),?° Q. 89 (S. al-Fajr),»! and Q. 92 (S. al-Layl).252

Nevertheless, Bint al-Shati”’s idea of a chronologically-oriented irtibat is
called into question when she deals with the irtibat between verses in Surat al-
Qalam. She says that the sura was revealed in the early Meccan period, except for
verses 17-33 and 48-50 which are Medinan.%3 Commenting on verse 33, which

reads: “Such was the punishment. And verily the punishment of the Hereafter is

**Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 195.

**Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 39. In this passage, she does not agree with
those who elaborate the irtibat between Surat al-Qalam and Surat al-Mulk (Q. 67). She
says that the latter was revealed later (muta’akhkhira). It is 77th in the chronological
order. Between the sura and Surat al-Qalam there were revealed more than 70 suras.

*'When dealing with the gasam (oath) in Q. 89: 1-4, which read: “Wa [-fajri wa
layalin ‘ashrin wa l-shaf' i wa l-watri wa l-layli idha yasri” (By the Dawn, and ten nights, and
the Even and the Odd, and the night when it departeth), Abu Hayyan and ‘Abduh
maintain that the jawab al-qasam (the main clause of the structure of gasam) is the end of
Q. 88 (Surat al-Ghashiya): 25-26, which read: “Inna ilayna iyabahum thumma inna ‘alaynd
hisabahum” (Lo! unto Us their return, and Ours their reckoning). See Abu Hayyan, al-
Bahr al-Muhit, 8: 457-8; and ‘Abduh, Tafsir Juz’ ‘Amma, 61. Bint al-Shati’ rejects this
idea, saying: “In this explanation of the interconnection (al-rabt/al-irtibat) between the
two suras there is suspicion (wahm). Although Surat al-Ghashiya comes directly before
Surat al-Fajr in the canonical order, the former was revealed after the latter at the end of
the Mecccan period. Surat al-Ghashiya is 68th in the chronological order. Between the
two suras there were 58 suras revealed. We understand that the canonical order has a
significant aspect. However, we do not conceive the irtibat betiveen the gasam in Surat al-
Fajr and jawab al-gasam in Surat al-Ghashiya. This would have been as if the gasam
continued to be suspended (mu‘allag) without the jawab, until Surat al-Ghashiya was
revealed after 58 suras.” Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 136.

*See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 97.
**Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayidni, 2: 39.
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greater if they did but know,” she contends that the verse encourages the people
of the Prophet to learn (‘ibra) from the story of the “owners of the garden” (ashab
al-janna) who were punished by God due to their injustice (zulm), as related in
verses 17-32.2%¢ Bint al-Shati’ then affirms that these [Medinan] verses are
interconnected (murtabita) in terms of the ‘thra (moral lesson) present in the
following verses (34-39), which speak of God’s reward for good people.?5 Here,
one can see that Bint al-Shati’ relates Medinan verses to early Meccan verses.
This means that her application of the concept of irfibat does sometimes differ

from the theory that she herself established.

**The verses read: “Lo! We have tried them as We tried the owners of the garden
when they vowed they would pluck its fruit next morning, and made no exception (for
the will of God). Then a visitation came upon it while they slept, and in the morning it
was as if plucked. And they cried out one unto another in the morning, saying: Run
unto your field if ye would pluck (the fruit). So they went off, saying one unto another
in low tones: No needy man shall enter it today against you. They went betimes, strong
in (this) purpose. But when they saw it, they said: Lo! we are in error! Nay, but we are
desolate! The best among them said: Said I not unto you: Why glorify ye not (Allah)?
They said: Glorified be our Lord! Lo! we have been wrong-doers. Then some of them
drew near unto others, self-reproaching. They said: Alas for us! In truth we were
outregeous. It may be that our Lord will give us better than this in place thereof. Lo! we
beseech our Lord.”

*5Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 62-6, especially 66.
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Chapter Three

Bint al-Shati”s Attitude Towards Asbab al-Nuzul:
Between Theory and Application

The science of asbab al-nuziul?% (“the occasions of revelation”) has been
applied by many mufassirun (interpreters) to understanding the Qur’an, and
studied in depth by scholars both past and present. Its importance is recognized
not only by those who base their interpretations on the riwayat (reports
attributed to the Prophet, his Companions and their Successors) approach, like
Ibn Jarir al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir, but also by those who apply ra’y (reasoning)
in exegesis, like al-Zamakhshari and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. Knowing the occasion
associated with the revelation of a Qur’anic verse or sura is of great help m
arriving at an understanding of its meaning.2” It follows that, because of its
significance, many scholars wrote books on the subject, among them al-Wahidi
(d. 428/1075), who authored the work Asbab al-Nuzul, and al-Suyuti who
composed the work Lubdb al-Nuqul fi Asbab al-Nuzul. These works contain
reports about the occasions on which the verses or suras of the Qur'an were

revealed.298

2The word asbab is the plural of sabab (occasion). Both are used in this thesis.

®7See Ibn Taymiya, Mugqaddima, 38; al-Suyiti, Lubdb al-Nuqul fi Asbab al-Nuzsil
(Beirut: Dar Thya’ al-"Ulum, 1978), 13; and al-"Akk, Usul al-Tafsir, 99.



Issues surrounding the asbab al-nuzil, such as the degree of their
significance, the problem of contradictory reports, the difficulty of the numerous
reports for the revelation of a single verse and especially the question of the ‘ibra
(decisive point) for determining the message of a verse, have been discussed in
the many books on ‘uliim al-Qur'dn (the sciences of the Qur’an) and usul al-figh
(Islamic legal theory). Among those who in modern times devoted themselves to
such discussions was Bint al-Shati’. In her work Mugqaddima fi al-Manhaj, she
presents a brief theoretical discussion on asbab al-nuzul. The theory is then
applied to her interpretations of several suras of the Qur’an, espedially in her
book al-Tafsir al-Bayani li al-Qur’an al-Karim.

A study of Bint al-Shati”’s views on asbab al-nuzul is needed for at least
three reasons: first, Bint al-Shati”’s approach to reports on asbab al-nuzul provides
an opportunity to examine her consistency in using this source in her
interpretation; second, there is the question how significant the reports of asbab
al-nuzil are to her tafsir; and finally, previous works dealing with her views on
the asbdb al-nuzil need to be reviewed and expanded on. Boullata? and
Jansen,3% for instance, analyze her position on the asbab al-nuzul. However, they

do not go into these in too much detail, probably because their purpose is only

28See al-Zarkashi, al-Burhdn, 1: 22; and Rippin, “The Qur’anic Asbab al-Nuzil
Material: An Analysis of Its Use and Development” (Ph.D. diss., McGill University,
1981), 20.

29See Boullata, “Modern Qur’an Exegesis,” 103-13.

W0See Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran, 70-1.
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to provide a general account of her method of interpreting the Qur'an. Amin’s
thesis presents a relatively short description of the subject. He does not provide
any analysis or examples of Bint al-Shati’s implementation of the asbab al-
nuzul301 This chapter will, therefore, address the issue in more detail,
concentrating especially on her critical attitude towards asbab al-nuzul reports,

the significance of asbab al-nuzul and the idea of the ‘ibra (decisive point).

I. Her Treatment of Asbab al-Nuzul Reports

Scholars in the field of ‘ulum al-Qur‘an define the term sabab al-nuzul as an
event, or a question raised to the Prophet, in answer to which a Qur’anic verse(s)
or a Qur'anic chapter(s) was revealed.32 In relation to the asbab al-nuzul, the
passages of the Qur’an are divided into two categories. The first of these includes
passages revealed without any particular event preceding them. This category is
called “ma nazala ibtidd’an.” The other, with which the discussion of the asbab al-
nuzul is most concerned, includes verses whose revelation followed a particular
occasion, and is called “md nazala ‘aqib wagi‘a aw su’al.”3®3 1t is often found that

within a single sura of the Qur’an both kinds occur. For example, the first five

*'See Amin, “A Study of Bint al-Shati"”’s Exegesis,” 37.

32See Dawid al- Attar, Mujaz ‘Ulim al-Qur’dn (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-A‘lami li al-
Matbu‘at, 1979), 124; and Muhammad Husayn al-Tabataba'i, al-Qur'dn fi al-Islam, tr.
Ahmad al-Husaym (Tehran: Markaz I'lam al-Dhikra, 1983), 155.

33Gee Muhammad ‘Abd al-Salam Kafafi and ‘Abd Allah al-Sharif, Fi ‘Ulim al-
Qur'an: Dirasat wa Muhddarat (Beirut: Dar al-Nahda al-’Arabxya, 1981), 63; and
Muhammad al-Salih al-Sadiq, al-Baydn fi ‘Ulim al-Qur'an (Algiers: al-Mu’assasa al-
Wataruya li al-Kitab, 1989), 111.
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verses of surat al-’Alag were revealed without being preceded by any specific
event calling for a response in the form of revelation. The other verses of the sura,
however, were sent down to the Prophet Muhammad for the first time with
respect to Abu Jahl’s action - regardless of the debate over whether the ‘ibra
(decisive point) lies in the generality of the words, or the specificity of the
occasion. It is reported on the authority of Abu Hurayra that Abu Jahl said:
“Does Muhammad cover his face with dust among you?” Someone replied:
“Yes.” Abu Jahl then said: “By al-Lat and al-‘Uzza, indeed, if I see him
performing prayer, I will set my foot on his neck, and sprinkle his face with
dust.” There were then revealed several more verses of the sura: “And yet, but
yet man is rebellious, for he thinks he is sufficient in himself. Surely, your
returning is to your Lord.” [Q. al-’Alag (96): 6-8]304

Bint al-Shati’, who bases her interpretation mostly on philological
principles,35 makes an attempt to deal with the problem of asbab al-nuzul. Before,
however, presenting her contribution to this field, it is important to introduce her
“theological” opinion concerning the relationship between revelation (al-wahy)
and the occasions on which it was revealed. She points out that the connection

between a verse or sura and its sabab al-nuzul is not a causal one, which she calls

34See al-Tabari, Jami’ al-Bayan, 30: 163; Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur'an al-‘Azim, 4:
565; al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 32: 20; al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, 4: 224; Al-Suyuti ,
Lubdb al-Nugul, 232; and Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni , 2: 26.

35See Boullata, “Modem Qur'an Exegesis,” 106-13; idem, “The Rhetorical
Interpretation,” 152-4; and Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran, 70-6.
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“al-'illiya,” meaning that a verse depends on its sabab al-nuzul, just as the
existence of an effect (al-ma’lul ) depends on that of its cause (al-‘illa). This is
because it is inconceivable that a certain verse should not have been revealed if
its sabab al-nuzul did not take place.3% It seems to me that she wants to say that
revelation constitutes God’s will and knowledge, and that His will and
knowledge are gadim (eternal), and ghayr muhdath (not created).3” Therefore, the
revelation was neither influenced nor occasioned by any temporal event. On this
point, her opinion corresponds to the Ash‘ari theological point of view.3%8 In
short, she does not subordinate the revelation to the occasion which it follows.

This position is further reinforced by the fact that not every verse has a sabab al-

nuzul, as we know.

36See Bint al-Shati’, Mugqaddima, 133; idem, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 23; and
Boullata, “Modern Qur‘an Exegesis,” 106.

3%7See Bint al-Shati’, al-Qur’an wa Qadaya, 36.

3When talkmg about the eternity of the revelation (Kalam Allah, God’s speech),
al-Ash‘ari says: “This proof of the eternity of Kalam Alldh constitutes the eternity of
God’s will (iradat Allah). For if His willing were temporally produced, it would have to
be produced by God either in Himself, or in another, or as self-subsistent. But God
cannot produce it in Himself, because He is not a substrate for produced things; and He
cannot produce it as self-subsistent, because it is an attribute, and an attribute cannot
subsist in itself — just as God cannot produce a knowledge and power subsisting in
themselves; and He cannot produce it in another, because this would make it necessary
for that other to be willing by God’s willing. Therefore, since it is impossible to allow
these alternatives of which one would have to be realized if God's willing were
temporally produced, it is certain that God’s willing is eternal, and that by it God has
ever been willing.” This is McCarthy’s translation of a passage of al-Ash‘ari’s Kitdb al-
Luma’. See Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Isma‘il al-Ash‘ari, Kitab al-Luma“ ﬁ al-Radd “ala Ahl al-
Zaygh wa al-Bida’, edited by Richard J. McCarthy (Beirut: al-Matba‘a al-Kathulikiya,
1952), 23; and Najm al-Din Sulayman ibn ‘Abd al-Qawgr al-Tafi, Sharh Mukhtasar al-
Rawda, edited by ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Turki (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risala,
1988), 2: 501.
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Bint al-Shati’ tries to be careful in using the asbab al-nuzul reports. She does
not accept those which contradict historical evidence. For example, when
discussing Q. 93: 3, she mentions that according to some exegetes, like al-Razi,
Abu Hayyan and al-Nisabiri, the occasion that preceded the ibtd” al-wahy was
the moment when “a dog of the prophet’s grandsons al-Hasan and al-Husayn
entered the house of the Prophet. Gabriel then said to the Prophet: ‘Don’t you
know that we never enter a house in which is a dog or picture?’”30 To Bint al-
Shati’, this report does not make sense, for the history of Islam tells us that Hasan
and Husayn were born three or four years after the Hijra, whereas Q. 93, which is
one of the first sections revealed, dates from several years before the Hijra.31¢ It
can be seen that, according to Bint al-Shati’, historical consideration is a crucial
tool for assessing the authenticity of asbab al-nuzul.

Nevertheless, Bint al-Shati”’s assessment is sometimes confusing. Let me
give an example. When commenting on Q. 68 (S. al-Qalam): 17-33, she rejects the
report that these verses were revealed in part concerning the strory of the
Quraysh. It is recorded that at the time of the battle of Badr the Quraysh swore

to destroy the Prophet and his Companions, but in fact failed to fulfil their

*¥See al-Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 31: 211; Abd Hayyan, al-Bahr al-Muhit, 8: 485;
and al-Nisaburi, Tafsir Ghard'ib al-Qur’an, in the margin of al-Tabari’s Jami’ al-Bayan, 30:
108. See also Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 35.

31%Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 35.



oath.311 She points out that the report is not consonant with historical evidence,
by saying that the battle happened in the second year of the Hijra, when Surat al-
Qalam was clearly revealed in Mecca about 15 years before the battle.312 The
problematic point here is that in the introduction to her interpretation of this
sura she says, on the one hand, that it is a Meccan sura with the exception of
verses 17-33 and 48-50,3!3 whereas, on the other hand, her criticism implies that
verses 17-33 of the sura were revealed after all in Mecca.

Regardless of Bint al-Shati’s self-contradiction in the above matter, it can
at least be said that her critical attitude towards the sources is supported by
Rippin’s thesis that asbab al-nuzul reports are not historical evidence but were
created by later Muslim generations in order to justify their interpretation of the
Qur’an.34 However, unlike Rippin, who totally denies the authenticity of the
asbab al-nuzul reports, Bint al-Shati’ believes that many of them constitute true
records of historical situations surrounding the revelation of certain suras or

verses, as will be seen in the following discussion.

M Abu Hayyan, al-Bahr al-Mubhit, 8: 313-4.
2Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 65.
Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 39.

*"See Andrew Rippin, “The Qur‘anic Asbab al-Nuzul Material: An Analysis of
Its Use and Development,” (Ph.D. diss., McGill University, 1981).
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IL. The Significance of Asbab al-Nuzul

There is no disagreement that a knowledge of asbab al-nuzul is important
to the interpretation of Qur’anic verses where there is a question of its
application. The extent of its significance, however, is still debated among
scholars of ‘uliim al-Qur’an. Al-Zarkashi, for instance, assigned knowledge of the
subject a rather elevated importance. He mentions in his al-Burhan fi ‘Ulum al-
Qur'an six benefits of such knowledge, namely: (1) understanding the factor that
instigates a legal decision (tashri’ al-hukm); (2) particularizing a legal decision in
the eyes of those who point out that the decisive point (al-‘ibra) is the specific
cause; (3) understanding the meaning of words; (4) understanding when a word,
which is universal, is meant in a particular sense on the basis of other evidence;
(5) avoiding the suspicion of al-hasr (limitation); and (6) eliminating the difficulty
in determining the meaning of a verse. He then gives many examples of these
points.315 From the above, we can say that, according to al-Zarkashi, without
knowing asbab al-nuzul, no one can interpret the Qur’an correctly. On this issue,
al-Khuli acknowledges implicitly in his Manahij Tajdid, through his belief in the

necessity of knowing what he calls “md hawl al-Qur’an” (the context or the

315Gee al-Zarkashi, al-Burhdn, 1: 22-9. See also al-Suyu’a al-Mukhtar min Kitab al-
Itgan ﬁ ‘Uhim al-Qur'dn (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, n.d.), 33-4; Dawud al-‘Attar,
Mujjaz ‘Ulim al-Qur‘dn, 127-30; Muhammad Muhammad Khalifa, Ma‘a Nuzul al-Qur’an
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahda al-Mlsuya, 1971), 27-30; Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-
Zarqani, Mandhil al-‘Irfan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur'an (Cairo: Dar Thya’ al-Kutub al-’Arablya,
1962); Mustafa Muhammad al-Bajiqni, Manhaj al-Qur'an al-Karim fi Taqrir al-Ahkam
(Cairo: al-Dar al-]amilunya, 1993), 30-3; and Abu Zayd, Mafhum al-Nass, 109-22.

90



circumstances surrounding the Qur’an), that the knowledge of asbab al-nuzul is
of considerable importance. He says:

The studies on ma hawl al-Qur'an are necessary studies for the

purpose of the interpretation [of the Qur'an] as we suggest.

Accordingly, those who do not have the specific knowledge of ma

hawl al-Qur’dn are obliged to study it in order that they may be

able to understand the Qur’an in a good and sound manner.316
However, he does not mention clearly the extent to which the asbab al-nuzul are
important.

Bint al-Shati’ recognizes that there is a harmonious relationship between
the two. The revelation responds to the occasion that precedes it, and the
occasion, to some extent, indicates what the revelation means. Accordingly, she
says in several places that asbab al-nuzul constitute indications of the situation
surrounding the nass (the text of the Qur’an).3'7 Again, when dealing with surat
al-"Alag, verses 6-9, which were revealed when Abu Jahl demonstrated a negative
attitude towards Islam, as quoted before, she says: “The structures of the verses

of the sura show that they were revealed after the Prophet announced the

message of God, and declared [the need for] worship of God, and then faced

st6Amin al-Khili, Mandhij Tajdid, 309. See also Jansen, The Interpretation of the
Koran, 65-6.

37See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 23. To compare her notion, see also

Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1982), 143.
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denial [from the pagan society].”318 This interpretation represents one aspect of
the significance of the asbab al-nuzul.

The significance of the asbab al-nuzul also rests on their relationship with
the specific, literal meaning of words. Boullata’s analysis that, according to Bint
al-Shati’, a traditional report on sabab al-nuzul can be a means of justifying a
certain meaning for a word 3! is quite correct. When interpreting the word al-
akhira from the fourth verse of surat al-Duha, which was revealed on the
occasion of futur al-wahy (the restraint of the revelation),30 for instance, Bint al-
Shati’ says:

In the verse from Surat al-Duha, it is clear that al-akhira means the

expected tomorrow (al-ghad al-marjuw). Its connection with the

word laka (for you) [points to] its specification with the Prophet

Muhammad. Surely, God affirms with the promised goodness the

elimination of al-tawdi * (leave-taking) and al-gild (hate) because He

abolishes the effect of the futur al-wahy.32
From the above statement, one can see that her interpretation of the word al-
akhira refers to the day when there will be an end to the unhappiness caused by
the futur al-wahy to the sabab al-nuzul of the sura.

Bint al-Shati” also admits the sabab al-nuzul’s significance in justifying and

explaining rationally the importance of the use of certain words in the Qur’an.

318Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 27.
319Boullata, “Modern Qur’an Exegesis”, 106.

320Gee Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1:23.
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. For instance, in Surat al-Duha , whose main topic is the revelation yet to come,
she analyzes why the employment of the words duha (the forenoon) [in the first
verse], and layl (night) [in the second verse] is important. She says:

Al-mugsam bih (the word by which the oath is made) in the two
verses of the sura of al-Duha is a material form and a sensory event
in which human beings witness every day the glow of the
forenoon, and then the darkness of night when all is tranquil and
quiet. In the successive arrival of the two circumstances, there is no
deficiency in the system of the world, nor anything bringing about
rejection, nor does anyone suffer from the fact that the sky
disappears from the earth and hides itself in darkness and wildness
after the glow of light of the forenoon. So, what is so surprising
about the fact that after the intimacy of revelation and the
emergence of its light on the Prophet, there comes the restraint of
revelation, just like the quiet night and the bright the forenoon that
human beings witness?322

. In this case, she uses the contents of the sabab al-nuzul, the occasion of the futur al-
wahy, to make sense of the use of the two words in the sura. In other words, a
traditional report on asbab al-nuzul can explain the accordance of words in the
Qur’anic verses with the circumstances which attended their revelation to the
Prophet.32 This interpretation proves the compatibility of wording with a special
situation (igtida’ al-lafz li al-hdl ). On this point, al-Shatibi says:

The knowledge of occasions of revelations is necessary for those

who want to pursue the knowledge of the Qur’an. That is because
the center (maddr ) of the ‘ilm al-ma’ani and al-bayan (science of

321 Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 36. In other contexts, al-akhira means the
Hereafter or the Afterlife, as in Q. 2 (S. al-Bagarah): 220, Q. 3 (S. Al ‘Imran): 22 and Q. 4 (S.
al-Nisa’): 77.

322Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 26.

. 383Gee Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran, 71.
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rhetoric) through which the i‘jaz (inimitability) of the structure of

the Qur’an is recognized, and even the knowledge of the purposes

of the statements of the Arabs is determined, lies in the knowledge

of mugqtadayat al-ahwal (the exigencies of the situations)..... and the

meaning of the knowledge of sabab al-nuzul is the knowledge of the

mugqgtada al-hal. 324
Such an attempt, although not the same in every respect, was actually made
long before Bint al-Shati’. Al-Razi, for example, when interpreting the same sura,
says in his al-Tafsir al-Kabir: “The word al-duhd implies the revelation to the
Prophet, and al-layl the time of futur al-wahy, because in the revelation there is al-
isti'nas (feeling of intimacy), and conversely, in the time of lassitude there is al-
istihash (estrangement).”325

On the basis of the relationship between the asbab al-nuzul and the
meaning of words, Bint al-Shati’ seems to avoid mentioning a sabab al-nuzul
report if the meaning of a word in the verse under discussion is already
understood without its sabab al-nuzul. This is probably why she does not
mention, for instance, the sabab al-nuzul of the fifth and sixth verses of surat al-
Inshirah (Q. 94): “But lo! with hardship goeth ease. Lo! with hardship goeth ease.”
It is beyond doubt that as a mufassira (a Qur’an interpreter), she knows that the

verses have a sabab al-nuzul. According to some mufassirun, the sabab al-nuzul is

the fact that the unbelievers condemned the Prophet and his followers for their

324 Al-Shatibi, al-Muwidfaqat, .3: 225. See also al-‘Akk, Usul al-Tafsir, 102-3.

325A1-Razi, al-Tafsir al-Kabir , 31: 209.



poverty.32%¢ This sabab al-nuzul report is not quoted by Bint al-Shati’” when
explaining the meaning of the word al-‘usr (hardship). This is because after
trying to determine its meaning by using the inductive method, in which she
compares the usage of the same word, as well as derivations of its root, in other
verses of the Qur’an, and because she considers the definite particle al in the
word as being li al-‘ahd (definite particle), she concludes that the word al-‘usr
means the dank (distress), the ‘anat (inconvenience), and the 41':7 (restriction) that
the Prophet felt in countering pagan society.3?” From this interpretation, we
should note two matters. First, according to her, on the basis of the “al Ii al-'ahd”,
we have, on the one hand, the specific hardship that the Prophet suffered.
Second, the word ‘usr, on the other hand, has the general meaning of hardship
due to various causes, censure, and cruelty. In short, the meaning of al-‘usr here
is the general hardship that the Prophet suffered. This meaning, according to her,
is sufficiently clear. Therefore, a discussion of the sabab al-nuzul here is not
necessary at all. It is very possible that she believes that the content of the above
report, which includes a discussion of the general meaning of the word, provides
no further important information. She adopts the same attitude towards Q. 99

(S. al-Zalzala): verses 7-8,728 whose meaning is clear without the sabab al-nuzul.32°

326See al-Zamakhshari , al-Kashshdf, 4: 221; and al-Suyuti, Lubdb al-Nugul, 232.
327Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 71-2.

328Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 1: 96-100.
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It is typical of her not to include in her tafsir any external information that is

unnecessary3® including reports on asbab al-nuzul.

II1. The Issue Surrounding the Idea of the ‘Ibra (Decisive Point)

One of the most controversial issues surrounding the asbab al-nuzul is the
idea of the ‘ibra, or the “decisive point,” i.e., the interpretive factor that should be
considered. Many scholars believe this to lie in the universality of expression,
and not the specificity of the occasion, that is, al-‘ibra bi ‘umum al-lafz la bi khusus
al-sabab. Some, however, support the contrary view, i.e., al-‘ibra bi khusus al-sabab
la bi ‘umum al-lafz.33 Bint al-Shati’ accepts the former opinion, declaring that it
must be adopted “ ‘ald kull hal ” (in any case).32 When she interprets surat al-

Ma’un, for instance, she begins by mentioning the place and time in which the

129A1-Wahidi states in his Asbab al-Nuzil that on the authority of Mugqatil it is
reported that there were two people, to one of whom a beggar came (to ask something).
He then thought little of something he gave to the begging person, and said: “It is but
nothing. We will only be rewarded for giving what we like.” On the other hand, the
other person disdained what he considered to be a minor sin, such as lying, and slander.
He said: “God threatens with the fire only for a great sin”. The seventh and eight verses
were then revealed. See al-Wahidi, Asbdb al-Nuzul, 258. This sabab al-nuzul is not quoted
by Bint al-Shati’ at all.

330See Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 1: 18; and Jansen, The Interpretation of the
Koran, 71.

31See Al-Zarkashi, al-Burhdn, 1: 32; al-Zarqani, Mandhil al-‘Irfén, 1: 118-27; and
Muhammad ibn al-Sayyid ‘Alawi al-Maliki, Zubdat al-Itgdn fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’'an (Medina:
Matabi’ al-Rashid, n.d.), 20.

32Gee Bint al-Shati’, Muqaddima, 134; and idem, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 40; 81; 97;
150; 167; and 183.



sura was revealed. Afterwards, she gives some brief information about its sabab
al-nuzul, saying:

They (prekus interpreters) have said in terms of asbab al-nuzul
that the sura was revealed concerning Abu Sufyan, al-’As ibn Wa'il
al-Sahmi, al-Walid ibn al-Mughira, or Abu Jahl. Ibn ‘Abbas
reported that it was revealed concerning a mundfiy who had
combined the characteristic of avarice (bukhl ) with that of
hypocrisy (murd’a’). But, the al-‘ibra (decisive point) in any case is
the universality of the wording.333

The same treatment is applied by Bint al-Shati” when dealing with the asbab al-

nuzul of Q.68 (S. al-Qalam),334 Q. 103 (S. al-'Asr),3% Q.92 (S. al-Layl) 3% verses

13Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 183.

334Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafszr al-Bayani, 2: 39-40. In this passage, after quoting its
sabab al-nuzul that the sura was revealed concerning al-Walid ibn al-Mughira al-
Makhzimi and Abi Jahl ibn Hisham al-Makhzumi, she says: “That the revelation of
the sura was concerning al-Walid and Abu Jahl does not indicate the essence of the
specific occasion, because there is evidence according to which the universality of the
word is altered to fit the specific event.” The complete report on the sabab al-nuzul can
be seen in al-Suyuti, Lubab al-Nugqul, 218-9.

35Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 80-1. When interpreting the word al-insdn
(man), she explains that among the mufassirun there are two opinions. Some say that
the word al-insan means all mankind. Others consider the word to apply only to the
group of the unbelievers (al-mushrikun ), among whom were al-Walid ibn al-Mughira,
al-‘As ibn Wa’il and al-Aswad ibn ‘Abd al-Mutallib. This is based on the report
transmitted by Ibn ‘Abbas. Another report informs us that the sura was revealed
concerning Abu Lahb, or Abu Jahl. She then says: “We are not involved in the
disagreement. However, the decisive point is the universality of_the word, not the
specific occasion on which the sira was revealed.” See also al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Baydn, 30:
187.

3Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 97. It is reported that the siura was revealed
concerning Abu Bakr al-Siddiq and his spending of his treasure for the Muslim people,
and in relation to Umayya ibn Khalaf and his greed. This is according to one report.
Another report tells that it is about Abu al-Dahdah al-Ansari. She then says: “The
decisive point in any case is the umversahty of the word.” She argues that the structure
of the verse Inna sa’yakum lashattd is clear in indicating all people. See also al-Tabari,
Jami’ al-Bayan, 30: 142-4; Ibn Kathir, Tafszr al-Qur’dn, 4: 555-6; al-Wahidi, Asbdb al-Nuzil,
254-5; and al-Suyuti, Lubdb al-Nugqul, 229-30.
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15-16 of Q. 89 (S. al-Fajr),337 and Q. 104 (S. al-Humaza).33® The problem here is
that she does not articulate why she favors the ‘ibra of the universality of the
wording over that of the specificity of the occasion. However, it is very possible
that she agrees with scholars who have already offered reasons for supporting it.
Al-Tafi (d. 715/1395), a Hanbali jurist, for example, mentions in his Sharh
Mukhtasar al-Rawda two arguments. First, the authority lies in the divine word,
not in its occasion. On this basis, it is obligatory to consider the expression (of the
word), either in its universality (‘umum) or its specificity (khusus), as it was
revealed ibtidd'an (without any occasion).3® Above all, Hanafi jurists, like al-
Bazdawi (d. 457/1090), and al-Sarakhsi (d. 490/1137) have insisted that the
authoritativeness of universal (‘@mm) words in the Qur’'an is qa,t’i— (certain), as is

the case with the khdss (particular) words. Accordingly, the ‘amm cannot be

%7Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Baydni, 2: 150-1. The two verses read: ‘As for man (al-
insan), whenever his Lord tries him, and then is gracious and provides good things for
him, he says: “My Lord has been gracious to me.” But when He tries him by restraining
his means, he says: “My Lord despises me.” On this point, although some interpreters
have identified the word al-insan with a certain group, namely: ‘Utba ibn Abi Rabi‘a,
and Abd Hudhayfa ibn al-Mughira (on the basis of Ibn ‘Abbas’ report), and Ubayy ibn
Khalaf (based on the report of al-Kalbi and Mugatil), Bint al-Shati’, nevertheless, points
out that al-insan means all people.

©8Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 167. When dealing with this sura which
consists of the words humaza (slanderer) and lumaza (back-biter), she quotes some
reports telling that the sira was revealed with respect to the actions of some unbelievers,
that is to say al-Akhnas ibn Shurayq, al-Walid ibn al-Mughira, and Ubayy ibn Khalaf,
who slandered the Prophet. However, she seems to agree with al-Tabari and al-
Zamakhshari, saying that it is possible the occasion is specific, but that the threats are
universal, and apply to all people who perform such bad deeds.

_ 39AL-Tifi, Shark Mukhtasar al-Rawda, 2: 503. See also al-Ghazali, al-Mankhul min
Ta‘ligat al-Usul, edited by Muhammad Hasan Haytu (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 1980), 151.
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specified by a particular occasion.3 Second, most of the universal decisions,
particularly on legal matters, were preceded by specific occasions, such as the
ruling on zihar (a form of divorce), which was first revealed in the case of Aws
ibn al-Samit, and the ruling on li'an (oath of condemnation) in the case of Hilal
ibn Umayya.341 Accordingly, Ibn Taymiya holds that a verse which has a specific
occasion (sabab) includes (mutanawil ) the given person in the sabab and those
who are in the same situation (bi manzilatih).342 Bint al-Shati”’s agreement with
the above reasons can be traced from her statement, for instance, with respect to
the sabab al-nuzul of Q. 103 (S. al-’Asr). When dealing with verses 2-3 of the sura,
which read: “Lo! man [al-insan] is in state of loss, save those who believe, and
do good works, and exhort one another to truth, and exhort one another to
endurance,” she comments that the clear structure (al-siyig ‘ala zahirih) does not
associate the word al-insan (man) with a specific person [as mentioned in the
sabab al-nuzul]. The universal meaning in the word, she argues, can be seen
clearly from the itldag (generalization) which is followed by the istithna’

(exception). The istithna” is invalid if the word al-insdn is restricted to certain

M0See Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Sarakhsi, Usul aI-Samkhsz, edited by Abu al-
Wafa’ al-Afghani (Hayderabad: Lajnat Thya’ al-Ma’ arif al-‘Uthmaniya, 1952), 1: 132; and
‘Ala’ al-Din ‘Abd al-'Aziz ibn Ahmad al-Bukhari, Kashf al-Asrar ‘an Usul Fakhr al-Islim
al-Bazdawi, edited by Muhammad al-Mu‘tasim bi Allah (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-* Arabi,
1991), 1: 197 and 587.

MiSee Al-Tiifi, Sharh Mukhtasar al-Rawda, 2: 503; al-Zarkashi, al-Burhan, 1: 32; and
al-Zarqani, Manahil al-‘Irfan, 1: 118-20.

32[bn Taymiya, Mugqaddima, p. 37. See also Rippin, “The Qur’anic Asbab al-Nuzul
Material,” 51.



people.343 It follows that, according to her, the authoritative aspect rests in the
structure of the Qur'an’s wording.

On the contrary, some Maliki and Shafii jurists who insist that the
decisive point lies in the specificity of the occasion, argue, for instance,3* that
there are some verses that should be recognized as consisting of specific
messages, even though the structure of their wording points to general
meanings. An example is verse 115 of Q. 2 (S. al-Bagara): “Wa lillahi I-mashriqu wa
I-maghribu fa aynamd tuwalld fa thamma wajhu ldhi Inna ldha samiun ‘alim.”45
Many reports tell us that the verse was revealed in the context of a situation
where some travellers were confused about the direction of the gibla. They then
performed prayer (sald’) facing in the wrong direction. This situation was then

reported to the Prophet, to whom the verse was then revealed.#% According to

43Bint al-Shati’, al-Tafsir al-Bayani, 2: 81.

H#4There are, at least, four logical arguments that they have set forth with respect
to this point: (1) If the revelation were not specific for a given occasion (sabab), it would
be possible to omit the occasion [from the message of the revelation]; (2) if not, there
would be no rgwi (transmitter) willing to transmit a riwdya (report) on a sabab al-nuzul
for there would be no benefit at all in so doing; (3) if not specific, the revelation would
not be sent down after a certain occasion; and (4) the divine message that is revealed in
the case of a certain occasion constitutes a response to it. The response must be suitable
to the occasion. This accordance takes place only with the particularity of the message
for the given occasion. These arguments seem to be circular, and not strong. Therefore,
the majority (jumhir) of scholars reject them. To see their rejection, see al-Tufi, Sharh
Mukhtasar al-Rawda, 2: 505-9; and al-Zarqam, Manahil al-‘Irfan, 1: 123-7.

345This verse is translated by Ahmed Ali: “To God belong the East and the West.
Wherever you turn, the glory of God is every where. All-pervading is He and all-
knowing.”

#6See al-Wahidi, Asbdb al-Nuzul, 20; al-Suyuti, Lubdb al-Nugul, 27; and al-
Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 1: 90.

100



those who favor the particularity of the occasion over the universality of the
wording, the state of ignorance as to the direction of the gibla specifies the verse,
meaning that only in that situation is a Muslim allowed not to face the gibla
when performing prayer.34” They argue that if one does not take into account the
sabab al-nuzul of the above verse, one would have to say that every Muslim in
any situation is allowed to face any direction he or she pleases when performing
prayer (sald). However, this understanding is clearly wrong, because it
contradicts the meaning of other verses, like verse 144 of the same sura,34# which
orders Muslims to turn their face toward the gibla. In the light of linguistic
analysis, it seems that they interpret the word aynama’ in verse 115 with ild ayyat
jiha (to whatever direction). Thus without taking into consideration the sabab al-
nuzil, verses 115 and 144 would in all appearance contradict one another.34
What then does Bint al-Shati’ have to say on this point? Unfortunately,

one cannot be certain of her opinion, because she has not dealt with the above

%#’Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Qurtubi, al-Jami" li Alkdm al-Qur'dn (Cairo: Dar al-
Kutub al-Misriya, 1967), 2: 80-1. See also Andrew Rippin, “The Function of Asbab al-
Nuzil in Qur’anic Exegesis,” in BSOAS 51 (1988), 124.

3#8Verse 144 says: “ We have seen you turn your face to the heavens. We shall
turn you to a Qiblah that will please you. So turn towards the Holy mosque, and turn
towards it wherever you be. And those who are recipients of the Book surely know that
this is the truth from their Lord; and God is not negligent of all that you do.”

9Contradiction between Qur'anic verses is, as the Qur'an (4: 81) says,
impossible. To deal with those verses that seem (in fact, they are not) to be
contradictory to one another, some scholars try to understand them, using the concept
of naskh (abrogation) and the science of asbdb al-nuzil. See al-Qurtubi, al-Jami’ li Ahkim
al-Qur’an, 1: 80-3.
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verses in particular, or verses relating to ahkam (Islamic legal prescriptions) in
general. However, we can assume that in keeping with her belief in al-‘ibra bi
‘“umim al-lafz 1 bi khusus al-sabab ‘ald kull hal, Bint al-Shati’ would probably agree
with what al-Zamakhshari says in his al-Kashshdf when interpreting verse 115:

{Wa lilldhi I-mashriqu wa l-maghribu ] means that the countries in the
East and the West, and all the earth belong to Allah, who is the
Owner of them and in charge of them. [Fa aynama tuwallu'] means
that in any place you do al-tawliya, meaning turning your faces to
the gibla on the basis of the verse (verse 144 of surat al-Bagara):
Fawalli wajhaka shatra l-masjidi I-harami wa haythuma kuntum fa wallu
wujuhakum shatrahu, the glory of Allah is everywhere. The meaning
of verse 115 is that if you are kept away from performing prayer in
the al-Masjid al-Haram or in Bayt al-Magdis, I (God) make all the
earth a mosque. Therefore, perform prayer in any place you want,
do al-tawliya there, because the tawliya is allowed in all places, not
only in a mosque, but also in other places.350

From his statement, one can say that, philologically speaking, al-Zamakhshari
interprets the word aynamd as meaning fi ayy makanin (in any place), not with ild
ayyat jiha (to whatever direction). This interpretation is supported by an
inductive approach through which he finds that verses 115 and 144 are not

contradictory to one another, and that verse 144 even interprets verse 115.

350A1-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshdf, 1: 90.
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Conclusion

As far as the study of Bint al-Shati”’s method is concerned in this thesis,
we can conclude the following.

It is clear that Bint al-Shati”’s method of interpreting the Qur’an is neo-
traditionalist in nature, to borrow Rippin’s term.3! The cross-referential
approach, the concept of irtibit and the usage of asbab al-nuzul reports were all
methods familiar to earlier interpreters. She goes beyond this traditional
approach, however, by introducing some new theories and applications. This is
what she means in part by her phrase al-tajdid fi al-tafsir (renewal in the field of
interpretation).352

In developing her own style of interpretation, she was critical of past
exegetes who used similar tools. This was particularly true of the cross-
referential method, which, to her, was never correctly applied, a phenomenon
resulting from the tendency on the part of interpreters to project their sectarian
beliefs onto the Qur'an on the one hand, and to import extraneous sources into
their commentaries on the other. She also maintains that many of the classical
reflections constitute “forced” interpretations and cases of “mis-oriented” ijaz.

This is why she often criticizes previous interpretations. The cross-referential

1See Rippin, Muslim, 94.

%See Bint al-Shati’, al-Shakhsiya al-Isldmiya: Dirdsa Qur'dniya (Beirut: Dar al-‘Tim
li al-Malayin, 1977), 169.



approach that she applied is aimed at correcting these erroneous ideas. She may
therefore be regarded, according to Hoy’s definition,353 as a “ critical monist”
interpreter in the sense that she believes that there is necessarily only one “best”
interpretation of the Qur’an, and that the best is her own interpretation.
Theoretically speaking, her cross-referential method is based on the idea
that the Qur’an is a unity, and therefore capable of self-interpretation. In this
case, I agree with Murphy’s thesis that the employment of scriptural texts is
dependent in part on the “understanding of the nature of revelation.”35 This
method corresponds in part to Betti’s theory of biblical interpretation, which
consists in giving attention to the original linguistic. meaning of a certain word
under discussion, considering in the case of the Qur'an the al-siyaq al-‘amm
(general textual context) of all verses related to the subject matter, and trying to
comprehend the al-siyaq al-khass of a given verse. Her interpretation of Q. 103 (S.
al-‘Asr) represents her perfect application of the above hermeneutics.
Nevertheless, when dealing with the issue of hurriyat al-‘agida to cite but one
example, she falls into self-contradiction. This results from the fact that she does

not apply the theory that she herself proposed. She does not take into

53Gee David Couzen Hoy, “Is Hermeneutics Ethnocentric?”, in The Interpretive
Turn, ed. David R. Hiley, James F. Bohman and Richard Shusterman (Ithaca and
London: Cornell University Press, 1991), 158.

3*Nancey Murphy, “What has Theology to Learn from Scientific Methodology?”

in Science and Theology: Questions at the Interface, ed. Murray Rae, Hilary Regan and John
Stenhouse (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1994), 107.
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consideration all the Qur’anic verses which have reference to this important
issue.

In terms of her idea of irtibat (interconnection) between verses and suras,
she once again lapses into inconsistency. Unlike other interpreters who applied
the concept of irtibat in accordance with the canonical order of revelation, she
insists that irtibdt must be oriented to the chronological order. The anomaly may
be seen in her treatment of Surat al-Qalam. There she tries to establish an irtibat
between verses 17-33 of the sura, which were revealed in Medina, and verses
34-39 of the very same sura, which were revealed in Mecca.

Once again, in dealing with the asbab al-nuzul reports, Bint al-Shati’
introduces some confusion in regard to her criteria for the authenticity of the
reports. Bint al-Shati’ tries to be careful in using such materials in her
interpretation of the Qur'an. Only those reports which she regards as authentic
are relied upon. She maintains that the reports must be in agreement with
accurate historical data. However, in some places, her assessment of the
authenticity of the reports is not convincing, due to the self-contradiction
between her theory and its application. Regardless of this weakness, the reports
on asbab al-nuzul, which she considers authentic, represent, according to her, an
important tool for determining the meaning of words as required by the
particular context (al-siydq al-khass) of a certain verse or sura under discussion,
and for explaining the logical relationship between the Qur’anic wording and the

particular situation in which a verse was revealed. In other words, her use of the
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asbab al-nuzul is based on the consideration that there is an interactive relation
between revelation itself and the circumstances in which the Qur’an was
revealed. Since revelation offers divine responses to social developments, it
might be expected that the details in the asbab al-nuzul reports could contribute to
our understanding the Qur’anic message. Nevertheless, like the majority of
scholars (jumhiir al-'ulama’ ), she points out that the decisive point (al-‘ibra) in
interpretation rests in the universality of words, not in the particularity of a
given occasion. She emphasizes this idea by saying that one should adopt it in
any case (‘ala kull hal). She does not, however, articulate clearly her reasons for
taking this position. In addition, she does not attempt to interpret the ayat al-
ahkam (verses on Islamic legal prescriptions) in which the debate about the idea
of al-‘ibra (decisive point) is perhaps most crucial. In short, Bint al-Shati”’s theory
and application of the asbab al-nuzul is not a convincing one.

This is not to say, however, that all Bint al-Shati”’s method is useless or
unproductive. As Boullata concludes,35 there are some amazing hermeneutical
findings that result from her use of the cross-referential method. Besides
avoiding thereby subjective interpretive projections, she finds that there is a
hermeneutical relation between al-sivag al-‘amm and al-siyaq al-khass, and a
reciprocal interconnection between words in the same context, as shown in her

interpretation of Q. 103. We may accept the significance of this method, but it

*3See Boullata, “Modern Qur’an Exegesis,” 113.
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. needs to be improved in future, and the inconsistency to which Bint al-Shati’

falls victim should be conscientiously avoided.
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