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Abstract

In examining Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s (d. 606/1210) approach to the surah structure as a
form of argumentation, the present dissertation seeks to refine our understanding of the medieval
contribution to the literary study of the surah. Known as the Sultan of rational theologians (sulzan
al-mutakallimin), al-Razi focuses on how ideas, in the Qur’anic text, are discussed or debated
with the aim of influencing the thoughts and actions of others. Depending primarily on al-Razi’s
encyclopedic exegetical commentary Mafatih al-Ghayb (The Keys to the Unseen), the present
study explores al-Razi’s utilization of his dialectical, logical, theological and rhetorical training
to examine the literary architecture of the Qur’anic text. His structural analysis of the flow of the
surah material reveals that he is fully au fait with the challenges and consequences of this
unconventional approach.

For instance, he establishes the case that the Qur’an is essentially dialectical in nature. In
this regard, he surveys the content of the Qur’an to affirm that the Qur’an is replete with
“disputations,” and that the art of disputation is the profession of the prophets (Zirfat al-anbiya’).
He goes further to propose that the interpretation of the Qur’an requires a theologian-exegete
who can identify the theological objectives and persuasive techniques that, in his view, explain
the logical flow of the Qur’anic text. Practically speaking, he identifies some iterative thematic
pairs and structuring patterns (‘adat al-Qur’an) that he considers to be inextricably connected
with Qur’anic argumentation and persuasion. In his view, understanding how the Qur’an argues
is an essential guide for explicating the juxtaposition of the discourse units within the surah as
well as the literary architecture of many surahs. Furthermore, the study highlights al-Razi’s
engagement with the philosophical and Mu ‘tazilite tradition, which is sometimes normalized and

adopted in his approach to the arrangement of the Qur’anic text.
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Hermeneutically, al-Razi’s deliberate consideration of the surah as a unified composition
prompts him to counter exegetical taglid. This is evidenced in his critique of many cases of
abrogation (naskh) and causes of revelation (asbab al-nuziil) that he considers to be breaking the
flow of the surah text. Moreover, he utilizes the notion of Qur’anic unified composition to
endorse some original interpretations that are not supported by the transmitted reports (athar).
Furthermore, al-Razi’s exegetical approach does not remain a solitary voice. Instead, his
approach to the surah structure marks a turning point in medieval exegetical practice. This
profound impact is evidenced in the integration of his remarks on the structural and dialectical
dimensions of the surah in later genres of Sciences of the Qur’an (‘@lim al-Qur an) and Qur’anic
commentaries. For instance, both Badr al-Din al-Zarkashi (d. 794/1392) and Jalal al-Din al-
Suyttt (d. 911/1505) include the examination of the thematic connectedness of the surah
(munasabat) and the dialectal reasoning in the surah (jadal) as parts of ‘ulam al-Qur’an.
Additionally, al-Razi’s method in approaching the surah structure is followed closely by many
later exegetes, such as Burhan al-Din al-Nasafi (d. 687/1288), Nizam al-Din al-Nisabari (d.
728/1328), Shams al-Din al-Isfahani (d. 749/1348), and the Hanbalite exegete Ibn ‘Adil (d.

ca.808/1405).
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Transliteration Note
| follow the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES) system for Arabic
transliteration. However, familiar terms like surah and kalam are used without regular
transliterations. Unless otherwise stated, all translations of the Qur’an in this dissertation are

from M. A. S Abdel Haleem, The Qur’'an: A New Translation by M. A. S. Abdel Haleem (New

York: Oxford University Press, 2005).
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Introduction

By the end of the twentieth century, scholarship on the Qur’anic text has marked a
growing interest in studying the Qur’an in its final form and on its own terms to understand its
message.® This premise of approaching the Qur’an as a comprehensible text has sparked
considerable interest in approaching the Qur’anic surah as a formal unit and a definable genre.
On the basis of this literary approach, many insights have been offered regarding reading many
Qur’ anic surahs more holistically and making sense of their overall themes, despite the differing
methodologies adopted by various scholars, such as Angelica Neuwirth, Mustansir Mir, Neal
Robinson, Michael Sells, M. A. Abdel Haleem, Mathias Zahniser, Salwa El-Awa, Marianna
Klar, Michael Cuypers, Raymond Farrin, and, more recently, Nevin Reda.

In spite of the proliferation of scholarship on the literary architecture of the Qur’anic
surah and the vital service it provides for the development of the field of Qur’anic studies, little

attention is paid to the medieval conception of the literary structure of the surah. Because this

! For an examination of this current trend in the literary approach to the Qur’an, see Travis Zadeh, “Quranic Studies
and the Literary Turn,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 135, no. 2 (2015): 329-43. For some modern
works on the literary approach to or literary issues in the Qur’an, see Issa J Boullata, ed., Literary Structures of
Religious Meaning in the Qur’an (Richmond: Curzon, 2000); G. H. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef, eds.,
Approaches to the Qur’an (London: Routledge, 1993); Andrew Bannister, An Oral-Formulaic Study of the Qur 'an
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2014); Carl W Ernst, How to Read the Qur’an: A New Guide, with Select Translations
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011); Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an: A Contemporary
Approach to a Veiled Text (London: SCM Press, 1996); Michael Sells, Approaching the Qur’an: The Early
Revelations (Ashland: White Cloud Press, 2007); Salwa M. S. El-Awa, Textual Relations In Quran: Relevance,
coherence and structure (Routledge Studies in the Qur'an, 2006); Nevin Reda, The al-Bagara Crescendo:
Understanding the Qur’an's Style, Narrative Structure, and Running Themes (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University
Press, 2017); Raymond Farrin, Structure and Qur’anic Interpretation (White Cloud Press, 2014); Michel Cuypers,
The Banquet, A Reading of the Fifth Sura of the Qur’an (Miami: Convivium Press, 2009); idem, A Qur anic
Apocalypse: A Reading of the Thirty-Three Last Siras of the Qur’an (Lockwood Press, 2018); idem, The
Composition of the Qur'an: Rhetorical Analysis (Bloomsbury Publishing, , 2015); and Angelika Neuwirth, Studien
zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2007). The literary approach is covered in
publications on companions to the Qur’an. For instance, see Andrew Rippin, ed., The Blackwell Companion to the
Qur’an (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2006); Jane Dammen McAuliffe, ed., The Cambridge Companion to the Quran
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); and Mustafa Shah and M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, eds., The Oxford
Handbook of the Qur’an (Oxford University Press, 2020). For a recent collection of 40 chapters covering different
themes on the Qur’an, see George Archer, Maria M. Dakake, Daniel A. Madigan, eds., The Routledge Companion to
the Qur’an (New York, Routledge, 2021). See also Mariana Klar, ed., Structural Dividers in the Qur’an (London:
Routledge, 2020).



area of scholarship is under-explored, a number of misconceptions have grown up around the
medieval contributions to the study of the surah structure. For instance, Stefan Wild states that
modern Muslim exegetes have developed an interest in the issues of the coherence and
disjointedness of the Qur’anic text “only when Western non-Muslims in the 19" and 20"
centuries complained about or ridiculed what they considered a lack of “unity” or “coherence” in

2 In the same vein, Michael Cuypers holds that the medieval Qur’anic exegetical

the siiras.
tradition is primarily atomistic. He argues that this exegetical trend results in disregarding the
surah context in the interpretive process, thereby causing many hermeneutical problems.?

To add nuance and depth to the medieval study of the literary architecture of the surah,
the present study focuses on examining Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s (d. 606/1210) transformative
contributions to the literary study of the surah design. To this end, the study seeks to analyze al-
Razi’s approach to the surah as developed in his exegesis Mafatih al-Ghayb (The Keys to the
Unseen), alternatively entitled al-Tafsir al-Kabir (The Grand Commentary), which appears in

eighteen large volumes in modern print.* What motivates al-Razi to examine the surah structure?

What contributions does he make? In what ways does the examination of the surah design

2 Stefan Wild, “Unity and Coherence in the Qur’an,” in Exegetical Crossroads: Understanding Scripture in
Judaism, Christianity and Islam in the Pre-Modern Orient, ed. Georges Tamer, Regina Grundmann, Assaad Elias
Kattan and, Karl Pinggéra (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018), 304.

® See Michel Cuypers, Semitic Rhetoric as a Key to the Question of the nazm of the Qur’anic Text, Journal of

Qur anic Studies 13, no. 1 (2011): 5-7.

* The Egyptian historian Jamal al-Din al-Qifti (d. 646/1248) states that al-Razi names his commentary Mafatih al-
Ghayb. See al-Qifti, Ikhbar al-‘Ulama bi Akhbar al-Hukama (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘limiyyah, 2005), 220.
However, al-Razi refers to this commentary in many of his works as al-Tafsir al-Kabir. See for instance, al-Razi, Al-
Mayalib al-‘Aliyah (Cairo: Al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah, 2013), 4:355, idem, Kitab al-Arba ‘in fi Usil al-Din, ed.
Ahmad Hijazi (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 2004), 415, and idem, Mandagqib al-Imam al-Shafi T (Beirut: Dar al-J1l, 1993), 181.
Given that al-Razi wrote another exegetical work entitled Asrar al-Tanzil wa Anwar al-Ta’wil (The Secrets of
Revelation and the Lights of Interpretation), which is small compared to Mafatih al-Ghayb, it seems that the
commentary is originally called Mafatih al-Ghayb, and that al-Tafsir al-Kabir (Grand Commentary) describes the
size and grandeur of the work. What substantiates this view is that al-Qift1 refers to al-Razi’s Asrar al-Ta’wil as al-

Tafsir al-Saghir (The Small Commentary) after mentioning Mafatih al-Ghayb as the latter’s main exegetical work.

2



influence his interpretive strategy? To what extent does al-Razi’s approach bear upon later
exegetes? These are the primary questions motivating this study.
Al-Razi’s Literary Study of the Surah Structure

Al-Razi is a medieval polymath who hails from Rayy (near present-day Tehran). His
areas of interest include rational theology, philosophy, logic, syntax, mysticism, exegesis, legal
theory, jurisprudence, ethics, rhetoric, literature, medicine, physiognomy, astronomy and
astrology.® Besides his great diversified learning, al-Razi is renowned for his disputation and

dialectical skills, which are developed as part of his scholarly education and engagement in Rayy

> The scope and depth of al-Razi’s interests are reflected in the fact that his biography is found in many variegated
biographical dictionaries (Tabagat) that serve as commemorations of distinct groups of scholars— jurists,
grammarians, exegetes, physicians, etc. For medieval entries on al-Razi, see the following works in a chronological
order from the 7"/13" century to the 10"/16™ century: Al-Qazwini, Al-Tadwin fi Akhbar Qazwin (Beirut: Dar al-
Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 1987), 1:477-478; Al-Qifti, Ikhbar al-‘Ulama bi Akhbar al-Hukama’ (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘IImiyyah, 2005), 219-221; Yaqut al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Udaba’ (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1993), 6:2585-
2592; Ibn al-Athir, Al-Kamil fi al-Tarikh (Dar al-Kutub al-‘Timiyyah, 2003), 10:350; Al-Masili, Qalaid al-Juman ft
Fara’id Shu ‘ara’ hadha al-Zaman (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 2005), 5:80-88; Sibt ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-
Zaman fi Tawarikh al-A ‘yan (Syria: Dar al-Risalah al-‘Alamiyyah, 2013), 22:169-170; Shihab al-Din Abii Shamah,
Al-Dhayl ‘ala al-Rawdatayn (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1974), 68; Ibn Abui Usaybi‘ah, ‘Uyin al-Anba’ fi Tabagqat al-
Atibba’ (Beirut: Dar Maktabat al-Hayah, n/d), 462-470; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-A ‘yan wa Anba’ Abna’ al-Zaman
(Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1978), 4:248-252; Al-Qazwini, Athar al-Bilad wa Akhbar al- Ibad (Beirut: Dar Sadir, n/d), 377-
379; Al-Shahrazuri, Tarikh al-Hukama’ (Libya: Jam‘iyyat al-Da‘wah al-Islamiyyah, n/d), 392-396; Al-Fihri, Fihrist
al-Labli (Tunisia: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1988), 127-129; Al-Dhahabi, Tarikh al-Islam wa Wafayat al-Mashahir wa
al-4 ‘lam (Tunisia: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 2003), 13:137-145; idem, Siyar 4 lam al-Nubala’ (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-
Risalah, 1984), 21:500-501; idem, Mizan al-I tidal fi Nagd al-Rijal (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 1995),
5:411; Fadl Allah al-'Umari, Masalik al-Absar fi Mamalik al-Amsar (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘TImiyyah, 2010),
9:71-80; Al-Safadi, Al-Wafi bi al-Wafayat (Beirut: Dar Thya  al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 2000), 4:175-182; Al-Yafi,
Mir’at al-Jinan wa ‘Ibrat al-Yaqzan (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 1997), 6:6-10; Taj al-Din al-Subki, Tabagat
al-Shafi ‘yyah al-Kubra (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath, n/d), 8:81-96; Al-Asnawi, Tabagat al-Shafi ‘yyah (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 1987), 2:123-124; Ibn Kathir, Al-Bidayah wa al-Nihayah (Al-Jizah: Hajar Ii al-Tiba‘ah wa al-
Nashr, 1997), 17:11-14; idem, Tabagqat al-Shafi ‘yyah (Beirut: Dar al-Madar al-Islami, 2004), 2:716-721; Ibn al-
Mulaqqin, Al-‘Igd al-Mudhhab fi Tabagat Hamalat al-Madhhab (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘IImiyyah, 1997), 149-
150; Ibn Qadi Shuhbah, Tabagat al-Nihah wa al-Lughawiyyin (Al-Najaf: Matba‘at al-Nu‘man, 1974), 215-216; lbn
Hajar, Lisan al-Mizan (Beirut: Maktabat al-Matbuat al-Islamiyyah, 2002), 6:318-321; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Al-Nujium
al-Zahirah fi Mulak Misr wa al-Qahirah (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Timiyyah, 1992), 6:175-176; Al-Suyati, Tabagat
al-Mufassirin (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 1976), 115-116, Mujir al-Din al-‘Ulaymi, Al-Tarikh al-Mu ‘tabar fi Anba’
man Ghabar (Syria: Dar al-Nawadir, 2011), 3:162-163; Al-Dawudi, Tabaqgat al-Mufassirin (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘IImiyyah, 1983), 2:215-218; Al-Hijrani, Qiladat al-Nahr fi Wafayat A ‘van al-Dahr (Jaddah: Dar al-Minhaj, 2008),
5:23-25; and Taskopriizade, Miftah al-Sa ‘adah wa Misbah al-Siyadah fi Mawdii ‘at al- ‘Uliim (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al- Tlmiyyah, 1985), 2:102-108.



(distinctly known for being home to many theological and juristic sects and polemical tumults)
and Transoxiana (where Maturidi theology and Hanafi Figh were more dominant).6

Al-Razi’s polymathic learning and dialectical reasoning are unmistakably reflected in his
monumental exegetical work Mafatih al-Ghayb.” With this encyclopedic learning and dialectical
interests, he revolutionizes the medieval approach to the interpretation of the Qur’an. His role in
revolutionizing medieval Qur’anic exegesis is not manifested merely in incorporating complex
bodies of knowledge into explicating the content of individual verses but also in offering holistic
readings of some surahs and providing structural analyses of large blocks of many surahs. A
close reading of Mafatih al-Ghayb reveals that al-Razi reads the surah as a rational theologian,
who focuses on the surah argumentation to make sense of the flow of its material. In other
words, al-Razi argues that the surah units are arranged in accordance with the Qur anic
theological objectives and persuasive techniques.

This early treatment of the surah as a literary unit with interconnected parts is mainly
informed by al-Razi’s dialectical, disputational, and theological training. For instance, he
addresses an uncommon medieval question on the disjointedness of the surah. In his discussion

about the thematic flow of the beginning of surah 38 (Sad), al-Razi raises an objection against

® For a critical survey of al-Razi’s works, see Taha Jabir, Al- ‘Ulwani’s Al-Imam Fakhr al-Din al-Razi wa
Musannafatuh (Cairo: Dar al-Salam, 2010). Al-Zarkan identifies 194 works associated with al-Razi and classifies
the works into three groups: (1) works that are certainly ascribed to al-Razi (1-93), (2) works that are dubiously
attributed to al-Razi (94-165), and (3) spurious works (manhilah: 166-194). See al-Zarkan’s Fakhr al-Din al-Razi
wa Ard uh al-Kalamiyyah (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1963). For an alphabetical order of al-Razi’s works, see F. Kholeif, A
Study on Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and His Controversies in Transoxiana (Beirut: International Publication Service,
1966). See also, Frank Griffel, “On Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Life and the Patronage He Received,” Journal of Islamic
Studies 18, no. 3 (2007): 313-344.

" The centrality and value of al-Razi’s commentary in the classical exegetical tradition is fairly highlighted by Ignaz
Goldziher. In his pioneering work Die Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung, which provides an overview of
the various modes of Qur’anic interpretation, Goldziher considers al-Razi’s exegesis as the “Abschluss der
produktiven Tafsir-Litteratur” (the culmination of the productive exegetical literature). See Goldziher, Die
Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung (Leiden: Brill, 1920), 123. One can also assert that Mafatih al-Ghayb
signals a culmination in al-Razi’s intellectual odyssey, as he writes the commentary roughly during the last ten years
of his life—extending from around 595/1198 to 606/1210. For the dating of al-Razi’s commentary, see “Les
Mafatih al-ghayb de I'imam Fakhr al-Din al-Razi: Quelques dates, lieux, manuscripts,” MIDEO 13 (1977): 253-290.
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the coherence of the initial segments of the surah but finds the answer in the Qur’anic strategies
of argumentation and persuasion. Furthermore, he posits that the Qur’an adopts the method of
debate between the prophets and their adversaries as a way of uncovering and establishing truths
in theology and ethics. Al-Razi goes further to assert that disputation is essentially the profession
of the prophets (kirfat al-nabiya’).

In light of this Qur’anic legitimization of dialectical reasoning, al-Razi postulates that the
surah integrates both arguments and counterarguments to develop a final conclusion. In his
opinion, identifying the thematic shifts in the surah is achieved by recognizing how its
argumentation unfolds. Thus, the dialectical strategies in the surah serve as an effective
instrument in al-Razi’s examination of the thematic flow of its content. It is against that
background that al-Razi proposes that Qur’anic commentary must be provided by a theologian-
exegete. To challenge the jurists (fugaha’) who oppose kalam, al-Razi argues that the Qur’anic
space devoted to legal discussions is extremely limited compared to the theological and ethical
content, which occupies most of the Qur’anic discourses.

Similarly, al-Razi deals with the surah as a persuasive text, in which various strategies are
intentionally employed to present the same point of view in different occasions without bogging
down the reader with repetitiveness. For instance, the case for divine unity (tawhid) is typically
reinforced and defended by enhancing logical reasoning (nazar), providing narratives of the past
prophets, conveying moral principles through parables, and describing the eschatological fate of
the believers and disbelievers in divine unity. Repeating the same point in different forms is a
literary phenomenon, to which al-Razi refers as tasrif (diversification of themes). In his view,
this compositional strategy appears to be an essential part of the Qur’anic self-image as

expressed in Q. 17:41, Q. 17:89, and Q. 18:54.



With the notion of Qur’anic persuasion in mind, al-Razi adopts another method in
detecting and expounding the juxtaposition of the surah’s distinct units. This new method is an
inductive activity through which he conducts a thorough examination of the Qur’anic text in
hopes of finding some iterative techniques employed in the Qur’'an. Al-Razi’s search for an
inner-Qur’anic grammar of composition yields a structural insight, namely, ‘adat al-Qur’an
(Qur’anic structuring patterns). Al-Razi uses this term to refer to some compositional
conventions that are frequently used in the Qur’an to bind the surah units together. For instance,
he observes that many neighboring units in a surah can be explained in terms of antithesis and
complementarity, as in the case of the juxtaposition of the fate of believers and disbelievers, and
the rights of God and the rights of others respectively. Furthermore, legal and ethical themes
sometimes go hand in hand as a Qur’anic strategy to encourage sincere obedience. In this way, a
legal instruction on divorce could deliberately be followed by the significance of observing daily
prayers. Even though the legal and the moral could seemingly be seen as distinct units, al-Razi
notes that this is an intentional compositional strategy that can be best understood as a form of
Qur’anic persuasion, not a sign of textual fragmentation.

This unconventional interpretive strategy is not al-Razi’s solitary endeavor. To advance
his project, al-Razi partly relies on the Mu‘tazilite exegetes, who can be considered to be his foes
and friends. Theologically, al-Razi’s commentary is replete with polemics against the
Mu‘tazilites’ utilization of the Qur’anic text to support their theological positions. However,
many Mu tazilite figures equally appear as al-Razi’s friends from two major perspectives:
supporting theological reasoning in general and advancing the literary study of the Qur’an in
particular. For example, al-Razi incorporates many of the Mu ‘tazilite theological insights in his

arguments for promoting the primacy of rational reasoning as an essential component of Islamic



theology and Qur’anic interpretation. To develop his study of the surah structure, al-Razi
additionally makes himself au fait with the Mutazilite exegetical tradition and integrates the
Mu'‘tazilite structural observations into his literary study of the surah design. Examples of the
Mu ‘tazilite exegetes who impact al-Razi’s view of the literary architecture of the surah include
Abi Muslim al-Isfahani (d. 322/1066), al-Qaffal (d. 365/976) and ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025).

In view of al-Razi’s analysis of the surah structure, theology and literary theory become
inextricably linked in a connective network of relations. Al-Razi unequivocally utilizes the surah
theological content as an instrument to unearth its literary structure. Similarly, al-Raz1 utilizes his
observations about the dialectical nature of the surah (1) to promote rational reasoning (nazar) as
a medium for attaining knowledge, (2) to authoritatively encourage practicing rational theology
(kalam) on the grounds that the Qur’anic text encompasses the essence of rational proofs
advanced by the mutakallimiin, and (3) to attack theological taqlid or the tendency to embrace
beliefs without critical examination.

Meanwhile, reading the surah as a unified composition has its own literary consequences.
For instance, many individual verses are traditionally explained in light of external sources, such
as the occasions of revelation asbab al-nuziil, abrogation (naskh), and transmitted exegetical
reports (athar). Prioritizing the surah context, al-Razi opposes exegetical conformity (faqlid) to
these external channels of interpretation. In this way, it does not come as a surprise to find al-
Razi rejecting some of the asbab al-nuzil reports, critiquing the overuse of naskh and stating that
“the less abrogation, the better” (al-naskh kullama kana aqal kana awla).® Moreover, he
encourages original interpretations that prioritize the surah context, even if these interpretations

appear to be unprecedented.

® Al-Razi, Mafarih al-Ghayb (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- Tlmiyyah, 2009), 5:69.
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What is more significant is that al-Razi’s literary approach to the surah design continues
to influence later exegetes to this day. Some of the post-Razi Qur’anic commentaries are partly
abridgments of al-Razi’s own exegesis; such as the Qur’anic commentaries produced by Burhan
al-Din al-Nasafi (d. 687/1288), Shams al-Din al-Isfahani (d. 688/1289), Nizam al-Din al-
NisabiirT (d. 728/1328), and the Hanbalite exegete Ibn ‘Adil (d. ca. 880/1476). Under the direct
influence of al-Razi, Ibn ‘Adil, for instance, incorporates al-Razi’s literary remarks on the
thematic relations in the surah. Furthermore, Ibn ‘Adil adopts many Ash ‘arite positions held by
al-Razi—most notably the allegorical interpretations of the Qur’anic references to God’s hand or
wrath and the like to avoid any theological implications of anthropomorphism. Furthermore, al-
Raz1’s exegetical remarks are still present in modern exegetical works. For instance, Rashid
Reda, in spite of some of his reservations toward al-Razi’s commentary, adopts many of the
latter’s observations about the thematic flow of the surah units.

Taking these transformative contributions into consideration, one can easily discern that
al-Razi serves as a unique case of a medieval exegete who breaks with the notion of atomistic
exegesis, instead offering a fresh voice legitimizing the holistic reading of the Qur’anic text. In
spite of al-Razi’s unique approach to the surah structure and the profound impact it had on many
later exegetes, the dialectical dimensions of al-Razi’s approach to the surah structure has not
attracted a devoted study. To address this gap and better understand the medieval consideration
of the thematic flow of the Qur’anic text, this study focuses on examining al-Razi’s systematic
considerations of the surah design and highlights his dialectical approach to the arrangement of
the surah content. In the following section, I will provide a survey of the scholarly resources on
the study of al-Razi’s exegesis and the various evaluations of his literary approach to the literary

composition of the surah.



1. Literature Review

While al-Raz1’s theological, philosophical and ethical views have attracted the attention
of many scholars, his literary approaches in his exegesis work Mafatih al-Ghayb are still less
explored.” There are two recent focused studies on al-Razi’s commentary: Michael Legarde’s
Les secrets de I'invisible: Essai sur le Grand Commentaire de Fakhr al-Din al-Razr and Tariq
Jaffer’s Razi: Master of Quranic Interpretation and Theological Reasoning. Legarde succinctly
identifies four major instruments that explain the conceptual framework and the underlying
principles that inform al-Razi’s approach to the Qur’anic text. According to Legarde, al-Razi
recognizes that the Qur’an communicates its message through four major themes or methods,
namely, the Qur’anic secrets (asrar), subtleties (lasa’if), niceties (dagd’iqg) and arrangement
(nazm). Legarde argues that al-Razi seeks to unravel the “hidden beauty and marvel” of the
Qur’an through these four mediums. On the basis of these four notions and through an
examination of al-Razi’s commentary on many different verses, Legarde explores the
theological, mystical, persuasive and pedagogical dimensions of the Qur’an as put forth by al-

Razi. With close relevance to this study, Legarde delves into the “meaning” communicated by

® For an extensive study of al-Razi’s treatment of God’s existence, prophecy, free will and predestination, as laid
down in his Mafatih al-Ghayb and other theological works; see Yasin Ceylan, Theology and Tafsir in the Major
Works of Fakhr al-Din al-Razr (Kuala Lumpur: International Institute of Islamic Thought and Civilization, 1996).
Ayman Shihadeh brings al-Razi’s ethical theories to the limelight. In his in-depth monograph The Teleological
Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Shihadeh examines al-Razi’s positions on human action, predestination and
mortality with a focus on his engagements with the Avicennian and Ash‘arite tradition. See Ayman Shihadeh, The
Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Science (Leiden: Brill, 2006). See
also, Ayman Shihadeh, “From al-Ghazali to al-Razi: 6th / 12th Century Developments in Muslim Philosophical
Theology,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 15, no. 1 (2005): 141- 79; idem, “Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Response to
Sharaf al-Din al-Mas adi’s Critical Commentary on Avicenna’s Isharat,” Muslim World 104, no. 1/2 (April 1, 2014):
1-61; idem, “Aspects of the Reception of Avicenna’s Theory of Prophecy in Islamic Theology,” Proceedings of the
American Catholic Philosophical Association 86 (July 1, 2012): 23— 32; idem, “Al-Razi’s Earliest Kalam Work,” in
Theological Rationalism in Medieval Islam: New Sources and Perspectives, ed. G. Schwarb, L. Muehlethaler, and S.
Schmidtke (Leuven: Peeters, 2018). See also Max Horten, Die philosophischen Ansichten von R&zi und Tusi (1209
und 1273) mit einem Anhang; Die griechischen Philosophen in der Vorstellungswelt von R&zi und Tusi (Bonn: P.
Hanstein, 1910); and Ignaz Goldziher, “Aus der Theologie des Fachr al-din al-Razi,” Der Islam 3, no. 1 (2009):
213-247.



the sequential order of the verses and units of the surah. Furthermore, Legarde posits that al-Raz1
is interested in the “intrinsically moral connotation” that is communicated through nazm.*

Legarde’s monograph is replete with examples from al-Razi’s commentary. For instance,
Legarde examines al-Raz1’s explanation of the sentence sequence in Joseph’s reply to Potiphar’s
wife, or in Qur’anic terms, imra’at al- ‘Aziz. In rejecting her sexual advances, Joseph says: “God
forbid! My master has been good to me; wrongdoers never prosper” (Q. 12:23). Here, al-Razi
argues that this three-element answer is arranged in the best way (‘ala ahsan wujih al-tartib). He
explains that the first element “God forbid (ma ‘aza Allah) is a reference to the spiritual
cognizance of God’s right, which dissuades one from infidelity. The second element “My master
has been good to me” is a reference to the moral awareness of people’s rights, which must be
protected (wdajibat al-ri ‘ayah). Furthermore, Joseph affirms that it is more heinous to meet the
master’s benevolence with offence and abuse. The third element is a reminder of the relationship
between moral decisions and awareness of the consequences. In his Mafatih al-Ghayb, al-Razi
observes:

Self-protection is a must. This fleeting pleasure will be followed by disgrace in this life

and painful punishment in the afterlife. In the case of a fleeting pleasure that is followed

by painful harm, reason dictates that one must abstain from it.**

Moreover, Legarde provides a good illustration of al-Razi’s interest in showing that the
Qur’anic arrangement of its verses reflects moral and logical insights. Consider the following
passage from Surah 15 (al-Hijr):

But the righteous will be in Gardens with springs-

“Enter them in peace and safety!”—

And We shall remove any bitterness from their hearts: [they will be like] brothers, sitting
on couches, face to face

1% Michel Lagarde, Les secrets de I'invisible: essai sur le Grand Commentaire de Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (1149—
1209) (Beirut: Albouraq, 2008), 431. See also Tariq Jaffer, Review of Les secrets de I'invisible: Essai sur le Grand
Commentaire de Fahr al-Din al-Razi, by Michael Legarde, Journal of Qur anic Studies 15, no. 3 (2013): 276.

1 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 18:92.
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No weariness will ever touch them there, nor will they ever be expelled’ (Q. 15: 45-48).

Al-Razi’s commentary on the sequential order of these verses typically illustrates his
well-established tendency to represent Qur’anic schemas of moral, logical or pedagogical
reasoning. He usually theorizes specific categorizations pertaining to a moral or pedagogical
theme, and then he shows his readers that the Qur anic thematic sequence reflects these moral or
logical precepts. Pursuant to this strategy, al-Razi shows that the Qur’anic composition exhibits
the best type of arrangement (aksan tartib). For instance, he argues that the arrangement of the
above-cited passage depicts the best form of reward. To that end, al-Razi first theorizes that the
exemplary type of reward must meet four qualities: beneficial, honorary, faultless and
permanent. Thereafter al-Razi surprises his readers that these four qualities are respectively
contained in this four-verse passage.’? Even though Legarde appreciates al-Razi’s explanations
of the moral values and logical presentations found in the thematic relations between the
Qur’anic sentences or series of verses, he still argues that al-Razi’s categorizations, as in the
above-mentioned four conditions, could have been reached through a pre-reading of the passage,
not necessarily a moral priori that the passage endorses. **

Furthermore, as Legarde’s analysis primarily deals with al-Razi’s examination of the
thematic sequence between sentences and verses or a surah discourse unit, the former
successfully includes some observations about al-Razi’s examinations of the persuasive
functions of the Qur’anic narratives and recurring strategies such as promise of reward and threat
against punishment (al-wa'd wa al-wa 7d). Moreover, Legarde briefly discusses al-Razi’s
approach to the surah as a whole. To demonstrate this dimension of Qur’anic composition in al-

Razi’s commentary, Legarde gives a good presentation of al-Razi’s view of surah 18 (al-Kahf) as

" Ibid., 19:154
13 See also Michel Lagarde, Les secrets de I'invisible, 449.
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a well-arranged unified composition. Relying on al-Razi’s commentary, Legarde identifies
twelve main units that, in spite of their apparent fragmentation, are proved to be thematically
connected according to al-Razi’s analysis. Legarde argues that al-Razi’s view of the
connectedness of the surah (1) relies on the recurring theme of God’s reprobation of the rich
Meccans who despise the poor believers, and (2) draws on an extrinsic link that deals with the
Jewish questions on Muhammad’s prophecy.™

Legarde does not stand alone in his reference to al-Razi’s interest in unraveling the surah
structure as a whole. Recognizing the centrality of the literary analysis of the surah structure in
al-Razi’s commentary, Abdul Haleem observes:

Al-Razi’s Tafsir offers a rare example of a “holistic” approach to the text. He was a

philosopher with a mind that could take in the overall structure of surahs and identify the

main divisions according to themes rather than rather than individual words or verses. In

addition, al-Razi was a master jurist and accomplished linguist who raised questions in

his discussions that continue to provide relevant engagement for contemporary Qur’anic

scholarship.®

Continuing the examination of al-Razi’s underlying strategies for the exegetical practice,
Jaffer focuses on al-Razi’s appropriation of the heritage of Aristotelian and Avicennian
philosophy and the synthesis of the Mu'tazilite and Sufi tradition as a central interpretive
methodology in Mafarih al-Ghayb.'® According to Jaffer, al-Razi is interested in assigning
philosophical and mystical meaning to the verses of the Qur’an. However, Jaffer’s identification

of al-Raz1’s interpretative methodology is not solely derived from Mafatih al-Ghayb but from an

array of al-Razi’s philosophical and theological works. Furthermore, Jaffer places emphasis on

“ Ibid., 537.

5 Abdel Haleem, “Structural Coherence in the Qur’an: How to See the Connections,” in Structural Dividers in the
Qur’an, ed. Marianna Klar (London: Routledge, 2020), 340.

1o Wwith regard to the Muslim reception of Greek sciences, Abdelhamid Sabra refers to two steps: (1) appropriation
through translation and adaptation to the Muslim Arabic context, and (2) naturalization of the sciences to the extent
that the Greek was no longer palpable. See A. Sabra, “The Appropriation and Subsequent Naturalization of Greek
Science in Medieval Islam: A Preliminary Statement,” History of Science 25, no. 3 (1987): 223-243.
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al-Razr’s utilization of the Qur'an to “express his philosophical theology” and to grant
philosophical and rational reasoning an undisputed authority in Sunni exegesis.*’

The present study continues the investigation of al-Razi’s tools in reading the Qur’anic
text by focusing on his reading of the surah as argumentation and examining the hermeneutical
implications of his view of the surah as a unified composition. While Legarde offers great
insights on al-Razi’s discovery of the meaning found in the sequence of words and verses, the
present study focuses on the meaning found in the architecture of the surah. Furthermore, the
study unravels al-Raz1’s utilization of the concept of Qur’anic composition (nazm) to advance his
theological agenda and to counter the uncritical reception of earlier exegetical tradition (taqlid).
This second dimension of al-Razi’s theological and hermeneutical utilization of nazm is best
understood as an extension to Jaffer’s emphasis on al-Razi’s appropriation of philosophy and

rational theory to transform the exegetical tradition.

2. Three Evaluations of al-Razi’s Approach to Nazm
Apart from these two important monographs on al-Razi’s commentaries, many modern
works on the surah structure have made preliminary observations on al-Razi’s treatment of the
textual connectedness of the surah as part of their application of different modern trends in
structural analysis. Surveying the Arabic and Western scholarship on al-Razi’s study of the
Qur’ anic nazm, one can discern three major approaches: (1) the characterization of al-Razi, in the
Arabic history of balaghah, as a rhetorician responsible for the decline of the literary study of

Qur’anic composition; (2) the assessment of al-Razi’s contributions to thematic analysis as an

" Al-Razi’s theology attracts the attention of many scholars. For instance, see the following: Goldziher, “Aus der
Theologie des Fachr al-din al-Razi,” Der Islam 3, no. 1 (2009): 213-247; Muammer Iskenderoglu, Fakhr al-Din al-
Razi and Thomas Aquinas on the Question of the Eternity of the World (Leiden: Brill, 2002); Yasin Ceylan,
Theology and Tafsir in the Major Works of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (Kuala Lumpur : ISTAC , 1996); and Muhammad
Salih al-Zarkan, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi wa ara uhu al-kalamiyyah wa al-falsafiyyah (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1963). For
al-Razi’s theory on ethics, human action and free will, see A. Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-
Razi (Leiden: Brill, 2006).
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example of a “linear-atomistic” study of Qur’anic composition (nazm); and (3) the
acknowledgment of al-Razi’s efficient methodology in unraveling a complex network of
thematic relations in the surah.
2.1 Al-Razi and the History of Arabic Rhetoric
Regarding the first approach, it is sometimes presumed that al-Razi’s preoccupation with
speculative theology led to de-emphasizing the literary aesthetics that are celebrated in ‘Abd al-
Qabhir’s (d. 471/1078) balaghah works. Some scholars negatively characterize al-Razi’s impact
on the literary study of the Qur anic structure in part due to their reliance on al-Razi’s sole work
on rhetoric Nihayat al-ljaz fi Dirayat al-Ijaz (Ultimate Concision: On Recognizing Qur’anic
Inimitability), wherein he rigidly summarizes ‘Abd al-Qahir’s major works—Asrar al-Balaghah
(The Niceties of Poetics) and the Dala’il al-Ijaz (The Signs of Inimitability). For instance,
Shawqi Dayf observes:
The phenomena of repetition, intellectual unproductiveness and rigidity are found to be
pervasive among rhetoricians who came after ‘Abd al-Qahir and al-Zamakhshari. They
advanced nothing new in their rhetorical study, because they limited their task to
summarizing what ‘Abd al-Qahir and al-Zamakhshari wrote. They did not even broaden
their knowledge by reading al-Zamakhshari’s Kashshaf. Instead, they are satisfied with
summarizing ‘Abd al-Qahir alone. Whether such abridgements were limited to “Abd al-
Qahir [works] or extended to include al-Zamakhshari’s, nothing new was added—except
for some complexities imported from the study of philosophy and logic. This is how the
rules of rhetoric became unyielding and stagnant ... Among the first to engage in writing
abridgements was al-Razi and then al-Sakkaki *®
Accordingly, the supposed medieval decline in the pursuit of literary and rhetorical

investigation is attributed to al-Razi’s treatment of rhetoric as a semi-philosophical task.® This

view is usually attested by the fact that al-Razi’s contemporary al-Sakkaki (d. 626/1229) is

'8 Shawqi Dayf, Al-Balaghah Tatawwur wa Tarikh (Cairo: Dar al-Maarif, 1992), 272-273. See also ‘Abd al-Qadir
Husayn, Al-Mukhtasar fi Tarikh al-Balaghah (Beirut, Cairo: Dar al-Shurtq, 1982), 199.

“See Abd al-Qadir Husayn, Al-Mukhtasar fi Tarikh al-Balaghah (Cairo: Dar al-Shuriiq, 1982): 199; ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
‘Atiq, Fi Tarikh al-Balaghah al- ‘Arabiyyah (Beirut: Dar al-Nahdah al-‘Arabiyyah, n.d.): 269-270; and Mazin al-
Mubarak, Al-Mijaz fi Tarikh al-Balaghah (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1999):101.
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influenced by al-Raz’s Nihayat al-’[jaz. Under this influence, al-Sakkaki writes his Miftah al-
‘Uliim (The Key to Knowledge), the third section of which is devoted to poetics. Inspired by al-
Sakkaki, al-Qazwini (d. 739/1338) summarizes the third section in Talkhis al-Mifiah and glossed
over it in al-Idah li sharh al-Talkhis. Al-Qazwini’s Talkhis al-Mifiah becomes the most famous
classic that serves as a main source of learning and teaching Arabic poetics. The many
commentaries on this classic attest to its central role in the medieval, and even modern, study of
Arabic poetics.?’ Due to al-Razi initial role in the emergence of this classic, many of the attacks
on Arabic poetics become easily associated with al-Razi’s summary of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s works.
2.1.1 Al-Raz’s Purpose of Nihayat al-Ijaz

Even though Nihayat al-ljaz is al-Razi’s sole work that is entirely devoted to Arabic
poetics, it is a mistake to use it as the only way to assess al-Razi’s approach to the question to
nazm or the literary analysis of the Qur'an. A simple reason for this stance is that al-Razi’s
original development of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s nazm is not to be found in his Nihayat al-Ijaz, because
this work is essentially a succinct summary and reorganization of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s theory, which
represent the latest development of literary study during al-Razi’s lifetime. In his introduction to
the Nikayat al-Ijaz, al-Razi affirms that ‘Abd al-Qahir marks a turning point in the study of
Arabic poetics and Qur’anic analysis after a long period that, in al-Razi’s view, suffered
negligence in unveiling the rules and subtleties that govern the creation of effective speech.

According to al-Razi, ‘Abd al-Qahir’s works, the Asrar al-Balaghah and Dala’il al-I jaz,

bring forth “Arabic rules, wondrous subtleties, rational arguments, scriptural proof-texts, literary

0 The currently available printed commentaries and glosses on the Talkhis are Ibn Ya’qib al-Maghribi’s (d. 739)
Shark Mawahib al-Fattah, Shams al-Din al-Khalkhali’s (d. 745) Mifiah Talkhis al-Miftah, Baha’ al-Din al-Subki’s
(d. 773) ‘ARiis al-Afrah, Sa’d al-Din al-Taftazant’s (d. 792) Mukhtasar al-Ma ‘ani and AI-Mutawwal, Jalal al-Din al-
Suytt’s (d. 911), Al-Juman and ‘Uqgid al-Juman, ‘Isam al-Din al-HanafT’s (d. 943) Al-Aswal, ‘Abd al-Rahim al-
‘Abbasi’s (d. 963) Ma ‘ahid al-Tansis, Al-Sayalkiani’s (d. 1067) Hashiyah ‘ala al-Taftazani, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-
Shirbint’s (d. 1326/1908) Fayd al-Fattah ‘ala Hawashi Talkhis al-Miftah, and Al-Dusiqi’s (d. 1230) Hashiyat al-
Dusiigr ‘ala Mukhtasar al-Sa 'd.
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niceties and linguistic studies that are not found in his predecessors’ works or reached by well-
versed scholars.”®* However, al-Razi expresses a key reservation about the content organization
in ‘Abd al-Qahir’s works. In al-Razi’s view, ‘Abd al-Qahir “neglects the arrangement of the
rules and chapters and instead gives lengthy explanations throughout [his works].”* Yet, al-Razi
IS quick to excuse, what he sees as the lack of a strong organizational structure in ‘Abd al-
Qahir’s works. In this regard, al-Razi affirms that ‘Abd al-Qahir is “fully concerned with
deducing the rules, foundations, conditions and states of this science [of bayan and ma ‘ani].”*
Having given this evaluative assessment of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s role in the study of Arabic
rhetoric, al-Razi moves on to state the purpose of his work Nihayat al-Ijaz:
As God fortunately guided me to read these two books, | identified and selected
the beneficial notes (fawa’id) and unique precious pieces contained therein.
Furthermore, | considered rearranging the text (tartib) along with refining
(tahdhib), corroborating (faqrir) and modifying (takrir) it. In each chapter, |
grouped the general points into certain classifications and gathered the scattered
thoughts under rational criteria—avoiding both tedious verbosity and deficient
brevity.?*
It is clear that al-Razi’s logic-oriented analysis notices the scattered fawa’id in “‘Abd al-
Qahir works. Based on his statement of purpose, al-Razi composes his Nihayat al-ljaz to
reorganize ‘Abd al-Qahir’s works with some supportive and evaluative notes. Therefore, al-
Razr’s Nihayat al-Ijaz is originally designed to serve as a base text (matn) or a well-run and
concise guide to, not an expanded commentary (sharh) on, ‘Abd al-Qahir’s Dala’il and Asrar.
Based on the above-quoted passage, al-Razi follows three steps in approaching ‘Abd al-Qahir’s

works. First, he identifies the essence of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s unique contributions that draw a new

direction for the literary study of the Qur’an. Second, he finds it necessary to reorganize ‘Abd al-

2t Al-Razi, Nihdyat al-ljaz fi Dirayat al-I jaz (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2004), 24-25.
%2 |bid., 25.
% |bid., 25.
# Ibid., 25.
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Qahir’s content concisely and precisely so that his Nihdayat al-Ijaz can serve as a more
convenient companion to the original work. Third, he does not intend for Nihayat al-Ijaz to be as
a shorter reference version of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s works but rather a revised abridgement that
licenses al-Razi to include some critical views of some of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s rhetorical opinions.
Concise as it is, al-Raz1’s Nihayat al-Ijaz follows these three steps very closely.

Concerning the first step, al-Razi’s summary of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s two works clearly shows
that al-Razi is able to identify the latter’s perceived aims and purposes in the Asrar and Dala’il.
For instance, the notion of nazm, the meaning-centered analysis of words and structures are
precisely covered. Additionally, al-Razi incorporates essential passages from the Dala’il and the
Asrar to highlight the key elements of these works.

As for the second step, al-Razi successfully reconstructs ‘Abd al-Qahir’s ideas in an
unprecedented way. Al-Razi is the first to group the balaghah topics into two categories: topics
associated with the single words (mufradat) and topics associated with the structures. The first
category deals mainly with the bayan, whereas the second with the ma ‘ani.  This classification
paves the way for al-Sakkaki to follow the classification and the terms adopted in al-Razi’s work.
For this reason, al-Razi serves as a link between ‘Abd al-Qahir and al-Sakkaki.?® Considering al-
Razi’s dialectical and disputation skills, both Yaqit al-HamawT and Ibn Khallikan commend him
for his mastery of the method al-sabr wa al-tagsim (examination and division) in organizing his
works.?” This skill is frequently employed in legal theory and kalam—two areas al-Razi master.

To fulfill the purpose of the Nihayat al-Ijaz as a critical abridgement and helpful companion to

® See Mahir Hilal, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi Balaghiyyan (Baghdad: Al-Dar al-Wataniyyah, 1977), 283; and ‘Abd al-
Qadir Husayn, Al-Mukhtasar /i Tarikh al-Balaghah (Cairo: Dar Gharib, 2001), 193-194.

%% Shawqi Dayf, Al-Balaghah Tatawwur wa Tarikh (Cairo: Dar al-Maarif, 1992), 286.

7 See Yaqut al-Hamawi’s Mu jam al-Udaba’ (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1993), 6:2586; and Ibn Khallikan,
Wafayat al-A ‘yan (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1994), 4:249.
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‘Abd al-Qahir’s works, al-Razi is satisfied with his classifications along with brief, and
sometimes not so brief, notes on his selected shawahid (evidentiary examples).

With regard to the third step, al-Raz1’s Nihayat al-Ijaz inspires al-Sakkaki to incorporate
al-Razi’s own critical comments on some of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s views. For instance, al-Razi
disagrees with ‘Abd al-Qahir when the latter posits that kinayah (metonymy) is more eloquent
than ifsah (explicit expression).? In his al-/ jaz al-Baldaghi fi al-Qur’an, ‘Aziz al-Khatib lists al-
Raz1’s critical views, which run in sharp contrast with ‘Abd al-Qa'lhir’s.29 Furthermore, in his
study of al-Razi’s treatment of the figures of speech in al-Tafsir al-Kabir, Ahmad Hilal
illustrates that al-Razi lists more relations for al-majaz al-mursal (metonymy) than those found
in ‘Abd al-Qahir’s or al-Zamakhshari’s works.

2.2 Assessment of al-Razi’s Conception of Nazm

In Western scholarship on al-Razi’s treatment of Qur’anic nazm, the widely accepted
view is that al-Razi is primarily concerned with the stitches that bind adjacent verses together
without a clear view of the surah overall structure or purpose. Some add that this approach is also
a result of the literary interests of medieval Arabic rhetoric. For instance, in his meticulous work
The Banquet: A Reading of the Fifth Surah of the Qur’an, Michael Cuypers holds that the
Qur anic surah exhibits coherence and compositional unity, not according to Arabic rhetoric, but
according to Semitic rhetoric which is entirely based on the principle of symmetry as illustrated
by Rolan Meynet in his works on Biblical texts. Thus, Michel Cuypers recognizes the

significance and adequacy of considering Semitic rhetoric and its basic principle of symmetry,

%8 Mahir Hilal, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi Balaghiyyan (Baghdad: Al-Dar al-Wataniyyah, 1977), 283.

# “Aziz al-Khatib, Al-Ijaz al-Balaghi fi al-Qur’an: Dirasah Tahliliyyah ‘Inda Fakhr al-Din al-Rdzi (Beirut: Dar
Qutaybah, 2011), 348-370.

% Ahmad Hilal, Al-Mabahith al-Bayaniyyah fi Tafsir Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 1999), 197-
225.
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which is “developed entirely within the framework of Biblical studies,”"

as a practical medium
that can finally make sense of the overall Qur’anic structure. Through his application of Semitic
rhetoric, Cuypers reaches the conclusion that what seemingly appears to be fragmented material
in the Qur’an is not the result of a lack of composition. On the contrary, it is the result of a very
sophisticated composition, according to a rhetorical system that was widespread in the antique
world of the Middle East, but later forgotten, by even the Arabs, most probably under the
influence of Hellenistic culture.** To justify his reliance on Semitic rhetoric, which admittedly
produces intriguing results regarding the composition of the Qur’anic surah and does not
necessarily collide with the practice of Arabic rhetoric as will be demonstrated later, Cuypers
argues for two premises about both the exegetical and rhetorical literature during the classical
Arabic period.

The first premise Cuypers maintains is that the Muslim exegetical tradition is atomistic in
nature, as it follows the method of verse by verse commentary, and is apparently indifferent
about the role of the context. In his opinion, this exegetical methodology fails to ascertain the
intended meaning of the text. For instance, Cuypers complains of the traditional method of
atomistic exegesis which, according to him, causes “the danger of interpreting a verse in
isolation, without considering its literary context™ To support his view, Cuypers clearly
explains that the oft-quoted verse on the validity of naskh (abrogation), Q. 2:106, is erroneously

understood by medieval exegetes to refer to the Qur’anic abrogation of earlier Qur anic verses.

3 Cuypers here refers to Johann Albrecht Bengel’s (d. 1752) insights on chiasmus and parallelism in his Gnomon
Novi Testamenti (Exegetical Annotations on the New Testament), Robert Lowth’s (d. 1787) emphasis on the parallel
verses that display a relationship of synonymy, antithesis or complementarity in his Readings on the Sacred Poetry
of the Hebrews and Roland Meynet’s works on Biblical rhetoric: Rhetorical Analysis: An Introduction to Biblical
Rhetoric and Traité de rhétorique biblique (Treatise on Biblical Rhetoric), trans. Leo Arnold (Leiden: Brill, 2012).
See his bibliography at Rhetorica Semitica’s website:  https://www.retoricabiblicaesemitica.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/06/0_BiblioMeynet_21.02.19.pdf

32 Michel Cuypers, Semitic Rhetoric as a Key to the Question of the nazm of the Qur’anic Text, Journal of Qur anic
Studies 13, no. 1 (2011): 5.

33 Ibid.,7.
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To Cuypers, the hermeneutical error could have been avoided had the exegetes considered the
context that addressed the position of the Torah and Jewish community. Thereby, the naskh verse
(2:106) should have been taken as a reference to the Qur’anic abrogation of the Torah, an
interpretation that Cuypers sees as fitting the context wherein Jewish leaders were addressed.*

The second premise Cuypers defends suggests that Arabic rhetoric is insufficient to
uncover the structure of the surah. However, to illustrate the relevance of classical rhetorical
thought to the elements of literary coherence, one can refer to a list of literary devices and
observations that are typically explored in most baldghah manuals. For instance, Arabic
rhetoricians provide some devices that directly deal with the anatomy of literary works. These
devices can be employed to explicate the correlations between sequential units and
correspondences of a unit to another. The list includes the following nine devices: husn al-ibtida’
(Good Beginning), husn al-khitam (Good Closure), husn al-takhallus (Good Transition), al-
istirrad (Digression), al-iqtidab (Cutting), radd al- ‘ajuz ‘la al-sadr (Correspondence of the
Epilogue with the Prologue), al-iqtisas (Intertextuality/Referentiality), al-takrar (Repetition) and
murd ‘at muqtada al-hal (Semantic and Topical Propriety).®

Mir, for his part, maintains that the focus on unity and coherence of the Qur’anic surah is
a modern enterprise that is initially well-represented by al-Farahi (d.1930) and amply applied by
his student Islaht (d. 1997). Mir evaluates Islahi’s project on the thematic coherence of the
Qur’anic surah as a radical departure from and a “definite break with the traditional style of

exegesis ... from the early Islamic centuries to the end of the 19" century.”*® Mir demonstrates

¥ As demonstrated in Chapter Five, Cuypers’ interpretation of abrogation was actually voiced by the Mu tazilite
exegete Abli Muslim al-lsfahant (d. 322/934) whose position on the Q. 2:106 was quoted and supported by al-Razi
in his Mafatih al-Ghayb.

% For the employment of some of these devices in Arabic and Persian Qasidah, see, J. S. Meisami, Structure and
Meaning in Medieval Arabic and Persian Lyric Poetry: Orient Pearls (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003).

% Mustansir Mir, “The siira as a unity,” in Approaches to the Qur’an, ed. G R Hawting and Abdel Kader Shareef
(New York: Routledge, 1993), 211.
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that the defining characteristic of this break is “the view that the Qur’anic siiras are unities,” and
that the thematic unity of each surah can be demonstrated through the discovery of its ‘amid
(axis or main theme), which is “the unifying thread of the surah™® or the “master idea under
which a main idea seems to emerge and unite the verses the section is composed of.”*® As far as
al-Raz1’s literary analysis of the surah is concerned, Mir acknowledges al-Razi to be a pioneer in
revealing the textual interconnectedness in the Qur’anic surah. However, Mir posits that al-
Razr’s methodology “may be described as linear-atomistic: with verse 1 of a siira he links up
with verse 2, with which he links up verse 3, and so on until the end of the sira.”*® Mir
concludes that this method “aims at establishing ad hoc relationships between verses, ignores the
wood for the trees— the sura for the verses—and so could hardly have been conductive to the
development of an organic approach to the quranic siras.”*® Elsewhere, Mir acknowledges al-
Razi as “probably the first major mufassir to make a relatively systematic attempt to find nazm in
the Qur’'an.”*! Furthermore, Mir recognizes that al-Razi sometimes “explains the connectedness
of a surah with reference to a principal idea in the surah,” “invokes Qur’anic nazm as a
determinant of interpretation,” and “rejects a verse’s alleged sabab al-nuzil.”*

Similarly, Salwa El-Awa follows Mir’s view on the absence of discussions on the
compositional scheme of the surah in al-Razi’s tafsir. In her Textual Relations in the Qur’an, El-
Awa agrees with Mir that al-Razi’s contributions to the architecture of the surah are limited to
unraveling the linear relations between sequential verses. She adds that attention “was not paid to

the fact that parts of the whole text cohere to form an integrated structure, but rather was directed

" lbid., 41.

* Ibid., 39.

* 1bid., 212.

“ Ibid., 212.

*! Mustansir Mir, “Continuity, Context, and Coherence in the Qur’an: A Brief Review of the Idea of Nazm in Tafsir
Literature,” Al-Bayan: Journal of Qur'an and Hadith Studies 11, no. 2 (2013):18.

“2 1bid., 20-21.
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towards the explanations of reasons why each verse is placed where it is in relation to the
following and the preceding verse only.”* Moreover, EI-Awa claims that al-Razi’s long
introduction to his exegesis is devoid of any presentation of a theoretical framework or
methodology that he is committed to follow. Accordingly, she concludes that “the approach of
Qur’anic exegetes to the linguistic aspect of mundasaba was still in the development stage as
shown by their intuitive employment of the idea rather than following a clear framework which
5544

guided their analysis.

2.3 Al-Raz1’s Literary Theory in Recent Arabic Works

Several modern Arabic works attempt to fill some of the gaps in the literary examination
of the surah structure in al-Razi’s exegesis. Of these works, two titles stand out: Ra’fat al-Misri’s
Al-Mundasabat al-Qur aniyyah ‘inda al-Imam al-Razi fi Tafsirih Mafatih al-Ghayb (The Qur’anic
Thematic Relations in Imam al-Razi’s Exegesis Mafatih al-Ghayb) and Manal al-Mas‘adi’s Al-
Tandsub fi Tafsir al-Imam al-Razi: Dirdasah fi Asrar al-Igtiran (Thematic Relations in Imam al-
Razi’s Exegesis: A Study of the Secrets of Interconnection). These two studies offer a thorough
presentation of al-Razi’s analysis of the sequence between the different units of the surah. For
example, an exhaustive list of thematic correspondent units in the surah is given. This list
includes the thematic correspondence between the beginning and the end of the surah, the
beginning of the surah and its body, the end of the surah and its body, the beginning of a surah
and the closure of the previous surah, the beginning of a surah and the content of the previous
surah, etc. Moreover, both studies give examples of al-Razi’s identification of ‘adat al-Qur an or

the structuring patterns employed in the surah.

* Salwa El-Awa, Textual Relations in the Qur’an: Relevance, Coherence and Structure (New York: Routledge,
2006), 15. See also Nevin Reda, The al-Baqgara Crescendo.: Understanding the Qur'an’s Style, Narrative Structure,
and Running Themes (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017).
44 H

Ibid., 14.
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Based on these various assessments of al-Razi’s approach to Qur’anic composition, it is
clear that there are a number of conflicting views. These varying conclusions about al-Razi’s
approach to nazm emanate from the varying attentions given to his complex exegetical strategies
and objectives. While the first proposal misses the great wealth of literary material in his
exegetical work Mafatih al-Ghayb, the second proposal does not identify the complex dialectical,
theological and literary underpinnings for al-Razi’s recognition of these “linear-atomistic”
connections. Unequivocally, the third proposal, provided by al-Misri and al-Mas‘tdi, engages
more with al-Razi’s exegesis and manages to identify different structural patterns he employs in
unraveling the thematic relations in the surah (munasabat). However, the present study differs
from al-Misri’s and al-MasGd1’s in that it considers two facets that are missing in the current
literature on al-Razi’s compositional theory: (1) it contends that understanding the complexity of
al-Razi’s munasabat requires a focused examination of these mundasabat in relation to al-Razi’s
theological and dialectical milieu, and (2) it places more focus on al-Razi’s examination of the

surah as a whole.

3. Objectives of the Present Study
Given these missing elements in the current state of research, this study examines al-
Razi’s unconventional treatment of the surah as an argumentation with theological intents and
persuasive strategies. My broad objectives include the following:
e To explain how al-Razi utilizes his theological and dialectical expertise to devise a new
interpretive strategy that takes into consideration the dialectical nature of the surah,
e To identify the structuring patterns, which inform the surah argumentation as developed
in al-Razi’s holistic reading of the surah and as assimilated from al-Razi’s engagement

with the Mutazilite exegetical tradition,
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e To analyze the ways al-Razi employs the surah design to promote his theological
agenda. Such issues include the significance of nazar in religious enquiries, the Qur’anic
validation of the kalam practice and the confrontation with exegetical taglid,

e To examine the hermeneutical implications of al-Razi’s approach to the surah as a
unified composition and how this type of composition influences al-Raz1’s treatment of
related issues. Such issues include the traditional views on abrogation (naskh) and
occasions of revelations (asbab al-nuzil) that sometimes seem to collide with his
understanding of the expected interconnectedness of the surah sections, and

e To explicate the role al-Razi’s commentary plays in the next two centuries after his death.

Overview of Dissertation Chapters

To demonstrate these objectives in a way that traces an overarching narrative trajectory,
Chapter One, “Qur’anic Composition (Nazm) before al-Razi: The Quest for the Locus of
Qur anic Inimitability (7 jaz) from al-Jahiz to al-Zamakhshari,” maps the pre-Razi developments
of the study of Qur’anic nazm. Due to the early correlation between i jaz (literary inimitability)
and the literary study of the Qur’anic text, gaining a fuller comprehension of al-Razi’s
contribution to the literary structure of the Qur’an is not contextually possible without a careful
consideration of the basic facets of the literary analysis of the Qur’an that were in circulation
before al-Razi. Surveying the early developments of the literary approach to the Qur’an shows
that the pre-Razi’s focus on poetics is inspired by al-Jahiz, who poses the issue of lafz (form) and
ma ‘na (content) in response to great intellectual and social milieu that correspond with the rise of
the Abbasid Caliphate. Al-Jahiz places emphasis on the lafz as an essential element in the
process of literary evaluation. To demonstrate the Qur’anic self-portrait of exhibiting an

unrivaled literary quality, the post-Jahiz’s generations become more involved with the intricate
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functionalities of the lafz as an element that exhibits the power of creating a superior style,
matchless genre and richer meaning. Therefore, the pre-Razi focus on poetics is not a deficiency
but rather a timely focus on the expressive qualities of the Qur’anic text in an effort to establish a
case for the Qur’anic self-portrayal of literary matchlessness, which was under attack with the
rise of the Abbasid Caliphate. Furthermore, the chapter highlights the Mutazilite pioneering
contributions to the study of the thematic flow of verses in the Qur’anic text. Al-Hakim al-
Jushamt’s (d. 494/1100) commentary, al-Tahdhib fi al-Tafsir (The Refinement of Exegesis) is
examined as a case in point.

In addition to this poetics-centered approach and drawing on the Mu tazilite exegetical
tradition, al-Razi’s Mafatih al-Ghayb marks a seismic shift to the dialectical design of the
surah—a new focus of medieval study that is motivated by al-Razi’s preoccupation with
speculative theology, mastery of the art of disputation and engagement with the Mutazilites. In
this regard, Chapter Two, “Al-Razi’s Interpretive Strategy for Developing the Study of Nazm, ”
presents al-Razi’s theoretical framework for approaching the surah as an argumentation, the units
of which can be best be detected by a theologian-exegete. Given this perspective, al-Razi posits
that theological training is a prerequisite for the exegetical practice. This intermixture of the
theological and literary approaches to the overall structure of the Qur’anic surah seems to be
unprecedented in Arabic exegetical literature. Furthermore, al-Razi’s dialectical reading of the
surah leads him to assert that the surah exhibits an intentional employment of variegated
material. In other words, al-Razi connects this literary observation to the different persuasion
strategies the surah employs.

Drawing on al-Razi’s emphasis on the role of a theologian-exegete for the reading of the

surah, Chapter Three “The Kalam Reading of the Surah,” provides practical examples from
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Mafatih al-Ghayb on how the surah structure can be approached dialectically and theologically.
Furthermore, al-Razi utilizes this dialectically holistic reading to endorse his theological agenda,
which includes rational reasoning (nazar), critique of the uncritical reception of transmitted
reports or earlier opinions (faqlid), and assimilation of rational theology. This theological
function of nazm serves as a response to al-Razi’s contemporary critics of rational theology, as in
the case of the fugaha’ and the Karramiyyah. Apart from his defense of rational reasoning in
theological works, al-Razi uses his concept of the dialectically-structured surah to promote
rationalism through the undisputed authority of the Qur’an. Moreover, the chapter also highlights
al-Razr’s utilization of the surah design in supporting his Ash‘arite views and engaging
polemically with the Mu‘tazilites.

Moving beyond the kalam reading of the surah, Chapter Four, “The Persuasive
Strategies in the Composition of the Surah,” seeks to identify three compositional strategies that
al-Razi highlights as forms of Qur’anic persuasion, through which reason is provoked to
influence doctrinal positions and moral decisions. These strategies include (1) antithetical
structure, (2) complementary strands, and (3) blending of different but reinforcing themes.
Because he finds these structuring patterns to be present in large blocks of surahs and sometimes
in whole surahs as well, al-Razi develops his notion (‘a@dat al-Qur’an), or the iterative structuring
patterns of the Qur’an, as a valid compositional strategy that explains the flow of the Qur’anic
text. To illustrate al-Razi’s employment of the devices of antithesis, complementarity and
blended themes, surah 76 (al-Insan), surah 73 (al-Muzzammil) and surah 2 (al-Bagarah) will be
examined, respectively.

Having established the case for al-Razi’s analysis of the dialectical and persuasive

techniques that inform the arrangement of the surah material, the present study moves on to
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examine how al-Razi’s endorsement of a unified surah composition also serves as a channel
through he introduces a new strategy to counter the uncritical acceptance of earlier exegetical
interpretations (taglid). In this respect, Chapter Five “Surah Structure as a Medium for
Countering Exegetical Taglid,” illustrates how al-Razi epistemically and practically employs the
notion of Qur’anic unified composition to counter the exegetical taglid in Qur’anic
interpretation. Furthermore, this chapter seeks to demonstrate that al-Razi’s development of the
theory of nazm prompts him to break with the exegetical practice in three main areas that, he
thinks, are closely related to the Qur’anic unified nazm: (1) the genre of asbab al-nuziil
(occasions of revelation), (2) the issue of naskh (Qur’anic abrogation), and (3) the call for
unconventional interpretations that may not be supported by traditional views but derived from
the contextual flow of the surah material. In this way, this chapter adds new layers to al-Razi’s
exegetical confrontation with faqlid through Qur’anic nazm. This layer of taglid criticism can
also be seen as an extension to Tariq Jaffer’s conclusion that al-Razi rationalized Qur anic
hermeneutics through the systematic appropriation of philosophy in the exegetical tradition. In
this way, al-Razi counters taglid not only through theological mediums but through his literary
view of nazm as well.

Finally, the study closes with Chapter Six, “The Post-Razi Developments: The Impact of
al-Razi’s Study of the Surah on Later Qur’anic Studies,” which investigates the influence of al-
Razi’s perception of the surah structure on later exegetes. The chapter posits that al-Razi’s
methodology is enthusiastically adopted by some exegetes who not only follows al-Razi’s
observations on the surah structure but also abridges his zafsir work and incorporates it as part of
their own commentaries. Examples of these exegetes include Nizam al-Din al-Nisabari (d.

728/1328) and the Hanbalite exegete Ibn ‘Adil (d. ca. 880/1476). However, the chapter contends
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that the seventh century witnesses a rise in the study of Qur’anic thematic relations in balaghah
works. This thematic interest seems to be a reaction to an attack against Qur’anic takhallus, a
continuity device that is highly celebrated in Arabic literary analysis as a medium through which
a transition from one topic to another is smoothly effected. Two rhetorical works represent the
interest in Qur’anic thematic relations: Al-Mathal al-Sa’ir by ibn al-Athir (d. 637/1239) and
Tahrir al-Tahbir by ibn Abt al-Isba‘ (d. 654/1256). In light of this debate on Qur’anic takhallus
in balaghah circles, the chapter posits that the resurgent interest in studying Qur’anic takhallus
could have been a stimulus for the exegetes—who were usually trained in Arabic rhetoric—to
seek information from al-Razi’s commentary regarding the thematic connectedness of the surah.
Moreover, the interest in thematic relations is also motivated by the desire to ensure a better
understanding of the Qur’an as the first source of legal reasoning. This dimension is best
represented by the Andalusian legal theorist al-Shatibi (d. 790/1388), who provides a thematic
study of surah 23 (al-Mu’'mintn) in his well-received al-Muwafaqat fi Usil al-Shart‘ah (The

Reconciliation of the Fundamentals of the Law).
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Chapter 1
Qur’anic Composition (Nazm) before al-Razi: From al-Jahiz (d. 255/869) to al-
Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144)

Al-Razi’s examination of the surah structure is an episode in the literary history of the
study of Qur’anic composition (nazm). To better understand al-Razi’s contribution to, and
development of, the study of Qur’anic composition, this chapter seeks to map the pre-Razi
developments of the nazm theory. Relying on the primary enquiries motivating the study of the
Qur’anic composition in both the rhetorical and exegetical tradition before al-Razi, the chapter
identifies two major phases through which one can readily recognize the major developments
and main actors in the study of Qur’anic nazm. Both phases are inextricably connected with the
doctrine of Qur’anic inimitability (i jaz).

The first is the formative phase spearheaded by al-Jahiz, who sparks off the debate over
the binary of lafz (form) and ma ‘na (content). This literary discourse on the relationship between
verbal expressions and ideas becomes a main, if not the main, issue that generally broaches the
topic of literary evaluation and specifically shapes the literary approach to the Qur’anic text.
Apart from broaching the binary of lafz and ma ‘na, al-Jahiz offers an equally significant
contribution; that is, the early differentiation between the dialectical case for i jaz and the literary
quest for ijaz. This distinction affords the ijaz theorists an opportunity for inner-sectarian
differences and exogamic alliances in many literary issues.

The second is the growth phase, which does not treat lafz and ma na as a dichotomy
that needs to be dissolved, but rather it focuses on two practical questions: what is in the lafz that

qualifies it to be a criterion for literary distinctiveness? And is the notion of nazm limited to the
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sentence or verse structure? These are the two questions that motivate the long history of the
medieval attempts at finding the locus of inimitability in the Qur’anic composition.

Surveying the major works of many of the ijaz theorists, one finds that the first
question on the functions of lafz enriches the rhetorical examination of the Qur’anic text and
yields different results. For instance, this question leads to in-depth explorations of how a
carefully crafted lafz (1) generates a unique style, as adopted by al-Khattabi and al-Bagqillant; (2)
produces richer meanings, as adopted by ‘Abd al-Qahir and al-Zamakhshari, who focus on the
rhetorical effects of the syntactic relations; and (3) creates an aesthetic symphony for the soul, as
shared by all the i jaz participants.

Concurrently, the second question motivates many Mu ‘tazilite exegetes to focus on the
flow of meaning found in the verse sequence of a given surah. This marks another step forward
in the medieval examination of the Qur’anic composition. Even though many Mu tazilite
Qur’anic commentaries are still lost, a surviving Mu‘tazilite commentary reflects one of the
earliest attempts to carry out a structural analysis of the thematic flow found in the verse
sequence. Here, I am referring to the recently published commentary, al-Tahdhib fi al-Tafsir
(The Refinement of Exegesis), by al-Hakim al-Jushami (d. 494/1100). Furthermore, some of the
exegetical Mu 'tazilite insights on the thematic flow of the surah verses are preserved in al-Razi’s
Mafatth al-Ghayb, in which some of the views held by Mu'tazilite exegetes, such as Abit
Muslim al-Isfahant (d. 322/1066), al-Qaffal (d. 365/976), and ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025), are

incorporated.

1. [Ijazin Its Formative Stage
A glance at the Qur’anic text reveals that the Qur’an presents itself as both a scripture and

sign (ayah) or, in later theological terms, a miracle on the grounds that it exhibits a uniquely
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insuperable composition. This Qur’anic self-image asserts that the Qur’an, as a literary genre,
cannot be rivaled by any human effort. This self-portrayal finds mention in the Q. 2:23-24,
10:37-39, 11:13-14, 17:88-89, 28:48-51, and 52:33-34. The Qur’an unequivocally employs this
notion of “sign” to attest to the position that the Qur’anic message is the work of a divine
agency, thereby establishing the prophecy office of Muhammad.! However serious and
challenging this self-image is, one can discern that, before the rise of the Abbasid dynasty, there
is no record of any systematic examination of the literary peculiarities of the Qur’anic
composition in defense of this Qur’anic challenge (takaddi). With the rise of the Abbasid
caliphate, however, al-Jahiz recognizes three major evolving shifts, which he considers to be
threatening the religious and social fabric of Muslim society.? These shifts include the flowing:
(1) the rise of inner-religious polemics, (2) the resurgent voice of the shu ‘ibiyyah movement,’
and (3) the public expression of zandagah (heretical views). These new developments provoke
al-Jahiz to address the literary value of the Qur’anic composition.

Regarding the intellectual shifts, the Abbasid caliphate ushered in an era of interreligious
disputations, and sometimes Christian missionary work, which was a corollary of the new

cultural and intellectual diversity that was pervasive during the Abbasid reign, especially as the

! See Mustafa Shah, “The word of God: The Epistemology of Language in Classical Islamic Theological Thought,”
in Language and Religion, ed. Robert Yelle, Courtney Handman, and Christopher Lehrich (Berlin: De Gruyter,
2019); Claude Gilliot and Pierre Larcher, “Language and Style of the Qur’an,” in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, ed.
Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Claude Gilliot, William A. Graham, Wadad Kadi, Andrew Rippin (Leiden; Brill, 2006),
3: 1009.

2 For al-Jahiz’s life and works, see Charles Pellat’s The Life and Works of al-Jahiz: Translations of Selected Texts
(London, Routledge & K. Paul, 1969).

® In the dawn of the Abbasid dynasty, the Shu ‘@biyyah movement erupts as a Muslim Persian reaction to the
growing Arabization of the Muslim life and the favorable treatment of the Arabs. It starts with a demand on equality
between Arabs and non-Arabs and gradually develops into a feeling of non-Arab superiority and hostility to the
Arab tradition. The expression of these anti-Arab sentiments is reflected not only in poetry but in the study of
linguistics as well. See Ignaz Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien (Halle: Niemeyer, 1888), 1:147-216. For the
social implications of Shu ‘ubiyyah, see H. A. R. Gibbs, “The Social Significance of the Shuubiya,” in Studia
Orientalia loanni Pedersen dicata (Copenhagen, 1953), 105-114; idem, “Government and Islam under the Early
Abbasids,” in L'Elaboration de I'lslam, ed. C. Cahen et al (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1961), 115-127.
For a survey of the different approaches to Shu ubiyyah, see Goren Larsson, “Goldziher on the shu‘tbiyya,”
Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenléndischen Gesellschaft 155, n. 2 (2005): 365-372.
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translation movement flourished. For instance, the House of Wisdom, which was initially
founded by Harun al-Rashid and later thrived during the reign of his son al-Ma miin, served as a
library and translation institute. In this intellectual center, important works from Greek, Syriac,
and Persian were translated into Arabic, a task that saved much of the knowledge of antiquity
from becoming extinct. Many translators were not Muslims as in the case of the Christian
physician Hunayn ibn Ishaq, the Sabian mathematician Thabit ibn Qurrah and the former Jewish
astronomer Sind ibn “Alf.

The patronage of intellectual diversity during al-Ma'miin’s reign is attested by al-
Mas‘0idi who observes:

Al-Ma’'miin drew near to him dialecticians and theologians like Abi al-Hudhayl al-

‘Allaf, Abu Ishaq al-Nazzam and others who agree or disagree with them. Additionally,

he organized regular sessions with the jurists and literati. He brought them from different

cities offering them regular allowances. Therefore, people became more interested in the

art of speculative thinking, thereby learning the art of disputation. Each group wrote

books to demonstrate and support their doctrines and views.*

This intellectual environment gives rise to cross-cultural and polemical disputations,
which seem so pervasive that al-Jahiz argues that a religious scholar must be versatile and
equally pioneered in religious traditions and philosophical speculations alike.> This emphasis on

the synthesis of the traditional and philosophical learning can be partly due to the interreligious

polemics al-Jahiz notices in Baghdad. In his al-Radd ‘Ala al-Nasara, for instance, al-Jahiz refers

* Quoted in Shawqi Dayf’s Tarikh al-Adab al-‘Arabi (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif), 3: 106 For accounts of Muslim-
Christian debates before and during al-Ma’miin time, see Newman’s Early-Christian Muslim Dialogue: A
Collection of Documents from the First Three Islamic Centuries, 632-900 A.D.: Translations with Commentary,
(Hatfield, Interdisciplinary Biblical Research Institute, 1993); Alphonse Mingana, The Apology of Timothy the
Patriarch before the Caliph al-Mahdi (Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 12, 1928), 137-298; Clare Wilde’s Is
There Room for Corruption in the ‘Books of God’? in The Bible in Arab Christianity, ed. David Thomas (Leiden:
Brill, 2007); Christian Arabic Apologetics during the Abbasid Period, ed. Samir Khalil Samir and Jorgen Nielsen
(Leiden: Brill, 1994).
*Al-Jahiz, Al-Hayawan (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyyah, 2011), 1:322. For an overview of the Christian-Muslim
polemics, see Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Mark R. Cohen, Sasson Somekh, Sidney H. Griffith, eds., The Majlis:
Interreligious Encounter in Medieval Islam (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1999).
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to some Christians who are aware of Muslim sources and accuses them of sharing unfounded or
contradictory texts to subvert the weak-minded Muslims and to cast doubts in their hearts.® Most
importantly, al-Jahiz finds that the Qur’anic notion of miraculous inimitability can effectively
serve as the appropriate medium, through which he can confront these polemical challenges of
his time with full force.

Concerning the shu ‘ubiyyah challenge, al-Jahiz witnesses the upswing of the movement
which, in some of its forms, designates some ethnic groups, as in the case of the Persians, to be
equal or superior to the Arabs. This resurgent voice of the shu ‘ubiyya results in more intellectual
rebellion against the Arabs and, by extension, anything associated with Arabic such as the
Qur’an. The movement starts during the Umayyad dynasty and suffers from the Umayyad’s
preferential treatment of the Muslim Arabs. To overthrow the Umayyads and broaden their base
of support, the Abbasids manage to form a coalition of Persian mawali (non-Arab Muslims),
Eastern Arabs and Shiites. Each of them has a reason of contention against the Umayyads.
However, under the Abbasids, the mawali receive an official recognition and a fair, and
sometimes favorable, treatment. Al-Jahiz remarkably observes that the Abbasid dynasty is
cosmopolitan in its outlook and that the difference between the Abbasid and Umayyad dynasty
was that “the Abbasid dynasty was non-Arab and Khorasan-based, whereas the dynasty of Banu

Marwan was Arab and Bedouin based.”’

® Al-Jahiz, Thalath Rasa’il It Abi ‘Uthman al-Jahiz, ed. J. Finkel (Cairo, Salafyah press 1962), 24. In al-Radd ‘ala
al-Nasara, al-Jahiz seeks to provide his Muslim readers with a compelling, non-editorializing presentation of, and
succinct counterarguments against, what he assesses as the five false claims Christians argue the Qur’an makes. See
also David Thomas, ed., The Bible and Kalam in Bible in Arab Christianity (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 179.

" Al-Jahiz, Al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1970), 3: 235. For the Persian influence on the Abbasid
caliphate see Roberto Marin-Guzman, Popular Dimensions of the ‘Abbasid Revolution: A Case Study of Medieval
Islamic Social History (Cambridge, Mass.: Fulbright-LASPAU, 1990); Moshe Sharon’s: black banners from the
East 1l Revolt: The social and military aspects of the ‘Abbasid revolution (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1990); and
Mohsen Zakeri, Sasanid Soldiers in Early Muslim Society: The Origins of ‘Ayyaran and Futuwwa (Wiesbaden,
Harrassowitz Verlag, 1995). For a review of these three books, see Elton L. Daniel, “Arabs, Persians, and the
Advent of the Abbasids Reconsidered,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 117, no. 3 (1997): 542-548.
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However, al-Jahiz notes that this social change does not end the shu izbiyya movement;
instead, it enhances more ethnic polemics in medieval Baghdad. Al-Jahiz observes that
shu ‘ubiyyah seeks to degrade the Arabs, attack their language and oration style and strip them of
any privilege.® To silence this movement that, among other things, assumes literary superiority
over the Arabic literary tradition, al-Jahiz seeks to demonstrate the superiority of the Arabic
language by referring to the unique style of the Qur’an, which, in al-Jahiz’s view, “epitomizes
the excellence of the Arabic language.”™ In his al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, al-Jahiz lists different
methods for confronting the shu ubiyyah attacks. Among these methods, he plans to illustrate all
the different types of composition and how the Qur’an is so different from all rhymed and prose
speech that its composition becomes one of the greatest proofs (kujaj).™

These new changes enhance what is described as heretical views (zandagah) about the
Qur’anic text, a development which occasions literary responsa that motivates the rhetorical
study of the Qur’an. In effect, al-Jahiz is clear that shu ubiyya and zandagah are correlated,
because the opposition against the Arabs leads to hostility against the faith they hold.™
Throughout al-Jahiz works, one can find examples of these heretical views against the style and
content of the Qur’an. For instance, al-Jahiz reports some critiquing the Qur’anic description of
hell “its fruits are like the devils’ heads” (Q. 65:37) on the grounds that the secundum
comparatum (mushabbah bihi) is unknown, and thereby the simile is not stylistically appropriate.
Regarding the Qur’anic content, al-Jahiz personally reports hearing an objection against the

animal classification in “and God created each animal out of [its own] fluid: some of them crawl

8 Al-Jahiz, Al-Hayawan, 7: 131. Also see Norris, H. T. “Shu‘iibiyyah in Arabic Literature.” in ‘Abbasid Belles-
Lettres, ed. Julia Ashtiany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 31-47.
° Richard C Martin, The Role of the Basrah Mu‘tazilah in Formulating the Doctrine of the Apologetic Miracle,
Journal of Near Eastern Studies 39, no. 3 (July 1980): 179.
10 Al-Jahiz, Al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d.), 1:283
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' Al-Jahiz, Al-Hayawan, 7: 131
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on their bellies, some walk on two legs, and some on four. God creates whatever He will; God
has power over everything” (Q. 24:45). According to al-Jahiz, the objection lies in the
observation that the animal classification in the verse is not all-inclusive.

Furthermore, al-Jahiz’s contemporary Ibn al-Rawandi authors al-Damigh It al-Qur’an to
raise some dialectical and linguistic objections against the Qur’an. Al-Damigh is not fully
extinct, because parts of it are preserved in al-Intisar—a work that the Mu‘tazilite al-Khayyat
devotes to countering Ibn al-Rawandi’s arguments.'” Interestingly, al-Jahiz considers
disseminating unexamined or misinterpreted hadith reports as a form of zandagah. In his treatise
Hujaj al-Nubuwwah, al-Jahiz mentions three names and associates them with zandagah and
harshly accuses them of attacking the Qur’an, raising questions on its mutashabih (ambiguous
verses) along with fabricating hadith-like reports and disseminating them in different cities.™® Al-
Jahiz’s attitude to these types of hadith narrations may be another reason for him to advance his
study of Arabic poetics and figurative language. He explicitly adds:

Such people do not understand the interpretation of hadith, what type of hadith is

rejected, what type is figuratively understood and what type is an anecdote ascribed to

some tribes. For that reason, | say: were it not for the mutakallimiin, the masses would

have been ruined, hijacked and enslaved; were it not for the Mu'tazilites, the
mutakallimiin would have been ruined.**

12 See ‘Abd al-Rahman Badawi, Min Tarikh al-Whad fi al-Islam (Beirut: Al-Mu’assasah al-Arabiyyah I al-Dirasat
wa al-Nashr, 1980), 67-154; and ‘Abd al-Amir al-A ‘sam, History of lbn al-Riwandi the Heretic (Beirut: Dar al-Afaq

al-Jadidah, 1975).

Sarah Stroumsa, Freethinkers of Medieval Islam: 1bn Al-Rawandi, Abii Bakr Al-Razi, and Their Impact on Islamic
Thought (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1999); idem, “The Blinding Emerald: Ibn al-Rawandt's Kitab al-Zumurrud, ”
Journal of the American Oriental Society 114, no. 2 (April-June 1994): 163-185; and Norman Calder, “The
Barahima: Literary Construct and Historical Reality,” in Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 57,
no. 1 (1994): 341-357.

3 See al-Jahiz, Hujaj al-Nubuwwah, In Rasa’il al-Jahiz, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Hariin (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanj,
1964), 3:277-278. Here al-Jahiz also mentions three heretics by name: Ibn Abi al-'Awja’, Ishaq ibn Talat and al-
Nu‘man ibn al-Mundhir. Al-Jahiz rejects a hadith on killing al-wazagh (chameleons) because of the illogical claim
that the chameleons, unlike other creatures, were blowing the fire on Abraham. Al-Jahiz calls those who use such
texts for argumentation ashab al-jahalat (people of ignorance). Satirically, al-Jahiz states chameleons are to be
killed because they embrace the faith of the chameleon that was blowing the fire on Abraham. See al-Jahiz, Al-
Hayawan, 4:206.

' Ibid., 206.
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1.1. Al-Jahiz and the Literary Case for the Qur’an

Noting that the Qur’an itself is the object of the ethnic, interreligious and heretical
attacks, al-Jahiz creates a roadmap that seeks to turn these obstacles into opportunities as he
establishes the literary superiority and stylistic features of the Qur’anic text. This one goal serves
a three-fold purpose: silencing the shu wbiyyah, answering the heretics and overcoming the
interreligious objections. In defense of Qur’anic inimitability, al-Jahiz writes a treatise on Nazm
al-Qur’an, which must have been circulating during his lifetime and afterwards as it gained some
praise from Abu Husayn al-Khayyat in his al-Intisar. Al-Khayyat confidently highlights the
theological purpose of al-Jahiz’s treatise:

Other than al-Jahiz’s work on the inimitability of the Qur’an, no other book is known for

proving the nazm of the Qur’an, its wondrous arrangement, and its pointer to the

prophethood of Muhammad.™

Unfortunately, al-Jahiz’s work Nazm al-Qur an is still lost; however, it is interesting to
notice that al-Jahiz’s other works and treatises encompass many excerpts that illustrate his
theological and literary approach to the Qur’'an.*® As a dialectician and man of letters (adib), al-
Jahiz separately formulates a theological and a literary case for the Qur’an.’

Concerning his literary approach to the Qur’an, al-Jahiz has a different tone. Relying on

al-Jahiz’s al-Bayan and al-Magalah al- ‘Uthmaniyyah, Radi brings together two succinct

> Al-Khayyat, Al-Intisar (Cairo: Maktabat al-Thagafah al-Diniyyah, 1988), 60.

18 For an anthology of al-Jahiz’s I'jaz-related observations, see Sa‘d ‘Abd al-‘Azim Muhammad, Nazm al-Qur an
min Turath al-Jahiz (Cairo: Maktabat al-Zahra’, 1995).

17 Al-Jahiz offers a dialectical argument for i iaz which becomes a standard argument in medieval kalam manuals.
Dialectically, al-Jahiz describes the contemporary Arabs of Muhammad as (a) having great literary skills (2)
showing great interest in combating early Muslims and (3) being challenged and provoked to imitate the Qur’an as a
way of disproving Muhammad. However, al-Jahiz posits that there is a series of ‘ajz (inability to meet the
challenge), the absence of mu ‘aradah (imitatio), and the waging of wars. Therefore, to al-Jahiz, the Qur’anic i jaz
(inimitability) is demonstrated by the empirical ‘ajz (inability) that led to waging many wars, not composing a
mu ‘aradah. See al-Jahiz, Hujaj al-Nubuwwah, in Rasa’il al-Jahiz, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Haran (Cairo: Maktabat al-
Khanji, 1964), 3: 274-275. Furthermore, al-Jahiz compares the Qur’an with the physical miracles of the past
prophets, noting that each miracle had to match with the skills of the people of each prophet to conclude that the
Qur’an is more fitting with Muhammad’s people who excelled in Arabic. See al-Jahiz, Rasa il al-Jahiz, ed. ‘Abd al-
Salam Haran (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1979), 3:279.
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excerpts, which clarify al-Jahiz’s position on the Qur’anic unique genre and distinct style.'® In
setting his riposte against the shu abiyyah, al-Jahiz affirms that the Qur’an is different from all
rhymed or prose speech, and that it does not resonate with the rhyming system found in poetry or
rhymed prose (saj ).*° Furthermore, al-Jahiz observes in al-Magalah al- ‘Uthmaniyyah that one
cannot claim to know the subtle differences between genres unless one can readily recognize
poetry—with all of its types—from prose and orations from epistles. Then he adds that “when
one recognizes the different types of speech, one will recognize the Qur’anic dissimilarity to the
rest of the [types of] speech.”® Here, al-Jahiz suggests that the surest way to recognize the
literary distinctiveness of the Qur’an is to undertake an in-depth study of non-Qur’anic genres,
such as poetry and orations, in hopes of acquiring a level of literary aptitude, through which
literary recognition of different genres would be possible. Therefore, al-Jahiz is not trying to
prove i jaz rhetorically but to help people recognize it on their own as they master other genres.*

1.2. Reasoning from Lafz

Apart from the demarcation of literary genres as a means of recognizing the literary
uniqueness of the Qur’anic text, al-Jahiz is interested in a practical question related to literary
evaluation: where does literary distinctiveness reside? This question about searching for the
literary merit in a text excites a lively controversy that will significantly enhance the

development of Arabic rhetoric in general and the analysis of the Qur’anic text in particular for

18 < Abd al-Hakim Radi, Al-4b ‘ad al-Kalamiyyah wa al-Falsafiyyah ft al-Fikr al-Balaghi wa al-Naqdr ‘inda al-Jahiz
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Adab, 2006), 191
9 Al-Jahiz, Al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Hariin (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1998), 1:383.
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2 Al-Jahiz, Al-Magalah al- Uthmaniyyah, in Rasa il al-Jahiz, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Hariin (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanj,
1979), 4: 31.
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21 This early call will be closely followed by al-Bagillani in his / jaz al-Qur’an and readily developed by ‘Abd al-
Qahir whose semantic study dala’il al-i jaz (Sigs of Inimitability) is dominantly based on analysis of poetical, not
Qur’anic shawahid (evidentiary examples). See Julie Scott Meisami, Structure and Meaning in Medieval Arabic and
Persian Lyric Poetry (London: Routledge Curzon, 2003).

37



centuries. According to al-Jahiz, the poetic excellence of a literary piece does not reside in the
content alone but extends more essentially to include its verbalized qualities and aesthetic
values.?

Based on his al-Hayawan, al-Jahiz’s view on the significance of lafz is explicitly
reflected in his reaction to a poetical piece that was acclaimed for its content. Considering the
role of internal and external form of poetry, al-Jahiz expresses his disappointment with the poet
whom he sharply describes as an abecedarian who “knows nothing about composing poetry’ (/@
yaqiilu al-shi ‘ra abadan).”®® After that, al-Jahiz moves on to explain that the prime purpose of
poetry is not merely a communication of a thought but also a combination of three essential
elements: sina ‘ah (artistry), nasj (texture), and taswir (imagery). He argues that through these
elements, the content becomes conventionally poetic as it is expressed to its best effect.?’
According to him, these elements must inventively and skillfully be employed to accentuate the
effect of the poetical or prosaic message. He further posits that fine literary pieces are not
purposed only to inform but also to delight, move the audience, elicit pleasurable feelings
associated with the perception of beauty and deliver a memorable message so that it can be
widely circulated. He remarkably describes the effects of a good style:

Whenever the wording is intrinsically good, well-chosen, and free of ambiguity and
complexity, it will be endeared to the spirit, connected to the mind, attached to reason,

22 | ara Harb argues that the history of the literary evaluation of poetry reveals two major paradigms: the first
revolving around truthfulness and naturalness whereas the second, as explicated by ‘Abd al-Qahir, is motivated by
poetical aesthetics. See Lara Harb, Arabic Poetics: Aesthetic Experience in Classical Arabic Literature (Cambridge
University Press, 2020), 1-74. For a survey on the medieval reception of the idea of truthfulness and untruthfulness
in poetic discourse, see Mansour Ajami, “The Alchemy of Glory: The Dialectic of Truthfulness and
Untruthfulness,” in Medieval Arabic Literary Criticism (Washington, D.C.: Three Continents Press, 1988).
However, the history of the literary approach to the Qur’an reveals an intentional focus on the poetics and aesthetics
of the Qur’an from its outset. ‘Abd al-Qahir’s contributions are actually a culmination of the literary approach to the
Qur’an as will be illustrated later.

2 Al-Jahiz, Al-Hayawan, 3:131. See Margaret Larkin, The Theology of Meaning: Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani's Theory
of Discourse (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1995), 67.

% Al-Jahiz, Al-Hayawan, 3:67.
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and pleasurable for the ears to hear and for the hearts to find rest. It will also trip off the
narrators’ tongues and thereby spread far and wide.?

Here, al-Jahiz clearly argues that poetry addresses one’s full being and that meaning and
style must cooperate to create the intended message and effect the desired change in the
recipients of the text. To substantiate his position on the significance of the quality of expression,
al-Jahiz famously explains that thoughts (ma ‘ani) are accessible to everyone (matrithah fi al-
tarig),?® and that the real challenge is to frame the thoughts into the appropriate practical
expression. Al-Jahiz’s position on lafz does not indicate his neglect of the ma ‘na, simply because
his works are replete with passages that explicate the significance of meaning and rebuke the
rhetoricians who are obsessed with superficial ornamentation that misses the ma ‘na. For
instance, al-Jahiz compares meaning to the soul and wording to the body?’. This very comparison
is also ascribed to al-Itabi (d. 220), who observes:

Words are bodies and thoughts are spirits. Indeed you see the thoughts with the inner

eyes (‘wuyin al-qulib): if you dislocate a word you corrupt the form and change the

meaning as human complexion and hilyah is changed when a head is positioned in the
hand place.?®

The observation that “al-ma ‘ani matrithah fi al-tarig ” is best understood as a reference to
general ideas and thoughts that most poets share. Two poets, for instance, can share the same
thoughts about, and understanding of, a specific event or moral precept; yet, they may differ
significantly in the way they channel their ideas into appropriate words and moving images.

Therefore al-Jahiz’s focus on the forms does not exclude, but presupposes, good content or good

thought. In other words, al-Jahiz deals with poets or orators who know what to say and argues

% Al-Jahiz, Al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, 2:8.
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% |bid., 3:67
27 Al-Jahiz, Rasa’il al-Jahiz, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Hariin (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanjt), 1:262.
% Abii Hilal Al-‘Askari, Al-Sina ‘atayn (Beirut: Al-Maktabah al-* Asriyyah, 2013), 147.
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that the distinguished poet or orator is the one who knows how to say it elegantly, not diffusely
or obscurely. Regarding the confusion about lafz and ma ‘na, Larkin remarks:

Lafz’ did not always refer to wording, divorced from the idea or content underlying it,

but the distinctions were poorly, if at all, articulated. Likewise, “ma ‘na” sometimes

seems to be the undervalued because it was taken to denote “meaning” in the broadest

sense of the term; that is, the general topic or idea the discourse conveyed.?

Considering the context of al-Jahiz’s observation on the accessibility of thoughts
(ma ‘ani), one can certainly discern that al-Jahiz does not argue that good content is insignificant
but insufficient. Accordingly, al-Jahiz finds that stylistics is the most appropriate area for
poetical judgment, because similar “ideas” can easily be shared by different candidates. To relate
al-Jahiz’s view on thought and wording to his treatment of the Qur’an as a unique genre, one can
discern that most of the narratives and ethics of the Qur’an, as thoughts, were not foreign to the
early recipients and audience; however, the way it was expressed as a unique genre is what sets it
apart from other literary forms.

Consequently, the rhetorical analysis of stylistics, figures of speech, and poetics assumes
a central place in the study of Arabic rhetoric in general and Qur’anic analysis in particular.®
Not only does al-Jahiz utilize rhetorical analysis for building a case for Qur’anic i jaz but also
relies on rhetorical analysis to defend the Qur’an against the many heretical views on its style.

For instance, al-Jahiz raises his opponents’ objection against the obscurity and vagueness of the

secundum comparatum (al-mushabbah bihi) in Q. 37:65, where a tree in hell is described as “its

 Margaret Larkin, The Theology of Meaning, 10.

%0 Amin al-Khiili lists the Shu ‘biyyah voice among the factors motivating the study of lafz and ma ‘na. See Amin al-
Khali, Fann al-Qawl (Cairo: Matba‘at Dar al-Kutub al-Masriyyah, 1996). For the centrality of lafz and ma na in the
classical Arabic literary theory, see G.E. von Grunebaum, “The Nature of the Arab Literary Effort,” Journal of Near
Eastern Studies 7, no. 2 (April 1948): 116-122; and idem, “The Aesthetic Foundation of Arabic Literature,” in
Themes in Medieval Arabic Literature, ed. Dunning S. Wilson (London: Variorum Reprints, 1981). For a
comprehensive study on the issue of lafz and ma ‘na and its role in the canonization of Arabic baldaghah in general,
see ‘All al-‘'Ummari, Qadiyyat al-Lafz wa al-Ma ‘na wa Atharuha fi Tadwin al-Balaghah al- ‘Arabiyyah (Cairo:
Maktabat Wahbah, 1999); and Tariq al-Nu‘mani, Al-Lafz wa al-Ma ‘na bayna al-Ayduliijiyyah wa al-Ta’ists al-
Ma ‘rifi It al- ‘Ilm (Cairo: Maktabat al-Anglo al-Masriyyah, 2003).
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fruits are like the devils’ heads.” Since no one has seen the devils’ heads, the simile seem
incongruous. Al-Jahiz explains that even though the devils were not seen before, what validates
the simile is that people have conceptually associated “heads of devils” with “the most
grotesque, ghostly and displeasing” image. Al-Jahiz argues that people shape a terrifying,
unpleasant vision of Satan in their common expressions, as in the statement “lahuwa agbahu
mina al-shayzan ” (He is indeed more displeasing than the devil). Therefore, al-Jahiz insists that
similes could be established based on the audience’s conceptual experience.

1.3. Other Key Actors in the Formative Stage

Al-Jahiz’s inclination toward a figurative and philological interpretation of Q. 37:65 is
preceded by Abu ‘Ubaydah (d. 209/824), one of al-Jahiz’s significant teachers of poetry and
adab. The simile in Q. 37:65 is said to be the driving force behind Abt ‘Ubayda’s Majaz al-
Qur’an as noted by ibn al-Anbari in his Nuzhat al-4/ibba’. In the majlis of al-Fadl ibn al-Rabi",
the vizier of al-Amin, Abu ‘Ubaydah is asked about a simile that has an unknown secundum
comparatum. Abti ‘Ubaydah argues that God addresses the Arabs according to the conventional
usage of their language. In support of his view, Abti ‘Ubaydah quotes Imru’ al-Qays’ famous
simile that compares a sword to the ghouls’ fangs (anyab aghwal). Mysterious as this creature is,
Abt ‘Ubaydah explains that the simile was justified, because ghouls become a symbol of horror
and fright. As his answer is welcomed by al-Fadl, Abt ‘Ubaydah decides to write a book on
majaz al-Qur’an.®* However, neither does Abii ‘Ubaydah comment on this verse in his Majaz al-

Qur’an nor does he state this incident or motive in his introduction to Majaz al-Qur an.

! Abii al-Barakat al-Anbari, Nuzhat al-4/ibba’, ed. Muhammad Abi al-Fadl Ibrahim (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al- Arab),
98.
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Regardless of the veracity of this incident,** Aba ‘Ubayda’s informative introduction to
his Majaz gives birth to the first systematic philological interpretation of the Qur’an. Abu
‘Ubayda’s primary hermeneutical tool is a recovery of the original Arabic usage and
conventional styles. He argues that the contemporaneous audience of the prophet, along with the
succeeding generations did not need to ask the prophet for the interpretation of the Qur’an since
they relied on their competent knowledge of the Arabic language and clear recognition that the
Qur’an reflects similar conventional usage of their tongue.*

As it is implied, Abt ‘Ubayda’s work is not a proactive measure but rather a response to
some detractors of the Qur’anic style that he has in mind. For instance, in Q. 2: 177,% the phrase
wa al-sabirin appears in the accusative case, whereas it is grammatically expected to follow the
nominative case of the preceding phrase wa al-miifiin. Justifying this grammatical choice, Abu
‘Ubaydah quotes pre-Islamic poetry as shahid (evidentiary example) that variations of the
grammatical cases are acceptable in case of long series of descriptions (idha kathura al-kalam).*
This grammatical tension still finds mention in al-Zamakhshari’s Kashshaf, wherein he rebuts
the critics of this grammatical choice as being ignorant of the Arabs’ technique of ikhtisas and its

rhetorical value.*®

%2 For a discussion on the attribution of this incident to Abii ‘Ubaydah along his usage of the word majaz, see Kamal
Abu-Deeb, “Studies in the Majaz and the Metaphorical Language of the Qur’an: Abii ‘Ubayda and al-Sharif al-
Radi,” in Literary Structures of Religious Meaning in the Qur’an, ed. Issa J. Boullata (Richmond, Surrey, U.K.:
Curzon Press, 2000), 310-353.

¥ Abii ‘Ubaydah ibn al-Muthanna, Majaz al-Qur’an, ed. Fuat Sezgin (Maktabat al-Khanji, Cairo, 1954), 1:8.
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* Ibid., 1:65.
% See al-Zamakhshari, Al-Kashshaf, 2:178.
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Abl ‘Ubaydah uses the term majaz not to refer figurative meaning but to mean
“interpretation” in general.*” Abi ‘Ubaydah lays out thirty nine modes of expressions in the
Qur’an that are common in conventional Arabic usage. These modes include different figures of
omission, such as asyndeton and ellipsis; and figures of speech such as personification,
substitutions and many semantic inversions and i/tifat (pronoun shifts) and tawkid (repetition for
emphasis). According to al-Bayytmi, the early inclusion of these rhetorical devices in Abl
‘Ubayda’s work is evidence that Arabic rhetoric has its own Arabic, not Greek, origins.38

Within this informative stage appears Ibn Qutaybah, nicknamed “the orator of the Sunni
people” (khatib ahl al-sunnah), who aims at synthesizing the efforts of both Abli ‘Ubaydah and
al-Jahiz. Like al-Jahiz, Ibn Qutaybah engages in the i jaz-related issues, such as the shu ubiyya
dispute, the controversy over form and content, and the polemics of the signs of prophethood.
For instance, Ibn Qutaybah dedicates his fadl al- ‘Arab wa al-tanbih ‘ala ‘Ulimiha (Excellence
of the Arabs) solely to defend the Arab identity and virtue, despite his Persian origin. He devotes
half of his work to describing the fields of knowledge the Arabs mastered such as horse
husbandry, astronomy, divination and poetry.

However, Ibn Qutaybah’s most significant contribution to the study of the Qur’an lies in
his Ta 'wil Mushkil al-Qur’an. In this book, he effectively answers the Mushkil of the Qur’an
through a philological and exegetical medium. He aims at confronting the detractors (¢a ‘inin)

who level stylistic, grammatical, canonical objections against the Qur anic text that they also

%" See Ella Almagor, “The Early Meaning of Majaz and the Nature of Abii ‘Ubayda’s Exegesis,” in Studia
Orientalia Memoriae D. H. Baneth Dedicata, ed. S. Shaked, Joseph L., Blau, Shlomo, Pines, and M. Kister
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1979), 307-326. See also Wolfhart Heinrichs, “On the Genesis of the Haqiqa-Majaz
Dichotomy,” Studia Islamica 59 (1984): 111-140; and idem, “Contacts between scriptural hermeneutics and literary
theory in Islam: the Case of Majaz,” Zeitschrift fir die Geschichte der Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften 7
(1991/92): 253-254.

% Muhammad Rajab Al-Bayyiimi, Khutuwat al-Tafsir al-Bayani Ii al-Qur’an al-Karim (Cairo: Al-Hay’at al-
‘Ammah I shu’tin al-matabi* al-Amiriyyah, 2017), 1:43.
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describe as being contradictory and exhibiting imperfect composition (fasad al-nazm).*® To
repulse these attacks, 1bn Qutaybah primarily relies on the Arabic figurative capacity (ittisa * al-
lughah fi al-majaz) and unique poetical conventions. Practically, 1bn Qutaybah’s project in his
Ta'wil Mushkil al-Qur’an is a synthesis of the methods of Abi ‘Ubaydah and al-Jahiz by
elaborating on the thirty nine modes of Qur’anic expressions provided by Abu ‘Ubaydah and
defending the Qur’anic content against hostile attacks in the Jahizi way. As al-Jahiz uses majaz
to counter the attacks against the Qur’anic style, Ibn Qutaybah similarly stresses the significance
of studying majaz so much that he starts his section on majaz by showing that the divinity of
Jesus is a hermeneutical mistake that stems from the disregard of the Biblical figurative
language.

However, Ibn Qutaybah indicates that some objections require an examination of the
historical context of some verses. For instance, he lists Q. 5:97 as a typical example of thematic
disharmony, and thereby indicative of imprecise transmission of the text:

God has made the Ka‘ba—the Sacred House— a means of support for people, and the

Sacred Months, the animals for sacrifice and their garlands: all this. Know that God has
knowledge of all that is in the heavens and earth and that He is fully aware of all things

(Q. 5:97).

The objection is about the thematic relation between making the ka‘bah a sanctuary of
well-being for people and affirming God’s omniscience. In other words, some object that making
the ka‘bah a refuge for the well-being of people is seemingly unrelated to the notion of
establishing a case for divine knowledge. To answer this question, Ibn Qutaybah provides a

historical background about the divine intent for the Ka‘bah and its surroundings to be a safe

¥ See Ibn Qutaybah, Ta 'wil Mushkil al-Qur’an (Cairo: Maktabat Dar al-Turath, 2006), 22; and Yusuf Rahman,
“Ellipsis in the Qur’an: A Study of Ibn Qutaybah’s Ta’wil Mushkil al-Qur’an,” in Literary Structures of Religious
Meaning in the Qur’an, ed. Issa J. Boullata (Richmond, Surrey, U.K.: Curzon Press, 2000), 277-291. See also
Joseph E. Lowry’s “Ibn Qutaybah,” in The Dictionary of Literary Biography: Arabic Literary Culture, 500-915, ed.
Michael Cooperson and Shawkat M. Toorawa (Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2005), 172-183.
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sanctuary, where people find safety and refuge for their life and belongings against the frequent
invasions, larceny and retaliation as indicated by Q. 29:67. Furthermore, the sacred months are
four months when wars, aggressions and attacks were forbidden—a law that lead to some
stability in the middle of a chaotic life. Without this injunction, Ibn Qutaybah continues, people
would have lost their lives, property, and home. Therefore, this injunction is indicative of divine
care and knowledge. Based on this background, Ibn Qutaybah remarks that the two parts of the
verse are intimately related.*°

1.4. Al-Rummani and the High Noon of the Formative Stage

The Mu tazilite al-Rummani (d. 386) delineates the purpose of Arabic poetics, stating
that “poetics (baldghah) is delivering the meaning to the heart in the best expression.”*" This
definition presents a balanced view on the controversy over form and content, thereby going
hand in hand with al-Jahiz’s underpinnings of the literary approach to the Qur’an. Al-Rummani
observes:

Rhetorical eloquence is not merely the rendering of meaning understandable, for a
meaning may be understood by two persons—one of whom is eloquent and the other
ineloguent. Nor is rhetorical eloquence attention to the accuracy of wording over
meaning, for a word may be accurate in relation to a meaning but weak and loathsome, or
inappropriate and affected. Rhetorical eloquence is rather the conveyance of meaning to
the heart in the most beautiful wording.*

Al-Rummani’s emphasis on beautiful wording, as a criterion for literary distinction,
prompts him to highlight the Qur’anic badi‘ style. That is why, al-Rummani celebrates the
different figures of speech in the Qur’an, such as simile, metaphors, hyperbole; and the

expressive style, such as brevity, paronomasia, and regular rnyme and assonance. Al-Rummani’s

analysis of the Qur’anic figures of speech indicates that he is not only impressed by their vocal

“% |bn Qutaybah, Mushkil al-Qur’an (Cairo: Maktabat Dar al-Turath, 2006), 73-74.
“ Al-Rummani, “Al-Nukat i I'jaz al-Qur’an,” in Thalath Rasa’il fi I jaz al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad Khalaf Allah
and Muhammad Zaghlul (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 2008), 26. "aill s sy ol Al ) oabt Sl
42
Ibid., 54.
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ornamentations but also by their emotional impacts. He is fully aware that the image created by
the figures of speech is part of the effective deliverance of meaning. For instance, al-Rummant
prefers the phrase qayd al-awabid (fetter on a running animal) over mani‘ al-awabid. Even
though the two phrases share the same meaning, al-Rummani chooses the first, because it
exhibits an image that helps communicate the desired thought more effectively and vividly.

It is helpful to note here that al-Rummani’s emphasis on “beautiful wording” is not only a
recapitulation of al-Jahiz’s standpoint but also a reflection of the state of the badi * debates during
the Abbasid era. The word badi " refers to something novel or, more clearly, “newly created.”*
What was new in this badr‘ trend was the fact that their poetry was typically marked by “its
consciously ornate style that was replete with rhetorical figures.”** The advocates of the badi"
style among poets, the mukdathin (moderns), are usually contrasted with the qudama’; that is,
the poets belonging to the Jakili, mukhadramiin and Islamiyin poets. Heinrichs posits that the
rise of this new style “goes hand in hand with the shift in cultural orientation brought about by
the ‘Abbasid revolution.”*

In this context, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz (d. 296/908) writes his Kitab al-Badi* whose stated
purpose reveals a renewed unresolved tension that needed to be defused or eased. Ibn al-Mu‘tazz
explains that the purpose of his al-Badi " is to illustrate that Bashshar, Muslim, and Abii Nuwas
are not the originators of these stylistic modes by showing how badi* was economically but

effectively employed by the ancients (qudama’). He also states that badi is associated with the

moderns (muhdathiin) due to their frequent, not innovative, use of it.*® Finally, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz

*® This is Heinrichs’ translation. See W. P. Heinrichs, “Ancient and Moderns,” in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature,
ed. Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey (London: Routledge, 1998), 90.

* Rachel Anne Friedman, “Theological Echoes of Literary Controversies: Reading Abii Bakr al-Bagillani’s I'jaz al-
Qur’an in Light of the Debate over Badi® Style,” Journal of Arabic Literature 49 (2018): 308.

*® Heinrichs, “Ancient and Moderns,” 90.

“® See Pierre Lacher, “Arabic Linguistic Tradition II: Pragmatics,” in The Oxford Handbook of Arabic Linguistics,
ed. by Jonathan Owens (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 197.
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identifies Habib ibn Aws al-Ta’'t as a master of badi, who artfully uses it in some verses yet
overuses it in other verses.*’ Despite its great reception, scholars do not come to a consensus
regarding what Ibn al-Mu‘tazz means by his stated purpose. It can be a balanced, unbiased view
on badi to ease the tension between the qudama’ and the muhdathiin by giving the qudama’
credit for using it and validating the mukdathiin practice if not overly done.*®

Given this context, al-Rummant’s delineation of the superiority of badi‘ in the Qur’an
can also be understood as a timely response to this Abbasid cultural milieu. In this way, al-
Rummani’s indirect message is that the Qur’anic balaghah still surpasses “the newly created
poetics” in terms of quality. He classifies the levels of balaghah into three ranks: the highest,
lowest, and middle ranks, with the Qur’an solely occupying the most elevated position. But, on
what basis does the Qur’anic baldghah rise to the superior class? A close reading of al-
Rummani’s treatise reveals two significant elements of the Qur’anic rhetoric: (1) the conveyance
of meaning in the most beautiful wording and (2) the new ta’lif against which no imitatio
(mu ‘aradah) was possible. In al-Rummani’s view, the result is the Qur’anic text that appears in
“a unique way which was out of the customary and which had a degree of beauty exceeding all
others.”*
The first element was extensively exemplified by a lengthy discussion on the Qur’anic
figures of speech. As for the second element, al-Rummant identifies two distinct types of dalalah

(signification): dalalat al-Ishtigaq and dalalah al-ta’lif. Al-Rummani argues that thoughts can be

“" Ibn al-Mu tazz, Kitab al-Badr ', ed. Irfan Matraji (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Kutub al-Thaqgafiyyah, 2012), 9-10.
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48 See, Shawqi Dayf’s Al-Balaghah: Tatawwur wa Tarikh (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1995), 74; Ihsan ‘Abbas, Tarikh

al-Naqd al-Adabr ‘inda al-‘Arab (Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafah, 1983), 121-122. While some understand listing the

qudam’’s use of badi* as an indication of Ibn al-Mu'tazz’s inclination towards the Qadim, others interpret it to

validate the mukidathin’s new style. Mazin al-Mubarak sees Ibn al-Mu‘tazz’s work as an attack on shu iubiyyah, see

al-Mijaz fi Tarikh al-Balaghah (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr), 70.

* Al-Rummani, Three Treatises on the I 'jaz of the Qur’an, 79.
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conveyed by means of derivatives (ishtigag). For example, the word “killer” indicates the
existence of the subject and object of the act of killing. Other thoughts can be conveyed through
the medium of za’lif (arrangement) of words. He further adds that whereas the meaning
communicated by the different derivatives is limited and finite, 7@ /if is unlimited and infinite.
With this distinction, al-Rummani identifies the power of ta lif to be the actual object of the
Qur’anic challenge. It seems that al-Rummani goes back to al-Jahiz observation of the Qur’anic
unique genre. In his opinion, it appears that there is a ¢a 'lif that makes prose, a ta 'lif that makes
poetry, and a ta’lif that makes Qur’an. Furthermore, al-Rummani argues that since ta lif is
infinite, the composition of a mu ‘aradah will always be possible. Even though al-Rummani is
keen on illustrating the imagery, power, and aesthetics of the Qur’anic poetics throughout his
treatise, the later i jaz theorists are not entirely satisfied with highlighting badi‘ as the locus of
i jaz. As will be discussed in the following section, they seek something beyond the use of

rhetorical devices.

2. Ijaz in Its Growth Stage

With the culmination of the formative stage of the literary approach to the Qur’an, the
literary analysis of ijjaz starts to take shape. As mentioned in the introduction, two critical
questions seem to develop the study of lafz and ma ‘na: What is in the lafz (form) that makes it a
valid criterion for literary superiority? And is the nazm limited to the sentence or verse structure?
The first question paves the way to explore the functions and the various rhetorical roles the lafz
plays in creating unique styles, novel genres and appropriate meanings. Beyond this examination
of the power of the lafz, the second question widens the scope of the study of the Qur’anic

composition to include the thematic relations in the text.

48



2.1 Exploring the Functions of Lafz

As for the first aspect of Qur’anic composition, the rhetorical analysis of the functions of
the lafz results in three literary approaches to Qur’anic poetics. The first is the style-centered
approach, which is typically represented by al-Khattabi and al-Bagqillani who seek to examine
how the lafz could create a unique style in an attempt to explain the Qur’anic matchless
language. The second is the meaning-centered approach which is classically associated with
‘Abd al-Qahir and al-Zamakhshari. We can add here that ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s contributions
foreshadow this second approach. The third is the aesthetics-centered approach which is
practically shared by most of the i jaz interlocutors who highlight the aesthetic experience of
the Qur’an.

2.1.1 Style-Centered Approach

Lamenting the ijjaz course of study and its apologia as “turning the equivocal into the
obscure” (ishkal uhila bihi ‘ala ibham), Abt Sulayman al-Khattabi (388/988) seeks to engage
with a specific issue; that is, the Qur’anic style. What makes the Qur’anic style stand out? That
seems to be the question motivating al-Khattabi’s treatise Bayan Ijaz al-Qur’an (On the
Elucidation of the Incapacitation of the Qur’an), in which he expresses his disappointment with
the majority of akl al-nazar (speculative theoreticians). In his view, al-Khattabi argues that many
theologians consider Qur’anic eloquence to be the locus of i jaz but fail to explain the kayfiyyah
or the how of this i jaz.>® He further explains that this failure arises from yielding to the authority
of traditional conformity (taglid) and unwarranted speculation. In this context, he sharply

observes:

% For al-Khattabi’s critique of kalam, see al-Khattabi’s Al-Ghunyah ‘an al-Kalam wa Ahlih (Cairo: Dar al-Minhj,
2004). For al-Khattabi’s life and scholarly interest, see Sebastian Giinther, “In our days, religion has once again
become something alien: Al-Khattabi’s Critique of the State of Religious Learning in Tenth-century Islam,”
American Journal of Islam and Society 25, no. 3 (July 1, 2008): 1-30.
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[W]hen they are asked to define this rhetorical eloquence specific to the Qur’an that
exceeds others in quality, and to give the sense in which it is distinguished from other
kinds of speech qualified as eloquent, they say, “We cannot describe it or define it in a
way showing clearly the difference of the Qur’an from other speech; but, on hearing it,
those who know it will recognize it as a kind of indefinable knowledge.” They also refer
to other kinds of speech in which there are qualitative degrees of superiority that those
who know will recognize on hearing, and it will be distinguished in their minds as
surpassing in excellence that speech which it has bettered. They say the reason for this
may not be detected on the investigation but its effect on one’s soul is so clear that it does
not go unnoticed by the learned and those who know it.**

Al-Khattabi sidesteps the controversy over the binary of form and content and delineates
three categories of styles, all of which he depicts as elegant (fadil) and praiseworthy (makmiid)
but distinct and unequal in their conspicuous signification of meanings (bayan). In his opinion,
suitable styles are of three types: the grand or high, the middle or moderate, and the plain or
more accessible. Each class has its expressive characteristics. He explains that the grand style is
eloquent, sedate and copious; the middle style clear, accessible and easy; the plain style
permissible, leisurely, and unrestrained.>® Since al-Khattabi evaluates the three levels as elegant
and praiseworthy, it seems that the disparity between them is that of function and purpose. He
seems to be aware of the expressive function of each category and moves on to argue that the
Qur’anic style is not solely one of these categories; it is a coalescence of these three different
styles with a total exclusion of the blameworthy informal style.

According to al-Khattabi, the literary unification of these different styles results in a new
technique, the Qur’anic style, which exhibits a pleasant blend of both magnification and
harmony. These two effects of literary magnification and harmony, al-Khattabi argues, seem to

be wholly distinct and almost contradictory when their characteristics are separately analyzed. In

al-Khattabt’s view, magnification is a corollary of a convoluted, opulent style (wu ‘arah),

L Al-Khattabi, “Bayan I'jaz al-Qur’an,” in Three Treatises on the I'jdz of the Qur'an, ed. Muhammad Khalafallah
Ahmad and Muhammad Zaghlal Sallam and trans. Issa J. Boullata (DeYoung, Reading: Garnett, 2015), 13.
52 1

Ibid., 26.
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whereas harmony is a result of ease (suhilah). Accordingly, al-Khattabi observes that it is the
synchronized convergence of these two opposite qualities of vigor and charm that makes the
Qur’an rhetorically distinct. Having established the notion of literary blending in the Qur’an; that
is, the integration of grandeur, harmony and easiness at the level of its style and the integration
of wording, meaning and arrangement at the level of its form; al-Khattabi concludes that it is this
stylistic and formulaic amalgamation that turn the audience of the prophet speechless and unable
to match it. He argues that this new literary combination explains the confusion and perplexity of
the original recipients of the Qur’an as they at times describe the Qur’an as poetry due to its

seeming rhyme and, at times, sorcery as they feel unable to rival it.>>

2.1.1.1 Al-Bagqillant (d. 403/1013) and another Look at the Qur’anic Style

Al-Bagqillani seems to be in conversation with al-Rummani. Unlike al-Rummani, al-
Bagqillant refuses to locate the i jaz in the superior use of badi'. As a dialectician, al-Bagillant
understands a miracle to be beyond human capabilities, something that cannot be attained by
study or practice. With this in mind, al-Bagqillant considers mastering the rhetorical devices to be
something within human capacity, and thereby badi‘ cannot be the locus of i jaz. Meanwhile, al-
Bagqillani understands the relevance of the argument of a better badi in a badi® milieu.
Therefore, al-Bagqillani formulates an i jaz case that simultaneously passes the test of a divine
miracle and relates to the debates on badi * in the Abbasid cultural milieu.

A close reading of al-Baqillani’s / jaz al-Qur’an shows that two major observations mark

his case for the literary unique composition of the Qur’an: (1) the Qur’an exhibits a unique,

>3 |bid., 28. Besides this new approach, al-Khattabi closely follows the broad outline used by al-Jahiz in approaching
the i jaz; that is, dealing with a triad of i jaz-related themes: theological defense, rhetorical analysis and literary
interpretations of some Qur anic verses that seemingly depart from traditional Arabic style. Al-Khattabi’s view on
i jaz is recognized by both al-Zarkasht and al-Biqa ‘1. Al-Biqa‘T describes this view as the best he read on the topic.
See al-Biqa‘1, Nazm al-Darar fi Tanasub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 2011), 1:66.
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unprecedented genre, and (2) the Qur’anic stylistic quality is consistently maintained.> In this
way, al-Baqillani presents the Qur’anic text as a linguistic phenomenon that breaks the norms of
both human genre and style. In other words, the Qur’anic unprecedented genre violates the
norms of existing literary forms, and the consistent stylistic quality breaks the standards of
human levels of maintaining eloquence.>® How does al-Bagillani argue for this thesis from a
literary perspective?

It is clear that al-Bagqillani assesses al-Jahiz’s Nazm al-Quran as (1) adding nothing new
beyond what the previous mutakallimiin had offered and (2) failing to unravel the ambiguous
matters surrounding the discussions on Qur’anic inimitability.”® However, al-Baqillani’s literary
approach to the theorization of the Qur’anic literary-rhetorical excellence is primarily motivated
by al-Jahiz’s demarcation of the literary scope of i jaz; that is, i jaz is to be observed, not proved.
Additionally, al-Baqillant formulates his theorization of nazm in a way that converses with some
of the contemporaneous debates on poetry during the Abbasid period. To illustrate al-Bagillani’s
methodology, one can identify three hallmarks of al-Baqillani’s approach to the literary
matchlessness of the Qur’an.

First, al-Baqillani defines his target audience. As Abt Musa rightfully observes, al-
Bagqillani opines that the only category of people who can recognize the inimitability of the

Qur’an is the advanced and experts, because they are able to recognize the different genres (al-

> This emphasis on “consistency” seems to be the difference between al-Rummani and al-Baqillani. To al-
Rummani, the Qur’an exhibits a higher level of badr, whereas al-Baqillani argues for a sustained Qur’anic badr ‘.
*® Sophia Vasalou sees that al-Bagillani locates the i jaz in “the creation of a new, unidentifiable and inimitable
genre of expression.” See Sophia Vasalou’s “The Miraculous Eloquence of the Qur’an: General Trajectories and
Individual Approaches,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 4, no. 2 (2002): 23-53. However, Friedman places more
emphasis on the relationship between al-Bagqillani’s project and the controversy over badi‘ poetry in the Abbasid
era. See Rachel Anne Friedman, “Theological Echoes of Literary Controversies: Reading Abta Bakr al-Bagqillani’s
I'jaz al-Qur’an in Light of the Debate over Badi' Style,” Journal of Arabic Literature, 49 (2018): 305-329.
% Al-Baqillani,  jaz al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Khafaji (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 2013), 53.
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muntahiin fi ma ‘rifat sunif al-kalam). Yet, these experts are very few.>” Practically, al-Bagillani
identifies four types of potential inquires of i jaz: (1) a non-Arab who does not know Arabic, (2)
an Arab who is not cognizant of the art of eloquence, (3) one who is expert in Arabic, and (4)
one with intermediate knowledge of Arabic. After that, al-Baqillant clarifies that his work does
not address the first three levels. According to him, those who are experts in Arabic will not find
it hard to recognize the distinct style of the Qur’an. For them, the mere act of hearing a recitation
of the Qur’an is sufficient for recognizing the uniqueness of the Qur’an, as in Q. 9:6. Al-
Bagqillant then argues that even though the analysis of different genres is a subtle exercise, it is
still non-confusing for the experts. They can naturally recognize the peculiar qualities of literary
pieces as an experienced jeweler can easily and assuredly tell genuine gold from counterfeit.
Al-Bagillant’s goal is to nurture students’ poetic skills so they can pass accurate poetic
judgments. In his opinion, a naturally gifted critic can recognize good literary pieces “as an
artisan recognizes his craft: a goldsmith can easily recognize the qualities of a currency that can
be entirely difficult for others to realize, and a cloth trader can readily recognize the value,
quality or inferiority of a specific type of cloth in a way that others find hard to reach.”*®
Regarding the non-Arabs or the Arabs who lack recognition of the art of eloquence, al-Baqillani
posits that their only way to acknowledge the Qur’anic i jaz is taglid or imitation. On the other
side, al-Bagqillan states that his work is for people at the intermediate level who possesses a good

level of Arabic “that could be improved to the advanced level through the cultivation of literary

*" See Muhammad Abii Miisa, Al-/ jaz al-Balaghi: Dirasah Tahliliyyah Ii Turath Ahl al- ‘Ilm (Cairo: Maktabat
Wahbah, 1997), 185.
%8 Al-Bagillani, / jaz al-Qur’an, 113.
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taste so they could recognize the i iaz with no mediator.”® To this end, al-Bagillant’s is a task of
improving students’ dhawgq and qualifying them to approach the Qur’anic text as experts.®

Second, al-Baqillant shares samples of different genres for the intermediate students so
that they recognize Qur’anic literary peculiarities on their own. In al-Baqillant’s view, the
intermediate student can see the ijaz by “providing him with the examples, presenting the
different styles to him, explaining the samples of poetry and prose and then giving him an
example of each literary genre so he fully ponder them.”®* Al-Baqillani hopes that this learning
strategy can help students “make a ruling based on a reasoned deliberation as scholars do and
suggest emendations as critics do.”®

Al-Bagillan’s enthusiasm for, and trust in, this approach may be explained by his
convention that literary pieces vary by era or individual composer. In a more detailed manner,
specific ears share specific intellectual, linguistic and artistic aspects, and individual composers
are usually identified with particular styles. Al-Bagqillani is hopeful that, through literary study,
one can develop the skill of recognizing the author merely by hearing a few lines from any poem.
He observes that “anyone familiar with poetic artistry can readily distinguish the sabk of Abi
Nuwis from that of Muslim and the nasj of Ibn al-Rami from that of al-Buhturi.” ®® Bangib notes
that the terms sabk and nasj here refer to nothing but the rhetorical peculiarities or the expressive

style each poet possesses.” o4

% Muhammad Abii Miisa, Murdja ‘at fi *Usiil al-Dars al-Balaght (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 2008), 233

% Rachel Anne Friedman notes that al-Bagillani presents himself as “an educated non-specialist in literary theory on
the grounds that he ‘refers to the experts’ in literary studies whose opinions he recounts. See Rachel Anne Friedman,
Theological Echoes of Literary Controversies, 312. However, al-Bagillani’s introduction, wherein his methodology
is laid out, reveals an authoritative tone.

® Al-Bagillani, / jaz al-Qur’an, 127.

%2 1bid., 127.

% 1bid., 121.

% Bangqib, Manahij al-Tahlil al-Balaght ‘Inda "Ulama’ al-I jaz (Riyad: Dar Kuniiz Ishbiliyyah, 2009), 210.
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Having established the notion of literary idiosyncrasy, al-Baqillani moves on to provide
his thoughts on the Qur’anic literary peculiarities. Al-Baqillani’s many thoughts can be
regrouped in two significant areas that, he believes, separate the Qur’anic text from other literary
forms. The first line of thinking relates to the Qur’anic themes, whereas the second pertains to
the Qur’anic stylistic expressions. However, one can find the common denominator in these two
areas; namely, demonstrating that the high quality of the Qur’an is consistently sustained
throughout the text. For instance, al-Bagqillani pinpoints that Qur’anic themes are at variance with
the poetry themes. According to him, the novel Qur’anic themes, that range from theological,
eschatological, moral to legal issues, could have easily reduced its eloquence. Al-Bagillani
emphasizes this difference to credit the Qur’an for maintaining its eloquence despite tackling
new themes. In the same vein, al-Bagqillani adds that the Qur’anic eloquence is not affected by
the repetition of some topics or by the need to effect a smooth transition from one topic to
another. Confidently, al-Bagqillani suggests using the notion of paraphrasing; that is, identifying a
Qur’anic thought and attempting to express it in a better way.

Regarding stylistic variances between the Qur’an and other literary forms, al-Bagillani
similarly argues that, unlike the Qur’an, poetic eloquence can be found only in a poetical verse or
a hemistich that stands out in a long poem. More specifically, al-Bagillani adds that poetic
eloquence varies by the poet’s familiarity with, and preferability of, a specific topic. However,
al-Bagqillani argues that the Qur’an consistently maintains a sustained level of eloquence in each
verse and every topic to the point that each sentence in a verse stands out so elegantly that if a
Qur’anic sentence were to be inserted in a poetic verse, the Qur’anic piece would appear as
“foreign” compared to the passage with which it is inlaid.®® Finally, al-Bagillani posits that this

sustained eloquence has its overriding aesthetic and visceral influence on the listeners of the

% Al-Bagillani, / jaz al-Qur’an, 201
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Qur’an. He sees that the Qur’an “leads one to marvel, rejoice, worry, delight, smile, weep, feel
sad and joyous, and [it also] appeals to one’s ears.”®

Third, al-Baqillani moves from his theorization of the Qur’anic sustained eloquence to a
critical engagement and a literary evaluation of two famous poems by two gifted poets, Imru’ al-
Qays’ gifa nabk and al-BuhtirT’s lamiyyah.®” Rachel Anne Friedman reads al-Bagqillant’s choice
of these two poems in light of the Abbasid controversy over badi‘ poetry. Imrii’ al-Qays and al-
Buhturi are undoubtedly two great representatives of the gadim and the muhdathiin poetry
respectively. Friedman argues that al-Baqillani examines these two long poems to conclude “that
all human-authored literature falls short of sustained excellence, and that even the best poetry
from both schools is similarly flawed when compared to the Qur’an’s consistent, majestic
eloquence.”®

Similarly, al-Bagqillani relies on the idea of fa’/if to illustrate the superiority of the
sustained Qur’anic eloquence. Besides his attempts to study the key elements of Qur’anic style,
al-Bagqillani develops al-Khattabi’s notion of za’lif more deeply and argues that the Qur’anic
style is noted for its compositional strategy of ta’lif al-mukhtalif (harmonizing the
heterogeneous), which turns the Qur’anic verses as simultaneously independent and interrelated.

According to al-Bagillani, this two-fold function of “independency” and “relatedness” is a sign

of unique literary artfulness that reflects the literal meaning of nazm; that is, “the ordering of

* Ipid., 277

87 Al-Bagillani is determined to spot many shortcomings in these two celebrated poems in an attempt to illustrate the
Qur’anic superior style. Due to his harsh attitude towards these two poems, al-Baqillani is criticized by many
modern scholars, such as Husein al-Mirsafi (d.1889) in his al-Wasilah al-Adabiyyah wherein Imru’ al-Qays is
defended for his diction and style. With this cavil approach to poetry, al-Baqillani misses al-Jahiz’s intent and
debilitates his own goal. Yet, he follows al-Jahiz in countering the anticipated and already raised questions regarding
the Qur’anic style and content. To this end, al-Bagillani devotes an entire work al-Intisar Ii al-Qur’an where he
seeks to rebut the theological, grammatical, philological, and rhetorical objections against the Qur’an. See also
Grunebaum, A Tenth-century Document of Arabic Literary Theory and Criticism: The sections on poetry of al-
Bagillani's I jaz al-Qur’an (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950).

% Rachel Anne Friedman, Theological Echoes of Literary Controversies, 308.
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pearls on a string to form a necklace.” He adds that this type of nazm, as effected by ta '/if, can be
found in poetry but not as predominantly as found in the Qur’an.

Practically speaking, al-Bagqillani stresses the distinctiveness of the parts of a Qur’anic
sentence. He repeats that, if any part of the sentence were to be inserted in any speech, it would
uniquely shine as wasitat al- igd (the middle and best part of a jeweled necklace). Al-Baqillant
demonstrates his idea of ta 'lif at the levels of a single verse and sequel of verses. The following
is an example that illustrates the thematic cohesiveness of the Qur’anic neighboring sentences:
He makes the dawn break;

He makes the night for rest;
and He made the sun and the moon to a precise measure.
That is the design of the Almighty, the All Knowing (Q. 6:96).

Al-Bagillani points out that there are four ma ‘ani in this verse, each of which stands on
its own as a star or a sparkling pearl in a necklace. However, the nazm binds these separate
epigrams together as they all emanate from, and point to, the manifestation of divine sovereignty
and the splendor of divine power. Accordingly, the diverse parts in this verse conform to
illustrate that God is supreme, an end that serves as a conceptual thread that unifies the various
thoughts. This unification of miscellaneous ideas is what al-Baqillant celebrates as the ability to
devise ta’lif al-mukhtalif, through which a speaker makes their audience see unity, not
fragmentation, in the diverse parts, and thereby each part serves as “a star in its height and light
and a pearl that sparkles amongst its jewels.” ®

As Friedman reads al-Baqillant’s attitude towards rhetorical devices in light of the
Abbasid badi‘ poetry, al-Baqillani’s exposition of the Qur’anic za /if can also be understood in

light of the celebration of gala’id al-shu‘ra’’s selections. In effect, al-Baqillant’s description

“wasirat al-‘igd” 1s reminiscent of the works of the anthologist al-Tha‘alib1 (d. 429/1039), who

8 Al-Bagillani, / jaz al-Qur’an, 233.
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frequently uses the term wasa’it qala’id al-shu‘ara’ to refer to his selected muqallad verse.
According to Ibn Sallam al-Jumahi (d. 232/845), who seems to be the first to use and define this
term, the muqallad verse is al-bayt al-mustaghni bi nafsih al-mashhir al-ladht yudrab bihi al-
mathal (the self-sustaining verse and the famous [verse] that is set up as an adage). Abi Bakr al-
Suli (d. 335/946) affirms this notion by arguing that “the best poetry is that which stands on its
own (gama bi nafsih), has complete meaning in its verse, and whose parts stand on its own and
prove self-sustaining if other parts are unstated.” In effect, al-Sahib ibn ‘Abbad’s (d. 385/995)
selects the widely used lines from al-Mutanabbi’s poetry in al-Amthal al-sa’irah min shi‘r al-
Mutanabbi (Al-Mutanabbi’s Circulating Poetical Adages).”

Therefore, al-Baqillani analyzes the parts of the Qur’anic sentences to show that they
consistently stand out in their artistic expression and serve as wasirat al- igd, flow naturally and
collaborate to produce a larger unified ma ‘na. Assessing the Qur’anic verses as wasitat al- ‘igd
indicates that al-Baqillant wants his readers to recognize that what is occasionally celebrated in
poetry is consistently maintained in the Qur’anic composition.

2.1.1.2 Foreshadowing the Meaning-Centered Approach

Unlike his predecessors who focus on how the lafz generates a unique style or genre, the
Mutazilite ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025) does not see the unique genre alone a basis for
rhetorical distinctiveness. To be eligible for i jaz, ‘Abd al-Jabbar insists that this unique genre
must exhibit the highest level of eloquence. In his view, the credit for literary uniqueness goes to
the fasahah; whereas the unique genre, when found, would be a supplement, not supplant, to the

literary distinctiveness. Therefore, ‘Abd al-Jabbar opines that the locus of ijaz resides in the

™ The standalone poetical verses continue to be singled out. For instance, Zayn al-Din al-Razi (d. 666/1261)
arranges his collection Kitab al-Amthal wa al-hikam (The Book of Adages and Aphorisms) according to themes and
divides it into two major sections: one on single lines of poetry and another on hemistiches. Thereafter comes Ibn
Aydamur (d. 710/1310) with the largest collection of solitary poetical lines that are alphabetically arranged in his
12-volume encyclopedia al-Durr al-Farid wa Bayt al-Qasid.
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combination of exhibiting the highest level of eloquence (fasakah) in a novel genre, with a clear
emphasis on the element of fasahah.

What does ‘Abd al-Jabbar mean precisely by fasakhah? In answer to this question, ‘Abd
al-Jabbar brings the issue of form and content to the frontline again, giving a two-fold aspect of
fasahah. The first part of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s conception of fasakah can be easily considered as an
explanation of what al-Jahiz thinks about lafz and ma ‘na. He initiates his cause with a direct
quote from his teacher Aba Hashim al-Jubba'1 (d. 321/888). He writes:

[S]peech exhibits fasahah (eloquence) on account of its forcible words (jazalat lafdhih)

and good meaning (kusn ma ‘na). Therefore, these two properties must be considered

together since a speech with elegant words but a weak meaning is not deemed eloquent.

Therefore an eloquent speech must be a combination of both.”

However, ‘Abd al-Jabbar departs from his teacher’s view and affirms that the form is to
be prioritized in the case of delivering a thought that different speakers can share.”> As an
illustration, ‘Abd al-Jabbar uses the example of spinning. While the material for the spinning
process can be the same, textiles vary based on their weaving, composition and embroidery.”
With this illustration that serves as a reinstatement of the significance of form, the ten rhetorical
devices are rehabilitated.

The second part of fasahah relates to what can be called “the formulators of meaning.” In
‘Abd al-Jabbar’s opinion, meaning is not delivered through the mere words; however, meaning
resides in the triad of muwada ‘ah (conventional usage of words), i rab (grammatical case) and

mawgi* (structural position).” Put another way, ‘Abd al-Jabbar stresses three context-sensitive

elements of eloquence: the diction, the flow of syntax, and the semantic changes in word order.

™ Abi Bakr ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Al-Mughni fi Abwab al-Tawhid wa al- ‘Adl (Cairo: Matba‘at Dar al-Kutub, 1960), 16:
197.
2 1bid., 199.
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‘Abd al-Jabbar is also aware of the aspect of propriety as he illustrates that one word may be
eloquent in one context yet inarticulate in another. In this way, ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s triad can be
deemed as a precursor to ‘Abd al-Qahir’s thoughtful examination of how the lafz generates
meaning.”
2.1.2 The Meaning-Centered Approach

Using ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s example of weaving, ‘Abd al-Qahir (d. 471/1078) compares nazm
or composition to textile.”® He argues that the aesthetics of compositional design must be
revealed and explained in the same way a textile worker gradually explains or shows how he
creates the interlocking of the thread network to produce an elaborate design and overall pattern.
‘Abd al-Qahir adds that as one witnesses the weaving process and how different threads are
interlaced at right angles, one can readily recognize the craftsmanship, ornaments, precise
geometric patterns, and exquisite skills required for the production of quality textile.”” With the
image of weaving in mind, ‘Abd al-Qahir asserts that the literary quality of speech resides in its
total nazm (arrangement). Furthermore, ‘Abd al-Qahir explores the constituents of nazm to show
his readers, step by step, how the elements of meaning are formed and what purpose they serve.

In contrast to al-Jahiz, who evaluates the ma ‘na as general thoughts commonly shared by
people, ‘Abd al-Qahir’s emphasis on ma ‘na has a different approach. According to ‘Abd al-
Qahir, ma ‘na is not something to be contrasted with lafz but instead formulated by it. A lafz
(vocal expression) is as good as its semantic and connotative role is. With this approach and his

self-positioning in the history of i jaz inquiry, ‘Abd al-Qahir seeks to end the controversy about

”® For ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s concept of fasaha and influence on future generations, see Yusuf Rahman, “The Miraculous
Nature of Muslim Scripture: A Study of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s I'jaz al-Qur’an,” Islamic Studies 35, no. 4 (1996):409—
424,
76 < Abd al-Qabhir is usually referred to as al-Jurjani. However, I prefer using ‘Abd al-Qahir to avoid confusing him
with one of his teachers, Abu al-Hasan al-Qadi al-Jurjani (d. 392/1001) who wrote al-Wasatah bayna al-Mutanabbi
wa Khusamih (The Mediation between al-Mutanabbi and His Detractors).
e

Ibid., 36.
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form and content.”® He suggests a reconciliatory posture, which proposes that the earlier
rhetoricians who favor lafz do not practically argue for the mere merit of the lafz. Instead, they
use lafz to refer to sarat al-ma ‘na (the reflection of meaning or thought), because the qualities
traditionally associated with lafz are essential qualities of the ma ‘na. ‘Abd al-Qahir specifies
that qualities like “lafzun mutamakkin ghayr qaliq wa la nabin bihi maydi ‘uhuh” (a word that is
deep-seated, unshakable and does not seem foreign in its position) are eventually descriptions of
thoughts, since tamakkun and galaq (appropriateness and uneasiness) are qualities that involve
ideas, not merely forms.”

He further asserts that mere words gain no primacy or significance; their semantic value
and participation are the elements that give them worth.*® He defines nazm as “syntactic ordering
of words by semantic aims.”® According to him, the simple syntactic ordering entails
establishing a network of semantic constituents with purposeful interrelations from which
meaning is generated. Accordingly, ‘Abd al-Qahir starts with the interaction between syntax and
semantics. Elaborating on the elements on which ‘Abd al-Qahir relies for generating meaning,
Alexander Key explains that ‘Abd al-Qahir’s theory “was constructed with the lexicon, grammar,
and syntax, and all three were made up of ma ‘ani. Lexical accuracy pointed at ma ‘ani, grammar
structured ma ‘anf in sentences, and syntax manipulated the ma ‘ani of those sentences.”®?

Furthermore, ‘Abd al-Qahir goes further to discuss what can be called the semantics of

the figures of speech. He places more emphasis, not on their mere denotations but, on their

"8 See W. Heinrichs in “Abd al-Qahir,” in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, ed. Julie Scott Meisami and Paul
Starkey (London: Routledge, 1998), 17.

" Ibid., 482

8 < Abd al-Qahir, Dala il al-I jaz, ed. Mahmid Shakir (Cairo: Matbaat al-Madani, 1992), 44-5

8 Heinrichs, “ Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani,” in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, ed. Meisami, Julie Scott & Paul
Starkey. (London: Routledge, 1998) 1:17.

8 Alexander Key, Language between God and the Poets: Ma ‘na in the Eleventh Century (Oakland, California:
University of California Press, 2018), 196. See also Raji M. Rammuny’s “Al-Jurjani: A Pioneer of Grammatical and
Linguistic Studies,” Historiographia Linguistica, 12, no. 3 (January 1985): 351 — 371.
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connotations and impacts, which serve the meaning intended to be communicated. ‘Abd al-Qahir
observes that the value of the figures and tropes goes beyond the artistic function and extends to
contribute a depth of association and suggestion far beyond the scope of lexical use of imagery.
He remarks:
When you see an expert in the pearls of speech commending a piece of poetry or
appraising a piece of prose and focusing the praise on the wording by describing it as
‘sweet, beautiful, good, stylish, attractive and wondrous,” know that he is not telling you
about the states that relate to the sounds of the letters or the apparent conventional usage;
but rather [he is referring to the ]states that relate to what one finds in one’s heart and the
extra [associations] ignited by the sparks of reason.®
To substantiate his observation, ‘Abd al-Qahir explains that homonymy (tajnis), for
instance, can be appreciated in one position but depreciated in another. The merit does not reside
in the mere wording, and thereby a homonymy becomes acceptable “only if it is reasonably well-

chosen and the implied resemblance is not far-fetched.”®

2.1.2.1 Theology and the Literary History of Nazgm

This literary narrative of the i jaz issue is generally entangled or disoriented by reading
each i jaz interlocutor independently from other actors of the i jaz discussions or by confining
the i jaz contributions to the notion of serving a communal theological purpose® or supporting a
theological background.®® For instance, given ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s triplicity of muwdda ‘ah
(conventional usage of words), i rab (grammatical case) and mawgqi * (structural position) and its

impact on ‘Abd al-Qahir, one may not insist on a necessary connection between ‘Abd al-Qahir’s

8  Abd al-Qahir, Asrar al-Balaghah (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Madani, 1991), 3.

8 < Abd al-Qahir, Dala il al-I jaz, ed. Mahmud Shakir (Cairo: Matbaat al-Madani, 1992), 8.

® For instance, John Wansbrough argues that i jaz appears not merely as evidence for Muhammad’s prophethood
but as an endorsement of the authority of the Qur’an in an evolving Islamic theology. See Wansbrough’s Qur anic
Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation (London: Oxford University Press, 1977), 78; idem, The
Sectarian Milieu: Content and Composition of Islamic Salvation History (London: Oxford University Press, 1978);
and A. S. Tritton’s Muslim Theology (London: Luzac for Royal Asiatic Society, 1947).

8 Margaret Larkin places emphasis on the idea that ‘Abd al-Qahir is more than a literary critic by stressing the
Ash‘arite theological motives associated with ‘Abd al-Qahir’s theory of nazm. See Larkin, The Theology of
Meaning: Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani's Theory of Discourse (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1995).
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theory of meaning and his Ash‘arite dialectical position on divine kalam, which stipulates that
the relationship between God and the Qur’an is that of dal (Signifier) and madlil (Signified) to
avoid any anthropomorphic problems. To illustrate this theological connection, some refer to
‘Abd al-Qahir’s focus on the notion that speech is a verbalized expression of our inner thoughts.
However, the concept that words translate what is in one’s mind is a general concept that is not

necessarily Ash arite.

From instance, the Mu‘tazilite al-Jahiz argues that the gift of eloquence, that is praised
and encouraged in the Qur’an as a divine blessing, resides in the ability to verbally express the
“hidden thought.” Radi supports this view in his study of the dialectical and philosophical
background of al-Jahiz’s practice of rhetoric. To illustrate al-Jahiz’s position, Radi quotes a
passage at length from al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, wherein al-Jahiz stresses that the thoughts
residing in the heart and imagined in mind are veiled and hidden, and that one’s needs and
intentions cannot be known unless they are revealed using verbal narration, which turns the
“hidden” into “manifest” and the “far” into “close.” After that, al-Jahiz emphasizes that the
hidden meaning is accurately manifested in proportion to the clarity, appropriateness, and

precision of the verbal communication.®’

Furthermore, in his al-Khasa'is, the Mu‘tazilite grammarian Ibn Jinni (d. 392/1002)
devotes one chapter as a riposte to the claim that the Arabs are so overconcerned with stylistics
that they neglect the content. His chapter is entitled bab fi al-radd ‘ald man idda‘a ‘ala al-Arab
‘inayataha bt al-alfaz wa ighfalaha al-ma ‘ant (On Responding to Those who Claim that Arabs

Care about the Form and Neglect the Content). In this brief chapter, Ibn Jinni explains that the

8 < Abd al-Hakim Radi, Al-4b ‘ad al-Kalamiyyah wa al-Falsafiyyah fi al-Fikr al-Balaghi wa al-Nagqdi ‘inda al-Jahiz
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Adab, 2006). See also al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, 1:75.
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Arabs’ interest in stylistics does not bespeak their concern about the forms (alfdz); instead,
stylistics is their medium of serving the content (khidmah minhum It al-ma ‘ani),*® because, 1bn
Jinni continues, the forms serve as “the symbol (‘unwan) of their ma ‘ant (thought/content) and
the way to display their purposes.”®® To illustrate his point, Ibn Jinni compares the interest in
“stylistics as a means of serving the content” to people’s interest in beautifying and preserving a
container for what is contained therein. Furthermore, Ibn Jinni does not miss a reference to the
aesthetic experience caused by the appropriate style. He remarks that the Arabs are determined to
“revamp, organize and substantially improve it [the form] to have a profound impact on listeners
and more indicative of its purpose.”® Same position is also found in the Epistles of Ikhwan al-
Safa.>

Moreover, placing ‘Abd al-Qahir in the history of the rhetorical analysis of the nature of
Qur’anic expressiveness suggests that he is building upon the contributions of his predecessors.
As early as al-Rummani, the search is essentially about the role of the form in communicating
the content, and ‘Abd al-Qahir’s theory marks the culmination of how the form shapes the
content. It is safe to say that earlier theorists of i jaz spark the constituents of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s
theory of meaning. For instance, al-Khattabi’s notion of dam and ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s trilogy of
muwdda ‘ah, i rab and mawqi‘ are essential dynamics of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s development of the
theory of meaning. Interestingly, ‘Abd al-Jabbar stresses that eloquence is not related to mere

words but to their functions. In actuality, when ‘Abd al-Qahir remarks that exact words can

“delight and charm you in a position but make you feel heavy and lonely in another,”% and that

® Abi al-Fath Ibn Jinni, Al-Khasa ’is (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Timiyyah, 2013), 1:238.

% |bid., 1:237.

% 1bid., 1:238. See also Ahmad Matlib, “Athar Ibn Jinni fi ‘Abd al-Qahir wa Ibn al-Athir,” Majallat al-Majma * al-
Iimi al- Iragr 41 (1990).

' See Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2011), 3:121-122.

% < Abd al-Qahir, Dala il al-I jaz, 46.
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the worth of a word is contingent on “its neighboring word and intimate relations with its
sisters,” he is providing anonymous verbatim quotes from ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s Mughnt.”

This level of sectarian interactions, which is pervasive in the i jaz discussions, can be put
down to the early distinction between the dialectical and literary scopes of ijjaz. This early
awareness gives room not only for the inter-sectarian exchange of ideas® but also for intra-
sectarian differences. For example, al-Jahiz disagrees with his teacher al-Nazzam on sarfah,
whereas al-Khattabi has a softer note of criticism against sarfah. Similarly, ‘Abd al-Jabbar
denies the sarfah adopted by some Mu ‘tazilites and sides with al-Khattabi about the idea that
Qur’anic prophecies cannot be considered part of the literary i jaz. Furthermore, ‘Abd al-Jabbar
disagrees with his teacher Abti Hashim on jazalah. Abi Hashim holds that jazalah (good style)
and beautiful content are the criteria of eloquent speech. However, ‘Abd al-Jabbar argues that the
arrangement (tartib or damm) of speech was also an essential aspect.”> With inter-sectarian
exchange of ideas on i jaz, one should not be quick to connect literary views to sectarian
affiliation. Nasr Hamid Abt Zayd, for instance, explains al-Baqillani’s rejection of sarfah as part
of his Ash‘arite school even though the vast majority of Mu tazilites reject sarfah as well.*®

Speaking of sectarian assimilation of i jaz ideas, one can certainly assert that the best
champion and proponent of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s project is the Mu tazilite al-Zamakhshari,®" who
writes al-Kashshaf, the first complete poetics-focused exegesis dedicated to the examination of

the niceties of the Qur’anic nazm. Flowing in ‘Abd al-Qahir’s direction that emphasizes drawing

%  Abd al-Jabbar, Al-Mughn, 16:295.

% Richard Martin notes the similarity between al-Baqillani’s doctrine of I'jaz and that of the Basran Mu tazilites as
contrasted with the Baghdad Mu‘tazilites. See Martin’s “The Role of the Basrah Mu'tazilah in Formulating the
Doctrine of Apologetic Miracle,” Journal of near eastern studies 39, no. 3 (1980): 175-181.

® Yasuf Rahman, “The Miraculous Nature of Muslim Scripture: A Study of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s I'jaz al-Qur’an,”
Islamic Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), 416.

% Nasr Hamid Aba Zayd, Mafhiim al-Nass (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-* Arabi, 1994), 142.

% For a detailed study of al-Zamakhshari’s life and history of his work, see Andrew J. Lane, A Traditional
Mu ‘tazilite Qur’an Commentary (Leiden, Brill, 2006), 10-101.
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meaning from the lafz or verbal expression and sentence structure, al-Zamakhshart primarily
discusses the rhetorical effects of the Qur anic figures of speech, literary devices, semantics and
sentence structure. The full title of al-Zamakhshari’s exegesis reveals that central goal: al-
Kashshaf ‘an haqa’iq ghawamid al-tanzil wa ‘uyin al-aqawil fi wujith al-ta 'wil (Revealer of the
Realities of the Subtle Revelation and the Jewel-like Statements Regarding the Ways of
Interpretation). The literary value of al-Kashshaf is well-received in the Sunni circles.®

In his exegesis, al-ZamakhsharT posits that the central task of a Qur’anic exegete IS
engaging in revealing the subtle thoughts (las@’if al-ma ani). He adds that this task can only be
accomplished by rhetoricians who exceed in the two sciences of bayan and ma ‘ani (eloquence
and linguistic pragmatics). In his introduction, al-Zamakhshari lays down a condition for the
exegete:

One must exceed in two branches of knowledge exclusively related to the Qur’an; that is,

ilm al-ma ‘ant and ‘ilm al-bayan, studied them carefully for an extended period of time,

carried out a long, exhaustive examination of them, possessed a great concern for

recognizing the subtleties of God’s scriptural proof (kujjah) in a way that inspires him to

inquire into their application, and proved keen on perceiving the miracle of God’s

messenger—after a satisfactory acquisition of the other branches of knowledge.*®

This continued adoption, promotion, and development of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s theory on nazm
makes al-Zamakhshari’s exegesis a central work that attracts particular attention in Sunni

learning despite his adherence to Mu tazilite theology in the interpretation of the Qur’an. %

% Lane posits that the evaluation of the Kashshaf in primary sources is, on the whole, positive. See, ibid., xix.

% Al-Zamakhshari, Abi al-Qasim, Al-Kashshaf (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- Tlmiyyah, 2009), 7.

1% For a detailed list of the Sunni’s commentaries, abridgment and glosses on al-ZamakhsharT’s exegesis, see al-
Mustafa Juwayni, Manhaj al-Zamakhshart fi tafsir al-Qur’an wa Bayan I jazih (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif), 266-279.
For a medieval engagement with the Mu‘tazilite theology motivating al-Zamakhshari’s interpretive methodology,
see ibn al-Munayyir’s (d.683/1284) al-Insaf fi ma Tadammanahu al-Kashshaf min al-I'tizal (The Fair Judgment
Regarding Mu‘tazilism in al-Kashshaf).
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2.1.3 Aesthetics-Centered Approach

The last dimension of the functions of lafz, as explicated by the i jaz actors, is the sound
effects. As early as al-Jahiz’s formative insights on the Qur’anic composition, the role the lafz
sound plays in creating pleasures in the ears of the listeners has already been in view. However,
the later i jaz theorists bring that aspect to the Qur’anic lafz and describe the Qur’anic text as an
object of beauty with arrays and intricacies of emotions. This aspect of the Qur’anic aesthetics
can be captured in the Qur anic self-image that stipulates that the Qur’an is first received as an
oral text that ““is laid upon the heart of the prophet” (Q. 26:193-194).

In his al-Nukat fi I jaz al-Qur’an, al-Rummant sees the carefully crafted message as more
inviting and appealing to listeners. He compares between reading a manuscript in the most
beautiful calligraphy and lettering possible and reading the same manuscript in the ugliest
penmanship and lettering possible. He affirms that “although the ideas in both are the same, they
exhibit a disparity in form.”*®* Furthermore, al-Rummani pinpoints the role of the Qur’anic lafz
in creating an experience of awe and a vocation of emotions. For example, consider the
following two verses:

1. “And we shall come to (gadimna) the work they have done, and make it scattered dust” (Q.
25:23).
2. “So Crack that (isda ‘) which you are commanded ” (Q. 15:94).

Al-Rummani ponders the verbs “come to” (qadimnd) and “crack that” (fasda’),
explaining that the first means “we intentionally turn to,” whereas the second means “declare.”
He observes:

“We come to” is more eloquent, because it shows that He will treat them like someone

coming from travel, and He will treat them so in order to give them time like a person
who was away from them, then came back, and he saw them doing something contrary to

L Al-Rummanti, Three Treatises on the I jaz of the Qur an, 69.
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what he had commanded them. Here, there is a warning against being lured by being

given a respite... As for scattered dust, it is an elucidation that brought out what is not

perceived by the senses as something perceived by the senses.'%?

Similarly, al-Rummani prefers “crack” over “declare,” “because “cracking” a command
must have an effect like cracking a bottle, otherwise “declaring” may be so difficult that it has
no effect and becomes as though it has not occurred. The idea that is common to both is
communicating, but communicating with an effect like cracking a bottle is more eloquent.'®
Furthermore, al-Rummant stresses the role of the lafz in communicating the Qur’anic message
effectively by explicating the experience found in Qur’anic similes. For instance, al-Rummani
observes that a simile enhances the imagery in four ways that are to be found in the literal sense
of other equivalent words:

A simile brings out (1) what is not perceived by the senses as something perceived by the

senses, (2) what is not prevalent in custom as something prevalent in custom, (3) what is

not known by spontaneous intuition as something known by spontaneous intuition, and

(4) what has no descriptive power as something that has descriptive power.%*

Moreover, al-Rummani’s observations on the use of tala'um (assonance) and fasilah
(verse-ending) are clear indications that he sees form and content going hand in hand. This form
is used in the service of content. Even though rala'um and fasilah deal essentially with the
rhythmic value of a text, al-Rummani argues that their literary power resides in how much they
serve the communication of the thoughts intended to be expressed. This view is in line with his
emphasis on the notion that rhetoric is all about zsal al-ma ‘na (delivering the meaning). It is for
this reason that al-Rummani does not prefer to use the word fasilah interchangeably with the

word saj . He describes Qur’anic thymes an embodiment of eloquence and wisdom, giving the

following explanation:

102 1pid., 61.
103 1hid., 61.
10% 1hid., 57.
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They are a means to making needed ideas understood in the most beautiful form indicated
by them. The word saj “ [for rhymed prose] has been taken from the saj‘ (cooing) of
pigeons, because there is nothing in [this prose] but similar repetitive sounds, very much
as in the cooing of pigeons there is nothing but similar repetitive sounds. Because of the
needless and useless affectation [of rhyme], the ideas are not given any regard and have
become equivalent to words having nothing but similar repetitive sounds.®
In line with his description of the Qur’anic style as conflating magnification and
harmony, al-Khattabi refers to the ecstasy of the Qur’an and its profound aesthetic impact on the
hearts of its recipients. According to him, harmony, complexity, and proportionality
communicate and evoke emotions such as awe, respect, pleasure, joy, and reverential fear. He
writes:
No discourse on being heard, be it in verse or prose, causes in the heart the pleasure and
sweetness or the awe and fear that the Qur’an does. Souls rejoice and hearts relax on
hearing it until, having had their satisfaction from it, they are overtaken by fear and
overwhelmed by palpitation and anxiety, and they plunge into fright and trepidation.
One’s skin has gooseflesh and one’s heart is perturbed, as it imposes itself between one’s
soul and its rooted feelings and beliefs.*®
Al-Khattabi’s remark here seems to be the first explicit attempt into the aesthetic
experience and ecstasy of the Qur’an.’®” His emphasis on the aesthetic experience matches with
the literary portrayal of the Qur’anic text as exhibiting a blend of style that associates and
harmonizes majesty with beauty, glory with mercy, and distance with nearness. This
multifaceted style seems to bring the listener closer to the divine through the experience of a
variety of emotions.

Similarly, al-Baqillani provides a lengthy description of one’s visceral reaction to the

Qur’anic wording and arrangement. Friedman offers a translation of a long passage from al-

1% 1bid., 70

1% Ipid., 46.

197 For the aesthetic reception of the Qur’an among the first generation of Muslim converts, see Kermani’s God Is
Beautiful: The Aesthetic Experience of the Quran, trans. Tony Crawford (Cambridge: Polity Press, 12015). Also see
Navid Kermani, “The Aesthetic Reception of the Qur'an as Reflected in Early Muslim History,” in Literary
Structures of Religious Meaning in the Qur’an, ed. Issa J. Boullata (Richmond: Curzon, 2000), 255-276.
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Baqillant’s 7 jaz al-Qur’an on the emotional influence of the Qur’an. In part of this passage, al-
Bagqillani engages with his readers:

If you contemplate what we have guided you to and stopped you at, look: do you find that

this light has come into your heart, encompassed your core, spread through your senses,

pierced your veins, filled you and surrounded you with surety, and led you to belief and

sight? Or do you find a kind of fear taking you over, a sort of trembling in your sides, a

sense of pleasure [aryahiyya] taking you over from some direction? And do you find

rapture rousing you to the subtlety of what you have discerned, and happiness moving
you due to the marvelousness of what you have encountered, and do you find in yourself
the knowledge that created strength in you, and serenity and joyous excitement in your
whole body, and see yourself advancing in clear merit, and in achieving certainty? And
do you find the ignorant ones cast under the feet of foolishness, and their caprices thrown
into the darkness of insignificance and baseness, and their worth with the eye with which
it must be seen, and the stations as they should be judged? All this comes from
contemplating the discourse and its arrangement [nizamihi], and astonishing ideas

[ma ‘ani] and judgments [a/kam].**®

Here, al-Bagqillani’s provides these general remarks without supportive explanations. This
tendency is possibly due to his plan to address students with sufficient knowledge of Arabic and
those who are satisfied with isharat to nurture their skills.

However, ‘Abd al-Qahir explains how the figures and tropes, especially metaphors and
similes, engage the listeners. In his view, such devices synthetize two types of cognitive
processing: sensory and noetic. With this synthesis follows intimacy. He explains that the first
way of perception is achieved through the senses, and then comes the intellectual perception.
Between these two ways of perception are kindred relation (rakim), companionship (suzbah),
and sacredness (kurmah). Psychologically, ‘Abd al-Qahir adds that this intimacy is a corollary of
the synchronistic interaction between the sensory and the noetic. He states that the intimacy of
the souls is contingent on moving them from the invisible to the visible, informing them of the

direction after the indirect and instructing them about something by comparing it to another that

is more knowable and more believable. With this synchrony, ‘Abd al-Qahir imagines the speaker

1% Rachel Anne Friedman, “Clarity, Communication, and Understandability: Theorizing Language in al-
Bagillant’s I jaz al-Qur’an and Usil al-Figh Texts,” (PhD diss., University of California, 2015), 162.
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before the nafs interceding for the foreign through the familiar and for the new companionship
through the old companionship. He adds that, through the use of figures and tropes, the speaker
is “like someone who talks about something veiled and then unveils it and says: here is it!
Behold, and you will see it as | described.”*

Besides this synchrony, ‘Abd al-Qahir celebrates the power of the imagery and what the
lafz does in the nafs. ‘Abd al-Qabhir posits that imageries make us “see the inanimate as a rational
live being, and the mute as outspoken, and the mute objects as eloquent, and the hidden thoughts
as manifest ... and the subtle meanings, which are the repositories of reason, as personified and
seen by our eyes.”™'® Lara Harb’s study of Arabic poetics principally revolves around what the
lafz evokes in the nafs. In her Arabic Poetics Aesthetic Experience in Classical Arabic
Literature, Lara Harb pinpoints that, by the turn of the fifth/eleventh century, ‘Abd al-Qahir
leads a new school of literary criticism that “articulated a universal conception of poetic

5111

beauty and gave birth to unique qualities of poetic aesthetics for the purpose of literary

»12raflected

evaluation. These qualities “such as strangeness, farfetchedness, and unexpectedness
an experience of wonder. In Harb’s opinion, the aesthetics of wonder is what underlies ‘Abd al-
Qahir’s project on badi’, imagery, takhyil (make-believe) and nazm.™*® This ascetics-centered
approach still finds support in modern scholarship. For instance, Abu-Deeb calls for the

. . . e — 5114
development of this approach or, in his own words, “a new Jurjani.”

199 < Abd al-Qahir, Asrar al-Balaghah, 122.
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"9 |bid., 116, 121, 43.
1| ara Harb, Arabic Poetics, 28.
"2 |bid., 29.
13 |bid., 30-74. For an anthology of texts on takhyi/, see Takhyil: The Imaginary in Classical Arabic Poetics Il
Studies, texts selected, translated, and annotated by Geert Jan Van Gelder and Marlé Hammond (Cambridge: Gibb
Memorial Trust, 2008).
114 See Kamal Abu-Deeb, “Aesthetically oriented interpretations of the Qur’an,” in The Oxford Handbook of
Qur anic Studies, ed. Mustafa Shah and Muhammad Abdel Haleem (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 795-
805.
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2.2 Exploring the Sequence of Verses

This stage marks a change in the scope of nazm. Besides the interest in finding meaning
in the Qur’anic figures of speech, sentence structure, and aesthetics; some of the scholars of the
Qur’an, in the pre-Razi period, examine the substance found in the flow of the text. This
concurrent interest results in searching for the thematic and rhetorical effects of the juxtaposition
of verses or units in the surah. For instance, al-Bagqillani observes:

Now think about one matter | will show you; that is, this nazm (discourse arrangement)
evenly occurs in short, long and middle-size verses. Think about [the Qur’an] surah by
surah, ayah by ayah, fasilah by fasilah (verse-ending), and ponder on the epilogue and
the prologue, conjunctions of connections or lack thereof, instances of movement and
transition. Then pass whatever judgment you want. If you find full examination long for
you, then limit yourself to one surah or some surahs.**

Here, al-Bagqillani affirms the notion of thematic connectedness in the Qur anic
structure.’™® However, al-BaqillanT offers no systematic application of his literary observation to
the body of the surah.'*” The only exception to this observation appears in surahs 40 and 41. In
his reading of these two surahs, al-Bagqillani provides overall outlines of their major thematic
shifts. These outlines are based on what he finds as a dominant and overarching theme, which
turns the mukhtalif into mu ‘talif (the heterogeneous parts into a homogenous unity). For instance,

in surah 41, al-Bagqillani illustrates that the theme of the authority of the Qur anic revelation and

people’s reaction towards it is dominantly reiterated and expanded throughout the whole surah.

15 Al-Baqillani,  jaz al-Qur an, 233-234.

18 Makhlaf affirms that al-Baqillani is among the pioneers who view the nazm of a literary piece as a tight-knit
whole or “kull la tanqati‘ awsaluh.” See ‘Abd al-Ra’uf’s Al-Bagillani wa Kitabuh Ijaz al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar
Maktabat al-Hayah, 1987). Similarly AbG Miusa places al-Bagillani among the early contributors to thematic
relations in the Qur’anic surah. See Muhammad Abu Misa, Al-I jaz al-Balaghi: Dirasah Tahliliyyah Ii Turath Ahl

al- ‘7lm (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 1997), 210. For references on the textual cohesiveness in the classical period, see
Michel Cuypers’ The Banquet, 493-512.

7 Al-Bagillani’s discussions on the literary structure of the Qur’anic text leave his readers with the impression that,
for advanced critics, the task of deciphering the structure of the Qur’anic surah is so easy that it can be undertaken
without his detailed expositions. This explains why his writing appears in a form of isharar (allusions) due to his
“karahiyat al-italah” (the distaste for tedious discussions).
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In his outline of the surah, al-Baqillant shows that every part of the surah moves towards this
central idea and conforms to it.

However, it should be noted that al-Baqillani’s early reading of surah 41 is not
intentionally given to illustrate literary coherence in the Qur’an but to advance the argument that
many surahs, especially those starting with the separate letters (al-Aurif al-mutagarti ‘ah),
revolve around the notion of the binding authority and miraculous nature of the Qur’an that
establish the case for Muhammad’s prophethood. This argument is made in response to some
voices that try to limit the addressees of ijaz to the original recipients of the Qur’an. This
objection implies that no imitatio (mu ‘aradah) of the Qur’an is required, simply because the
challenge time had elapsed."'® Al-BaqillanT is not convinced of this idea of “timed-out i jaz
challenge,” and thereby outlined surah 41 as a whole to illustrate that the inimitable quality of
the Qur’an is unceasing, since it serves as part and parcel of Muhammad’s assertion of the
prophecy office.

However, it seems that the Mu ‘tazilite exegetes pay more special and systematic attention
to the flow of the surah verses and the thematic connectedness between the surah units. As
stated before, these exegetes include Abii Muslim, al-Qaffal and “Abd al-J abbar.'*® Even though
these exegetes’ commentaries are still extinct, al-Razi, in his Mafatih al-Ghayb, incorporates
some of their literary remarks on different thematic relations in the surah. Recently, a complete
Mu ‘tazilite commentary has fortunately been discovered and published. I am here referring to al-

Tahdhib fi al-Tafsir authored by the Mu‘tazilite al-Hakim al-Jushami, who incorporates many

18Mir voices a similar opinion that the literary challenge of the Qur’an has no relevancy today on the grounds that
the challenge addresses the original recipients and contemporary audience of Prophet Muhammad. See Mustansir
Mir, “Some figures of speech in the Qur’an,” Religion & Literature 40, no. 3 (2008): 32.

19 Khadr Nabha retrieves many fragments of the extinct Mu tazilite commentaries. For example, compiling the
different exegetical citations from Abt Bakr al-Asamm, Abt Muslim, Aba “Alf al-Jubba’'1, Abi al-Qasim al-Ka ‘b,
and ‘Abd al-Jabbar as they appear in various Qur’anic commentaries—primarily those authored by al-Razi, al-Tast
(d. 460/1274), Tabarst (d.548/1153) and others. See Khadr Nabha, ed., Mawsii ‘at Tafasir al-Mu ‘tazilah, (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Timiyyah, 2007).
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exegetical notes from different Mu ‘tazilite exegetes. In effect, al-Jusham1’s commentary can be
considered as an archetype of Mu ‘tazilite exegesis. As ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Salimi points out, the
voices of many Mu‘tazilite exegetes are dominant in this work. The list of these exegetes
includes Abli Bakr al-Asamm, Abi ‘Al1 al-Jubba'1, al-Rummani, Aba al-Qasim al-Balkhi and
Abi Muslim al-lsfahant.'®

A cursory reading of al-Jushami’s commentary reflects a systematic consideration of how

the surah verses are thematically weaved together.**

To have a grasp of the Mu'‘tazilite early
interest in the flow of the Qur’anic text, it is helpful to examine the interpretive methodology
found in al-Jushami’s exegesis. In his introduction, al-Jushami lays down his interpretive
methodology, which seems to represent a Mu‘tazilite exegetical trend that would later have its
profound impact on al-Razi. In al-Jushami’s view, a verse is to be interpreted in light of eight
issues: the different reading variants (gira’at), philology (lughah), syntactic parsing (i rab),
composition (nazm), intended meaning (ma ‘na) with reference to hagiqahlmajaz (literal/non-
literal) relations, occasion of revelation (sabab al-nuziil), and the proofs/rules (akkam)

communicated by the Qur’anic text.*?

Whenever applicable, al-Jushami uses these interpretive
approaches in his interpretation of individual verses or cluster of verses.

The sections on nazm and akkam make al-Jushami’s exegesis stand out in the pre-Razi
exegetical literature. It can be safely considered to be a precursor of al-Razi’s approach. First,

when al-Jushami examines nazm, he does not refer to the figures of speech or the rhetorical

effect of the syntactical relations; rather, he refers to his observation that “the surahs and verses

120 < Abd al-Rahman al-Salimi, Introduction to al-Tahdhib fi al-Tafsir, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Salimi (Beirut: Dar al-
Kitab al-Misri/Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnani, 2019), 1:53.

12 See ‘Adnan Zarzir, Al-Hakim al-Jushami wa Manhajuh fi Tafsir al-Qur’an (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah,
1971).

122 Al-Hakim al-Jushami, al-Tahdhib fi al-Tafsir (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Misri/Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnani, 2019)
1:193-194.
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of the Qur’an are interrelated and revealed in this way for a purpose (gharad) and benefit
(fa’idah).”**® Second, when he discusses the akhkam contained in verse, al-Jushami does not refer
to the legal rules but the theological insights he derives from verses in support of his Mu‘tazilite
theological and epistemic principles. Examples of al-Jushami’s akkam include: the invalidity of
uncritical acceptance of earlier views (taglid), the necessity of rational reasoning (nazar), the
possibility of minor sins for prophets, and the falsity (but/an) of determinism (jabriyyah) etc.

To illustrate al-Jushami’s systematic consideration of these literary and theological
dimensions of the Qur’anic text, consider the following passage on primordial covenant with
God:

[Prophet], when your Lord took out the offspring from the loins of the Children of Adam

and made them bear witness about themselves, He said, ‘Am I not your Lord?” and they

replied, ‘Yes, we bear witness.” So you cannot say on the Day of Resurrection, ‘We were
not aware of this,” or, ‘It was our forefathers who, before us, ascribed partners to God,
and we are only the descendants who came after them: will you destroy us because of
falsehoods they invented?’ In this way We explain the messages, so that they may turn

[to the right path] (Q. 7:172-174).

In answer to the question on the thematic juxtaposition of this passage, al-Jushami
explains that it is preceded by two major passages: (Q. 7:59-171) which gives a series of
narratives pertaining to past prophets, and (Q. 7:54-58) which lists signs that pointer to the divine
unity (dala’il al-tawhid). With this delineation of these two major units, al-Jushami posits that
the above-cited passage is thematically connected with the previous passage on divine unity. He
explains that the surah introduces divine unity, followed by proofs for it and supported by the
experiences of the past prophets. Thereafter, al-Jushami continues, the surah reintroduces the

case of divine unity and denounces polytheism. Considering that the narratives about the past

prophets are closed with Moses’ experience with the Israelites, al-Jushamt adds that the covenant

123 1hid., 193.
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with the Israelites eases the transition to the universal covenant with humans.'?* Besides these
thematic connections, al-Jushami lists a number of theological affirmations that he finds in the
passage. This list includes the following: (1) this covenant is evidence that God chooses what is
best (al-aslak) for His creatures, (2) the passage indicates that imitation (faqlid) in religious
matters is invalid, and (3) God wants all to turn back to Him—an indication that runs in stark

contrast with the determinists’ doctrines (al-Mujbirah).®

Conclusion

With the rise of the Abbasid caliphate, the doctrine of Qur anic literary inimitability is
threatened by the evolving cultural milieu in which the Qur’anic style and literary superiority
was questioned. In response, al-Jahiz argues that recognizing the Qur’anic inimitable
composition requires recognition of the power of its lafz and familiarity with other genres. To
establish a rhetorical case for the literary superiority of the Qur’anic composition, later i jaz
theorists direct their attention to analyzing the multifaceted functions and effects of the lafz
(form) that is received as an essential factor in the production of varying levels style, meaning
and aesthetics. The greatest achievement in Arabic poetics is admittedly represented by ‘Abd al-
Qahir’s contributions the Asrar al-Balaghah and the Dala’il al-Ijaz and al-Zamakhshari’s
applications of the poetics-oriented approach to the Qur’anic text. Concurrently, some
Mu‘tazilite exegetes extend the concept of nazm to include the arrangement of verses, thereby
examining the thematic relations that explain the sequence of verses in a given surah. This
Mu ‘tazilite approach is typically represented in al-Jushami’s commentary wherein nazm is

primarily connected with the thematic relations between subsequent verses of the surahs.

124 \bid., 4:2773.
125 1hid., 4:2779.
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The seeds sown in the pre-Razi period steadily bloom in al-Razi’s commentary Mafatih
al-Ghayb. Drawing on the literary contributions of these rhetoricians and exegetes along his own
dialectical training, al-Razi extends the approach to Qur’anic hazm to include the blocks of the
surah and the surah as a whole. Furthermore, he places more emphasis on the dialectical nature
of the surah, thereby devising a new interpretive methodology to read the surah as
argumentation. In the following chapter, we will explore al-Razi’s underlying premises for

approaching the surah structure.
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Chapter 2
Al-Razi’s Interpretive Strategy for Developing the Study of Nazm

Know that whoever has a strong God-given disposition and a profound share of unveiling

theological knowledge will recognize that there is no finer or superior arrangement than

that which is found in the flow of the Qur’anic verses.

Such intricacies cannot be extracted from the Qur’an until one masters [the field of]

rational theology. | assert that it is no exaggeration that rational theology be authoritative

in the interpretation of God’s speech.?

In highlighting the rhetorical and interpretive value of the study of Qur’anic composition
(nazm), al-Razi asserts that “most of the Qur’anic nuances are found in the verse sequence (al-
tartibar) and [thematic] connections (al-rawabif).”® He further posits that as Qur’anic i jaz is
present in the eloquence of its wording and the nobility of its meaning, it is equally present in the
arrangement of the surah material.* In light of the previous chapter, these two assertions echo the
pre-Razi study of the Qur’anic nazm. Known as sulfan al-mutakallimin (The Sultan of rational
theologians), as ibn Qadi Shuhbah (d. 851/1448) describes him,” al-Razi utilizes his expertise in
rational theology to develop the study of the orderly sequence of verses in the Qur’an and widen
its scope to include the examination of the surah structure or large blocks of units within a surah.

In order to recognize the theological mechanism of this literary development, this chapter

examines the underlying premises, which account for al-Razi’s strategy of reading the Qur’anic

! Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 27:173.

"OTEN OUT i o JoSTY g et i Y il Do £,82801 AW aghalt (o0 L1 Ll g dygd 325 il 0BT 0 O oot

2 |bid, 7:164
5l BYS s 31,08 i) 9o ohe s OF daw Y J3T 5 Jgo¥! ke OUS) WY OT )81 0 gogd oSS Y BB 0da 5"
% Ibid., 10:113.
"laylg 9 Sl As3ge OT, AN il ST
* 1bid., 7:112.

U3 11 arghoal okt e 4] 11908 )l LT olaig s st jrene Ll g0 cailne By bl doliad it e 46T LSO, OF he g5 iy B9 Syged ok gls Ciillad G 5 (09"
"3 0db (ngna b Ciillalll odn 8 o sme il 59g iy W)
® See Ibn Qadi Shuhbah, Tabagat al-Shafi ‘iyyah (Beirut: Dar al-Nudrawah al-Jadidah, 1987), 3:396. See also al-
Dawudi, Tabagat al-Mufassirin (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 1972), 2:214.
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text more holistically. These premises include the following: (1) The surah is a dialectical text,
(2) the interpretation of the surah’s content requires a theologian-exegete, and (3) the surah
exhibits intentional tasrif (diversification of themes)® in arranging its overall argument. In
essence, these premises can be viewed as a continuation of the Ash‘arite tradition and a
development of its direct contact with the Mu‘tazilites. Finally, the chapter argues that even
though al-Raz1’s theological and logical approach yields some literary fruits that help explain the
flow of the surah text, al-Razi utilizes his approach to the surah structure to reaffirm his positions

on rational reasoning as opposed to taqlid.

1. Starting from the Beginning

As posited by Andrew Rippin, reading the Qur’an “requires the adoption of a series of
assumptions in the reading process in order to derive meaning from the written words.”’
Therefore, before venturing into al-Razi’s underlying premises for his study of the surah
structure, it is instructive to commence with his main assumptions about the surah form.
Additionally, some examples of, and pointers to, the Mu‘tazilite impact on al-Razi’s exegetical

project will be provided.

1.1 Al-Razr’s Assumptions about the Surah Form

The first assumption al-Razi makes regarding the surah is the view that the surah as a text

that had been complete, at least in its recital form, during the lifetime of the prophet.® The

® Al-Razi uses tasrif to refer to a literary Qur’anic strategy through which themes are repeated in different forms that

together work synergically to serve a common overarching theme.

" Andrew Rippin, “Contemporary Scholarly Understandings of Qur’anic Coherence,” Al-Bayan 11, no. 2 (2013):1—
14,

® For an extensive medieval theological defense of the traditional narrative of the Qur’anic compilation and
transmission, see al-Bagqillani, Al-Intisar 7 al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad ‘Isam al-Qudah (Beirut: Dar ibn Hazm,
2001). Muhammad Jabal reviews many transmitted reports on the arrangement of the surah segments and identifies
three types of narrations that signal the prophet’s supervision of the making of the final form of the surah: (1)
narrations that indicate that the place where Qur’anic segment belongs to a surah is directly decided by the prophet
(2) narrations that describe some verses by virtue of their position in the surah as in the case of the Summer Verse at
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traditional view acknowledges that there appears to be signs of later additions to the body of the
surah, as in the case of the occurrence of Medina verses in Meccan surahs and Meccan verses in
Medina n surahs.’ It is also acknowledged that the surahs revealed in their entirety are few in
number.'® However, the development of the body of the surah is believed to be supervised by the
prophet himself.** In his commentary on surah 31 (Lugman), al-Razi acknowledges that the final
written order of the verses within the surah is not necessarily congruent with the chronological
revelations that prophet Muhammad received. However, he states that the order (al-tartib) that
appears in the final form of the Qur’an was supervised by the prophet. Therefore, al-Razi relies
on the notion that “a true prophet is a spokesman of God” to argue that the arrangement of the
surah material is ultimately made through divine guidance."

In Western scholarship, there has been long conflicting views on two major issues: (1)
the historical assessment of the traditional narrative of the collection of the Qur’an and (2) the

literary identification of the “original unit of revelation.” With regard to the historicity of the

the end of surat al-Nisa’(dyat al-Sayf allati fi akhir siirat al-nisa’), which is a reference to the Q. 4:176, the closing
verses of surah al-Baqarah (khawatim siirat al-Bagarah), and the first ten verses of surat al-Kahf, and (3) narrations
that name the surahs the prophet recites during his public prayers. See Muhammad Jabal, Wathagat Nagl al-Nass al-
Qur’ani al-Karim (Cairo: Maktabat al-Adab, 2015), 207-210.

® See al-Zarkashi, Al-Burhan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an (Beirut: Al-Maktabah al-‘ Asriyyah, 2009), 1:143-146.

10 See, for instance, al-Suyuti, Al-Irgan fi ‘Uliim al-Qur’an (Beirut: Al-Maktabah al-* Asriyyah, 2015), 94-95.

1 As noted by Carl W Ernst, the observation that the surah went through stages of growth is based entirely on
“internal stylistic evidence rather than on external proof; there are no manuscripts that contain any earlier versions of
these Qur’anic texts.” Ernst adds that “the dialogical character of the Qur’an” and “the strong presence of
symmetrical composition throughout the Qur’an” makes it “more plausible to assume that the process of revision
could indeed have taken place with the explicit involvement of the Prophet Muhammad.” See Carl W. Ernst, How to
Read the Qur’an: A New Guide, with Select Translations (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011),
97-98. Subht al-Salih lays more emphasis on the role of “the memorized Qur’an” in the arrangement of the surah
material and adds that tradition highlights this prophetic supervision role. In a transmitted report, for instance, Zayd
ibn Thabit tells us that he is among a group of the companions with the prophet arranging the Qur’an from the
patches (riga ‘). See Subhi al-Salih, Mabahith fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm IT al-Malayin, 2014), 65-74.
According to Sunni tradition, there were two major stages in the process of the collection of the Qur’an as a codex
(Mus#haf): the collection of Abt Bakr (d. 13/634), which was motivated by the fear of the death of the huffaz in the
battlefield, and the collection of ‘Uthman (d. 35/655), which was motivated by the conflicts over many reading
variations. The Shiite scholar Al-Sayyid ‘Ali al-Shihristani complains of the proliferation of this narrative not only
among Muslims but also among Western scholars of the Qur’an who do not consider the Shiite position.
Questioning the Sunni narrative, al-Shihristani argues that the task of the collection of the Qur’an is undertaken by
‘All ibn Ab1 Talib (d. 40/661), long before the collection of AbGi Bakr and ‘Uthman. See al-Shihristani, Jam * al-
Qur’an: Naqd al-Watha’ig wa ‘Ard al-Haqa 'iq (Najaf: al-Markaz al-Islami 11 al-Dirasat al-Istiratijiyyah).

12 See al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 25:137. See also Michel Lagarde, Les secrets de I'invisible, 428.
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master narrative of Qur’anic compilation, John Burton and John Wansbrough arrive at far
ranging theories and spark various responses, which support, validate, develop or refute the
traditional accounts of Qur’anic compilation of surahs.™ Furthermore, some radical views of the
emergence of the Qur’anic text are also expressed by the German protestant theologian Glnter
Luling, who posits that the Qur’an is originally a Christian work that was later revised, and
Christoph Luxenberg, who emphasize the Syriac origin of the Qur’an.*

However, many other Western scholars argue for an early codification of the Qur’an. For
instance, Fred Donner, motivated by the observation that “the Qur’an text itself bears no tell-tale
signs of later origin,” leans towards the position that the Qur’anic text “must have been codified
relatively early (no later than the first half of the seventh century).”*®> Furthermore, Estelle
Whelan “refers to evidence of Qur anic inscription at the Dome of the Rock, in Jerusalem, that

dates from around 65-88/685-705, only half a century after the Prophet’s death” and suggests

3 While Burton attributes the task of compiling the final edition of the Qur’an to Muhammad himself, Wansbrough
argues that the compilation took place two or three years after the death of the prophet. See John Burton, The
Collection of the Qur’an (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977); and John Wansbrough, Qur anic Studies:
Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977). For a summary of
Wansbrough’s arguments for his position, see Daniel A. Madigan, “Reflection on Some Current Directions in
Qur’anic Studies,” Muslim World 85 (1995): 345-362. Wansbrough’s approach is dissimilarly received by different
scholars. For instance, P. Crone and M. Cook develop Wansbrough’s approach in Hagarism: The Making of the
Islamic World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977). On the other side, Wansbrough’s views are
critically assessed by other scholars. See H Motzki, “The Collection of the Qur'an: A Reconsideration of Western
Views in Light of Recent Methodological Developments,” Der Islam 78 (2001): 1-34. One of the Muslim responses
to Wansbrough’s arguments is the work of Muhammad Azzami who seeks to argue for the historical reliability of
the Qur’an through an examination of the available transmitted reports. See Muhammad Azzami, The History of the
Qur anic Text from Revelation to Compilation (Leicester: UK Islamic Academy, 2003). For a thorough review of
Western approach to the composition and final codification of the Qur’an, see Gerhard Bowering, “Recent Research
on the Construction of the Qur’an,” in The Qur’an in Its Historical Context, ed. Gabriel Said Reynolds (London:
Routledge, 2008), 70-87.

1 Carl Ernst evaluates these revisionist theories as “unprovable and unfalsifiable.” See Carl W. Ernst, How to Read
the Qur’an: A New Guide, with Select Translations (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 31.

> Fred Donner, “The Qur’an in Recent Scholarship: Challenges and Desiderata,” in The Qur’an in Its Historical
Context, ed. Gabriel Said Reynolds (London: Routledge, 2008), 42. For Donner’s development of this view, see
idem, Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of the Islamic Historical Writing (Princeton: Darwin Press,
1998), 35-61.
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that the creative use of these Qur anic texts implies that they must have been “the common
property of the cornmunity.”16

With regard to the original unit of revelation; that is, the surah skeleton before later
expansions, different Western approaches yield varying conclusions. Some scholars, as in the
case of Richard Bell and William Montgomery Watt, view the Qur’an as a heap of disconnected
fragments, with the short passages representing the original unit of revelation. Others, as in the
case of Angelica Neuwirth, imply that the original unit of revelation is the surah itself. Neuwirth
finds that surahs follow discernable structural conventions.!” Furthermore, Behnam Sadeghi’s
analysis of the San‘a’ palimpsest “suggests that the sequence of verses within each surah
probably attained stability at a very early date.”*® In spite of these different approaches, Carl W.
Ernst posits that “the majority of scholars of Islamic studies today regard the traditional account
of the historical context of the Qur’an, centered on the Prophet Muhammad in the Arabian
Peninsula, to be the indispensable starting point for all research.”*

The second assumption al-Razi makes about the surah is that the innerconnections

between the constituent sections of the surah is a basic corollary of i%az.?° In many of his

explanations of the thematic relations in the surah, al-Razi notes that the occurrence of disjointed

16 See Abdullah Saeed, The Qur an: An Introduction (London: Routledge, 2008), 49-50. Also see Estelle Whelan,
“Forgotten Witness: Evidence for the Early Codification of the Qur’an,” Journal of the American Oriental Society
118, no. 1 (1998): 1-14. Estelle uses her inscription observations as a critique of some of the aspects of John
Wansbrough’s theory.

7 For an evaluation of these two approaches, see Nicolai Sinai, The Qur’an as Process, in The Qur’an in Context:
Historical and Literary Investigations into the Qur’anic Milieu (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 413. For a summary of
Neuwirth’s position that “the surah is the formal unit that Muhammad chose for his prophecy,” see Harald Motzki,
“Alternative Accounts of the Qur’an’s Formation,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Qur’an, ed. Jane Dammen
McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 63-65.

8 Marianna Klar, “Text Critical Approaches to Sura Structure: Combining Synchronicity with Diachronicity in
Surat al-Baqara. Part One,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 19, no. 1 (2017): 1. See also Behnam Sadeghi and Uwe
Bergmann, “The Codex of a Companion of the Prophet and the Qur’an of the Prophet,” Arabica 57 (2010): 343-436,
esp. 355.

19 Carl W. Ernst, How to Read the Qur’an, 32.

2 Similarly, Muslim theologians discussed “al-gadr al-mu iz min al-Qur’an” as in al-Baqillani’s I jaz al-Qur an.
So the concern for the surah design could be part of the view that the i'jaz challenge is met by formulating a unified
complete surah, not merely few isolated verses.
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verses in the surah constitutes an attack against the Qur’an and a challenge to its i jaz.** This
assumption has its interpretive consequences, which relate to issues like asbab al-nuziil and
naskh—two issues that sometimes challenge the flow of the surah according to al-Razi’s
analysis.??

1.2 Al-Razi and the Mu ‘tazilites: Contact and Impact

It is contended here that al-Razi is not the originator of widening the concept of nazm to
include the thematic relations between the surah units or identify the topic shifts in the surah.
According to al-Razi’s own commentary, one finds many citations on mundasabat (thematic
relations) from Mu‘tazilite exegetes—most notably al-Qaffal, Aba Muslim al-Isfahani and al-
Qadi "Abd al-Jabbar. These different quotes indicate that examining textual relations in the surah
was one of the areas commonly examined in the Mutazilite exegetical tradition. The argument
that al-Raz1’s relationship with the Mu ‘tazilite tradition is that of contact and impact is voiced
during the classical period. For instance, Abii ‘Abd Allah al-Mufassir, the teacher of Abi “Alf al-
Zawawl (d. ca. 770/1368), states that ““al-Razi’s commentary contains four major disciplines that
are copied from four books, the authors of which were Mu'tazilites: theology from Abiu al-
Husayn’s al-Dalail, legal theory from the Abt al-Husayn’s al-Mu ‘tamad, exegesis from al-Qadi
‘Abd al-Jabbar’s commentary and rhetorical analysis from al-Zamakhshari’s Kashshdf.”23
Furthermore, on his notes on Abt Bakr al-Qaffal, al-Suyuitt adds that al-Razi embraces some of
al-Qaffal’s Mu tazilite opinions. Concerning his own contributions on mundasabat, al-Suyiti

acknowledges that he also has many citations from al-Qaffal.?*

2! See for instance, Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 2:113 and 27:115.

*2 These interpretive consequences will be covered in chapter four.

% This observation was recorded by one of the students of al-Zawawf; that is, the famed Andalusian al-Shatibi who
would later have his own participation in the study of the surah structure. For Abt ‘Abd Allah al-Mufassir’s
observation, see al-Shatibi, Al-Ifadat wa al-Inshadat, ed. Muhammad Abi al-Ajfan (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah,
1983), 100-101.

% See al-Suyiiti, Tabaqat al-Mufassirin (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 1976), 110.
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While al-Razi’s approach to the surah is too sophisticated to be explained merely with
reference to some Mu ‘tazilite exegetes, it is still safe to posit that al-Razi is greatly motivated by
the Mu tazilite tradition on mundasabat. Sometimes al-Razi adopts some Mu tazilite literary
insights without attribution. For instance, al-Zamakhshari argues that the command to
Muhammad “So ask them (fastaftihim): is it true that your Lord has daughters, while they choose
sons for themselves?” (Q. 37:149) is syntactically and thematically connected with (ma tif ‘ala)
a similar command at the beginning of the surah: “So ask them (fastaftihim): is it harder to create
them than other beings We have created? We created them from sticky clay” (Q. 37:11). Al-Razi
utilizes al-Zamakhshari’s syntactic observation to argue that the surah is based on addressing
these two questions in vv. 11 and 149 yet without naming his source.”®

In the same vein, al-Razi utilizes al-Zamakhshari’s rhetorical interpretations that support
shared theological positions. For instance, al-Zamakhshari provides a theological value for the
pronoun shift (iltifat) in the following verse:

Who created the heavens and earth? Who sends down water from the sky for you- with

which We cause gardens of delight to grow: you have no power to make the trees grow in

them- is it another god beside God? No! But they are people who take others to be equal

with God” (Q. 27:60).

In this verse, the pronoun “We” replaces the expected pronoun “He.” Rhetoricians

usually seek to find meaning in the i/tifat cases beyond the notion that it is stylistically legitimate

and attention-grabbing. In this case, al-Zamakhshari theologically explains that the pronoun shift

% gee al-Zamakhshari, Al-Kashshaf, 4:60 and Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26:146. There are many other instances
where al-ZamakhsharT is named and supported. For instance in surah 28 (al-Qasas), Pharaoh’s family picks up
Moses “to be (/iyakiina) an enemy and source of sadness for them.” Al-Razi posits that the majority view argue that
the lam in (liyakina) is lam al- ‘agibah which is used to express an unexpected result. This lam is similar to the
English usage of “only to” in “He arrived home only to die.” However, al-Razi quotes and supports al-
Zamakhshar’s view which stresses that the /am expresses causality yet in metaphorical manner. As a brave person
could metaphoarically be called a lion, this unexpected result is metaphorically expressed in the causality form. With
al-Zamakhshari’s choice, there is an implied simile. In other words, since the end result of adopting Moses is that of
enmity and sadness, the family of Pharaoh is likened to those who seek their own misery. In this sense, the /am
creates an irony about Pharaoh who ironically acts like a sovereign lord. See al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 24:195. For
other examples, see ibid., 27:153 and 30:58.
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here “highlights the divine prerogative of causation and indicates that, through the same water,

different beautiful gardens of various types, colors, tastes, smells, and forms are made.”?

Similarly, al-Razi considers this iltifat to be an answer to the following objection: “God created
the heavens and the earth but man is the one who grew the plants.” In this way the pronoun shift
counters this materialistic understanding of growing and affirms that God is still the real actor.?’

Another example for al-Razi’s celebration of al-Zamakhshari’s rhetorical and theological
remarks is found in the former’s commentary on the following verse:

Those [angels] who carry the Throne and those who surround it celebrate the praise of
their Lord and believe in Him (yu 'miniina bihi). They beg forgiveness for the believers:
“Our Lord, You embrace all things in mercy and knowledge, so forgive those who turn to
You and follow Your path. Save them from the pains of Hell” (Q. 40:7).

Here, the verse describes the angels as praising God, and then speaks of their belief in
Him. Al-Zamakhshari thus wonders: what is the point of affirming the angels’ belief in Him? Al-
Razi raises the same question and approvingly cites al-Zamakhshari’s answer:

The answer is what al-Zamakhshari offered. He gave a very good answer. He stated that
the point is to stress that were God Almighty to be [physically] present (kadiran) on the
Throne, those who carry and surround the Throne would physically see Him, and thereby
their faith in God would deserve no praise. Do you not see that acknowledging the
existence of the sun and its light does not entitle one to praise or recognition? Therefore,
God’s reference to their faith in an honorary manner is evidence that they did not see Him
sitting there. May God show His mercy on the author of al-Kashshaf. Were this point to
be the only subtle point (nuktah) in his book, it would be enough to entitle him to great
honor and pride.?

% See al-Zamakhshari, 3:363.
oy 92 Y ade s Y g 58 gndy Wi an JISCEYN5 ity J1g pgalally 011y Lo Adkisdt @1ad1 Sy BL O1bYly oty Jadll ol gee 4SS

%" For some instances where al-Razi disagrees with al-Zamakhshari, see ibid., 27:5 and 27:99. Sometimes al-Razi

approvingly quotes Mu ‘tazilite sources and then adds his interpretation. See ibid., 17:56. See also ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-

Majdib, Al-Razi min Khilal Tafsirih (Tunisia: Al-Dar al-‘ Arabiyyah 17 al-Kitab, 1980), 99-100.
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Abt Muslim is similarly praised for his theological interpretations that affirm the timeless
and spaceless nature of God. For instance, al-Razi writes:

What a fine interpretation provided by Abi Muslim al-lsfahant! With regard to the

Qur’anic statement ‘Say, ‘To whom belongs all that is in the heavens and earth?’ Say,

“To God,” (Q. 6:12), he states that this indicates that space in its entirety is possessed by

God as part of His kingdom. With regard to the Qur’anic statement ‘All that rests by

night or by day belongs to Him. He is the All Hearing, the All Knowing,” (Q. 6:13) he

adds that this implies that time in its entirety is possessed by God as part of His kingdom.
Holy be God beyond the thought that His Highness is due to space.?

2 Al-Razr’s Three Premises about the Surah Content

Having recognized al-Razi’s underlying assumptions about the surah and the Mu ‘tazilite
impact, we can now move to al-Razi’s fundamental postulations that serve as the basis for his
approach to the surah design. To advance his understanding of the progression of meaning in a
given surah, al-Razi lays down three essential assertions: (1) the surah is a dialectical text, (2)
understanding the surah content requires a theologian-exegete, and (3) the heterogeneous content
of the surah is an intentional compositional strategy. Following is an analysis of these three
assertions.

2.1 The Surah as a Dialectical Text

To validate the necessity of a dialectical approach to the Qur’an, al-Razi lists three types
of disputation (munazarah) in the Qur’an: (1) God’s munazarah with the angels as in (Q. 2:30-
33), (2) God’s mundzarah with Satan®, and (3) the prophets’ munazarah with the disbelievers.
Al-Razi makes a special reference to Noah, Abraham, Moses and Muhammad. Noah, for
instance, is addressed as “Noah, you have argued with us for too long” (Q. 11:32). Al-Razi

posits that Noah’s arguments must have been about divine unity and prophecy, not legal matters.

9 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 7:13. For a similar note on Abii Muslim, see ibid. 12:138. Other examples on al-
Raz1’s praise of Abii Muslim’s commentary can be found in ibid., 8:179 and 22:98.
Gy} B ¢ csley Jus ) hho oyl Sy 0L 0F s Juy g 16 [12 :ow¥] { b 6 Jo38T5 cgacdi § G il 8} 08 s 3 algdo¥ 4 0t phons 3l JB Lo il ey
OIS o sk 550 O 6 oy Jash cs5Shay 1o i elle Lol SNy Gl OF o S ay [13 spwt] { iy T & o5
%0 See Q. 7:11-18, 15:28-44, 17:61-65, and 38:71-85.
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Furthermore, al-Razi considers Noah’s prolonged disputations to be “evidence that engaging in
debates to corroborate the text-proofs and to dismantle the doubts is the profession of the
prophets, and that uncritical acceptance of beliefs or practices (taglid), ignorance and persistence
in embracing falsehood are the craft of the disbelievers.”*" Here, al-Razi presents the prophets as
the earliest mutakallimin who have a two-fold mission that foreshadows the very definition and
purpose of kalam; that is, corroborating true beliefs and disproving false beliefs. Furthermore, al-
Razi’s emphasis on presenting prophets as rational theologians leaves no space for raqlid, simply
because “tradition” is now presented as originally rooted in logical reasoning.*?

With regard to Abraham, dialectical disputations become more vivid in the Qur’an. In his
spiritual journey to reach God, Abraham examines everything around him. The Qur’an speaks of
Abraham’s reaction to the stars: “When the night grew dark upon him he beheld a star. He said:
This is my Lord. But when it set, he said: I love not things that set” (Q. 6:76). Here, al-Razi reads
Abraham as setting a precedent for the theologians to use “change” as evidence against the
eternity of the world. Furthermore, al-Razi sees Moses as following the same theological path of
Abraham. In al-Razi’s view, both prophets use the same gradual arguments for God: (a) a
reference to present creation (Q. 20:49-50/26:78), (b) a reference to past creations
(Q.26:26/2:258), and (c) a reference to God’s lordship of the east and west (Q. 26:28/2:258).
Having surveyed different succinct examples of other disputations, al-Razi is determined to

provide extensive discussions about these theological debates throughout his commentary. He

%1 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 17:174.

DU B WU e ol g Jed g L OF e g sl B Ol A G g YA s 3 I OF e Juy Vs
The discipline of Islamic disputations is covered in many works. See, for instance, Larry Benjamin
Miller, Islamic disputation theory. The uses and rules of argument in medieval Islam (Cham: Springer, 2020); Amir
Dziri, Die ars disputationis in der islamischen Scholastik. Grundziige der muslimischen Argumentations- und
Beweislehre (Freiburg im Breisgau 2015); and Abdessamad Belhaj, Argumentation et dialectique en Islam. Formes
et séquences de la munazara (Louvain, 2010).
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justifies his project on the grounds that disputation is the profession of all prophets “hirfat kull
al-anbiya’” and that any doubt on this task amounts to heresy or ignorance.*

In this way, one is left with the impression that there are only two paths: the prophets’
and the disbelievers’, and that theological reasoning is part of following the prophet’s way.
Having the opponents of kalam in mind, al-Razi refers to the verses that record the various
disputations between the prophets and their audience. He resorts to these verses to legitimize the
kalam practice and present it as a necessary tool for the interpretation of the Qur’an. In light of
the “And We verily sent unto Thamud their brother Salih, saying: Worship Allah. And lo! They
(then became two parties quarrelling,” (Q. 27:45) al-Razi argues that the Qur’an invalidates the
unexamined beliefs (taglid), and that the practice of disputations concerning religious matters is
valid and acceptable.®

Furthermore, al-Razi treats the disbelieving opponents like Quraysh leaders and Pharaoh
as kalam authorities, who engage in disputations to support their madhhab. It is common for al-
Razi to rephrase the statements made by believers and disbelievers into dialectical arguments
that serve his rational reading of the Qur’an. To illustrate this point, we shall consider two
examples: one that reflects Quraysh’s philosophical mind and another that teaches the ethics of
debate as reflected by the confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh.

First, consider the following passage on Quraysh’s attitude towards bodily resurrection:

They have sworn by God with their strongest oaths that He will not raise the dead to life.

But He will- it is His binding  promise, though most people do not realize it-

In order to make clear for them what they have differed about and so that the

disbelievers may realize that what they said was false.
When We will something to happen, all that We say is, ‘Be,” and it is (Q. 16:38-40).

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 2:84.
* Ibid., 24:173.
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Al-Razi reads the passage as a debate on whether bodily resurrection belongs to
necessary (‘ilm darari) or contingent (mumkin) knowledge. In his view, the mere notion of
taking a solemn oath indicates that the Quraysh leaders believe that denying bodily resurrection
is rationally necessary (dariri). He goes further to affirm that, according to Quraysh chiefs,
denying the prophecy office is a corollary of denying bodily resurrection. In response, al-Razi
corrects Quraysh’s philosophical madhhab by offering three indications from the passage
affirming that bodily resurrection falls under the category of rational possibility, not rational
impossibility: (1) the divine promise as in the verse-ending in v. 38, (2) moral justice in v. 39,
and (3) God’s infinite power as in v. 40.%

Second, let us see how al-Razi approaches the conversation between Moses and Pharaoh
in surah 20:

(Pharaoh) said: Who then is the Lord of you twain, O Moses?

Moses said, ‘Our Lord is He who gave everything its form, then gave it guidance.’

He said, “What about former generations?’

Moses said, ‘My Lord alone has knowledge of them, all in a record; my Lord does not

err or forget.’

It was He who spread out the earth for you and traced routes in it. He sent down water

from the sky. With that water We bring forth every kind of plant,

so eat, and graze your cattle. There are truly signs in all this for people of understanding.

From the earth We created you, into it We shall return you, and from it We shall raise

you a second time. (Q. 20: 49-55).

Based on his dialectical reading of this passage, al-Razi demonstrates that both Pharaoh
and Moses teach us about the value of disputation and the significance of rational theology. The
lessons al-Razi draws from this passage deal directly with the opponents of kalam, the jurists
(fugaha’) with their law-oriented mind and the extreme traditionalists (kashwiyyah) with their

strong opposition to rational reasoning. With regard to the mere idea of a debate between

Pharaoh and Moses, al-Razi confronts his opponents with two Qur anic insights.

* 1bid., 20:26.
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1. In spite of his great power and dominance, Pharaoh willingly accepts Moses’
invitation for a discussion on God and initially refuses to respond with violence for
fear of being accused of ignorance and impertinence. In Pharaoh’s readiness for
debate, al-Razi finds a fortiori argument. In his opinion, if the disbelieving Pharaoh
favors evidence (kujjah) over impertinence (safahah), then, by greater reason, those
who claim to be the upholders of Islam and knowledge are fully expected to honor
dialectical reasoning.

2. Given that Moses listened to Pharaoh’s objections without feeling intimidated or
annoyed, the upholders of truth must listen to the discourses of the upholders of
falsity.*

Al-Razi’s emphasis on the dialectical atmosphere of the Qur’anic text serves a three-fold
purpose: (1) demonstrating that the surah is best approached as an argument, (2) inspiring a new
generation to give primacy to reason and dialogue as tools for theological investigation and
argumentation, and (3) countering taglid. In this regard, al-Razi ponders Pharaoh’s philosophical
madhhab and offers the following two insights.

1. When asked about God, Moses becomes concerned with demonstrating the existence
of the Maker (al-sani ‘) as he refers to the many signs (ayat) in creatures (ahwal al-
makhligat), which point to God before providing any proofs for his prophecy.
According to al-Razi, Moses’ method disproves (a) the faqglid tendency; (b) the
Batinis, who argue that knowing God is attained through the prophets’ statements;
and (c) the extreme traditionalists (kashwiyyah), who claim that knowing God and

faith is attained only from the scripture and Sunnah.

% |bid., 22:55. These insights are best read in light of the many bloody conflicts that occurred in Rayy as mentioned
before.
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2. Regarding Pharaoh’s philosophical identity, al-Razi posits that it is very unlikely that
the former claims to be literally Lord (rabb) in the sense of creating and sustaining
the world; rather, Pharaoh’s claim of lordship is a representation of the kingly
privilege that all must obey and surrender to him alone, not anyone else.*’

Al-Razi discusses Pharaoh’s faith in great length. In effect, he numerates many Qur’ anic
references that Pharaoh knows God and concludes that he may be a philosopher who considers
al-‘illah al-mijabah as valid.®® Among these many Qur’anic references, al-Razi pinpoints the
debate in surah 26 (Al-Shu‘ara’). When Pharaoh asks Moses: “who is the Lord of the Worlds?”
(Q. 26:23), Moses responds with many descriptions of God, including “He is the Lord of the
heavens and the earth and what is in between” (Q. 26:24). Finally, Pharaoh announces: “the
messenger sent to you is a madman!” (Q. 26:27). Al-Razi dialectically explains Pharaoh’s
astonishment by noting that he is asking about quiddity (mahiyyah), whereas Moses’ answer IS a
description of God, or existence (wujiid). Al-Razi argues that Pharaoh acknowledges the wujid
and requested an answer to his question on mahiyyah—a request that, according to al-Razi,
Moses misses, and thereby arouses Pharaoh’s anger. Therefore, Pharaoh is received as an expert
on al-hikmah al-ilahiyyah (divine wisdom or theosophia), which usually introduces the student

to the distinction between wujiid and mahiyyah.®

¥ Ibid., 22:55-56. See also 24:111-113 and 216.

% Essentially al-Qawl b7 al-Mijab (close to ignoratio elenchi, or missing the point) is frequently used in medieval
disputation as a way of discrediting the opponent by affirming that the opponent’s proof is true but fails to address
the issue in question. It is frequently used in legal theory and theological debates. See al-Juwayni, Al-Kafiyah fi al-
Jada (Cairo: Al-Halabi, 1979), 69. Al-Razi, Al-Jadal (Damascus: Maktabat al-Bayriiti, 2018), 93.

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 22:56. See also al-Razi, Al-Matalib al- ‘Aliyah (Cairo: Al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah Ii
al-Turath, 2013), 2:244-245. For wujud and mahiyyah, see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “Existence (Wujiid) and Quiddity
(Mahiyyah) in Islamic Philosophy,” International Philosophical Quarterly 29 (4 -1989). For other treatment of the
Qur’anic disputations, see al-Razi’s identification of the different disputations in Surah 14 (Ibrahim). See al-Razi,
Mafatih al-Ghayb, 19:72-92, esp. 87.
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2.1.1 Al-Ghazali and al-Razi on Surah 16 (al-Nahl):125

One of al-Razi’s sources for the dialectical approach to the surah is al-Ghazali, who
highlights the Qur’anic instructions on argumentation. For instance, the verse “Summon unto the
way of your Lord with wisdom (kikmah) and good instruction (al-maw ‘izah al-hasanah), and
argue (jadilhum) with them in a way that is best” (Q.16:125) is foundational in the formation of
al-Ghazali’s thesis in his al-Qistas al-Mustagim, one of his three works on Isma Tlis.** McAuliffe
precisely observes that “[O]ut of the initial diffusion and multiplicity of Qur’anic citation
attached to the arguments for jadal emerged an increasing focus of a key proof text, Q.
16:125.”*" In light of this verse, al-Ghazali finds a trilogy of addressees: the philosophers, who
are to be approached with hikmah; the lay people, who are to be addressed with good
admonition; and the eristic, who are to be countered with fine disputation (jadal).** Al-Ghazali’s
interpretation of this verse is a clear reflection of al-Farabi’s differentiation between
demonstrative (al-burhaniyyah), eristic (al-jadaliyyah) and rhetorical (al-khitabiyyah). These
three categories respectively correspond with the philosophers, rational theologians and the lay
people.* Ibn Rushd similarly relies on Q. 16:125 to give legitimacy to these three categories.**

Al-Razi closely follows this philosophical interpretation of the Q. 16:125, which becomes

his foci for obligating rational reasoning in his Mafatih al-Ghayb. In his view, the verse lists

“0 For a focused study on IsmaTlis, see F. Daftary, The Isma lis: Their History and Doctrines (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007). For a fine introduction to Isma‘ilis, see Daniel De Smet, Isma‘7lT Theology, in
The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke (London: Oxford University Press, 2016)

*! McAuliffe, Debate and Disputation,” in Encyclopedia of the Quran (Leiden: Brill), 1: 511-514.

*2 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas al-Mustagim (Damascus: Matba ‘at al-Fawwal, 1993), 12, 98-99.

“3 For a discussion on al-Farabi’s theory of demonstration and how it relates to the binary of reason and revelation,
see Miriam Galston, “Al-Farabi on Aristotle's Theory of Demonstration,” in Islamic Philosophy and Mysticism
(Delmar, N.Y., 1981), 23-34; Shukri Abed, Aristotelian Logic and the Arabic Language in Al-Farabi (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1991). For al-Farabi’s foundational role in the emergence of Islamic philosophy, see
Muhsin S. Mahdi, Alfarabi and the Foundation of Islamic Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2010),

* 1bn Rushd applies the same trilogy to the Qur’an16:125. See Ibn Rushd, Fasl al-Magal, ed. Muhammad al-Jabiri
(Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wahdah al-‘Arabiyyah, 1997), 96. See also Averroes on the Harmony of Religion and
Philosophy, trans. Hourani (London: Luzac, 1961).
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three modes of da ‘wah (calling), and, thus, each mode must be distinct from the rest. Al-Razi

dialectically associates “calling” here with advocating for a school of thought (madhhab) or

specific opinion (magalah) by providing the appropriate proof (kujjah). He further posits that

hujjah has two major categories and two main roles. According to him, Akujjah could either be

definitive (qas 7) or speculative (zanni). In these two categories, a proof could be demonstrated

for the sake of convincingly corroborating a doctrine or polemically forcing the opponent to

adopt a different view (ilzam) respectively. Al-Razi’s categorizations of Aaujjah results in three

types of evidence that match with the modes of ‘calling’ enumerated in Q. 16:125.

1.

2.

The definitive evidence (kujjah qgatiyyah) is the hikmah, which occupies a highly
praiseworthy status in the Qur’an, as in Q. 2:269 “whoever is granted wisdom (hikmah) is
certainly blessed with a great privilege.” This mode of calling is appropriate for the
perfect truth-seekers, who accept nothing but definitive arguments.*®

1lzam-based evidence, which consists of premises taken as axiomatic by the majority or
by the opponent, is “the better disputation” (jadal b7 al-/ati hiya ahsan). The appellation
“better ” excludes the fallacious arguments with invalid premises that are deceptively
presented to sound appealing for others. //zam is more appropriate with the false truth-
seekers, who are mostly predisposed to dissension and altercation.

Speculative evidence is the good admonition (al-maw ‘izah al-hasanah). This mode of
calling targets a group that maintains a pure level of fisrah (natural disposition), which

neither reaches the highest level of the philosophers, who only accept definitive proofs,

* Here al-Raz associates the Qur’anic zikmah with philosophical kalam. For a discussion on the meaning and role
of philosophy, see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “The Meaning and Role of Philosophy in Islam” in Islamic Philosophy
from Its Origins to the Present (Albany, New York: State University, 2006), 31-47. For al-Razi’s reading of al-
Farabi and Ibn Sina in Khorasan, see Al-Qifti, Tarikh al-Hukama’ (Cairo: Al-Khanji), 291.
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nor does it fail to belong to the lowest level of the eristics, who are given to disputation,

not truth.*®

In light of this classification, al-Razi interprets Q. 16:125 in a philosophical way and
takes it to mean: “call the perfect truth-seekers to the true faith through wisdom, namely,
definitive proofs; call the lay people with good instruction, namely, the speculative proofs; and
dispute with the eristic in a better way.”*’ Furthermore, al-Razi adds that the Qur’anic diction
supports his dialectical interpretation: the verb “summon” is used with the first two categories,
and the verb “dispute” is used with the eristics who can be defeated only through i/zam, which
usually turns them dumbstruck.*® Accordingly, al-Razi limits the purpose of the Qur’anic
argumentations against its opponents to the ilzam technique. This emphasis on ilzam adds more
dialectic value to the Qur’an, simply because this technique constitutes the backbone of kalam
texts.*

2.1.2 Negative Jadal in the Qur’an

Even though the Qur’anic text is fairly embedded in theological discussions, the Qur’anic
references to argumentation and disputation, as noted by Kate Zebiri, are overwhelmingly
negative, as in Q. 40:4, 2:197, 6:25 and 8:6.° Al-Raz1’s commentary on these verses reveals that

he has the kalam opponents in mind. To maintain the Qur’anic legitimization of dialectical

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 20:111-112.

" Ibid., 112. See also See also idem, al-Manyiq al-Kabir, ed. Turghiid Aq Yiiz (Riyadh: Dar Faris, 2022), 2:604.
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* Ibid., 112.

%9 See Sarah Stroumsa, “Saadya and Jewish Kalam,” in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Jewish Philosophy,

ed. Daniel H. Frank and Oliver Leaman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 71- 72.

% See Kate Zebiri, “Argumentation,” in The Blackwell Companion to the Qur’an, ed. Andrew Rippin (Oxford:

Wiley Blackwell, 2006), 269; El-Sheikh, Salah, “Al-Mujadalah and Al-Mujadilah Then and Now: Kalam,

Dialectical Argument, and Practical Reason in the Qur’an,” The Muslim World 93, no. 1 (2003): 1-50; McAuliffe,

Debate and Disputation,” in Encyclopedia of the Quran, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Leiden: Brill), 1: 511-514;

and Scholler, “Opposition to Muhammad,” in Encyclopedia of the Quran, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Leiden:

Brill), 3: 576-580.
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reasoning, he consistently posits that disputation is recommended when it is practiced in the
service of truth, and it is considered to be reprehensible when used to corroborate falsity.>*

For instance, the Qur’anic command “There should be no indecent speech, misbehavior,
or quarrelling (jidal) for anyone undertaking the pilgrimage” (Q. 2:197) seems to be a frequently
cited text against the practice of disputation. In his commentary on this verse, al-Razi
unreservedly discusses his opponents’ arguments against the validity of disputation:

Some people criticize dialectical reasoning and disputation and argue for their case in
different ways. First, they state that “no quarrelling (jidal) in pilgrimage” implies that all
types of disputations are included. Were disputation in matters of faith be an act of
obedience and a way of knowing God Almighty, it would not be forbidden during
pilgrimage. [Were disputation valid,] it would instead be considered as an act of worship
to be encouragingly added to pilgrimage. Second, they quote [the Qur’an]: “They
exclaimed: ‘which is better: our gods or Jesus?’ They cite him only to argue. In fact, they
are a people prone to dispute’” (Q. 43:58). [They argue that] people here are condemned
for being among the advocates of disputation (ahl al-jadal), and thereby disputation is
reprehensible. Third, they quote “And do not dispute with one another, or you would be
discouraged and weakened” (Q. 8:46), which forbids quarrelling. However, the majority
of rational theologians (mutakallimin) state that disputation in matters of faith is a great
act of obedience (7@ ‘ah), and cite “Invite to the way of your Lord with wisdom and good
instruction, and argue with them in a way that is best” (Q. 16:125). They also cite the
disbelievers’ response to Noah as reported in the Qur’an: “Noah, you have argued with us
for too long” (Q. 11:32). It is known that Noah’s argumentation was for the sole purpose
of corroborating the metaphysical truths (usil/ al-din). Given all of these points,
reconciliation between these texts is necessary. The reprehensible disputation applies to
arguing for corroborating falsity, seeking money and gaining prestige. However,
praiseworthy disputation a}gg)lies to corroborating truth, calling people unto God’s path
and defending His religion.

Furthermore, al-Razi turns the negative remark about disputation into an opportunity to

offer a dialectical explanation of the negative portrayal of disputation in Q. 2:197. He explains

> Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 2:84.

> 1bid., 5:142-143.
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that “there should be no indecent speech, misbehavior, or quarrelling for anyone undertaking the
pilgrimage” is a reference to the four faculties of the soul: the appetitive, sensitive, imaginative,
and rational. He seems to be following al-Farabi in these categories. In al-Razi’s opinion, “no
rafath” refers to the appetitive desire; “no fusig,” to the sensitive; and “no jidal,” to the
imaginative faculty which entices one to dispute against God, His attributes, acts and wisdom.
People’s tendency to dispute and quarrel, al-Razi continues, is motivated by this third faculty.
Thus, al-Razi reaches the following conclusion:

Since all evil is limited to these three, God said “no indecency (rafath), no misconduct

(fusiig), and no disputes (jidal) during pilgrimage.” Therefore, anyone who aspire to

know God, love Him and recognizes the light of His glory and seek to be included among

His special servants must avoid these [three] matters. These are precious nuances which

serve as the prime purpose of these verses, and thereby a rational agent should not be

heedless of them.*?

Furthermore, al-Razi highlights the philological implication of the word mujadalah to
explain the negative references to disputations in the Qur’an. According to him, mujadalah must
necessarily engage two parties representing truth and falsity, typically the prophets and the
disbelieving chiefs. Therefore, any Qur’anic condemnation of disputation, al-Razi continues, is
to be understood as explicitly disapproving the disbelievers’ way and implicitly supporting the
prophets’ way.54
2.1.3 A Dialectical Milieu

It should also be noted that al-Razi’s interest in “Qur’anic dialectics and disputations”

reflects his interest in, and mastery of, disputations. Hallag argues that, by the middle of the

fourth/tenth century, the practice of disputation began to grow, and it culminated in al-Juwayni’s

> Ibid., 142.
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al-Kifayah fi al-Jadal. Hallag adds that, in the fifth/eleventh century, dialectics served “as a
method of argumentation was incorporated into works of legal theory, a practice that became
increasingly popular in the following centuries”.”® Al-Ghazal’s al-Qistas al-Mustagim, for
instance, is a typical disputation with an Ismaili who is converted from following the infallible
imam (al-imam al-ma ‘sim) to following al-Ghazali’s model of logical reasoning as found in
Avristotelian tradition. The infiltration of classical learning with dialectical reasoning is further
reflected in the centrality of the munazarah and khilaf genres that are pervasive in the writings of
opposing schools. In contrast to John Wansbrough’s notion of “sectarian milieu,” Mehmet Kadri
Karabela suggests that the epithet that best characterizes the classical discourses is “dialectical
milieu.”®® Following Karabela’s suggestion, one can see al-Razi as a typical representative of
this dialectical milieu.

Actually, if one were to select only one epithet that well describes al-Razi, it would be “a
master of disputation.” Al-Razi adopts the method of munazarah and engages in countless
polemical conversations with different sects— something that broadens al-Razi’s perspectives on
different contested issues and turns al-Razi into ‘a philosophical mujtahid’.>’ In his al-Jadal, al-
Razi covers disputation in theory and in practice. Theoretically, al-Razi defines the purpose of
jadal, its etiquette, ways of demonstrations, analogy (giyas) and debate procedures. Furthermore,

al-Razi adds illustrations that present jadal as an instrumental science that regulates legal and

% Wael B. Hallag, A History of Islamic Legal Theories: An Introduction to Sunni Usiz/ al-Figh (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 136.

*® Mehmet Kadri Karabela, “The Development of Dialectic and Argumentation Theory in Post-classical Islamic
Intellectual History,” (PhD diss., McGill University, 2011), 35.

% See For al-Razi’s polemical engagement with the Mu tazilites and others, see Paul Krause,” The Controversies of
Fakhr al-Din Razi,” Islamic Culture 12, no. 2 (1938): 131-150.
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theological reasoning.”® Practically, al-Razi closes his work with a list of some theological
contested conflicts with a commitment to approach these issues without raqlid.

It is helpful to let al-Razi tell us about his disputation skills. The purpose of considering
al-Raz1’s self-recognition of disputation mastery is not to take it at face value but to get to
recognize the dialectical spirit that was pervasive during his lifetime. The initial remarks in the
beginning of his al-Munazarat (Disputations) say it all:

When I reached Transoxiana, I first settled in a city called Bukhara, then Samargand.

Thereafter I moved to Khujand, and then to the city called Banakat and finally to Ghazni

and India. It happened that in each city, | had disputations and debates with its finest

scholars and local nobles.*

A cursory glance at al-Razi’s collection of disputations communicates to the reader his
ability to defeat his opponents, expose their wrong reasoning and cause them a sense of
amazement at his vast knowledge. Wherever he goes, al-Razi’s reputation in munazarah
precedes him. He tells us that when he reached Nishapur, he was commissioned to discuss some
of the controversial issues (al-masa’il al-khilafiyyah) in some sessions which were highly
attended.® As a debater, al-Razi is well recognized for his fair presentation and corroboration of
his opponents’ opinions. In the words of Peter Adamson, each topic al-Razi takes up “is

subjected to a detailed dialectical consideration, with arguments, counter-arguments, counter-

counter-arguments, and so on being listed and evaluated.”® Usually, his disputation ends in

%8 For the relationship between jadal and giyas, see Sohaira Siddiqui, Jadal and Qiyas in the Fifth/Eleventh Century:
Two Debates between al-Juwayni and al-Shirazi, Journal of the American Oriental Society 139, no. 4 (October-
December 2019): 923-944.
% Fathalla Kholeif, A Study on Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and his Controversies in Transoxania (Beirut: Dar El-Mashreq,
1984), 7.

OAt‘)Q‘ﬂé\,ﬂij&\;ﬁ)w\ohwsb\jJ{éé&ﬁ\},-\;&‘éﬁh}lj}é!éC.sh,gsu\ﬁ\u\él;.\;’,;}JEWW\&MFJ!?S)&S.\L QY5 oy el sy oSy cdss U

nokeH g Sl e lgd O

% bid, 7.
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crushing his rivals, leaving them speechless and generating overwhelming applaud for the
victorious Razi.

Throughout his al-Munazarat, there is also a notable sense of pride. Sometimes al-Razi
describes his arguments as being too sophisticated to be comprehended by his opponents. In such
situations, al-Razi either repeats his arguments slowly®® or gives some preliminaries for easier
understanding. The Maturidi Nar al-Din al-Sabuni (d. 580/1184) was fully impressed by al-
Raz1r’s strong theological arguments. Al-Razi records al-Sabuni’s witness: “Having read Abi al-
Muin al-Nasafi’s Tabsiratu al-Adillah, | thought there is nothing more to add. However, after
seeing you and listening to your discussion, | realized that | needed to restudy theology as a
novice.”®® Al-Razl’s disputations extend from sectarian debates to interreligious polemics. His
practice of polemical disputations is reflected in his lengthy debate with a Christian theologian in
Khwarazm.® Hearing that a Christian, known for theological verifications (takgig), arrived in
Khwarazm; al-Razi made the initiative to visit the Christian guest. In this debate, significant
topics were investigated; such as, the divinity of Jesus, the prophecy of Muhammad,
anthropomorphism among Muslims, Muslim sectarianism and the mutual accusations of
blasphemy among sects, and the spread of Islam by the sword.

Finally, related to mundazarah (disputation) is the practice of jadal (dialectic). According
to al-Razi, there is a subtle difference between the two terms. While both involve a process of
istidlal (seeking and offering proofs), they differ in their objective. In jadal there is an associated
sense of mutual contending ‘mundaza‘ah,” whereas mundazarah does not necessarily usher in

sharp disagreement but usually take the form of a study (muzakarah) through which the two

%2 1bid., 20.

% Fathalla Kholeif, A Study on Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and his Controversies, 23-24.

% See Al-Razi, Mundzarah fi al-Radd ‘ald al-Nasara, ed. ‘Abd al-Majid al-Najjar (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami,
1986), idem, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 8:69-71. Also see al-Sakiini (d. 717/1317), ‘Uyin al-Munazarat (Tunisia: Manshtirat
al-Jami‘ah al-Tunisiyyah, 1976), 283-287.
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parties can amiably reach the truth.®® Etymologically, al-Razi adds that the word jadal has
gymnastic connotations, as it suggests a dual sense of litigation (khusimah: from jadalahu or ‘ke
defeated him’) and verification (tawthig). According to him, this word-origin accurately captures
the dialectic process. As a debater verifies his case (tawthig) to discredit the opponent’s claims,
the interlocutor correspondingly reacts in a similar manner, and, therefore, a strong sense of
litigation (khusimah) develops.®®
2.2 The Qur’anic Commentator as a Theologian-Exegete

Drawing on the assumption that the Qur’an establishes its truths through reasoned
argumentation, al-Razi argues that understanding the Qur’anic message in general and the surah
progression of meaning in particular is necessarily the task of a dialectician and a well-trained
theologian. Amid fierce opposition from the karramiyyah®’ on one side and the legal jurists on
the other, al-Razi adds a new requirement for the Qur’anic exegete; that is, an exegete is
expected to be firmly rooted in theological training. In his commentary on the verse-ending
“Those firmly grounded in knowledge say, ‘We believe in it: it is all from our Lord’—only those

with real perception will take heed,” (Q. 3:7)% al-Razi provides the following observation:

% See Al-Raz, Al-Kashif ‘an Usul al-Dala’il wa Fusil al- ‘Ilal (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1992), 28-29. In his Mujarrad
Magalat al-Shaykh Abt al-Hasan al-Ash ‘art, Ibn Farak (d. 406/1015) ascribes a similar distinction between bajth
and jadal to Abt al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari. See Larry Benjamin Miller, Islamic disputation theory. The uses and rules of
argument in medieval Islam (Cham: Springer, 2020), 5-6.

* Ibid, 29.

¢ A sect founded by the Khurasan-based Ibn Karram (d. 255/896), whose teachings include anthropomorphism and
incline towards literalism. This sect spread in Greater Khorasan, Transoxiana and was active during al-Razi’s time.
See Aron Zysow, “Karramiyya,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke (London:
Oxford University Press, 2016), 252-262. See also, see Margaret Malamud, “The Politics of Heresy in Medieval
Khurasan: The Karramiyya in Nishapur,” Iranian Studies 27, no. 1 (April1994): 37-51; and Clifford Edmund
Bosworth, “The Rise of the Karamiyyah in Khurasan,” The Muslim World 50, no. 1 (1960): 5-14. For a detailed
study on Karramiyyah in Arabic, see Suhair Mukhtar, Al-Tajsim ‘Inda al-Muslimin: Madhhab al-Karramiyyah
(Alexandria: Sharikat al-Iskandria I7 al-Tiba‘ah, 1971).

® This is the verse on the muikam and mutashabih, which is usually employed to support silence on many
theological issues. However, al-Razi relies on the same verse to support the need for rational reasoning. For al-
Raz1’s understanding of muizkam and mutashabih, see Leah Kinberg, “Muhakamat and Mutashabihat (Koran 3/7):
Implication of a Qur’anic Pair of Terms in Medieval Exegesis,” Studia Islamica 35 (1988): 135. See also Mahmoud
Ayoub, The Qur’an and Its Interpreters (New York: State University of New York Press, 1984), 1:19-20.
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This means that only those of perfect minds that are devotedly away from false whims
can find admonition in the Qur’an. This applauds the good reasoning and discernment of
those who are firmly grounded in knowledge. This verse is indicative of the lofty status
of the rational theologians who examine rational proofs through which they recognize the
being, attributes and acts of God, and thereby they interpret the Qur’an only in
accordance with rational arguments, language and grammar... Know that the nobler a
thing is, the more ignoble its opposite is. Therefore, a Qur’'an exegete who exhibits this
quality will reach this greatest level that God praised. Whenever an exegete interprets the
Qur’an without being versed in the science of rational theology, language and syntax—he
will be far away from God. That is why the prophet says, whoever interprets the Qur’an
relying on his own opinion—Ilet him prepare for his seat in hell.®®

Here, al-Razi contends that, apart from linguistics, mastering rational theology is an
essential perquisite for Qur’an commentators. Even though al-Razi’s statement does not
necessarily exclude hadith and transmitted narrations in the hermeneutical process, there is a
clear indication that such reports have to be examined in light of language and reason.
Furthermore, the dialectical and philosophical insights in Qur’anic interpretation are no longer
presented as a discredited safsir bi al-ra’y (reason-based exegesis).”® To the contrary, al-Razi
conflates rational theology and grammar to argue that both disciplines protect the exegetes from
error, and, thus, failing to master kalam, will make the exegete more susceptible to exegetical
mistakes. This emphasis on the necessity of dialectical skills for the exegete should not be
separated from al-Razi’s position on reason ( ‘aql) and revelation (nagl)"*—with the former being

the ultimate arbitrator in case of any theologically mutashabih issue.”

89 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 7:155.
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"L e odada Taald aly OT, A
™ For the uncomfortable place of the interpretation based on reason and the arguments for its legitimacy, see
Abdullah Saeed, Interpreting the Qur’'an: Towards a Contemporary Approach (New York: Routledge, 2006), 57-68.
™ For al-RazT’s prioritization of reason, see Tariq Jaffer, Razi: Master of Quranic Interpretation and Theological
Reasoning (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 94-98. See also Fath Allah Khalaf, Fakhr al-Din al-Razt
(Alexandria: Dar al-Jami ‘at al-Misriyyah, 1976), 68; al-Razi, Al-Matalib al- ‘aliyah, 9:113-118; idem, Al-Mu/assal,
51; and idem, Al-Arba ‘in, 2:251-254.
"2 In theological issues, al-Razi considers the mutashabih verses to be beneficial for the lay people who, if only told
of a God Who does not have a body or occupy a place, may think that He is ‘nothing” (‘adam). In al-Razi’s view,
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2.2.1 Fierce Opposition

Al-Razr’s overindulgence in philosophical theology, now with Qur’anic piquancy,
attracts many adversaries for him in Rayy. In his geographical dictionary Mu jam al-Buldan,
Yaqut al-Hamawt (d. 626/1229) tells us that the medieval Persian city of Rayy, where al-Razi
spent most of his life, was home to three major sectarian groups: the Shafi‘is (representing a
minority), the Hanafis (representing more adherents) and the Shiites (representing the
majority).” Other components of the intellectual environment in Rayy included the Mu tazilites
with whom al-Razi must have had many personal disputations.”* Finally, Rayy was also home to
the bitterest enemy of al-Razi: the Karramiyyah who held an anthropomorphic view of God. The
many works al-Razi dedicated to expose the karramiyyah doctrines are indicative of their strong
presence.”

Coupled with a commitment to faqlid, this growth of sectarianism in Rayy gave rise to
many bloody conflicts between the Shafi‘is and the Hanafis on one side and between the
Ash‘arites and other sectarian groups on another. Ibn al-Athir recounts a fitnah (civil strife)
between the Shiites and the ShafiTs in Esterabad in 554/1159 and another in Isfahan in
560/1165. These bloody conflicts precipitated many casualties, deaths and ruined cities.”® We
can now understand the hostile attitudes the fugaha’ would have against theological conflicts.

The jurists’ opposition against speculative theology in Rayy was not different than that found in

the lay people should receive Mutashabihat first to satisfy their imagination, and later the Muhkamatr would reveal
the ultimate reality for them. See al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 7:149.

" Ya‘qiib al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Buldan (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1993), 3:117.

™ In his Managqib al-Shafi 7, al-Razi speaks about a group of Mu tazilites, who ask him about the Qur’anic reference
on free-will, “let those who wish to believe in it do so, and let those who wish to reject it do so” (Q. 18:29), to
challenge his views on Qadar (predestination). See al-Razi, Mandagib al-Imam al-Shafi T (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1993),
113. For another incident between al-Razi and the Mutazilites in Khwarizm, see al-Qazwini, Athar al-Bilad (Beirut:
Dar Sadir, 1960), 4:378.

™ Al-Shahraziiri states that the Ghor province was replete with the Karrami adherents. See al-Shahraziri’s Tarikh
al-Hukama’ OR Nuzhat al-4rwah wa Rawdat al-Afirah (Jam‘iyyat al-Da‘wah al-Islamiyyah, n.d.), 394.

’® |bn al-Athir, Al-Kamil (Cairo: Dar al-Tiba ah al-Muniriyyah), 9:66 and 92. See also Ya'qiib al-Hamawi, Mu jam
al-Buldan (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1993), 3:117.
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Baghdad. As the Hanbalite al-Kilani’s (d. 611/1214) library was burned due to his interest in
logic and philosophy,”” theologians in Rayy, including al-Razi, were expelled from different
cities due to their theological philosophical tendencies.”® For instance, due to a disputation
between al-Razi and Karrami Ibn al-Qudwah in 595/1199, a fitnah erupted and did not come to
an end until al-Razi was forced to leave Herat.”® It seems that the Karrami threats were so real
that al-Raz1 asked some of his students to withhold the news of his death when the time comes
“lest his opponents desecrate his body.”*°

Thanks to the official patronage he received during his lifetime, al-Razi was determined
to continue his theological and philosophical project in spite of this troubled region. In contrast
to Goldziher’s thesis that Muslim rulers were largely unfavorable to rationalist movements after
the Sunni revival of the fifth/eleventh century, al-Razi’s biographers placed emphasis on the
continuing support and honor he received,® especially from Ghiyath al-Din, the Ghirid ruler,
and ‘Ala’ al-Din Tekish, the Shah of Khwarazmian Empire from 1172 to 1200.%? This patronage
3

enhanced al-Razi’s authoritative role in incorporating philosophy in madras curriculum,®

especially after Ghiyath al-Din built a school for al-Razi Herat where al-Razi began his magnum

" See ibn al-‘Imad, Shadharat al-Dhahab fi Akhbar man Dhahab (Cairo: Maktabat al-Maqdisi, 1351), 3:45-46. See
also al-Qifti, Tarikh al-Hukama’ (Cairo: Al-Khanji), 228-229.

8 For instance, al-Razi converted the Karrami Ghiyath al-Din, the brother of the Ghirid ruler of Ghazna, yet the
former was forced to leave the country. See John A. Haywood, “Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Contribution to the Ideas of
Ultimate Reality and Meaning,” Ultimate Reality and Meaning 2, no. 4 (1979):264.-267. For the Ismaili attacks
against al-Razi, see S. J. Nasr, “The School of Istaban,” in A History of Muslim Philosophy, ed. M M Sharif
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1966), 2:653.

" See Ibn al-Athir, Al-Kamil (Cairo: Dar al-Tiba ah al-Muniriyyah), 9:247. See also al-Dhahabi, Al- ‘Ibar fi Khabar
man Dhahab (Kuwait: 1963), 4:285.

8 See John A. Haywood, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Contribution to the Ideas of Ultimate Reality, 267. See also Al-
Qiftt, Tarikh al-Hukama’ (Cairo: Al-Khanji), 291.

® Ignaz Goldziher, “Aus der Theologie des Fakhr al-din al-Razi,” Der Islam 3, (1912): 213-47.

8 See Frank Griffel, “On Fakhr al-Din al-Razi's Life and the Patronage He Received,” Journal of Islamic Studies 18,
no. 3 (2007): 313-344.

8 For the incorporation of philosophy in madrasa curriculum, see G. Endress, “Reading Avicenna in the Madrasa:
Intellectual Genealogies and Chains of Transmission of Philosophy and the Sciences in the Islamic East,” in Arabic
theology, Arabic philosophy: from the many to the one: essays in celebration of Richard M. Frank, ed. J. E.
Montgomery (Leuven: Peeters, 1996), 371-422; A. |. Sabra, “The Appropriation and Subsequent Naturalization of
Greek Science in Medieval Islam: A Preliminary Statement,” History of Science 25 (1987): 223-43
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opus in theological metaphysics al-Maralib al-Aliyah (The Higher Issues).®* We also know that
al-Razi’s classes were attended by rulers and scholars of different backgrounds.®

Al-Raz1’s theological works, especially Mafatih al-Ghayb, include many references that
reflect a renewed tension between the rational theologians on one side and the traditional jurists
and literalists on the other. In his Managib al-Shafi 7, al-Razi tells us about an incident that
illustrates how many jurists vehemently opposed the mere notion of dialectical reasoning, let
alone the necessity of a dialectical reading of the Qur’an. Al-Razi recounts that he attended a
Friday morning session in Khwarizm. The session was held by a hashwr,?® who was attacking
kalam and endorsing the fatwa against the mutakallimin. The fatwa briefly affirms that if one
made a legal will (wasiyyah) for scholars, then rational theologians are axiomatically excluded.
Al-Razi referred to this fatwa as “the famous question” (al-mas’alah al-mashhiirah), an
appellation that reflects the continuing unresolved tension between rational theologians and legal
jurists.®’

In addition to this incident, al-Razi recounts that he used to hold a Friday evening tafsir
session, in which he had a discussion about Q. 19: 42-46:

He said to his father, ‘Father, why do you worship something that can neither hear nor
see nor benefit you in any way?

8 Frank Griffel, “Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” in Encyclopedia of Medieval Philosophy: Philosophy Between 500 and
1500, ed. Henrik Lagerlund (Dordrecht and London: Springer, 2011), 341-342.

% For the attendees of al-Razi’s classes, see for instance Ibn Khallikan, Al-Wafayat (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahdah al-
Misriyyah, 1948), 3:383; and Al-Yafi 1, Mir at al-Jinan (Hyderabad: Dar al-Ma‘arif al-Nizamiyyah, 1338), 4:8-10.
8 A S Halkin identifies the hashwiyyah as the Hadith folk, see “The Hashwiyyah,” Journal of the American
Oriental Society 54 (1934):1-28. In his riposte against the Mu tazilites, Yahya al-‘Umrani (d. 558/1163), a Shafi‘1
from Yemen, critiques the Mu'tazilites for considering the hadith transmitters to be hashwiyyah. Ironically, al-
‘Umrani discredits the Mu tazilite appellation through a non-traceable hadith: “At the end of time, there would
appear a group of people of heretics (zanadigah), who will call my nation (ummah) “hashwiyyah” due to their
upholding of reports (akhbar)!” See al-‘Umrani, Al-Intisar fi al-Radd ‘ala al-Mu ‘tazilah al-Qadariyyah al-Ashrar
(Medina: Adwa’ al-Salaf, 1960), 140. See also Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: The Classical Age of
Islam (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1974), 391-392. For Hashwiyyah as a reference to “vulgar
anthropomorphism,” See D. S. Margoliouth, “Karramiyyah,” in Encyclopedia of Islam (Leiden: Brill, 1927), 2:773.
8 One of the strongly worded fatwas against Greek logic was issued by the Shafi‘T al-Shahraziri’s (d. 643/1245).
See Ignaz Goldziher, “The Attitude of Orthodox Islam toward the Ancient Sciences,” in Studies on Islam, trans. and
ed. M. L. Swartz (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 185-215.
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Father, knowledge that has not reached you has come to me, so follow me: I will guide
you to an even path.

Father, do not worship Satan- Satan has rebelled against the Lord of Mercy.

Father, | fear that a punishment from the Lord of Mercy may afflict you and that you
may become Satan’s companion [in Hell].’

His father answered, ‘Abraham, do you reject my gods? I will stone you if you do not
stop this. Keep out of my way!’

Noticing that the hashwi was among the attendees, al-Razi said:

The hashwi happened to enter as | was commenting on Abraham’s statement ‘why do
you worship something that can neither hear nor see nor benefit you in any way?’ (Q.
19:42). | started my comments by saying that God Almighty showed in this verse that the
Close Servant (Abraham) numerated many signs in support of divine unicity (tawhid),
following them with admonitions as in ‘my father, do not worship the devil’ (Q. 19:44).
Thereafter, God Almighty narrated that Abraham’s father met these demonstrations with
taqlid (traditional conformity to forefathers’ beliefs) and persistent denial [as reflected
by] ‘I will stone you if you do not stop this. Keep out of my way!” (Q. 19:46).
Accordingly, whoever supports rational theology ( ‘ilm al-us:/) and corroborates the signs
of divine unicity is adopting the school thought (madhhab) of Abraham, and thereby
deserves the honor mentioned in ‘Such was the argument We gave to Abraham against
his people- We raise in rank whoever We will” (Q. 6:83). Conversely, whoever denies
rational theology and persists on imitation (taglid) and following the predecessors (as/af)
is actually adopting the faith of Azar, Abraham’s father, and following his way of
ignorance and misguidance. Hearing this, the hashwi turned red and yellow and became
dumbstruck.®

By the same token, al-Razi’s biographies reflect a renewed tension between al-Razi and
al-hashwiyyah. For instance, al-Razi used to find parchments with insulting and hurtful remarks
placed on his minbar so that he can easily find and read. In al-Subki’s Tabagat al-Shafi ‘iyyah al-
Kubra, al-Razi once read out a parchment and exclaimed:

If my son does this, | wish him sincere repentance; if my wife does this, then she has no

fidelity; and if my servant does this, so does others except those whom God preserve.

However, | thank God that neither my son nor my wife nor my servant believes in God in
any anthropomorphic way. Which party is then upright?®®

8 Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Mandgqib al-Imam al-Shafi T, 100-101.

® Taj al-Din Al-Subki, Tabagat al-Shafi T (Cairo: Al-HalabT Publisher, 1964), 8:89.
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For the severe struggle between al-Razi and his theological opponents, specially the karramiyyah, see Muhammad
Salih al-Zarkan, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi wa Ara uh al-Kalamiyyah (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1963), 21-23.
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This opposition against al-Razi seems to be a continuity of the negative attitude against
kalam as expressed in the motto “one of the signs of heresy (zandagah) is giving the appellation
hashwiyyah to the advocates of sunnah.”®

Furthermore, al-Razi was equally aware that this juristic opposition against kalam was
justified by the claim that al-Shafi‘T was also against it.”* As a staunch authority in the Shafi‘l
madhhab, al-Razi devotes a long section in his Mandaqib al-Shafi T not merely to absolve al-
Shafi‘T of attacking kalam but to present al-Shafi‘T as an exceeding theologian whose “concise
remarks outweigh the theologians’ lengthy works.”® Moreover, al-Razi places equal emphasis
on al-Shafi1’s legal reasoning and exceeding ability for ratiocination (istidlal), which brought an
unprecedented balance between the people of ra’y (reason-based opinion) and advocates of
prophetic transmitted reports (ahl al-kadith). With the emergence of al-Shafi'T and his
normalization of legal reasoning, al-Razi argues that the traditionalists gained more victory over
the reason-based jurisprudence.®® There is no doubt that al-Shafi‘T’s Risalah marks the early

canonization of legal reasoning and accounts for the developments al-Razi pinpointed.**

% See Al-Lalaka'1, Sharh Usiil I tigad Ahl al-Sunnah (Alexandria: Dar al-Basirah, 2001), 1:167.

gt il ol o grmans: B30 Adley
°! For the classical fiugaha’ modern reformists’ attitude towards kalam, see Ahmad Salim’s Naqd al-Fugaha’ It ‘Im
al-Kalam (Cairo: Ru’yah IT al-Nashr, 2008); and ‘Abd al-Halim Mahmud, Al-Islam wa al- ‘Aql (Cairo: Dar al-
Maarif, 1998). For juristic views against kalam, see also Muhammad Hilmi, Manhaj ‘Ulama’ al-Hadith fi ‘Iim Usiil
al-Din (Alexandria: Dar al-da‘wah, 1992). Classical works on the critique of kalam include al-Harawi’s Thamm al-
Kalam wa A#lik, Ibn Taymiyyah’s Shark al-‘Aqidah al-Asfahaniyyah, and al-Suyiti’s Sawn al-Man¢iq wa al-
Kalam.
% Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Mandgqib al-Imam al-Shafi 7, 107. In this work, al-Raz1 interprets many statements attributed
to al-Shafi‘T on divine unicity, prophecy, divine attributes, seeing God (ru yat Allah), growing in faith (ziyadat al-
Iman), human will or the creation of human acts (khalq al-a ‘mal), and the Prophet’s companions (sahabah). See
ibid., 95-139. Ibn Taymiyyah does with Ahmad ibn Hanbal what al-Razi does with al-Shafi‘i. Against al-Juwayni
and al-Ghazali, Ibn Taymiyyah supports the case for Ibn Hanbal as a theologian. See Hasan al-Shafi ‘T, Al-Madkhal
ila Dirasat ‘Ilm al-Kalam (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 2013), 34-36.
% Al-Razi, Managib al-Imam al-Shafi 7, 346.
% A complete English translation of the Risala with parallel Arabic text can be found in Lowry’s Epistle on Legal
Theory (New York: New York University Press, 2013). For a detailed study of the Risalah, see Lowry, Early
Islamic Legal Theory (Brill: Leiden and Boston, 2007).
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2.2.2. More Qur’anic Evidence for the Validity of Rational Reasoning

With those opposing fugaha’ in mind, al-Razi relies on the Qur’anic references once
again to substantiate his endorsement of exegetical reasoning in Qur’anic exegesis. Al-Razi
utilizes the following passage:

There are signs in the heavens and the earth for those who believe:

And in the creation of yourselves and what He disperses of moving creatures are signs for
people who are certain [in faith].

In the alternation of night and day, in the rain God provides, sending it down from the
sky and reviving the dead earth with it, and in His shifting of the winds there are signs for
those who use their reason” (Q. 45:3-5).

In his Mafatih al-Ghayb, al-Razi reflects on the order of the verse-ending in the above-
cited verses. Al-Razi calls attention to a series of “those who have faith (yu ‘miniin), those whose
faith is certain (yiiginun), and those who reason (ya gilin).” He argues that this order is
intentional. In his opinion, the third verse is a call for rational thinking for those who do not
belong to the first two categories. Then al-Razi writes:

Know that many jurists say: the Qur’an does not embody the sciences rational
theologians pursue; it only encompasses law-related matters. However, this is [a result of]
great heedlessness. While there are no long surahs entirely devoted to laying out laws,
there are many surahs, especially the Meccan ones, which contain nothing but the signs
of monotheism, prophethood, resurrection, and eschatology. All of these [topics] belong
to the knowledge of rational theologians. Sensibly, one can discern that theologians offer
nothing but lengthy explanations of the Qur’anic concise statements.*®

The lengthiest theorization of the significance of rational theology for the exegete is

found in his sixteen-page commentary on the Q. 2:21-22:

People, worship your Lord, who created you and those before you, so that you may be
mindful [of Him] who spread out the earth for you and built the sky; who sent water

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 7:223.
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In his commentary on the Q. 2:21, al-Razi similarly makes a comparison between the legal and theological content

of the Qur’an. He states that the legal commandments of the Qur’an are covered in less than 600 verses, whereas the

rest of the Qur’an is dominantly theological. See Ibid., 2:80.
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down from it and with that water produced things for your sustenance. Do not, knowing
this, set up rivals to God.

Al-Razi considers the signs in v. 22 as a reference to the typical Qur’anic method for
demonstrating the existence and essential attributes of God. He further employs the sequence of
worship and proofs for God as an indication that knowing Him is Qur’anically attained through
rational reasoning (al-nazar wa al-istidlal), a term used interchangeably with the term kalam to
refer to rational theology which is an appellation of the science of kalam. It is also the same term
that refers to the first mandatory act for the believer in Ash‘arite thought. Al-Razi then identifies
the hashwiyyah as opposing kalam and deeming it a heretical science. In response, al-Razi
elaborates on the defense of dialectical reasoning. Following are four points that summarize al-
Razi’s defense of rational reasoning.

A. Kalam is the root (asl) of all religious sciences.

Al-Razi views kalam as the superior science in the hierarchy of traditional sciences
(‘ulum) on the grounds that kalam represents the root, whereas other ‘uliim serve as the offshoots
of kalam. In his opinion, the exegetes’ interpretation of God’s word presumes the existence of
the Maker Who has will (mukhtar) and speaks (mutakallim). A mukaddith seeks to understand
the meanings of Prophet Muhammad’s words, and this task cannot be fulfilled unless prophecy is
established. Similarly, a jurist seeks to unravel God’s laws—and that is still an extension to
divine unity and prophecy. Al-Razi concludes that all sciences depend on kalam, whereas kalam
works independently of them.*® This argument, which is very classical in the defense of kalam
and its appellation as ‘ilm al-usal, has a broader significance for al-Razi. In effect, this argument

serves as a valid appropriation of rational reasoning in his exegetical practice. In other words, al-

% 1hid., 2:80.
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Razi asserts that theological reasoning must logically antecede any legal, traditional,
philological, or rhetorical approach to the Qur’anic text.
B. The Qur’anic text encompasses the kalam arguments.

Al-Razi deals with the Qur’anic text as a reservoir of the mutakallimin’s methods and
arguments in speculative reasoning. For instance, he considers the verse “How could He who
created not know His own creation, when He is the Most Subtle, the All Aware?” (Q. 67:14) to
be indicative of the theologians’ method of deriving God’s omniscience from His perfect way of
creation. Similarly, the Qur’anic reference to the varieties of creation in spite of the idea that all
creatures share the four elements (al-faba’i * al-arba ‘ah) is indicative of divine power and will as
in (Q. 13:4). Tracing back the theological topics to their Qur’anic roots, al-Razi affirms that the
role of rational theologians is to identify, corroborate and defend the dialectical arguments of the
Qur’an.”” Philosophically, al-Razi still posits that using Qur’anic references to establish his
rational approach do not discredit his propensity for rational reasoning. In his al-Matalib al-
‘Aliyah, al-Razi justifies his use of Qur’anic references on the grounds that Aristotle’s works are
replete with quotes from the Greek poet Homer, a decision that brought Aristotle no shame and
thus should be the case with the Qur’an.*®

C. Logical reasoning is a Qur’anic command.

To counter the texts the kalam opponents bring against dialectical reasoning, al-Razi
turns our attention to the Qur anic references that praise “pondering” and “thinking” about God’s
signs in the universe. References include Q. 3:13, 190; 4:82, 10:101, 13:41, 20:54, 128; 41:53,

and 88:17. In addition, al-Razi refers to the many verses that speak about conformity to

" Ibid., 2:81.
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forefathers’ beliefs and blind faith as in Q. 19:46, 25:42, 26:74, 31:21, and 43:23. Al-Razi uses
similar references to reach a provoking conclusion:

Such references are indicative of the obligation (wujizb) of rational reasoning,

contemplation and taglid condemnation. Therefore, the advocates of rational reasoning

are following the Qur’an and the prophet’s faith, whereas the advocates of taglid are

opposing the Qur’an and supporting the disbelievers’ faith.*

D. Arguments against kalam are self-defeating.

Based on the two previous points, al-Razi argues that any text that seemingly condemns
disputation must be contextually understood as arguing for wrong beliefs. Interestingly, al-Razi
dismisses any rational argument against rational reasoning as self-contradictory, simply because

such arguments use rational proofs to argue against using rational proofs.

2.3 The Literary Phenomenon of Intentional Tasrif

Approaching the surah as exhibiting a dialectical and theological content, al-Razi
observes a recurring phenomenon in the surah discourse units; that is, the employment of
variegated themes for theological and persuasive purposes. To him the various thematic blocks
of a surah are not arbitrarily arranged. Rather, they reveal a deliberate Qur’anic compositional
strategy that plays a significant role in addressing issues of faith or encouraging compliance with
the divine law (shari ‘ah). To support this premise, al-Razi associates this Qur’anic compositional
strategy with the Qur’anic self-image. For instance, al-Razi identifies three verses that describe
tasrif, through which the Qur’an seeks to produce certain effects on its audience. In accordance
with the occurrences of the verb sarrafa (lit. to use something in various ways) and its

relationship with al-Razi’s explication of the interweaving diverse themes and registers in a

* Ibid., 2:84.
USIY 25 Blby ey OT, A Y5 e O widl 1) s pag el cusg OT, 81 389 o O (¥l Jadl 31 1o ad il 039 Sadlg JYuza¥ly Jadl Dy o Jy o3 JS)

110



given surah, Ghunaym suggests the term tasrif as a literary device utilized by al-Razi both
theoretically and practically.'® The following are the three verses on tasrif:

1. We have explained things in various ways (sarrafna) in this Quran, so that such

people might take notice, but it has only turned them further away (Q. 17:41),

2. In this Quran, We have set out all kinds of examples (sarrafna) for people, yet most

of them persist in disbelieving” (Q. 17:89), and

3. In this Quran We have presented every kind of description (sarrafna) for people but

man is more contentious than any other creature (Q. 18:54).

These three verses set the Qur anic text as a social discourse that employs the technique
of tasrif for communicative purposes. How does al-Razi explain this Qur’anic phenomenon of
tasrif? In his commentary on (Q. 17:41), al-Razi explains:

Philologically, tasrif means causing something to turn from one direction to another as in

the phrase tasrif al-riyah [the changing of the wind directions] and tasrif” al-umir

[changing of matters]. Then the word tasrif became a metaphor (kinayah) for exposition

(al-tabyin), because the one who tries to explain something would turn his speech from

one type to another and from one example to another so that the exposition would be

complete and the expression more reinforced.'®

Practically, al-Razi explains tasrif in the Q. 17:89 as susceptible to the following
interpretations. The first interpretation considers the immediate context which poses a challenge
that any attempt to produce a book like the Qur’an will be doomed to failure. In light of this
context, al-Razi interprets tasrif here as a reference to the variety of ways the Qur’an challenges
its original recipients to emulate its composition by producing the likeness of the entire Qur’an
(Q. 17:88), ten surahs (Q. 11:13), one surah (Q. 2:23) or part of a surah (Q. 52:34). The second
interpretation relates to the Qur’anic narrations about the fate of past detractors. In this regard,

tasrif refers to the many recurring narratives that describe how the opponents of the prophets,

such the people of Noah, ‘Ad, and Thamiid, faced many tribulations on account of their disbelief.

10 See “Adil Ghunaym, “Usiil Fikrat al-Nazm wa Tatbiqatuha fi Tafsir al-Razi,” (PhD Diss., University of Zagazig,

1992).

WOLAI-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 20:173.
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The third interpretation relates to repetition within the Qur’anic message; that is, the numerous
ways by which the Qur’an proves divine unity, discredits polytheism, and addresses doubts
regarding prophecy and resurrection. Thus, tasrif means “a variety of ways” and “repetition,”
both of which are also captured in al-Razi’s commentary on the third verse (Q. 18:54).
According to Mir, tasrif provides an “important clue to understanding the organization of the
Qur’anic text.”%?

Besides the notion of tasrif, al-Razi focuses on some Qur’anic qualities that place
emphasis on its intentional employment of miscellaneous themes. For example, consider the
following Qur’anic descriptions:

1. HaMim

2. Arrevelation from the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy;

3. A Scripture whose verses are made distinct as a Quran in Arabic for people who
understand,

4. Giving good news and warning. Yet most of them turn away and so do not hear (Q. 41:1-

4).

And

God has sent down the most beautiful of all teachings (aksan al-hadith): a Scripture that

IS consistent (mutashabihan) and draws comparisons (mathani); that causes the skins of

those in awe of their Lord to shiver. Then their skins and their hearts soften at the

mention of God: such is God’s guidance. He guides with it whoever He will; no one can

guide those God leaves to stray (Q. 39:23).

With regard the first passage, al-Razi demonstrates how the Qur’anic qualities refer to its

heteronomous textual nature. First, he explains that a major implication of the divine epithets

102 Mustansir Mir, “Some Aspects of Narration in the Quran,” in Sacred Tropes: Tanakh, New Testament, and
Qur’an as Literature and Culture, ed. Roberta Sterman Sabbath (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 97. Mir explains that the
Qur’anic text is so different than the other texts with which we are familiar. To better understand the Qur’anic
narration, Mir suggests two principles: the principles of tasrif and the principle of association. With regard to tasrif,
Mir uses this principle in the sense of “variegation” and as a narrative principle and a mode of presenting the
Qur’ anic material. However, he explores the term in a deeper way by explaining how the story of Adam is reiterated
in different surahs with “a different thrust in each place” and in accordance with “the thematic exigencies of the
surahs in which they occur”. See Mustansir Mir, “Some Aspects of Narration in the Quran,” 93: 106, esp. 97-103;
and idem, “The Sura as a Unity: A Twentieth-Century Development in Qur’an Exegesis,” in Approaches to the
Qur’an, ed. G. R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993), 211-224.

112



“Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy” (al-Rahman al-Rahim) is that the Qur’an was revealed in a
way that addresses the needs of its recipients: healing for the sick and nutrition for the well.1®
Second, the word kitab is philologically related to the notion of jam‘ (compilation) which
indicates that the Qur'an as a book encompasses the knowledge of the earlier and later
generations (‘ulum al-awwalin wa al-akhirin). Third, the Qur’anic verses are made as mufassal

3

which is interpreted as “containing distinct verses that detail different thoughts about the
description of God and its related themes, the wonders of the heavens and the earth, the
obligations that relates to the hearts (quliub) and the limbs (jawarih), promise of rewards and
warnings of punishment, admonitions and advice, disciplining one’s character and soul,
narratives of the past.”'%* Fourth, the Qur’an is assigned the role of giving good tidings and
warnings. Fifth, people turn away from it, a condition that required the reiteration of the Qur’anic
reminders. In general, al-Razi considers the multiplicity of the Qur’anic themes as a privilege
that distinguishes the Qur’an from other books.'*

Concerning the second passage, al-Razi offers two interpretations for the phrase aksan
al-hadith (the best discourse). In his view, this epithet is a reference to either the form (lafz) or
content (ma ‘na). He posits that the distinction of the Qur’anic lafz lies in its eloquence and new
form that does not agree with the rules of poetry and orations. Then he adds that one of the
privileges of the Qur’anic content is that it encompasses a variety of areas of knowledge ( ‘uliim),

which mainly explicates the Qur’anic faith, as in “They all believe in God, His angels, His

scriptures, and His messengers. We make no distinction between any of His messengers. They

1% In his Hujaj al-Qur’an, Hamid al-Din al-Farahi offers a similar explanation of the Qur’anic strategy of thematic
amalgam where divine unity, prophecy, faith and practice are combined together. In his view, the Qur’an treats the
nafs in the way a physician treats the sick and prescribes the medicine in accordance with their condition.
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104 See Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 27:81.
' Ibid., 27:82.
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say, ‘We hear and obey. Grant us Your forgiveness, our Lord. To You we all return’” (Q. 2:285).
Here, al-Razi provides a thorough numeration of the themes of the Qur’an that relates to
theology of God, angels, prophets, eschatology, history, ethics and laws.

In the same vein, al-Razi sees the Qur’anic self-identifications as a “mutashabih book”
and “mathani book” (Q. 39:22) as another affirmation of its thematically repetitive and
collocative nature. Part of the meaning of mutashabih is that its multiple topics conform to the
same purpose of honoring God and preaching the faith. According to al-Razi, the term mathant
implies that “most of the things mentioned in it [the Qur’an] are expressed in couples: command
and prohibition, general and particular, concise and detailed, heaven and earth, heaven and hell,
darkness and light, tablet and pen, angels and devils, throne and seat, promise of rewards and
warning of punishment, and hope and fear. The purpose of this is to demonstrate that everything,
other than God the Truth, is contrasted with its opposite and the Sole being is God alone.”*%
Furthermore, the reactions of shivering and softening of the heart when the Qur’an is recited is
taken to refer to the reactions to the verses on punishment and mercy. However, al-Razi adds a
Sufi explanation: in the path of honoring God, when the seekers ponder the world of majesty, the
hearts become out of control (tashat), and when they ponder the aspects of beauty, they become
resuscitated ( ‘ashat).*’

In al-Razi’s Kitab al-Muhassal, there seems to be a close connection between the
heteronomous form of the surah and the major role of prophets. Al-Razi identifies the general

purpose behind the mission of a prophet in the Qur’anic notion of “bearing glad tidings and

forewarning, that mankind may have no excuse before Allah after the (coming of the)

' Ibid., 26:237.
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messengers, for Allah has always been Almighty, All-Wise” (Q. 4:165). In al-Razi’s opinion, the
prophetic presentations of the divine message are expected to be expressed in the miscellaneous
form of tabshir (promising rewards to encourage obedience) and indhar (warning against

108

punishments to discourage rebellion).”™ Given this Qur’anic plan, surah 20 (Taha) affirms that

the disbelieving people would have no valid argument for their rejection of faith before God.'*
However, al-Razi provides a list of ways, through which the prophet’s message makes disbelief
unjustifiable. This list includes the following varied tasks:
1. Showing the right way to connect with God in worship
2. Giving constant reminders to fight against heedlessness and temptations
3. Explaining how good is rewarded and bad punished
4. Establishing the divine law to meet the civil nature of man and to avoid the conflicts that
result from lawlessness
5. Leading people both ethically and civilly by teaching the sciences of ethics and statecraft
(ilmay al-akhlag wa al-sivasah).**°
The last task situates the office of prophecy in Avicennian context. Here, al-Razi argues
that man is civil by nature, a quality that necessitates the presence of a law-giver who can
regulate people’s life in a way that prevents conflicts and fighting. Furthermore, al-Razi posits
that a prophet serves the role of a ra zs (leader). While some leaders manage the outer affairs of

people, as in the case of sultans, or regulate the inner affairs of people, as in the case of religious

scholars; prophets must have authority over both the outer and the inner since they represent the

% |bid., 11:87.

109 Al-Razi, Kitab al-Muhassal, 513. “If We had destroyed them through punishment before this Messenger came,
they would have said, ‘Lord, if only You had sent us a messenger, we could have followed Your revelations before
we suffered humiliation and disgrace!” (Q. 20:134).

"0 Ibid., 512-519.
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perfect level of the human species.''!

In Campanini’s words, Islam recognizes two kinds of
prophets: the “legislative” prophet and the “warning” prophet.**? Similarly, Jomier considers the
announcement of a terrible punishment for the disbelievers and ineffable bliss for the believers to
be one of the Qur’anic characteristics of “the prophet-messenger”.'"

In al-Raz1’s analysis, the surah utilizes various themes to enable the prophet to reach his
goal of persuading his different audience into faith and obedience to the divine covenant. For
instance, the juxtaposition of many surah units is designed to lead the listeners into faith
emotionally, persuasively, and rationally. These different aspects of decision-making makes the
Qur’anic message reach the different personalities with which the prophets deal. For instance, a
frequently common thematic pair in the surah is the risk/reward presentation of faith choice. The
great descriptions of heaven, coupled with the graphic description of hell, generate responses to
faith according to innate human capacity of weighting risk and reward. Additionally, the
Qur’anic command to worship God or abide by the divine covenant is usually associated with
reminders of divine blessings. Theologically, the Qur’anic description of the signs of divine
power and knowledge is usually preceded or followed by arguing for divine unity or
resurrection. These two themes are intrinsically connected on the grounds that the
acknowledgment of an All-knowing, All-Powerful God makes idolatry more questionable and
resurrection more plausible. Consider the following passage and its final impression

1. Alif Lam Mim Ra: These are the signs of the Scripture. What your Lord has sent down to
you [Prophet] is the truth, yet most people do not believe.

2. Itis God who raised up the heavens with no visible supports and then established Himself
on the throne; He has subjected the sun and the moon each to pursue its course for an

appointed time; He regulates all things, and makes the revelations clear so that you may
be certain of meeting your Lord;

111 H

Ibid.,, 518.
112 Massimo Campanini, The Qur an: the Basics, trans. Oliver Leaman (London: Routledge, 2016), 59-64.
13 Jacques Jomier, The Great Themes of the Qur’an, trans. Zoe Hersov (London: SCM Press Ltd, 1997), 68.
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3. itis He who spread out the earth, placed firm mountains and rivers on it, and made two of
every kind of fruit; He draws the veil of night over the day. There truly are signs in this
for people who reflect.

4. There are, in the land, neighbouring plots, gardens of vineyards, cornfields, palm trees in
clusters or otherwise, all watered with the same water, yet We make some of them taste
better than others: there truly are signs in this for people who reason.

5. If anything can amaze you [Prophet], then you should surely be amazed at their asking,
‘What? When we become dust, shall we be created anew?’ These are the ones who deny
their Lord, who will wear iron collars around their necks and be the inhabitants of the
Fire, there to remain (Q. 13:1-5).

Al-Razi reads the first four verses as a compendium of heavenly and earthly
manifestations of God’s attributes of power, knowledge, wisdom and will. Theologically, al-Raz1
argues that these wonderous varieties of creation constitute a rational proof for God, because
they unavoidably require a particularizing agent (mukhassis) and a preponderating factor
(murajjik). The dialectical value of this passage is reflected in the closing part of v. 4 “there truly
are signs in this for people who reason,” which is taken by al-Razi to serve as a signal that the
Qur’anic argument is irrefutable (/@ dafi‘a laha) unless one, he continues, discredits his own
rationality by arguing that things were brought into existence with absolutely no influencing
factor or effective cause (mu aththir).*** Having established the theological purpose of these four
verses, al-Razi explains the wonder in v. 5. Ironically, many Qur’anic passages depict the
Meccans’ surprise about the possibility of bodily resurrection; however, in this sequence of
verses, the prophet is given the chance to wonder: how is it impossible for God to bring people
back to life? Having the power to bring into being all these variegated creations, God, by greater
reason, is able to resurrect people.'*

Furthermore, al-Razi utilizes such Qur’anic patterns in arranging its material as a

hermeneutical tool. For instance, al-Razi attempts to decide the meaning of al-naba’ al- ‘azim

(momentous announcement) in surah 78 (al-Naba’):

14 See al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 19:3-7, esp. 7.
" Ibid., 19:8.
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Unit One (1-5)

What are they asking about?
The momentous announcement,
About which they differ.

They will find out.

In the end they will find out.

Unit Two (6-16)

Did We not make the earth smooth,

And make the mountains to keep it stable?

Did We not create you in pairs,

Give you sleep for rest,

The night as a cover,

And the day for your livelihood?

Did We not build seven strong [heavens] above you,
And make a blazing lamp?

Did We not send water pouring down from the clouds
To bring forth with it grain, plants,

And luxuriant gardens?

In the first unit, al-Razi identifies the ‘momentous announcement’ (al-naba’ al- ‘azim) to
be a reference to the Judgment day and the second unit as purported to give a demonstration for
the possibility of bodily resurrection. To al-Razi, this demonstration is achieved through the
natural signs that point to (1) God’s “power,” which is recognized by the mere process of
creation, and (2) God’s “knowledge,” which is recognized through precision and regularity in
creation. Then, al-Razi connects the doctrine of bodily resurrection with these two divine
attributes. He observes:

Whenever one demonstrates that these two foundational attributes are true and that

‘bodies’ or ‘corporeal substances (ajsam) equally accept the attributes and accidents

(a rad), then it becomes inevitable that God Almighty can demolish this worldly life and
bring another into being. This explains the way of this nazm.'*®

118 1hid., 31:6.
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Here, we see the term nazm used to refer to the flow of two distinct units, not merely
parts of a sentence or two consecutive sentences. We also see how al-Razi relies on the structural
pattern of signs/resurrection to determine the meaning of al-naba’ al- ‘azim.

Aside from his interest in the theological and persuasive function of the heterogeneous
nature of the surah, al-Raz1 highlights the aesthetics of tasrif. Rhetorically, he argues that the
different thematic perspectives in the surah brings pleasure to the listeners as they get to
appreciate the different “tastes” of a speech made of unified segments. He observes:

Know that God Almighty habitually incorporates three types of discourses in the

Glorious Book: ‘ilm al-tawhid, ‘ilm al-akkam (laws) and ilm al-gasas (stories)—the last

of which is designed to either affirm the signs of tawhid or accentuate the obligations of

the laws. This is the best way that does not keep one [listening to] the same type [of
discourse] as it entails boredom. Yet, when one moves from an ‘ilm to another, it is like

relieving the chest (tashra/ al-sadr), and it pleases the heart—as if one traveled from a

county to another, moved from an orchard to another, switches from eating a delicious

type of food to another which will be undoubtedly more delicious and more appealing.**’

It is interesting to note how the different assumptions about a text could lead to different
readings and far-ranging conclusions. The various but persuasively oriented surah discourses
make al-Razi appreciate the flow of the surah message, as his levels of “feel good” increases
through his experience of the “different tastes” communicated by the variegated themes.
However, this literary device of tasrif has made others view the organization of the surah as an
“impossible muddle,”**® “farrago of long-winded narratives and prosaic exhortations,”*° or

“haphazard compilations of isolated text passages”.120 Maybe al-Razi’s message for students of

the Qur’an is to acknowledge that it has different flavors that may not conform to the ones with

" 1bid., 2:243.

118 See Massimo Campanini, The Qur an: the Basics, 36. Reading Gabrieli’s definition in light of the many modern
works on Qur’anic structure, Campanini concludes that “nowadays Gabrieli’s undervaluation of the Qur’an as an
“impossible muddle” sounds to be a orientalist prejudice.” See ibid., 37.

119 Reynold Alleyne Nicholas, A Literary History of the Arabs (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1907), 161.

120 Neuwirth, Angelica, “Structural, Linguistic and Literary Features,” in Cambridge companion to the Quran, ed.
Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 98.

119



which we are familiar. These flavors can be discovered, or even appreciated, when the Qur’an, as
Mustansir implicitly suggested, is regarded “as a sui generis text that ought to be studied on its

121
own terms.”

Conclusion

In his development of the theory of nazm, al-Razi grounds his literary analysis in
highlighting the theological, dialectical and persuasive nature of the surah. According to al-Razi,
discerning the surah structure and determining its meaning requires an exegete who is
theologically and dialectically trained. With this unprecedented prerequisite for the exegete, al-
Razi argues that a holistic reading of the surah is possible and explains that theologian-exegete
can reconstruct the surah dialectical purpose and unravel the compositional strategy, through
which the surah segments can be seen as unfolding in a discernable manner. Through this
approach, al-Razi is also committed to read the Qur’anic text on its own terms with an eye to
identify its own strategies in arranging its material, or, in al-Razi’s vocabulary, its argument
(hujjah). One controlling literary observation al-Razi found in the Qur’anic organization of its
material is the notion of tasrif. Examples of this literary strategy include two main trajectories:
(1) the Qur’anic recurring trilogy of divine unity, prophecy and resurrection, and (2) the
persuasive tactics that appear in the recurring use of antithetical parallels (e.g.,
believers/disbelievers, heaven/hell, rewards/punishment), complementary pairs (e.g., God’s
rights/people’s rights) and the confluence of the legal and the moral in presenting Qur’anic laws.
In the next chapter, we will examine the first trajectory of tasrif; that is, how al-Razi approaches
the surah design by focusing on its dialectical nature and its theological trilogy of divine unity,

prophecy and resurrection.

121 Mustansir Mir, “The Structure of the Qur’an: the Inner Dynamic of the Surah,” in Oxford Handbook of Qur anic
Studies, ed. Abdel Haleem and Mustafa Shah (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 363.
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Chapter 3
The Kalam Reading of the Surah
“Know that the Almighty arranged this disputation in the best way.”
“Having established the evidence for divine unity, God almighty gave the essential argument
against the objections raised by the partisans of polytheism, simply because a well-arranged
disputation commences with giving the evidence that proves the claim which needs to be
demonstrated. Thereafter follows the answer to the specious argument of the opponents.” 2
The observation that al-Razi played a significant role in the appropriation of philosophy
into the kalam tradition has been emphasized in many studies.® Yet, the impact of al-Razi’s
rationalist approach on his literary study of the surah design has hardly been scrutinized in any
depth. To demonstrate the relationship between rational theology and literary theory in al-Razi’s
thought, this chapter argues that al-Razi’s mastery of the dialectical methods of argumentation,
along with his deep theological training, influenced his reading of the Qur’anic surah in
significant ways. To this end, the chapter will mainly discuss al-Razi’s reading of surahs 38
(Sad) and 87 (Al-Ahgaf). Very early on in his interpretation of surah 38, al-Razi raises an

objection against the cohesiveness of the various discourse units of the surah, claiming that the

integrity of the text can only be maintained when the surah is dialectically understood as an

! Al-Raz, Mafatih al-Ghayb (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyyah, 2009), 27:173.
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® For instance, see Frank Griffel, “Kalam” and “Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” in Encyclopedia of Medieval Philosophy.
Philosophy Between 500 and 1500, ed. Henrik Lagerlund (Dordrecht: Springer, 2011), 1:341-45 and 665-672;
Tariq Jaffer, Razi: Master of Quranic Interpretation and Theological Reasoning (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2015); and Ayman Shihadeh, “From al-Ghazali to al-Razi: 6th/12th Century Developments in Muslim
Philosophical Theology,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy, 15, no. 1 (2005): 141-179.
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argumentation that follows the standard techniques of disputation.* To prove the dialectical
nature of surah 38, al-Razi posits that its overall message is a call for rational reasoning (nazar)
and a warning against the uncritical emulation of authority (faqlid). While al-Razi centers critical
thinking in surah 38, he utilizes surah 87 to represent a Qur’anic model for rational theology.
According to al-Raz1’s analysis, surah 87 reflects the classical theological trilogy of divine unity
(tawhid), prophecy (nubuwwah) and resurrection (ma ‘ad). It is contended herein that there are
instances where al-Razi utilizes the flow of a surah section to support his own theological views.
For instance, al-Razi employs the structure of surah 10 (Yanus) to advance his theological views

on determinism in his polemical engagement with the Mu‘tazilites.

1. The Dialectic Approach to the Surah Structure
How does al-Razi’s dialectical reasoning fuel his interest in approaching the structural
architecture of the surah? The answer to this question comes directly from al-Razi. In his
commentary on surah 38 (Sad), al-Razi remarks that the flow of the surah discourse may leave
the reader feeling bewildered and befuddled because of how one section abruptly breaks from the
first section of the surah. Known for his fair presentation of his opponents’ views, al-Razi

explains how surah 38 makes one wonder just what the point has been:

* The Qur’anic aspect of argumentation has been the subject of a large number of articles and monographs. See Jane
Dammen McAuliffe, “Debate with them in a better way”: The Construction of a Qur’anic Commonplace, in Myth,
Historical Archetypes and Symbolic Figures in Arabic Literature: Towards a New Hermeneutical Approach, ed.
Angelica Neuwirth, Birgit Embal6, Sebastian Giinther, and Maher Jarrar (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1999) 163-
188; idem, “Debate and Disputation,” in Encyclopedia of the Qur’an, ed. J D McAuliffe (Leiden: Brill, 2001),
1:511-514; idem, “Opposition to Muhammad,” in Encyclopedia of the Qur’'an, ed. J D McAuliffe (Leiden: Brill,
2003), 3:576-580; Rosalind Ward Gwynne, Logic, Rhetoric and Legal Reasoning in the Qur’an: God’s Arguments
(London and New York: Routledge, 2014); Kate Zebiri, “Argumentation,” in The Blackwell Companion to the
Qur’an, ed. Andrew Rippin ( (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004); 265-281, J. Waardenburg, “Faith and Reason in the
Argumentation of the Qur’an,” in Perennitas: Studi in Onore di Angelo Brelich (Rome: Edizioni dell'Ateneo, 1980),
619-633; Oliver Leaman, “Arguments and the Qur’an,” in An Encyclopedia of the Qur’an, ed. Leaman (London:
Routledge, 2015), 55-67; Muhammad Abt Zahrah, Tarikh al-Jadal (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr); Zahir al-Alma‘l, Manahij
al-Jadal fi al-Qur’an al-Karim (Beirut, 1980); Barakat Murad, Minhaj al-Jadal wa al-Mundazarah fi al-Islami
(Cairo, 1990); and Hasan al-Sharqawi, Al-Jadal fi al-Qur’an (Alexandria, 1986).
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Someone may wonder: in the beginning of the surah, God presented the disbelieving
mockers as being vehemently opposed to physical resurrection and the afterlife—as
reflected in “Our lord, give us our share of punishment before the Judgment Day” [Q.
38:16]. Having described this appeal, God almighty gave no reply; rather, [addressing the
prophet,] He said: “Bear patiently with what they say and remember our servant David”
[Q. 38:17]. It is clear that there is no relation between mentioning David, peace be with
him, and affirming the truth of Judgment. Further, God mentioned the story of David in
great detail and followed it with: “It was not without purpose that We created the heavens
and the earth and everything in between.” Yet, it is still clear that there is no relation
between affirming God’s purposefulness and narrating the story of David. Having
confirmed His purposefulness and employed it as a means of proving physical
resurrection, God mentioned that the Qur’an is a noble, notable and valuable scripture [Q.
38:29]. However, this part has no relevance to the preceding sections. Given this, the
surah segments seem to be disparate. How would then the Qur’an be described here as
noble and notable?’

This is a clear example where al-Razi conflates the dialectical reading of the surah and the
hermeneutical departure from atomistic reading, which, according to al-Razi, leaves the readers
of the Qur’an with the impression of a disjointed surah. The mere exegetical observation that a
surah design seems disjointed and requires an explanation is unprecedented in the history of
classical tafsir—simply because the pre-Razi exegetes were concerned more with discovering
and/or defending the meanings imbedded in the poetics of the Qur’an. However, al-Razi’s fresh
investigation of the surah structure is clearly motivated by his emphasis on the relationship
between the cohesiveness of the text and the dialectics of the surah.’ With this developing
interest in thematic relations, new questions about the design of the surah start to evolve.

Having acknowledged that the David digression in the surah’s otherwise argumentative
discourse makes one lose the original point of contention, al-Razi still believes in a seamlessly

smooth flow of the surah content. He posits that the David narrative is not an unintended error

® Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26:176.
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® See Ra’fat al-Misri, Al-Munasabat al-Qur aniyyah ‘inda al-Imam al-Razi fi Tafsirih Mafatih al-Ghayb (Amman:

Dar al-Nir al-Mubin, 2016), 249.
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but an intentional strategy designed to invite inferences that make the surah discourse more
intelligible, thereby resolving the apparent confusion. Al-Razi explains that the surah is
dialectical in nature and insists that a basic familiarity with debate tactics will make what appears
to be a jarring, off-the-wall comment a chaining out of the argument. In the case of surah 38
(Sad), he identifies a debate tactic rational debaters (al- ugala’) purposefully employ when
confronted by a stubborn, fanatic interlocutor. Debaters wisely redirect the argument to another
topic—simply because the more arguments one proffers, the more resistance one receives. This
strategy of a topic change in debate, however, has to be executed in a clever way that meets the
following criteria: (a) the off-topic should make the interlocutor assume that it is unrelated to the
subject matter of the debate so as to ease his tension and prompt him to think more logically and
freely without being concerned about losing the debate, (b) the off-topic should include a
premise that indirectly relates to the debate topic, which will eventually corroborate the
conclusion you want your opponent to accept, and (c) the interlocutor will be faced with the
seemingly “unrelated premise,” and how it essentially relates to the original argument. In this
way the adamant interlocutor will unavoidably agree with the debater’s conclusion.’

Before proceeding to demonstrate how al-Razi applies this dialectical technique to surah
38 (Sad), it is worth mentioning that al-Razi identifies the opponent as belonging to the category
of a mu ‘anid (obstinate interlocutor). In al-Razi’s terminology, a mu ‘anid is in a middle position
between the hukama’ who are moved only by demonstrative proofs that lead to certitude (yagin)
and the lay people who are satisfied merely by rhetorical proofs. With the mu ‘anid debaters, the
main purpose of jadal is to win the debate, and not necessarily to proffer a demonstrative proof.

Second, the most common way of causing the mu ‘anid opponent to admit defeat is to employ the

" See al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26:176-177. See also idem, al-Manyiq al-Kabir ed. Turghiid Aq Yiz (Riyadh: Dar
Faris, 2022), 2:606-607.
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ilzam,® a common kalam technique, through which the opponents’ views are proved to be
incompatible and inconsistent, thereby pushing the opponents to feel more logically compelled
(mulzam) to accept their detractor’s argument.

Al-Razi indicates that this ilzam is commended, not only for the argument it offers but
also for the way it deals with the opponent’s obstinate attitude. In his al-Jadal (Disputation), al-
Razi1 provides a list of etiquettes for debaters to follow. The first etiquette he lists is a moral and
psychological one. In al-Razi’s view, arguments should not to be motivated by fanaticism for
one’s intellectual affiliation or out of a sense of revenge, because these motives stimulate the
opponents’ intransigency and guile. Rather, al-Razi explicates that one of the prime purposes of
debates (jadal) is istidraj; that is, “to gradually draw the contestant to what is right and to avoid
anything that goes against this purpose’™®

This tactic of istidraj finds mention in Aristotle’s Book VIII of the Topics which deals
directly with “the dialectical process of forming and refuting arguments.”*° In Aristotle’s Topics,
the dialecticians’ methods of catching the adversary by surprise are listed. These methods
include off-topic and irrelevant questions.** Accordingly, al-Razi deals with David narrative as
serving precisely the same function of Aristotle’s subterfuges. This tactic allows the principal

issue to be replaced by another topic that is related only in appearance; however, this off-topic

8lbid, 177. ST a1 & A3 &l on
® Al-Razi, Al-Jadal, ed. Muhammad Zaynii and Salim Shab‘anyah (Damascus: Dar al-Bayrati, 2018), 46.

Il galll o Koy (2 G W gl 33 s ] el i
19°See Alex J. Novikoff, The Medieval Culture of Disputation: Pedagogy, Practice and Performance (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 106. For an English translation of and a commentary on the Topics, see
Robin Smith, Aristotle, Topics I, VIII, and Selections (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997). For a fine analysis of Book
V111 of the Topics, see L. M. De Rijk, Aristotle: semantics and ontology, vol. 1 (Leiden, Brill, 2002), 529-536. For
Aristotelian dialectic in general, see Aristotle on Dialectic: The Topics (Proceedings of the Third Symposium
Aristotelicum), ed. Owen G. E. L. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968); Paul Slomkowski, Aristotle’s
Topics (Leiden: Brill, 1997); J. D. G. Evans, Aristotle’s Concept of Dialectic (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1977); and D. W. Hamlyn, “Aristotle on Dialectic”, Philosophy 65, (1990): 465-476.

1 1bid., 117. Novikoff illustrates the way this technique is also employed in the thirteenth century anonymous
debate poem Owl and the Nightingale, which reflects a close articulation of Aristotle’s methods and procedures for
argumentation.
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will eventually enable the debater outsmart the enemy by surprise. As illustrated in the words of
von Moos, the off-topic move is to “throw sand in the eyes of the adversary.”*? Therefore, al-
Razi’s debate tactic, which he describes as the way of the “‘ugala’” seems to be the
“Aristotelian way.”™® Robin Smith describes how this Aristotelian tactic or ilzam tactic (as al-
Raz1 and the partisans of kalam call it) relates to overcoming competition tensions and winning
the debate:

Dialectic is a competitive activity, and Aristotle gives due emphasis to the importance of

strategy. It makes a difference which questions | ask first: if my opponent sees where |

am going, he may try to avoid giving me the premises | need. Therefore it might help if |
put the premises forward in a confusing order, perhaps mixing in any number of
irrelevant premises to conceal my argument until it is too late.**

These disputational trickeries are likened to warfare deceptions in the Epistles of lkhwan
al-Safa.'® With this disputation strategy in mind, al-Razi goes back to the derisive appeal voiced
by the Quraysh chiefs “Our Lord, give us our share of punishment before Judgment Day” to
deride the doctrine of resurrection. Al-Razi characterizes this response as a form of mockery,
with which a direct engagement will be futile. Therefore, the Qur’an, al-Razi argues, commands
the prophet to make a topic shift in addressing the story of David which, on the surface, does not
relate to resurrection. The story of David does, however, close with a moral argument for the

afterlife. David narrative closes with the divine command of administering justice: “David, We

have given you mastery over the land. Judge fairly between people” (Q. 38:26). According to al-

12 Von Moos, “Le Dialogue Latin au moyen 4ge: Fexemple d’Evrard d’Ypres,” Annales. Economies, Sociétés,

Civilisations (1989): 1012. Cited in ibid., 117.

B 1t is very likely that al-Razi is relying here on the Arabic translation of and commentaries on the Topics by al-

Farabi and Ibn Sina. On dialectic and Arabic Philosophy, see Larry Benjamin Miller, Islamic disputation theory. The

uses and rules of argument in medieval Islam (Cham: Springer, 2020), 29-45.

4 Robin Smith, “Logic,” in The Cambridge Companion to Aristotle, ed. J. Barnes (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1995), 62. See also Larry Benjamin Miller, Islamic disputation theory. The uses and rules of

argument in medieval Islam (Cham: Springer, 2020), 23.

1> See Rasa il Ikhwan al-Safa (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2011), 3:438.
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Razi, anyone who hears this divine command will appreciate the virtue of justice. Through this
acknowledgment of justice, al-Razi argues that the Qur’an affirms the afterlife on the grounds
that God’s absolute justice demands that the righteous and the wicked cannot possibly be
compensated equally.

Dialectically speaking, al-Razi argues that the Qur’an usually relies on the innate
recognition and appreciation of justice to affirm belief in the afterlife as part of natural
disposition (fizrah).’® In this way, the story of David becomes connected with responding to the
deniers of resurrection. Based on al-Razi’s explanation, it is understandable why the story of
David is closed with:

It was not without purpose that We created the heavens and the earth and everything in

between. That may be what the disbelievers assume- how they will suffer from the Fire!-

but would We treat those who believe and do good deeds and those who spread
corruption on earth as equal? Would We treat those who are aware of God and those who

recklessly break all bounds in the same way? (Q. 38:27-28).

In his Kitab al-Arba ‘in fi Usil al-Din, al-Razi uses this moral argument and asks his
readers to seek more details in his tafsi.” With this dialectical explanation of the thematic
relations between the story of David and the Qur’anic argument for resurrection, al-Razi goes
back to the objection raised against the Qur’anic design of the surah:

When one fails to contemplate, reflect and receive divine guidance, one will not be able

to reach these wondrous subtleties contained in the great Qur’an. Simply one may see the

Qur’an seemingly exhibiting a bad arrangement whereas it embodies the perfect ways of

arrangement.®

While utilizing a disputation technique to reveal the coherence of a long surah section

that seemingly appears disjointed and superfluous, al-Razi also employs the argumentative

'° See for instance, Q. 23:115-116, 32:18, 40:58, 45:31, 68:35-36, and 75:36.
Y'Al-Razi, Kitab al-Arba ‘i fi Usil al-Din, 286. This indicates that part of al-Razi’s exegetical project was to
incorporate more dialectical discussions that serve as extensions to his kalam works. It also suggests that al-Razi
worked on different projects simultaneously as in the case of the Mazalib and large parts of Mafatih al-Ghayb.
18 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26: 177.
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reasoning of the surah to support his project of the Qur’anization of theological reasoning. In his
exegetical commentary on surah 38, al-Razi uses the literary design of the surah to lay stress on
the theological obligation of nazar and the abandonment of zaqlid.

1.1 Surah 38 as a Warning against Tagqlid and a Stimulus for Nazar

Al-Razi’s dialectical reading of surah 38 is not limited to its initial segments; rather, he
considers the surah as a whole to be dialectical in nature.’® He sees two major actors in the
disputation characterizing the surah: the obstinate polytheists on one side and the guidance-
instructing prophet on the other. Concerning the polytheists, he provides a list of their theological
and philosophical problems in the surah. The list includes the uncritical conformity to the
religious views held by earlier generations (taglid), abandoning the binary of reasoning (nazar)
and demonstration (istidlal), falling into the trap of false analogies (aqyisah fasidah), the analogy
from that which is perceivable to that which is imperceptible (givas al-shahid ‘ala al-Gha'ib),

and ethical errors—the most notorious of which are their misconception of the levels of

9 Similarly, Angelica Neuwirth posits that “debate is a central means of negotiation” in this surah. See Angelika
Neuwirth, “Negotiating Justice: A Pre- Canonical Reading of the Qur’anic Creation Accounts (Part I),” Journal of
Qur anic Studies 2, no. 1 (2000): 25-41, esp. 34-38. Al-JabirT reaches a similar conclusion about surah Sad. He
studies the Qur’anic narratives in a chronological order that does not follow that of the Mushaf. His study is
evidence that the thematic developments of the Qur’anic accounts reflect the major historical event in the life of
Muhammad and the different experiences with Quraysh in Mecca and the People of the Book in Medina. In his
opinion, the Qur’anic accounts can be categorized in four major stages. The first stage is marked by the Akl al-Qura
accounts and the role-modeling prophets. According to al-Jabiri, the earliest accounts primarily focus on the
‘Arabian prophets’ whose traces are employed to serve as a reminder and warning for Muhammad’s contestants.
Furthermore, al-JabirT places Surat Sad as marking a new development; that is, the Qur’anic approach to the
Quraysh negotiations/bargains (musawamat) with the prophet. With these bargains, the accounts tend to present past
prophets as models in rejecting the different temptations, as in the case of David and Solomon. The second stage
broadens the scope of the treatment of the prophets’ accounts and adds more engagements with non-Arabian
prophets, as reflected in Surat al-A‘raf 7 which presents a chronological synthesis of the Arabian and Hebrew
prophets. The third stage reflects the Qur’anic response to Quraysh’s new standpoints that they formulate based on
their interactions with the Jews. Finally, the Medinan accounts reflect the polemical interactions between
Muhammad and the Judeo-Christian audience. While the content of many accounts may be similar in each stage, the
form and function of each narrative, al-JabirT concludes, is distinctly unique. Finally, al-Jabiri posits that placing the
final stage of the Qur’anic narratives in the beginning of the Qur’an (as in the case of surahs 2 and 3) way have been
justified by the social, economic and political situation after the death of the prophet. In his view, the non-
chronological order matches with the emergence of the Muslim State. See Muhammad al-Jabiri, Madkhal ila al-
Qur’an al-Karim: FT al-Ta rif bt al-Qur’an (Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wahdah al-Arabiyyah, 2013), 257-425. Al-
JabirT’s theory is also reflected in his systematic structural reading and exegesis of the Qur’anic surahs in their
chronological order. See al-Jabiri, Faim al-Qur’an al-Karim: Al-Tafsir al-Wadih hasba Tartib al-Nuzil (Beirut:
Markaz Dirasat al-Wahdah al-‘Arabiyyah, 2012).
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happiness (maratib al-sa ‘adah). In the face of these faulty dialectical methods, the prophet is
instructed to practice patience and to reason with the Quraysh chiefs.
Based on al-Razi’s demarcation of the surah themes and the ties that bind them together,

there seem to be four major sections:

=

Section One (1-16): The Quraysh Rejection,

N

Section Two (17-48): From Rejection to Direction,

w

Section Three (49-64): The Fate of the Two Camps, and

>

Section Four (65-88): From the Prophet to Quraysh Chiefs.

Section One: (1-16): Setting the Stage for a Dialectical Atmosphere

A. (1) Sad, By the Quran, full of reminders (dhikr)! (2) Yet the disbelievers are Steeped in
self-glory (‘izzah) and contention (shigag). (3) How many generations have We destroyed
before them; and they cried for mercy, but it was too late to escape.

Bringing focus to the words ‘izzah (self-glory) and shigagq (dissent), al-Razi identifies the
addressees as the Quraysh chiefs whose envy and arrogance dissuade them from yielding to the
truth. Al-Razi’s definition of ‘izzah and shigaq sets the stage for the dialectical reasoning or
jadal in the surah. Al-Razi explains that ‘izzah keeps the Quraysh addressees from following the
truth, and that the word shigaq indicates that one side of the debate is in a shiqq (side) and the
other is in another shiqq (side).?’ The image of a shiqq is ideal for reflecting the dialectical nature
of the surah.

B. (4) They wonder that a warner from among themselves hath come unto them. And the
unbelievers said, this man is a magician, and a liar: (5) How would he make the gods to
be but one God? Surely this is an astonishing thing. (6) And the chief men among them
departed, saying to one another, walk away, and patiently stay faithful to your gods:

Verily this is the thing which is designed. (7) We have not heard anything like this in the
previous faith: This is no other than a fabrication.

% A|-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26:153.
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In al-Razi’s view, this subsection is an extension of the ‘izzah and shigag, which provoke
Quraysh chiefs to oppose the prophet and defame him as a liar. Given this bitter contention, al-
Razi divides the Quraysh claims as falling into three categories: ilahiyyat (metaphysics),
nubuwwat (prophecy) and ma ‘ad (resurrection). With regard to the ilahiyyat, the doubts on
divine unity are covered in vv. 5-7 and clearly captured in this exclamation of amazement: “How
would he make the gods to be but one God? Surely this is an astonishing thing” (Q. 38:5). Al-
Razi provides a dialectical explanation of this polytheistic rejection of the concept of one God.
He argues that it stems from two problems: (1) their lack of practicing nazar and istidlal, and (2)
their falling into the trap of taqlid.”* These two problems are significant consequences in al-
Razi’s rational theology. In Ash‘arite theology, the first mandatory act for a mukallaf (an agent
who is legally held accountable for his actions) is nazar, which saves one from taqlid in matters
of faith.?

C. (8) Hath the reminder [dhikr] been sent unto him preferably to any other among us?
Verily they are in a doubt concerning My admonition [dhikr]: But they have not yet
tasted My punishment. (9) Or do they possess the treasuries of the mercy of your Lord—
the Almighty, the Munificent. (10) Or is the kingdom of the heavens and the earth, and of
whatever is between them, in their possession? If it be so, let them climb their way to
heaven. (11) Their armed alliance is weak and will be crushed.

Having singled out the metaphysical concerns of the Quraysh, al-Razi envisions
questions of prophecy encapsulated in this subsection which addresses the rejection of
Muhammad as a true prophet. However, al-Razi stresses the weaknesses of the arguments of the

Quraysh because of their reliance on an ethical fallacy: “Has the reminder (dhikr) been sent unto

him preferably to any other among us?” (Q. 38:8). With a syllogistic framing, that he often

2 Ibid, 155

%2 For instance, see Al-Juwayni, Al-Shamil f Usiil al-Din, ed. ‘Ali Sami al-Nashshar, Faysal ‘Awn, and Suhayr
Mukhtar (Alexandria: Mansha’at al-Ma‘arif, 1969), 119-121; al-Bagqillani, Al-Insaf fi ma yajib i ‘tigaduh wa la yajiiz
al-Jahl bih, ed. Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari (Cairo: Al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah 11 al-Turath, 2000), 21-28. For
countering faqlid in the Ash‘arite tradition, see Tariq Jaffer, Razi, 17-18.
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employs against competing theological schools, al-Razi voluntarily gives a tagrir of Quraysh’s
objection; that is, presenting the Quraysh chiefs’ objection in dialectical form, or more
specifically, in a three-premise argument:

1. Prophecy is the noblest status.

2. Prophecy is to be granted to the noblest.

3. Muhammad is not one of the noblest.

Prophecy is not to be granted to Muhammad.

Thereafter, al-Razi evaluates the Quraysh syllogistic reasoning. He explains that the first
two premises are true, whereas the third is false, and thereby the conclusion drawn from this
logical argument is untrue. To disprove the third premise, al-Razi explains that the Quraysh
chiefs falsely assume that nobility is gained only by means of money or followers. He goes on to
enumerate three levels of sa ‘adah (happiness) as stated by al-Ghazali in lhya’ ‘Ulim al-Din: the
nafsaniyyah (the spiritual) being the highest, the badaniyyah (the physical) occupying the middle
level and the kharijiyyah (outer) as manifested in possessing money and prestige.?® Accordingly,
al-Razi shows that the Quraysh chiefs employ a false analogy (al-Qiyas al-fasid) because of their
misplacement of these levels. He asserts that they consider the lowest level to be the highest.?

Having refuted the Quraysh position on moral grounds, al-Razi reads the rest of
subsection C as three direct replies to the Quraysh chiefs’ doubts (shubuhat) about Muhammad’s

prophecy. The first reply is mentioned in v. 8, wherein al-Razi explains the word dhikr in “they

% For al-Ghazali’s view of happiness, see R. Rania Shah, “Saint Thomas Aquinas and Imam Al-Ghazali on the

Attainment of Happiness,” The International Journal of Religion and Spirituality in Society 6, no. 2 (2015): 15-29.

However, Shah does not include al-Ghazali’s three categorizations as presented in the laya’. See also Mohamed A.

Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue (Albany: Suny Press, 1975).
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are in a doubt concerning my (dhikr)” as a reference to God’s signs, which prove Muhammad’s
prophecy. Thereby, he concludes that Quraysh’s doubts are a corollary of neglecting rational
reasoning (al-nazar wa al-istidlal). Comparing this negligence of nazar to al-Razi’s al-Matalib
al- ‘Aliyah, one can see that the real problem with the Quraysh’s chiefs is that they simply are not
good theologians.

In this regard, al-Razi identifies two ways of knowing metaphysical subtleties: (1) the
path of the partisans of rational reasoning (farig ashab al-nazar wa al-istidlal), and (2) the path
of the partisans of spiritual discipline and self-striving (tarig ahl al-riyadah wa al-mujahadah).
Al-Razi associates the first path with the theologian philosophers (al-hukama’ al-ilahiyyin),
whereas the second path is associated with the Sufis, who engage in dhikr—a practice meant to
dissociate the heart from everything besides God. The first path leads to knowing, whereas the
second qualifies the heart to receive divine light in order to restore the original fisrah.?® The
second reply to the Quraysh rejection of Muhammad’s prophecy is mentioned in v. 9, which
affirms that the prophecy office is a great gift from the absolute munificent God whose bestowal
of blessings does not depend on the riches or poverty of the recipients. The third reply is posited
in v. 10-11, which places emphasis on God’s infinite sovereignty—a matter far beyond the
shallow comprehension of the Quraysh chiefs.

D. (12) Before them, the people of Noah, and the tribe of ‘Ad, and Pharaoh of the mighty
structures, belied the prophets, (13) [and so did] Thamiud, the people of Lot, and the
residents of the Forest. These were all enemy forces. (14) Each belied their prophet, and
so was my punishment justly executed upon them. (15) And they wait only for one
sounding of the trumpet which shall not be deferred. (16) And they scoffingly say, O
Lord, hasten our share of punishment, before the day of reckoning.

Al-Razi identifies this subsection as an extension that completes the message

communicated in subsection C. He observes that this last subsection evokes the punishments of

% See al-Razi, Al-Mayalib al- ‘Aliyah, 1:53-59.
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past nations as a warning for those who neglect nazar and istidlal because of experiencing no
divine chastisement in their lifetimes. With this, al-Razi affirms that these narratives serve the
purpose of warning, whether or not the chiefs of Quraysh accept these stories as trustworthy
akhbar. Even if they cannot trust these narratives regarding the fate of past nations, the Quraysh
chiefs are nonetheless witnesses to the vestiges of the past (al-athar al-bagiyah), which
constitute a strong probability (al-zann al-gawi) in their minds.?® The last section closes with the
chiefs’ stubborn reaction to these punishment narratives by highlighting their adamant denial of
physical resurrection. This denial of the eschatological life completes al-Razi triad of the
Quraysh’s foundational categories of shubuhat that belong to the realms of the metaphysics,
prophecy and eschatology.

Section Two: (17-65)

A. (17) Bear their words patiently [Prophet]. Remember Our servant David, a man of
strength who always turned to Us: (18) We made the mountains join him in glorifying
Us at sunset and sunrise; (19) and the birds, too, in flocks, all echoed his praise. (20)
We strengthened his kingdom; We gave him wisdom and a decisive way of speaking.
(21) Have you heard the story of the two litigants who climbed into his private quarters?
(22) When they reached David, he took fright, but they said, ‘Do not be afraid. We are
two litigants, one of whom has wronged the other: judge between us fairly- do not be
unjust- and guide us to the right path. (23) This is my brother. He had ninety-nine ewes
and I just the one, and he said, “Let me take charge of her,” and overpowered me with
his words.” (24) David said, ‘He has done you wrong by demanding to add your ewe to
his flock. Many partners treat each other unfairly. Those who sincerely believe and do
good deeds do not do this, but these are very few.” [Then] David realized that We had
been testing him, so he asked his Lord for forgiveness, fell down on his knees, and
repented: (25) We forgave him [his misdeed]. His reward will be nearness to Us, a good
place to return to. (26) ‘David, We have given you mastery over the land. Judge fairly
between people. Do not follow your desires, lest they divert you from God’s path: those
who wander from His path will have a painful torment because they ignore the Day of
Reckoning.’ (27) It was not without purpose that We created the heavens and the earth
and everything in between. That may be what the disbelievers assume- how they will
suffer from the Firel- (28) but would We treat those who believe and do good deeds and
those who spread corruption on earth as equal? Would We treat those who are aware of
God and those who recklessly break all bounds in the same way? (29) This is a blessed

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26:159.
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Scripture which We sent down to you [Muhammad], for people to think about its
messages, and for those with understanding to take heed.

B. (30) We gave David Solomon. He was an excellent servant who always turned to God.
(31) When well-bred light-footed horses were paraded before him near the close of day,
(32) he kept saying, ‘My love of fine things is part of my remembering my Lord!” until
[the horses] disappeared from sight- (33) ‘Bring them back!” [he said] and started to
stroke their legs and necks. (34) We certainly tested Solomon, reducing him to a mere
skeleton on his throne. (35) He turned to Us and prayed: ‘Lord forgive me! Grant me
such power as no one after me will have- You are the Most Generous Provider.” (36) So
We gave him power over the wind, which at his request ran gently wherever he willed,
(37) and the jinn—every kind of builder and diver (38) and others chained in fetters.
(39) “This is Our gift, so give or withhold as you wish without account.” (40) His
reward will be nearness to Us, and a good place to return to.

C. (41) Bring to mind Our servant Job who cried to his Lord, ‘Satan has afflicted me with
weariness and suffering.” (42) ‘Stamp your foot! Here is cool water for you to wash in
and drink,’ (43) and We restored his family to him, with many more like them: a sign of
Our mercy and a lesson to all who understand. (44) ‘Take a small bunch of grass in your
hand, and strike [her] with that so as not to break your oath.” We found him patient in
adversity; an excellent servant! He, too, always turned to God.

D. (45) Remember Our servants Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, all men of strength and vision.
(46) We caused them to be devoted to Us through their sincere remembrance of the
Final Home: (47) with Us they will be among the elect, the truly good. (48) And
remember Our servants Ishmael, Elisha, and Dhu ’1-Kifl, each of them truly good.

Al-Razi reads this long section on the experiences of past prophets as closely related to
the first section (1-16). Dealing with the first section as a typical example of mocking rejection
and false reasoning against the prophecy office, al-Razi assumes that Muhammad—who
represents the other shigq or side of the debate— grows more and more despondent, and thereby
is in dire need of encouragement and motivation before reengaging in reasoning with the
Quraysh. Therefore, al-Razi reads the six narratives of various prophets as a means of the divine

alleviation of Muhammad’s exhaustion and sorrow by narrating to him the difficult experiences

of past prophets and encouraging the practice of i 7zibar (drawing lessons that would help him get
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beyond (ya ‘abur) these emotional struggles).?’ In al-Farahi’s words, the Qur’an uses narratives
from the past as “evidence for the triumph of truth and the defeat of evil.”®

Furthermore, al-Razi1 associates patience with rational qualities. In his opinion, a rational
agent must necessarily demonstrate patience in the face of trials.” But, why is patience necessary
for a true prophet? To answer this question, one needs to recognize al-Razi’s methodology of
proving prophecy. Al-Razi posits that prophecy is logically established in two ways: working
miracles and perfecting the imperfect (ikmal al-nagisin).*® Even though al-Razi considers
proving prophecy by way of miracles to be common and valid among the masters of religions
and sects (arbab al-milal wa al-nikal), he tends to give preference to the second way, which he
generally evaluates as “closer to reason and further from doubt.”®! Therefore, the Qur anic
emphasis on narratives of past prophets is central to the preparing Muhammad for his moral
function of perfecting others. The task of perfecting others is of paramount significance for al-
Razi who not only sees it as a duty but as a validation for the claim of prophecy office.
Al-Razi on Ikmal al-Nagisin

Through probing and division (al-sabr wa al-tagsim), an investigative method in the

kalam tradition, al-Razi groups people under three categories based on his distinction between

the theoretical faculty (al-quwwah al-nazariyyah), which enables one to grasp the truth; and the

*" Ibid, 185.
e jasadll oda gt 0 350l
%8 < Abd al-Hamid al-Faraht, Hujaj al-Qur’an: Al-Hikmah al-Bazighah wa al-Huijjah al-Balighah (Azamgarh: Dairah
Hameedia Madrasatul Islah, 2009), 153.
oL Bg35 5 @H B o el
% 1bid, 185.
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% For the lengthiest discussion on ikmal al-ndgisin, see al-Razi, al-Mazalib al- ‘Aliyah, 8:103-124. The two ways of
working miracles and perfecting the masses as signs of prophethood are frequently utilized in Mafatih al-Ghayb. For
a detailed discussion on al-Razi’s changing attitude towards the two ways of proving prophecy, see Ayman
Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 129-153.
31 Al-Razi, Al-Mayalib al- ‘Aliyah, 8:103. For another example of proving prophecy through ikmal al-nagisin, see al-
Razi, Ma ‘alim Usil al-Din (Kuwait: Dar al-Diya’, 2012), 117-119.
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practical faculty (al-quwwah al- ‘amaliyyah), through which one becomes attuned to good deeds
and oriented towards the afterlife:*
1. Those who lack in the theoretical and the practical faculties, and this category applies
to the majority of people.
2. Those who are perfect in their theoretical and practical faculties, yet they may not
perfect others, and this category applies to the saints (al-awliya’).®
3. Those who are perfect in both faculties and possess the capacity to save the imperfect
from the abyss of deficiency to the peak of perfection, and this category applies to the
prophets.®
According to al-Razi, the validity and strength of the argument from ikmal al-nagisin
comes from the observation that it is overwhelmingly employed and preferred by the Qur’an
itself. Al-Razi analyses several Qur’anic surahs to demonstrate that prophecy is best proven
through possession of both the most perfect theoretical and practical faculties. A simple example
comes from surah 103 (al-“Asr):
By time,
Man is in loss,
Except those who have faith
And do good deeds
And exhort one another to truth
And exhort one another to patience (Q. 103:1-3).

Al-Razi skillfully maps the two descriptions (having faith and doing good) on the

individual exemplification of the theoretical and practical faculties. Regarding the last two

i)

%2 Without dismissing al-Razi’s reliance on miracles for establishing prophecy claims, Abrahamov has successfully
demonstrated that the philosophical proof for prophecy characterizes al-Razi’s later works such as the Mazalib, the
Ma ‘alim and Mafatih al-Ghayb. Abrahamov sees al-Razi as a good example for one who criticizes a theory and
becomes influenced by it. See Binyamin Abrahamov, “Religion versus Philosophy: The Case of Fakhr al-Din al-
Razi’s Proof for Prophecy,” Oriente Moderno 19 (2000): 415-425.

* In his Ma ‘alim Usil al-Din, al-Razi argues that the difference between the prophets’ and awliya’s perfection of
the imperfect is what is drop of water to the sea is (ka al-qagrah bt al-nisbah It al-bahr). See al-Razi, Ma ‘alim Usil
al-Din (Kuwait: Dar al-Diya’, 2012), 125.

% See al-Razi, Al-Mayalib al- ‘Aliyah, 8:104.

136



descriptions (exhorting one another to truth and to patience), he asserts that they refer to the task
of perfecting others in both faculties respectively.® This interpretation is undoubtedly influenced
by Ibn Sina’s exegetical commentary on some Qur’anic texts. Remarkably, Ibn Sina provides a
philosophical interpretation of surah 87 (al-A‘1a) to substantiate his proof of prophecy through
the perfection of the theoretical and practical faculties. In his al-Matalib al- ‘Aliyah, al-Razi
provides almost an identical philosophical interpretation of the same surah to support the
argument from ikmal al-naqisin. Both Ibn Sina and al-Razi affirm that surah 87 covers the
theological trilogy of ilahiyyat, (metaphysics) nubuwwat (prophecy) and ma ‘ad (resurrection).
The following is the central part of surah 87:

6. [Prophet], We shall teach you [the Quran] and you will not forget—

7. unless God wishes; He knows both what is open and what is hidden—

8. We shall show you the easy way.

9. So remind, if reminding will help.

10. Those who stand in awe of God will heed the reminder,

11. but it will be ignored by the most wicked,

12. who will enter the Great Fire,

13. where they will neither die nor live.

14. Prosperous are those who purify themselves,

15. remember the name of their Lord, and pray.

16. Yet you [people] prefer the life of this world,

17. even though the Hereafter is better and more lasting.

18. All this is in the earlier scriptures,

19. the scriptures of Abraham and Moses.

Al-Razi follows ibn Sina in his claim that v. 6 is a reference to the perfection of the
theoretical faculty, and that v. 8 is an indication of the perfect exemplification of the practical
faculty. Vv. 9-17 describe the varying reactions of the recipients of the prophet’s message and

their respective fates. In this vein, the closure of the surah is employed by both Ibn Sina and al-

Razi as a Qur anic affirmation that this argument is logically valid not only in Muhammad’s case

% See Ibid., 8:113. See also Al-Razi, Risalah fi al-Tanbih ‘ald Ba'd al-Asrar al-Miida ‘ah fi ba ‘d suwar al-Qur’an
al- ‘Azim wa al-Furqan al-Karim, ed. Baha’ al-Din Darthama (Beirut: Dar ibn Hazm, 2012), 220-223.
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but for all past prophets as well.*® Ayman Shihadeh analyzes al-Razi’s reception of Ibn Sina’s
theory of prophecy as a religious turn in medieval Arabic philosophy (as Ibn Sina handles
religious issues in Islamic terminology) and a philosophical turn in medieval Islamic theology
(as al-Raz integrates a good deal of ibn Sina’s views on prophecy).’

In fact, al-Razi utilizes his commentary to systematically endorse the notion of proving
prophecy using the argument of ikmal al-nagisin. Following in Avicenna’s footsteps, al-Razi
identifies the two methods of proving prophecy in surah 10. In his Mafatih al-Ghayb, al-Razi

makes a connection between v. 38 and v. 57.

38. Or do they say, ‘He has devised it’? Say, 57. “People, a teaching (maw ‘izah) from
‘Then produce a sura like it, and call on | your Lord has come to you, a healing
anyone you can beside God if you are telling (shifa’) for what is in [your] hearts, and
the truth.’ guidance (huda) and mercy (razmabh) for the
believers.

% For the Arabic text of Ibn Sina’s exegesis of surah 87, see Hasan ‘Asi, Al-Tafsir al-Qur’ani wa al-Lughal al-
Sifiyyah fi Falsafat Ibn Stna (Beirut: Al-Mu’assasah al-Jami ‘iyyah 1T al-Dirasat wa al-Nashr wa al-Tawzi*, 1983),
94-103. For an English translation of this text, see Muhammad ‘Abd al-Haqq, “Ibn Sina’s Interpretation of the
Qur’an,” Islamic Quarterly 32, no. 1 (1988): 46-56. ‘Abd al-Haqq’s translation is based on the Arabic text edited by
professor ‘Ali Asgar Hikmat and published in the Commemoration volume of the Tehran University Journal in
1954. However, the same Arabic text was later edited and published by Baha’ al-Din Darthma, who ascribed the text
to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. In Darthma’s edition, the exegesis of surah al-A‘1a appears as part of a one treatise entitled
Risalah fi al-Tanbih ‘ald Ba 'd al-Asrar al-Muda ‘ah fi ba ‘d suwar al-Qur’an al- ‘Azim wa al-Furqan al-Karim. The
short treatise gives a purely theological commentary in four surahs: Al-Ikhlas 112, al-A‘la 87, al-Tin 95 and al-Asr
103. The style in all four surahs appears to be the same, and most likely it is al-Raz1’s style, which closely resembles
the writing style in Mafatih al-Ghayb. In any case, whether the philosophical commentary on surat al-A‘1a is Ibn
Sina’s or al-Razi’s, al-Razi’s appropriation of the Avicennian prophecy theory, as reflected in his philosophical
works, is still a well-established position. For al-Raz1’s interpretation of surah 87, see al-Razi, Al-Mayalib al- ‘Aliyah,
8:109-112; and idem, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 31:123-136. Even though al-Razi’s interpretation of the surah in his
exegesis is not philosophically oriented, one sees a brief but spectacular reference to the practical faculty enunciated
in v. 8 and to ftakmil al-ndagisin in v. 9. In his description of the prophet’s role in perfecting other, al-Razi
interestingly posits that whoever undertakes this task must be emanating and overflowing perfection (fayyadan It al-
kamal).

%" See Ayman Shihadeh, “Aspects of the Reception of Avicenna’s Theory of Prophecy in Islamic Theology,” in
Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association, ed. R. E. Houser (Houston, TX: Philosophy
Documentation, 2012), 23-32. See also Frank Griffel, “al-Ghazali’s Concept of Prophecy: The Introduction of
Avicennan Psychology into Ash‘arite Theology,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 14 (2004): 101-144, esp. 101-
113.
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Bringing together these two verses in surah 10, al-Razi provides a Qur’anic legitimization
of the philosophical method of proving prophecy. In al-Razi’s opinion, the verses model the two
major methods of proving prophecy. He explains that while v. 38 addresses the miraculous
quality of the Qur’an, v. 57 addresses the influential content of the Qur’an. Reiterating his
emphasis on ikmal al-naqisin and the necessity for a perfect agent, al-Razi goes further to argue
that proving prophecy through the fulfillment of the role of prophecy is superior since it is a form
of lammi or propter quid demonstration (which uses the cause to prove the effect), whereas the
former method belongs to the anni (inductive, quia) demonstration which relies on the effect to
prove the cause.®

In a philosophical and mystical synthesis, al-Razi utilizes the four terms in v. 57 to
compare the influence of the Qur’an to that of a physician. According to him, the prophet
perfectly undertakes four roles in the reformation of hearts. The first role is the maw ‘izah, which
refers to the shari ‘ah that amends the exoteric form (zahir). This role resembles the instructions
physicians give about what can and cannot be consumed. The second role is the shifa’, which
refers to the tarigah that heals the corrupt spirit as a medicine causes healing for a diseased body.
The third task is huda, which refers to the hagiqah that causes the light of the Truth to manifest

in the hearts of the saints. The fourth and final role is the razmah, which refers to the prophecy

% For al-Razi’s utilization of the same argument, see al-Razi, Ma ‘alim Usiil al-Din, 115-119. Al-Razi presents a
lengthy discussion on the notion of ikmal al-nagisin in the Ma ‘alim as a decisive argument in face of those who may
doubt the miraculous nature of the Qur’an. Similarly, Ibn Rushd raises many objections on proving prophecy
through miracles. Alternatively, he grounds his acknowledgment of one’s prophecy on two principles: (1) the
appearance of prophets is proved through tawdatur and needed for leading people towards good and dissuading them
from evil as asserted by the philosophers, and (2) whoever fulfills this role is a prophet. Admitting that miracles are
more convincing for people, Ibn Rushd uses an illustration to support his position. He argues that if two individuals
claim the ability to heal the sick, and one proves his claim by walking on water, whereas the second proves his claim
by actually healing the sick—then the second individual’s proof is stronger. He argues that our trust in the first claim
is based on a fortiori argument and our trust in the second claim is based on actual demonstration (burhan). See Ibn
Rushd, Manahij al-Adillah fi ‘Aqa’id al-Millah, ed. Mahmud Qasim (Cairo: Al-Anglo al-Misriyyah, 1964), 208-
222. For Ibn Rushd’s emphasis on prophecy as a ‘historical phenomenon’ and the necessity of examining the
‘message’ as a means of proving the veracity of the ‘messenger,” see Muhammad al-Jabiri, Madkhal ila al-Qur’an
al-Karim: Fi al-Ta ‘rif bt al-Qur’an (Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wahdah al-*Arabiyyah, 2013), 140-146.
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office. In this level, prophets reach the ultimate level of perfection and ishrag or illumination,
through which the task of ikmal al-nagisin becomes attainable.*®

Unlike the Ash‘arites, al-Razi sides with the Mu ‘tazilites and conforms to their view that
prophecy is necessary (wajib), not contingent (mumkin). The necessity of prophecy emanates
from the Mu ‘tazilite doctrine of taksin and taqbz'h.4° However, it seems that al-Razi’s stance on
the necessity of prophecy and the role of prophets in ikmal al-naqgisin is significantly based on al-
Farabi’s and Ibn Sina’s positions.*" Al-Farabi connects the necessity and qualities of the agent of
prophecy to his concept of the virtuous city,** whereas Ibn Sina connects his stance on prophecy
to the idea of divine providence (‘inavah).* Eventually both the virtuous city and divine
providence would necessitate the presence of a perfect moral agent able to regulate social life for
human survival. Al-Raz1’s insistence on the necessity of prophets for perfecting the masses
requires patience in teaching and integrity in behavior.

Ikmal al-Nagqisin and the Challenge in Sad Narratives:

Al-Razi’s theory of prophecy is certainly questioned by the incidents from the lives of
David and Solomon, wherein they are accused of committing immoral sins, not only in Biblical

sources, but also in some Muslim exegetical isra iliyyat reports that ground their legitimacy in

¥ Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 17:92-95.
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“0 For instance, ‘Abd al-Jabbar affirms that “whenever prophecy is good, it becomes necessary, and necessity here
means that it would unavoidably be bad if not fulfilled.” See ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Shark al-Usil al-Khamsah (Cairo:
Maktabat Wahbah,1996), 564. s ¥ cod cf | o0 Wl s o oy i 30 22l 0 : L J8; AN idem, Al-Mughni fi Abwab al-
Tawhid (Cairo: Al-Dar al-Misriyyah 11 al-Ta’lif wa al-Tarjamah, 1965), 15:28.
“! Al-Razi’s early view of prophecy is consistent with the Ash‘arite view, whereas his later views reflect an adoption
of the Avicennian view. For instance, al-Razi affirms the contingency (jawaz) of prophecy in Al-Isharah fi Usil al-
Kalam; however, he refers to the necessity of prophecy as held by Ibn Sina in the closing chapter of al-Mabahith al-
Mashrigiyyah. For the presence of philosophical Qur’anic exegesis in the works of al-Kindi and Ibn Sina, al-Ghazali
and al-Razi, see Jules Janssens, ‘“Philosophical Commentaries,” in Oxford Handbook of Qur anic Studies, ed. Abdel
Haleem and Mustafa Shah (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 781-793.
“2 See al-Farabi, Ara’ al-Madinah al-Fadilah (Cairo: Maktabat al-Husayn al-Tujariyyah), 87-88.
*® Ibn Sina, Al-Najah (Beirut: Dar al-Afaq al-Jadidah, 1985), 339. For a detailed account of the function of a prophet
in Ibn Sina’s theory, see Fazlur Rahman, Prophecy in Islam Philosophy and Orthodoxy (Routledge: London & New
York, 2008), 52-64.
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the Qur’anic allusions in surah 38. There reports, which threaten the impeccability of the
prophets (‘ismat al-anbiya’), push al-Razi to continue his dialectical reading. In his theological
works, al-Razi lists six groups who deny prophecy for a variety of epistemological reasons.
Among these groups are those who deny prophecy on account of the depraved acts ascribed to
prophets in scripture.*

While al-Razt uses his kalam analysis to advance the literary design of the surah in our
earlier discussion, here, he does the opposite here. With regard to the character of David, al-Razi
employs his theory of thematic cohesiveness and intentional flow of the surah to corroborate
David’s rational soul (al-nafs al-nuggiyyah) and infallibility (‘ismah). Yet again, using the
method of sabr and tagsim, al-Razi identifies three major themes in the surah’s treatment of
David’s story (17-29): (1) the exhibition of ten qualities that qualify him to be a model for
Muhammad (17-20), (2) the incident of the two disputants (21-25), and (3) assuming the position
of a vicegerent (istikhlaf) on earth (26-29).*

Concerning the ten qualities as reflected in vv. (17-20), al-Razi lists the following: (1) the
honor of serving as a model for Muhammad to follow, (2) the title “servant of God,” (3) moral
and spiritual strength, (4) God-oriented living, (5) the mountains celebrating God’s praise with
him, (6) the gathering of the birds for him, (7) the mountains and the birds reacting to David’s
praise of God, (8) the divine establishment of David’s kingdom, (9) wisdom (al-kikmah), and

(10) eloquence of speech (fasl al-khizab). Al-Razi emphasizes the last two qualities since they

“ According to al-Razi, the six sects (firag) that deny prophecy respectively rely on the following six reasons: (1)
denying God as a willful doer (fa il mukhtar), (2) denying the notion of obligations (zaklif), (3) denying the need for
prophets on the ground that reason is sufficient in knowing the obligations, (4) denying the occurrence of miracles,
(5) denying the moral integrity of the prophets due to the immoral acts ascribed to them, and (6) denying the notion
of human prophets and expecting angelic prophets. See al-Razi, Al-Matalib al- ‘Aliyah, 8:7-9. Al-Razi adds two
other groups that deny prophecy: one that claims that divine messages include pointless matters, such as prayer,
fasting and pilgrimage, and another that denies Muhammad’s prophecy in particular. See al-Razi, Kitab al-Arba‘n,
295-296, and idem, Kitab al-Muhassal, 503-512. For the engagement with the miracles’ detractors, see al-Razi,
Ma ‘alim Usil al-Din, 119-124.

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26:161.
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reflect the perfect level of David’s rational soul and his ability to express himself. In al-Raz1’s
view, David’s innocence is supported by the mere fact that the incident two-disputant— which is
interpreted by some exegetes as a reference to David’s sins— is preceded by the ten great virtues
and followed by the divine selection of David to serve as vicegerent on earth. Using this
contextual analysis, al-Razi pushes for a reinterpretation of the words that seem to imply
blemishes in David’s character and appear to challenge his infallibility. In his initial remarks
about v. 26, which affirms David’s role as a vicegerent on earth, al-Razi observes:
This is one of the strongest pointers to the speciousness of the notorious interpretation of
David’s story. It is inconceivable that a man would be described as seeking the blood-
shedding of Muslims [those who surrender before God] and desiring the seizure of their
wives and then immediately commended by God as the vicegerent on earth.*®
Furthermore, al-Razi uses the surah design as a whole to argue for the impeccability of
David’s character. In his ‘lsmat al-Anbiya’ (the Impeccability of the Prophets), a work solely
dedicated to explain away all Qur’anic implications against the infallibility of the prophets, al-
Razi argues that surah 38, from beginning to end, engages in disputation against the detractors of
prophethood. Therefore, ascribing shamelessly unscrupulous acts to some of the great prophets,
al-Razi continues, is incongruous with the spirit of the surah.*’ Even though al-Razi cites the
context of the surah as exonerating David from the Isra iliyyat charges, his reading of the surah

structure can be also understood as being motivated by his theological position on the prophets’

infallibility.
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Al-Razi did with Solomon what he did with David. Solomon was similarly defended as an infallible prophet in spite
of the ayat that were negatively interpreted in some tafsir works.
" Al-Razi, ‘Ismat al-Anbiya’ (Cairo: Al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah, 2009), 67. For another discussion on the
infallibility of David, see al-Razi, Kitab al-Arba ‘in fi Usiil al-Din, 342-347.
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With regard to the common Qur anic references to the prophets’ istighfar (Seeking divine
forgiveness), as in the (Q. 83:24-25) about David and (Q. 110:3) about Muhammad, al-Razi
frequently argues that seeking forgiveness is not necessarily an indication of sinning. Thus, he
offers different possibilities for begging for divine pardon. These possibilities seem to revolve
around two interconnected points: (1) the unavoidable human nature of the prophets, and (2) the
higher spiritual aspirations of the prophets. For instance, a prophet may seek forgiveness for a
misdeed done due to the possibility forgetfulness (sahw), misconception (ishtibah), a personal
judgment that turns out to be contrary to what is more desirable (khilaf al-awla). These
“excusable” mistakes become more aggravated in the eyes of the prophets due to their close
connection with the divine. This unfailing spiritual level makes the prophets experience a sense
of tagsizr (falling short of the required veneration). Taqgsir is typically generated by the belief that
that worship, no matter how perfect it may seem, is always lacking when compared to the
devotion due to God. In this regard, al-Razi adds that since the spiritual stages in the path to God
are infinite, seeking forgiveness is accordingly endless.”® This experience of spiritual tagsz is
similarly captured in various Qur’anic references, as highlighted in Q. 2:199, where istighfar is
encouraged following acts of worship, and not necessarily after one commits a sin. Traditionally,
the Muslim prayer is concluded with the litany “I pray for God’s forgiveness” (astaghfir Allah),
repeated three times.*°

Section Three (49-64): Good News and Bad News

(49) This is a lesson. The devout will have a good place to return to: (50) Gardens of
lasting bliss with gates wide open. (51) They will be comfortably seated; they will call
for abundant fruit and drink; (52) they will have well-matched [wives] with modest gaze.

8 Al-Razi’s treatment of the incidents of the prophets’ istighfar appears in many of his works. See, for instance, al-
Razi, Kitab al-Muhassal, 526, idem, ‘Ismat al-4Anbiya’ (Cairo: al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah Ii al-Turath, 2009), and
Mafatih al-Ghayb, 32:149.

*® For more on al-Razi’s arguments for the infallibility of the prophets, see Yasin Ceylan, Theology and Tafsir in the
Major Works of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (Kuala Lumpur: International Institute of Islamic Thought and Civilization,
1996), 172-174.
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(53) “This is what you are promised for the Day of Reckoning: (54) Our provision for
you will never end.” (55) But the evildoers will have the worst place to return to: (56)
Hell to burn in, an evil place to stay- (57) all this will be theirs: let them taste it- a
scalding, dark, foul fluid, (58) and other such torments.(59) [It will be said], ‘Here is
another crowd of people rushing headlong to join you.’ [The response will be], ‘They are
not welcome! They will burn in the Fire.” (60) They will say to them, ‘You are not
welcome! It was you who brought this on us, an evil place to stay,” (61) adding, ‘Our
Lord, give double punishment to those who brought this upon us.” (62) They will say,
‘“Why do we not see those we thought were bad (63) and took as a laughing-stock? Have
our eyes missed them?’ (64) This is how it will really be: the inhabitants of the Fire will
blame one another in this way.

In contrast to Mir’s description of the medieval exegetical methodology as “linear-

9950

atomistic””” and Cuypers’ assessment of the medieval understanding of textual correlations as “a

5551

concatenation of verses rather than a real structuring of the text,””” al-Razi links this whole

section on the eschatological fate of the believers and disbelievers to v. 16 which marks the
mocking rejection of resurrection. Al-Razi’s initial remark on how this section fits with the surah
theme is worth quoting in full. Al-Razi observes the following:

Having narrated the Quraysh chiefs’ mockery against the prophet, their accusation of him
of being a magician and liar and their scornful statement “Our Lord, hasten for us our
share of punishment,” [v. 16] God commanded Muhammad to exercise patience in the
face of this disdain. Furthermore, God showed that this patience is necessary from two
perspectives. First, as God revealed that the previous prophets were patient when
confronted with similar misfortune and difficulties, the prophet must follow their lead in
this sense. Second, showing that obeying God entitles one to rewards and disobeying God
leads one to punishment makes one bear God’s obligations with patience. This is a fine
nazm and a subtle arrangement.

Connecting this penultimate section of the surah to the central problem of jadal in the
first section is very telling. It clearly illustrates al-Razi’s recognition of the flow and

development of the central argument in the surah. However, the content of this section is

%0 Mustansir Mir, “The Surah as a Unity: A Twentieth Century Development in Qur’an exegesis,” in Approaches to

the Qur’an, ed. Hawting G. R. and Shareef, Abdel Kader A. (New York: Routledge, 1993), 212.

*! Michel Cuypers, The Banquet: A Reading of the Fifth Sura of the Qur'an, trans. Patricia Kelly. Miami (FL:

Convivium Press, 2009), 500.

%2 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26:190.

Of g cAlidt Sl o ol 1 o 1n a0 [16 1] { {63 W Joub G5 } gl o (o 4 19085 IS b i opion 00 8 (o1 o gsmlion 203 5 o S b Juo i gler”

1S 1l o & O Ul e OF B o & o J &l W1 okt s G o8 oal OF Slalle Cmd ittty o)SU1 e 15500 et sLs®) OF o b B il J5¥1 Cngmg 0 3Y el I3
" el g e o5 g (8 ST o ) gy I3 S (1S 1S DUl e o OIS Al e (1S

144



dialectically related to al-Razi’s emphasis on the central role of ikmal al-naqisin. In his al-
Matalib al-Aliyah, al-Razi makes a connection precisely between this moral function of the

prophet and the Qur’anic way of argumentation. While Oliver Leaman points to the idea that the

953

Qur’an uses a whole variety of “weaker forms of arguments,””® al-Razi, follows Ibn Sina and

explains the Qur’anic way of argumentation in light of the role of the prophet and the wider
audience of the Qur’'an.>* According to al-Razi, one of the dialectical corollaries of the task of
the moral elevation of others is that a prophet should refrain from presenting his teachings in the
way of the partisans of disputations (ahl al-jadal) who attracts nothing but agitations
(mushaghabat) and counter-arguments (mujadalat). Al-Razi adds that a prophet is expected to
amalgamate demonstrative proofs with rhetorical proofs, such as enticement and intimidation
(targhib wa tarhib). When these two different ways of proofs coalesce into one discourse, al-
Razi continues, the impact on the recipients’ hearts is greater, and the distance between the
prophets and any impropriety is larger.”®

Section Four (65-88)

A. (65) [Prophet] say, ‘I am only here to give warning. There is no god but God the One,
the All Powerful, (66) Lord of the heavens and earth and everything between, the
Almighty, the Most Forgiving.” (67) Say, ‘This message is a mighty one, (68) yet you
ignore it. (69) | have no knowledge of what those on high discuss: (70) it is only revealed
to me that I am here to give clear warning.’

B. (71) Your Lord said to the angels, ‘I will create a man from clay. (72) When | have
shaped him and breathed from My Spirit into him, bow down before him.” (73) The
angels all bowed down together, (74) but not Iblis, who was too proud. He became a
rebel. (75) God said, ‘Iblis, what prevents you from bowing down to the man | have made
with My own hands? Are you too high and mighty?’ (76) Iblis said, ‘I am better than
him: You made me from fire, and him from clay.” (77) ‘Get out of here! You are rejected:
(78) My rejection will follow you till the Day of Judgement!” (79) but Iblis said, ‘My
Lord, grant me respite until the Day when they are raised from the dead,” (80) so He said,
“You have respite (81) till the Appointed Day.’ (82) Iblis said, ‘I swear by Your might! I

%% Oliver Leaman, The Qur’an: An Encyclopedia, ed. Oliver Leaman (London/New York: Routledge, 2008), 63.
> Ayman Shihadeh, Aspects of the Reception of Avicenna’s Theory of Prophecy in Islamic Theology, 27-28.
% Al-Razi, Al-Mayalib al- ‘Aliyah, 8:116.
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will tempt all (83) but Your true servants.” (84) God said, ‘This is the truth- | speak only
the truth- (85) I will fill Hell with you and all those that follow you.’

C. (86) [Prophet], say, ‘I ask no reward from you for this, nor do I claim to be what I am
not: (87) this is only a warning for all people. (88) In time you will certainly come to
know its truth.’

In his preliminary interpretation of the last section, al-Razi pauses to remind his readers
of the dialectical progression of meaning from the beginning to the end of the surah. Al-Razi
explains the development of the arguments in the surah as a whole:

Know that when God almighty mentioned in the outset of the surah that Muhammad
called people unto the belief that ‘there is no god but Allah (tawhid), and that Muhammad
is a God-sent prophet (nubuwwah), and that resurrection is true (ma‘ad); those
disbelievers displayed their derision, called him a magician and liar and ridiculed him.
Thereafter God almighty mentioned some narratives of the prophets for two reasons: (1)
to motivate Muhammad to follow the prophets’ model and prove patient in the face of his
people’s sarcasm and (2) to serve as a deterrent from their persistence on disbelief and
mockery and as a motivation to accept faith. Having given these details, God almighty
went back to corroborate the issues listed in the beginning of the surah; that is, tawhid,
nubuwwat, and ma ‘ad by saying “say O Muhammad, | am but a warner and it is
incumbent to affirm that there is no god but the One, the All-Powerful.” The sound
arrangement [of arguments] requires mentioning the opponents’ objections first, followed
by a riposte. Thereafter proofs for the original argument are provided. This is what was
done here [in this surah]. God answered their objections and riveted the attention to their
false statements. Then He offered proofs for the veracity of the original arguments—
simply because removing the undesirable is given preference over affirming the desirable
and cleansing the tablet from the wrong inscriptions is prioritized over writing right
inscriptions. Whoever ponders on this arrangement would acknowledge that the
discourse, from the beginning to the end of the surah, appeared in the best forms of
organization and order.”*®

This passage reveals al-Razi’s interest in finding the central argument of the surah to
demonstrate how the Qur’anic argumentation develops in a clearly dialectical manner. Here, al-

Razi views the last section of the surah as a direct rejoinder to the theological triad presented in

*Ibid, 195.
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the beginning of the surah. In other words, the dialectical problems in the first section are
followed by two sections that respond to the Quraysh chiefs who adopt an arrogant and
contemptuous tone. As mentioned earlier, part of the treatment of the surah in response to the
Quraysh attitude is the reminder about the prophets’ narratives and the future fate of the two
disputing camps. According to al-Razi, this Qur’anic treatment of the Quraysh arrogance is
directed at both camps: (1) at the prophet so he may find comfort and take the preceding
prophets as models for patience, leading to the prophetic function of ikmal al-nagisin being
successfully fulfilled and (2) at the Quraysh chiefs so they may rethink their position and come
to faith.

However, al-Razi sees the last section as the actual message from the prophet to the
Quraysh chiefs. This is actually the first time Muhammad gets the opportunity to respond to the
detractors of his prophecy office. Relying on the rhyme rather than the theme, Richard Bell
assumes that 67-88 may seem to be in itself a unity but it appears “in a different rhyme and does
not properly belong to it.”>” Similarly, Angelica Neuwirth adds that the eschatological passage
on heaven and hell is in line with the standard closure of a surah. She adds that the subsequent
section (Q. 38:67-68), when judged by its rhyme and rhythm, “distinctly deviates from the text
that precedes it”.>® However, Angelica Neuwirth seems to suggest that this diachronic
observation does not prevent a meaningful synchronic reading of the surah’s final form. She
suggests that the new closing of the surah fits well with its overall theme of “arguing”—a theme
on which al-Razi based his reading of the surah. Regarding the thematic function of (Q. 38:67-

68), Neuwirth observes:

> Richard Bell, The Qur'an Translated with a Critical Re-arrangement of the Surahs (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
1960), 2:450.

% Angelika Neuwirth, “Negotiating Justice: A Pre- Canonical Reading of the Qur’anic Creation Accounts (Part I),”
Journal of Qur anic Studies 2, no. 1 (2000): 34.
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It may have been linked to further underline a central idea of the siira, indeed to supply a
heavenly prototype (Q. 38:69) for the ambivalent activity of arguing which appears as the
leitmotiv of the whole stira. In view of the prevailing dissent (shigag) among the
unbelievers, dispute is observable over and again, it is thus not surprising that the notion
khustimah (strife, argument) constitutes the ‘musical key’ to the whole siira.”®

Neuwirth’s observation was also voiced by Ibn al-Qayyim (d. 751/1350) who finds a
connection between the sound sad and the prevailing tone of khusimah in the surah. He observes
the following:

Ponder the variety of disputes encompassed in Surah Sad: it commences with the
prophet’s dispute with the disbelievers who said “did he make the gods one? (v. 5), then
another dispute between David’s contenders, then a disputation among the people in the
hellfire, then a dispute among the Highest Assembly with regard to knowledge ... and
finally the Devil’s disputation with his Lord and the refusal to prostrate before Adam, and
then the Devil’s related dispute with regard to the seduction of Adam’s descendants
except for the sincere amongst them.*

More than a century before Ibn al-Qayyim, al-Razi reads the last section as symmetrically
resonating with the argumentation, not the redaction activity or sound, of the surah. Based on his
dialectical reading of the first section of the surah, al-Razi considers taglid and the lack of nazr
as the underlying cause of the religious opposition against Muhammad. In accordance of his
identification of these theological problems, al-Razi reads Muhammad’s response as deliberately
designed to awaken the Quraysh chiefs to a thoughtful consideration of faith. In this three-part
section (65-88), al-Razi identifies one dominant theme that permeates the whole section; that is,

the indispensability of absolute precaution (iZtiyat) in discussing sublime theological queries (al-

mayalib al- ‘aliyah).®*

> Ibid, 34.
% |bn al-Qayyim, Bada’i ‘ al-Fawa id (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- Tlmiyyah, 1994), 3:134.
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In effect, when al-Razi argues that the last section is a call for a theological i4tiyat, he
actually means that the Qur’an is urging the contemporaneous adversaries of the prophet to
temporarily abandon their proud assumption that they are right and to seriously consider the case
of Muhammad. Essentially this call for ikziyat is equivalent to speaking against zaqlid and calling
for logical reasoning. Another possible meaning for al-Razi’s use of iktiyat is the notion of
taking “the best bet.” In other words, due to the serious consequences of disbelief, al-Razi argues
that a rational agent is expected to act as though the One God exists and that resurrection will
surely occur. In his commentary on “To Him is your return,” (Q. 10:4), al-Razi provides twelve
arguments for the afterlife—the eighth of which is tarigat al-ihtiyar. His formulation of this
argument serves as one of the early precursors to decision theory or Pascal’s Wager and as an
early connection between probability theory and philosophy of religion.®® Al-Razi writes the
following:

The Precautionary Way: if believing in, and preparing for, the afterlife turned out to be

the true school of thought “madhhab,” we would be saved and the denier ruined.

However, if turned out to be false, this faith would not cause us any harm. In the final

analysis, it could be argued that we would miss the physical pleasures. However, we say

that a rational agent is not to worry about missing these pleasures for two reasons. First,
they are very vile since it is equally shared by and beetles, worms, and donkeys. Second,
they are temporary and short-lived. Therefore, ikitiyat sides with nothing but faith in the
life to come. For that reason, a poet [Abti al-*Ala’ al-Ma‘arri] says: “Both astrologers and

physician say: the dead are not to be resurrected.” To that | responded, stay away from
me. If you are right, I lose nothing; if I am right, you are the losers.®®

82 M. Asin Palacios (a Spanish scholar of Islamic Studies, d. 1944) gives precedents to Pascal’s Wager in Muslim
writers like al-Ghazali. See Palacious, “Los precedentes musulmanes del Pari de Pascal,” Boletin de la Biblioteca
Menéndez y Pelayo Santander 1l (1920): 171-232. Among other three articles, this article was republished in
Palacious’ book Huellas del Islam. For a review of the four articles, see A. R. Nykl, “Huellas del Islam by Miguel
Asin Palacios,” Isis 33, no. 4 (December, 1941): 539-544.
8 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 17:20. For al-Razi’s employment of iktiyar, see Al-Mayalib al- ‘Aliyah, 1:272 and
7:226-227. In the Mayalib, al-Razi lists the argument from lAtiyar as evidence for the divine unity and acceptance of
the divine law. However, he considers this argument to be part of the igna 7 (speculative) not qas 7 (definitive)
proofs. To validate his igna 7 arguments, al-Razi posits many speculative proofs could amount to the certainty level
of a definitive proof. See al-Razi, Al-Matalib al- ‘Aliyah, 1:239.
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Long before al-Razi, al-Ghazali presents the same insight on the ephemeral nature of this
life. Instead of iktiyat, al-Ghazali uses the term tarig al-amn (the safe path) or being on the safe
side. Along with quoting Abi al-Ala’ al-Ma‘arri (d. 449/1057), al-Ghazali also quotes ‘Ali who
once said to an interlocutor: “If what you said was right, all of us would be saved; otherwise, I
get saved, and you get ruined.” **

Al-Razi does not intend this argument to convey logic of fear but a reason to take faith
more seriously. For instance, al-Razi reads v. 65, “[Prophet] say, ‘I am only here to give
warning. There is no god but God the One, the All Powerful,” as a direct symmetrical response
to v. 5 “How would he make the gods to be but one God? Surely this is an astonishing thing.”®
In his view, the epithet al-Qahhar (irresistible subduer) is carefully chosen to counter the belief
in multiple gods who, by virtue of this epithet, are subdued, and thereby deserving no right to
divinity.®® Furthermore, al-Razi reads vv. 67-68, “Say, this message is a mighty one, yet you
ignore it,” as a response to the problem of taqglid and as a call for handling matters of faith with a
greater degree of seriousness.®” In his commentary on v. 68, al-Razi explains the theological
function of the verse:

Know that His statement “Say, this message is a mighty one, (68) yet you ignore it” is an

encouragement for rational reasoning (nazar) and dialectical demonstration (istidlal) and

a deterrent from the uncritical acceptance of religious views (faqlidy—simply because

these are highly noble queries. Regarding these queries, one could have the right position

and thereby gain the greatest bliss or follow the wrong path and consequently fall into the
abyss of misery. That is why; these dialectical interrogations constitute weighty messages
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and subtle inquiries. Pure reason obligates one to be totally cautious, not recklessly
68
careless.

Similarly, al-Razi presents the disputes among the Highest Council (al-mala’ al-a ‘la) in
v. 69 as a deterrent from faqlid. There is a takhasum (disputation) in this verse, which reads “I
have no knowledge of the Highest Council when they disputed.” Al-Razi interprets this
disputation as a reference to the angels’ questions about the purpose of human creation.®® In his
opinion, the angels’ conversation with God is not a blasphemous “disputation” against God.
Since this conversation takes the form of questions and answers, al-Razi argues, it is
metaphorically referred to as “disputation.”

But, how does this incident contribute to a call for the serious consideration of
theological reasoning? To answer this question, al-Razi dialectically analyzes the intent of the
divine conversation as an antidote to raqlid.”® Al-Razi pragmatically divides all creatures into
four categories:

1. Those who possess reason (‘aql) and wisdom (kzikmah) yet with no carnal desires (nafs or
shahwabh): the angels

2. Those who possess the carnal desires (nafs and shahwah) yet with no reason or wisdom:
the animals.

3. Those who possess none of these qualities: inanimate things (jamadat)

% bid, 196
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4. Those who possess all these qualities of reasons and desires: humans.”

Based on this classification, al-Razi goes on to elaborate on the purpose of human
creation and how this purpose stimulates one to embrace rational reasoning and abandon
religious conformity. Al-Razi’s dialectical explanation of human creation and the way it fits into
enhancing the purpose of the surah as a whole is worth citing in full:

The purpose of human creation does not lie in attaining ignorance, conformity to the
predecessors’ views (taglid), arrogance or rebellion because these are bestial qualities.
Rather, the purpose of human creation is the actualization of gnosis, wisdom, and
obedience. God’s statement ‘I know what you do not know’ means that [humans] as a
type of creation, not merely have the desires that lead to corruption and the anger that
motivates blood-shedding but also the intellect (‘aql) that calls them to gnosis, love,
obedience and service. Given that this was God’s reply to the angels, it is incumbent on
man to earnestly seek these qualities and abandon the path of ignorance, conformity to
unexamined views, intransigence and haughtiness. Consequently, one’s recognition of
this incident will make one more encouraged to seek real knowledge more earnestly and
deeply. In addition, the acquisition of noble virtues will deter one from the opposites and
antipodes of these qualities. For this reason, God almighty mentioned this statement in
this context.”

In the same vein, Gwynne posits that the Qur’anic concept of a covenant between God
and man serves as “the cosmic rule, the unshakable basis for the structure of moral reasoning that
God requires of human beings.”73
Following the theme of opposition against taqlid, al-Razi considers the Satan’s

disputation with Adam (71-83) to be triggered primarily by arrogance and evil envy (hasad);

therefore, he reasons that this disputation relates to the disputation between the Quraysh chiefs

" Ibid, 197. Al-Razi also mentioned these four categories in his Kitab al-Nafs wa al-Riih. See al-Razi, Kitab al-Nafs

wa al-Rizh wa Sharh Quwahuma fi ‘llm al-Akhlaq, ed. ‘Abd Allah Isma ‘il (Cairo: Al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah I al-

Turath, 2013), 83-84; and idem, Asrar al-Tanzil wa Anwar al-Ta 'wil (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, 2011), 404.

Ibid, 197.
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and Muhammad as captured in v. 16.”* In other words, both the Quraysh chiefs and Satan share

the same roots of rebellion against God’s message. In the words of Neuwirth, Iblis is presented

“as the prototype for the arrogant behavior of the opponents.

9975

Along similar lines, the last section of the surah (86-88) makes the case that Muhammad

deserves a more serious consideration, thereby encouraging the Quraysh chiefs to adopt a more

logical method of engagement. Al-Razi interprets the three verses as encouraging reasoning in

relation to the messenger (Muhammad) and his message (the essential elements of the faith). The

verses close in a warning against abandoning logical reasoning (nazar). The following is a chart

that reveals al-Raz1’s interpretation of the closing of the surah:

Verse

Commentary

(86) [O Prophet], say, “I ask no reward from
you for this, nor do I claim to be what | am

not (mutakallifin).”

With regard to Muhammad’s personal traits, he
is not a liar who seeks worldly benefits. In
addition, the message has no takalluf; that is, it
is characterized by simplicity and lack of
complexities since it is based on eight rational
principles: (1) the existence of God, (2) His
holiness, (3) His perfect attributes of
knowledge, power, wisdom and mercy; (4)
being beyond associates, (5) no idolatry, (6)
exalting the pure souls like those of the angels

and the prophets, (7) Judgment day for

™ Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26:198.

> Angelika Neuwirth, “Negotiating Justice: Part I, 35.

Lg% OF Bt o Comd 1Sy dedt oY oDl ale 05T ool ) sl

153




absolute justice, and (8) forsaking the worldly

life and aspiring for the afterlife.

(87) This is only a warning for all people.

Every rational agent testifies to the correctness

and splendor of these principles.

(88) In time you will certainly come to know

its truth.

If you persist in accepting the unexamined
teachings (zaqlid) and ignorance and refuse
these statements, there will come a Day when
you will see whether your rejection was right

or wrong.

Al-Razi’s interpretation of the aforementioned concluding verses is in line with his

preference for proving prophecy through the notion of ikmal al-nagisin, and not through the

argument of miracles. In the Mayalib, al-Razi goes further in using the message and impact of the

prophets, as opposed to their miracles, as a criterion for determining who the best is among them.

Relying on Muhammad’s theological message and its impact on other faiths, al-Razi singles out

Muhammad as the prophet who enjoys the highest rank. Furthermore, al-Razi’s identification of

the rational aspects in the Qur’anic message motivates him to reveal that the power of the Qur’an

not only resides in the form (lafz) (as the i jaz theorists did) but also in the content (ma na). Al-

Razi’s treatment of the argumentative discourse of surah 38 (Sad) supports Erlwein’s conclusion

that al-Razi utilizes tafsir to demonstrate that the “mutakallimiin’s rational arguments have their

origin in Qur’anic forms of argumentation” and that “the Qur’an itself is essentially a rational
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text that not only addresses itself to people’s ability to reason but even calls them to make use of
this ability.”"®

Before moving to Surah 46, it is important to highlight here that combatting tag/id and
encouraging nazar through the exegetical tradition is also a Mu‘tazilite trend. In light of this,
there is a high probability that al-Razi’s familiarity with Mu‘tazilite zafsir influences his
exegetical strategies. One of the most significant surviving Mu ‘tazilite commentaries is that of
al-Hakim al-Jashmi (d. 494/), a close student of al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar and one of the teachers
of al-Zamakhshari, is also interested in the thematic connections between the surah passages as
manifested in his al-Takdhib fi al-Tafsir. In his commentary on surah 38, al-Jashm1 highlights
many verses that condemns taqglid and calls for nazar and istidlal. This does not necessarily
suggest that al-Razi was directly influenced by al-Hakim al-Jushami but points to the likelihood
that al-Razi’s approach is cultivated within the context of an intellectual engagement with the
Mutazilite literature that was available to him. The shared interest in defending nazar in al-
Jushamt’s Tahdhib and al-Razi’s Mafatih al-Ghayb can possibly be due to the reliance of these
two exegetes on the Mu tazilite Abt Muslim al-lsfahani (d. 322/934), who is noted for his
commentary Jami ‘ al-Ta 'wil It Muhkam al-Tanzil— a work that is still extinct; however, parts of
it are preserved in al-Razi’s commentary.

Al-Jushami’s interest in endorsing nazar throughout his commentary gives us a taste of
what Mu‘tazilite exegetes prioritize. For instance, commenting on “They wonder that a warner
from among themselves hath come unto them. And the unbelievers said, this man is a magician,
and a liar. How would he make the gods to be but one God? Surely this is an astonishing thing,”

(Q. 38: 4-5) al-Jushami observes that these verses “pinpoint the ugliness of faglid that turns the

"® Hannah C. Erlwein, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi on the Question ‘Why Worship God?,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 21,
no. 2 (2019): 39.
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ugly into good and the far into near.”’’ Similarly, al-Jushami interprets the subsequent verses to
underline “the invalidity of taglid and the obligation of rational reasoning” (fasad al-taqlid wa
wujith al-nazar).”® With regard to the disputations among the partisans of hellfire in Q. 38: 55-
61, al-Jushami provides his readers with a theological advice (maw ‘izah):
This proves that the dwellers of the hell-fire will curse each other, the leaders will
disavow the followers and the followers will disavow the leaders. In effect, this is a
warning against taglid, an encouragement to follow evidence, and an indication that any

friendship that is not founded on faith will be followed by animosity.”

1.2 Surah 46 (Al-Ahqaf) and the Major Kalam Themes of the Qur’an

As discussed earlier, al-Razi frequently relies on a dialectical reading of the surah
grounded in the theological trilogy of the divine unity (tawhid), Muhammad’s prophecy
(nubuwwah) and resurrection (ma ‘ad). Another instance of the theological reading of the Qur’an
is found in his discussion about Q. 2:21-25.%° One major function of this kind of dialectical
reading in al-Razi’s exegetical project is to highlight the necessity of giving primacy to the
theological (usi/) over the legal (furi’) dimension of the Qur’an. This exegetical motivation
brings into focus the contested dichotomy between rational theology and legal authority. It is
worthwhile to note here that the notion of a theological trilogy, which explains the arrangement
of some sections in the surah is also found in al-Jushami’s commentary. However, this technique
is more systematically utilized in al-Raz1’s exegesis.

To illustrate that the confluence of the divine unity, prophecy and resurrection explains
the arrangement of some surahs, we will examine how al-Razi approaches the structure of surah

46 (al-Ahgaf). Richard Bell starts his brief notes on the disconnectedness of surah with the

" Al-Hakim al-Jushami, al-Tahdhib fi al-Tafsir (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Misti/Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnani, 2019),
8:5971.
dadl Ol 5 gl st & g LB
"8 Ibid., 8:5975.
" Ibid., 8:6018.
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8 See al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 2:80-103; and idem, ‘4ja’ib al-Qur’an, 4-8.
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assertion: “That this surah is not all of a piece is acknowledged.”® Moreover, he states that vv.
6-7 connect better with v.2, vv. 14-17 are of different character than the rest of the surah, vv. 26-
27 are puzzling, 28-31 stand unconnected, 32-35 stand isolated.®” However, based on a careful
reading of al-Raz1’s discussions on the thematic connections of the surah, the following chart

shows the structural architecture of the surah as a whole.

Section One: Introduction (1-3)

Section Two: Doubts on Divine Unity (4-6)

Section Three: Doubts on the Qur’an and Muhammad’s prophecy: (7-12)
Section Four: Two different Responses to Divine Unity (13-16 and 17-20)
Section Five: Two different Responses to Prophecy (21-26 and 27-32)
Section Six: Affirming the afterlife (33-34)

Section Seven: Closure: (35)

Al-Razi uses the introduction of the surah to support his dialectical approach. In this
typical way, he identifies many allusions that call for logical reasoning and critical thinking early
on in the surah. Furthermore, he observes that the prologues in both surah 45 and 46 share the
same purpose of awakening one’s mind to the duty of pondering.

Section One: A Dialectical Setting:

1. Hamim

2. This Scripture is sent down from God, the Almighty, the Wise.

3. It was for a true purpose (b7 al-haqq) and a specific term that We created heaven and
earth and everything in between, yet those who deny the truth ignore (mu ridiin) the
warning they have been given.

8 Richard Bell, The Qur’an Translated, 2:507.
8 Ibid., 2:507.
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Al-Razi focuses on the Qur’anic notion that everything is purposefully created (b7 al-
haqq). But going further, al-Razi extends the meaning of the phrase b1 a/-haqq to mean that the
signs of God in this universe are to be known through rational proofs, not mere scriptural
references (dalil naqli). In surah 45, al-Razi argues that the veracity of scriptural proof-texts is
essentially contingent on the rational demonstration of the divine attributes like knowledge,
power and wisdom and the rational proofs of prophecy and how miracles point to the
authenticity of a prophecy claim. These three principles, al-Razi continues, cannot be verified by
scriptural poofs; otherwise, a dawr (circular reasoning) will necessarily follow. Therefore, al-
Razi concludes that recognizing God’s signs, which point to divine unity, prophecy and miracles,
can be only attained through pure reason (makd al- ‘agl).2® In this way, al-Razi establishes that
the phrase b7 al-haqq enables people to reach God through a rational examination of His signs in
creation. According to him, the haqg-based creation is “one of the greatest indications that
encourage pursuing theology studies and corroborating rational issues.”® Furthermore, he
explains the blameworthy i rad (ignoring the warnings) in v. 3 as a confirmation that logical
reasoning is mandatory, and that ignoring the dalil is reprehensible (mathmiim).

In surah 46, al-Razi adds a moral dimension to the haqg-based creation. He argues that
the idea that the world came into being with kaqq indicates that the creator must be just and
merciful, because bi al-haqq, can also mean “for the sake of bestowing grace, mercy and
benevolence.” This interpretation is a good example of the sunnization of Mu tazilite exegesis.
Al-Razi quotes the Mu ‘tazilite al-Jubba’1, who utilizes the contradiction between the saqg-based
creation and the ascription of evil to God to support the Mu‘tazilite position that God does not

create evil, and that any evil on earth can only be ascribed to humans. In response, al-Razi adopts

8 This is a typical argument that al-Razi always brings forth to give reason primacy over revelation.
8 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 27:223.
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the Mu ‘tazilite interpretation with an Ash‘arite twist. He reasons that since God is the eternal
possessor and lord of sovereignty (malik al-mulk), then all of his acts and decrees (tasarruf) are
haqg-based. Al-Razi needs to interpret the phrase b7 al-haqq in this manner to set a perfect
dialectical atmosphere for the whole surah. He explains that this phrase communicates the
existence of a just deity and by extension the necessity of resurrection. Following Ibn Sina, al-
Razi also views this dual corollary of b7 al-haqq as closely related to prophecy on the grounds
that prophecy is a reflection of God’s providence and care ( ‘inayah). In this way, bi al-haqq
serves as a preliminary note to the surah, which al-Razi reads as corroborating the theological
triad of divine unity, prophecy and resurrection.

Section Two: Doubts about Divine Unity

Having pinpointed these theological implications, al-Razi argues that the surah builds
upon some ramifications (¢afari ‘) of the theological affirmations embedded in the prologue of the
surah.®® With regard to the surah content, al-Razi remarks that the first section (far ‘) deals with
the issue of divine unity in vv. 4-6. Interestingly, al-Razi deals with the idolaters as adherents of
a school of thought (ashab madhhab), whose objections to Qur’anic arguments are implicitly
considered in a way that only dialecticians can detect.

4. Say, [O Muhammad], “Have you considered that which you invoke besides Allah?
Show me what they have created of the earth; or did they have partnership in [creation
of] the heavens? Bring me a scripture [revealed] before this or a [remaining] trace of
knowledge, if you should be truthful.”

5. And who is more astray than he who invokes besides Allah those who will not respond
to him until the Day of Resurrection [i.e., never], and they, of their invocation, are
unaware.

6. Those who, when all mankind is gathered, will become his enemies and disown his
worship?

® The use of tafari* here is very telling because it indicates that al-Razi views the surah as an advanced text in
kalam where tafari ‘ are encouraged. This kalam writing technique is reflected in al-Razr’s al-Matalib al- ‘Aliyah and
Nihayat al- 'Uqgil fi Dirayat al-Usil. Two centuries after al-Razi, Ibn Khaldin proposes a classification of the
branches of knowledge in Muslim tradition in light their value. In ibn Khaldan’s view, some areas of study have
instrumental values (‘uliim al-alah), where tafari‘ are discouraged as in the case of grammar; whereas other areas
have intrinsic value (magsidah Ii thatiha), where tafari‘ are encouraged as in the case kalam.
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According to al-Razi, the initial part of v. 4 “Show me what they have created of the
carth; or did they have partnership in [creation of] the heavens” is a robust riposte to idolatry. He
argues that explains that worship is the ultimate form of exaltation (¢a zim) which befits only the
ultimate source of blessings (man sadara ‘anhu al-in ‘am). In this way, he reasons that worship is
to be offered only to the real Creator, and not to the idols.® In dealing with the surah content as a
dialectical disputation, he imagines that the idolaters could counterargue: idol-worship is not
motivated by the belief that idols deserve worship but by the divine command to honor the idols.
With this potential objection in mind, al-Razi justifies the juxtaposition of the adjacent part in v.
4 “Bring me a scripture [revealed] before this or a [remaining] trace of knowledge, if you should
be truthful,” which he sees as a response affirming that idolatry was not commanded in any
previous scripture. Moreover, al-Razi argues that vv. 5-6 provide further evidence for the falsity
(butlan) of the idolatry madhhab.

Section Three: Doubts about Muhammad’s Prophecy

Al-Razi goes on to state that this quick demonstration of divine unity is followed by a list
of objections that are indicative of the Meccans’ incertitude about Muhammad’s prophecy.

7. When Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, the disbelievers say of the
Truth that has reached them, ‘This is clearly sorcery,’

8. Or do they say, "He has invented it"? Say, "If | have invented it, you will not possess
for me [the power of protection] from Allah at all. He is most knowing of that in which
you are involved.! Sufficient is He as Witness between me and you, and He is the
Forgiving, the Merciful."

9. Say, ‘I am nothing new among God’s messengers. I do not know what will be done with
me or you; I only follow what is revealed to me; I only warn plainly.’

10. Say, ‘Have you thought: what if this Quran really is from God and you reject it? What if
one of the Children of Israel testifies to its similarity [to earlier scripture] and believes

in it, and yet you are too proud to [do the same]? God certainly does not guide
evildoers.’

®Even though al-Razi here connects worship with divine attributes, Munich identifies passages where al-Razi
connects worship with creation, thereby raising questions about the latter’s doctrine of occasionalism. See Hannah
C. Erlwein, “Fakhr al-Din al-Razi on the Question ‘Why Worship God?”” 39-67.
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11. Those who disbelieve say of the believers, ‘If there were any good in this Quran, they
would not have believed in it before we did,” and, since they refuse to be guided by it,
they say, ‘This is an ancient fabrication.’

12. And before it was the scripture of Moses to lead and as a mercy. And this is a
confirming Book in an Arabic tongue to warn those who have wronged and as good
tidings to the doers of good.

With regard to this passage on prophecy, al-Razi identifies four shubuhat with which the
section deals: (1) equating miracles with sorcery, (2) Muhammad’s own composition of the
Qur’an, (3) requiring additional miracles, and (4) the poor followers of Muhammad’s faith.
These four shubuhat are typical kalam questions. The passage does not take the first shubhah
seriously. In surah 10, al-Razi considers the Quraysh’s view of the Qur’an as magic in a positive
sense. In his view, describing the Qur’an as magic indicates that the disbelievers hold the Qur’an
in high esteem and that the Qur’an is so miraculous for them that they fail to imitate it, and they
thereby resort to such accusations.®” This explains why the second shubhah starts with “Or do
they say, (am yaguliin),” which means, according to al-Razi, “keep this (accusation of sorcery)
5588

aside and listen to this wondrous voice.

Clues in the Context

The claim that Muhammad authored the Qur’an is handled in v. 8, which commands
Muhammad to say: “were I to author the Qur’an and ascribe it to God, | would not be able to
escape his immediate punishment.” In dealing with the surah as an argument, al-Razi shows
great interest in trying to figure out the implicit questions that normally characterize a theological

debate. In this way, the neighboring verses or units appear to make more sense dialectically and

8 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 17:7.
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synchronically. For instance, al-Razi reads the formulaic addresses of “say” (Qul) as responses to
implicit questions that must have been raised in debates between Quraysh and Muhammad.

According to al-Razi, vv. 9-10 presuppose the Quraysh’s demands for miracles— which
are met with a reminder of the prophet’s role in instructing and a reference to scriptural
prophecies about Muhammad in the Torah. He asserts that these two responses demand a
dialectical explanation. With regard to miracles, al-Razi explains elsewhere the reason why these
demands for miracle are not met. In addition to his emphasis on the futility of miracles for
adamant disputants,® al-Razi argues that miracles must be limited in number. According to him,
the very definition of a miracle defies the frequency of its occurrence. He explains that a miracle
is “something that breaks the norm;” therefore, frequent breakings of norms will paradoxically
transform the “miraculous” into the “normal.”*

As for the “witness” for Muhammad’s prophecy in the Hebrew scripture, many exegetes
identify the Jewish convert ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam to be the intended witness. However, al-Razi is
fully aware that ibn Salam embraced Islam in Medina, whereas surah 46 is a Meccan surah. Due
to this chronological discrepancy, al-Razi cites al-Sha‘bi and Masriiq in support of disassociating
this incident from the verse under discussion. In addition, al-Razi quotes al-Kalbi, who tries to
harmonize between associating the verse with ibn Salam and acknowledging surah 46 to be
Meccan by stating that the juxtaposition of this verse is the prophet’s later choice. However, al-
Razi inclines towards widening the meaning of “witness” (shahid) to include any one
knowledgeable about the Torah to avoid this diachronic conflict altogether.”* Equally important

is al-Razi’s interest in generalizing the Qur’anic content to fit into his project of a dialectical

8 Al-Razi holds the position that the Qur’an, being a proof for prophecy, is overabundant (a@yah fawga al-kifayah),
and that one decisive miracle is sufficient. See ibid, 25:69-70 and 15:83.
% |bid, 4:27.
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reading that transcends time and place. According to al-Razi, asbab al-nuzil incidents serve as
examples to which the general meaning of a surah reference applies.

Al-Razi similarly views the juxtaposition of v. 11 to be indicating an implied dialectical
position. He reasons that the idolaters were challenged by the fact that some amongst them had
already embraced the new faith and reacted to this news by saying: “If there were any good in
this Quran, they would not have believed in it before we did” (Q. 46:11). Al-Razi further argues
that v. 12, on the Torah, is an extended response to the Quraysh’s belittlement of the Muslim
converts. To make sense of the Qur’anic argument, al-Razi imagines that the Meccan idolaters
were sufficiently aware of the story of Moses having received the Torah.? Therefore, instead of
struggling with a Medinan-like verse in a Meccan surah, al-Razi opts to deduce that the Meccan
audience has some familiarity with the beliefs of the Jewish community.*

Section Four: Two different Responses to Divine Unity (13-16 and 17-20)

Towards the end of the surah, al-Razi reaffirms the holistic design of the surah and argues
that it is centered on the notion of corroborating the theological triad of divine unity, prophecy,
and resurrection. He reads the long section (13-20) as an exemplification of the fate of those who
respond positively to rawhid (13-16) and those who respond negatively to rawhid (17-20). These
verses, taken together, portray a contrast between a dutiful son and an undutiful son. Al-Razi
elsewhere recognizes that the Qur’anic collocation of worshiping God and honoring parents. For
instance, in surah 17 (Al-Isra’), al-Razi explains the thematic flow in “And your Lord decreed

that you worship none but Him, and that you prove dutiful to your parents” (Q. 17:23) by

92 H

Ibid, 28:11.
% It should be also noted that the occurrence of some Medinan verses in Meccan surahs does not necessarily
discredit the tendency to read the surah as whole, because such Medinan verses could be a deliberate later addition
or enlargement of the surah that serves a specific role in the meaning of its final form.
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highlighting the relationship between God and parenthood. Al-Razi offered the following three
connections:
1. God is the real cause for creation, and parents are the immediate cause or the means
through which creation is made.
2. God is the real bestower of blessings, and parents are the greatest source of blessings for
children.
3. God is eternal and thereby deserves ultimate exaltation, whereas parents are created and
compassionate and thereby deserve the kindest of treatment.*
Section Five: Two different Responses to Prophecy (21-26 and 27-32)

The stark contrast between the believers and disbelievers in their faith in God and in their
relationship to parents helps corroborate the theme of divine unity. Shifting to the theme of
prophecy, al-Razi uses another contrast between some humans who opposed the divine message
of prophet Thamud (21-26) and a group of jinn who accepted the message of prophet
Muhammad (27-32). Al-Razi sees these two narratives as serving the dual purpose of conveying
good news and deterring through warnings (tarhib wa targhib), both essential elements of
prophecy.® Overall, al-Razi asserts that the Qur’anic narratives and parables are not intrinsically
intended to deliver surface-level information but to substantiate the higher theological themes of
tawhid, nubuwwah and ma ‘ad.

Al-Raz1’s interpretation of the greater role narrative accounts of past prophets play in the

Qur’an is also expressed in some more recent studies. Examining the different accounts of Noah

* Ibid, 20:148.

% Ibid, 28:29.
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in the Qur’an, Abdel Haleem, for instance, reaches a similar conclusion: these accounts are not
primarily “stories of punishments, but rather each account “has details specific to it, and what is
given in all of them is not the story of Noah as a person, or even a ‘prophet of punishment’ but of
his prophethood, what he calls his people to do, their response and the result.”*® Abdel Haleem
further remarks that the function of prophetic stories “is to reinforce the prophethood of
Muhammad, and reassure both him and the believers in their long struggle against persecution,
which, in the end, they will win.”®" In his analysis of the Qur’anic usage of the term sunna,
Gwynne affirms that Qur’anic accounts of the prophets are best understood as examples of
“normative precedent” and that the succession of historical events is “cited to support
arguments.”® He further adds that when the Qur’an is approached in this way, “we find another
reason for the stories’ relative brevity and allusiveness as well as the frequency of their repetition
in series.”® In another study, Al-Jabiri argues that Qur’anic narratives are employed as a
5100

“method of persuasion that designates reason as an arbitrator.

Section Six: Affirming the afterlife (33-34)

Having explained the surah’s treatment of the issue of divine unity and prophecy, al-Razi
posits that the reference to resurrection is found in vv. 33-34. The short passage reads:

33. Do the disbelievers not understand that God, who created the heavens and earth and did not
tire in doing so, has the power to bring the dead back to life? Yes indeed! He has power over
everything.

34. On the Day the disbelievers are brought before Hell [it will be said to them], ‘Is this not
real?” “Yes, by our Lord,” they will reply and He will say, ‘Then taste the punishment for
having denied the truth.’

% Abdel Haleem, “The Qur’anic Employment of the Story of Noah,” Journal of Qur anic Studies 8, no. 1, (February
2006): 49.

*" 1bid, 55.

% Rosalind Ward Gwynne’s Logic, Rhetoric and Legal Reasoning in the Qur'an: God’s Arguments (London and
New York: Routledge, 2014), 40 (emphasis in the original).

* Ibid, 32.

1% Muhammad al-Jabiri, Madkhal ila al-Qur’an al-Karim, 425.

165



The surah ends in a declaration of God’s power, which symmetrically resonates with the
emphasis on God’s power in the beginning of the surah. While al-Razi employs the reference to
divine power in the prologue to prove divine unity, it is employed to prove resurrection in the
epilogue.

Section Seven: Closure: (35)

35. Be steadfast [Muhammad], like those messengers of firm resolve. Do not seek to hasten the
punishment for the disbelievers: on the Day they see what they had been warned about, it will
seem to them that they lingered no more than a single hour of a single day [in this life]. This is
a warning. Shall any be destroyed except the defiant?

The surah, according to al-Razi, rounds out its presentation of the theological trilogy with
advice for the prophet to administer the patience necessary for his theological task: ikmal al-
nagisin. Finally, al-Razi’s division of the surah can also be used to illustrate a thematic

symmetry which, according to the device of chiasm, would lay emphasis on the divine unity. The

following chart shows the symmetry of the surah: abcdcba

I'rad God’s Objections Two Two God’s Patience in

(turning Power to against responses responses Power to face of

away from establish Muhammad towards towards establish i‘rad

the divine unity ’s prophecy divine prophecy  divine unity
message) and unity and

resurrection resurrection

2. Surah Structure in Support of Theological Views
As demonstrated above, al-Razi utilizes his dialectical approach to determine the

thematic progression of the surah argument. There are, however, many instances where al-Razi
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does just the opposite; that is to say, he focuses on the surah structure to support a specific
position he holds. For instance, towards the end of surah 10 (Ytnus), al-Razi utilizes the literary
architecture of the surah to support his radical determinist position that goes against the
Ash‘arite’s kasb (acquisition) and the Mu‘tazilite’s emphasis on free will. According to al-Razi,
humans are essentially compelled in the form of free agents (mudtar fi siirat mukhtar).** In his
commentary on vv. 99-101, al-Razi expresses his view on determinism and explains how the
literary design of the surah supports his theological position. The following is Q. 10:99-101:

Had your Lord willed, all the people on earth would have believed. So can you [Prophet]

compel people to believe?

No soul can believe except by God’s will, and He brings disgrace (rijs) on those who do

not use their reason.

Say, ‘Look at what is in the heavens and on the earth.” But what use are signs and

warnings to people who will not believe?

Al-Raz1’s position on jabr has been closely studied, especially by Ayman Shihadeh,
Livnat Holtzman and Yasin Ceylan who all capture the major theological arguments al-Razi uses
against the Mu ‘tazilites: the ad hominem argument and the motive argument. In his commentary
on (Q. 10:99-101), al-Razi presents these arguments.'® Al-Razi uses a valid form of ad
hominem argument; that is, using the Mu‘tazilites’ own beliefs against them. He posits that the
Mu‘tazilites hold the belief that humans have will or power ‘qudrah’ that can equally be
harnessed for either belief or disbelief. In the Mutazilite understanding, it is this qudrah that

enables one to choose. However, al-Razi raises a fundamental objection that he frequently lodges

against his detractors throughout his exegesis. Al-Razi typically argues that any action is

101 A|-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 15:53.

192 5ee Ayman Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, 13-44; Livnat Holtzman, “Debating the
doctrine of jabr (compulsion): lbn Qayyim al-Jawziyya reads Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” in Islamic Theology,
Philosophy and Law: Debating Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim Al-Jawziyya, ed. Birgit Krawietz, Georges Tamer &
Alina Kokoschka (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), 61-93; and Yasin Ceylan, “Free Will and Predestination,” in Theology
and Tafsir in the Major Works of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (Kuala Lumpur: International Institute of Islamic Thought
and Civilization, 1996), 155-166.
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contingent on the da 7 (the motivation) for it.!% This da 7 for the action, al-Razi continues,
emanates either from the human agent or from the divine will. With this dual categorization in
place, al-Razi argues that ascribing the motivating factor to humans is logically untenable,
because it eventually leads to either the problem of infinite regress of causes (tasalsul) or the
problem of “preponderance without a preponderator” (al-rujhan bila murajjih). Raising these
two problems, al-Razi resorts to the solution of the ultimate cause; that is, the divine will.***

In his Mafatih al-Ghayb, al-Razi continues to utilize the literary design and dialectical
reading of the surah to support his theological position on determinism. As al-Razi reaches this
section in surah 10, he pauses to remind his readers of the intentional flow of the preceding
verses and the major theme around which the entire surah revolves. Dialectically, al-Razi
observes that the surah design is founded on two axes: (1) an account of the specious arguments
(shubuhat) the disbelievers raised against Muhammad’s prophecy and (2) a series of counter-
arguments against these objections (hikayat shubuhat al-kuffar fi inkar al-nubuwwah ma ‘ah al-
jawab ‘anha). *® Based on his understanding of the flow of the surah content, al-Razi posits that
one of the shubuhat is that the contemporaneous detractors of Muhammad were threatened to
suffer divine chastisement for their rejection; yet, they haughtily argued that that no punishment
was carried out to date. This objection led to the polytheists scornfully praying for divine

retributions. In this context, argues al-Razi, the surah is designed to demonstrate that a delayed

execution of the promised punishment does not annul the veracity of the divine promise ( ‘ta khir

103 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 16:64.

"ad) S g o gy Jadl g0
%%bid, 16:133. For a discussion on the argument from the preponderance without a preponderator, see Sherman A.
Jackson, “The Alchemy of Domination? Some Asharite Responses to Mutazilite Ethics,” International Journal of
Middle Eastern Studies 31, no. 2 (1999): 185-201; and Wilfred Madelung, “The Late Mu 'tazila and Determinism.
The Philosophers’ Trap,” in Yad-Nama in Memoria di Alessandro Bausani, ed. Biancamaria Scarcia Amoretti and
Lucia Rostagno (Rome: Islamistica, 1991), 1: 245-257.
1 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 17:133.

168



al-maw ‘iid bihi la yagdah fi sihhat al-wa ‘d’).*®® According to al-Razi, this Qur’anic response is
corroborated by several prophetic narratives in the surah (10:72-98).

With this structural design of the surah laid out, al-Razi introduces the passage under
discussion (10:99-101) to argue that the Qur’an tells the prophet that, no matter how sensible and
persistent his responses to the objections of the polytheists are, no faith will be established unless
God creates it, wills it and directs it. Al-Razi utilizes this passage to engage in a theological
discussion with the Mu‘tazilite on divine will (mashi’ah). He supports the Ash‘arites whom he
describes as “our fellow Ash‘arites” (ashabuna)—which is a clear indication that al-Razi shares
the same position on the issue of divine/human will with the rest of the Ash‘arites.’”” To
demonstrate that God is the sole creator of human will, al-Razi provides various arguments from
syntactical, dialectical and literary perspectives.

Principally, al-Razi relies on the if/then conditional in v. 99 “If your Lord had willed, all
the people on earth would have believed. So can you [Prophet] compel people to believe?” to
argue that “if” implies “the non-occurrence of something due to the non-occurrence of something
else.” Therefore, al-Razi concludes, some did not profess their faith—simply because God did
not will it. He further interprets the rijz in v. 100 as a reference to disbelief that is affirmed to be

created by none but God. Al-Razi uses the juxtaposition of these two verses as an indication that

%®pid, 17:133.

197 1n their attempt to constitute a via media between radical determinism, as held by the Jabrites, and free will, as
advocated by the Mu‘tazilites; the Ash‘arites form their kasb (human acquisition) theory, which assumes that when
one has a determination (‘azm) to do something, God creates the act, and the agent “acquires” it. In this way, God is
the creator of actions; yet, humans are still responsible on account of their will. However, al-Razi critiques this view
in al-Mujhassal and argues that kasb is a signifier with no signification (ism bila musamma). See al-Razi, Al-

Muhassal, 455-471, esp. 469-470. In Mafatih al-Ghayb, al-Razi usually raises the question: if one wills, where does

one get the thought from? This question always turns him to the ultimate cause, God, to avoid infinite regress of
causes (tasalsul). For various interpretations of kash, see Hammouda Ghoraba, “Al-Ash‘ari’s Theory of Acquisition
(al-Kasb),” Islamic Quarterly 2 (1955): 3; Mohammed Yusoff Hussain, “Al-Ash‘ari’s Doctrine of Human Actions,”
Islamic Quarterly 36, no. 2 (1992): 78-79; M. Schwarz, “Acquisition” (kasb) in Early Kalam,” in Islamic
Philosophy and the Classical Tradition, ed . S. M. Stern, A. Hourani, V. Brown (Oxford: Bruno Cassirer Ltd,1972),
355-387; and Binyamin Abrahamov, “A Re-Examination of al-Ash‘ari’s Theory of “Kasb” According to “Kitab al-
Luma’,” The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland 2, no. 2 (1989): 210-221.
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both verses make a clear contrast between the faith God creates in the believers’ hearts and the
disbelief God creates in the disbelievers’ hearts. To avoid any accusation of adopting a
determinist position, al-Raz1 highlights the dialectical purpose of the initial statement in v. 101
“Say, ‘Look at what is in the heavens and on the earth.” In his comment on this verse, al-Razi
observes the following:

Know that after God almighty explicated in the preceding verses that faith cannot be

obtained except through God’s creation and will, He commanded logical reasoning and

demonstration seeking (al-nazr wa al-istid/al) so that no one would imagine that absolute

determinism is the true view.'®®

However, al-Razi is motivated by the second part of the verse “But what use are signs
and warnings to people who will not believe?” to reaffirm his position on determinism. To al-
Razi, this part affirms that even seeking logical reasoning (al-nazar wa al-istidlal) will be
valueless in the case of those who, from all eternity, were divinely predestined to misery and
misguidance (shaga’ wa dalal).**®

With regard to the Mu tazilite view on divine will, al-Razi presents the views voiced by
al-Jubba’'1 and al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar, who interpret “the divine will” in v. 99 to mean “the will
to compel” (mashi’at al-ilia’).**® In their view, God does not will to compel people into faith;
otherwise, all can proclaim their full acceptance of belief in God. However, God does not
execute this type of will since forced faith is of no value.*** To counter this idea of mashi at al-
ilja’, al-Razi brings the literary context of the surah into focus. He argues that the context does

not support the interpretation of “forced faith” but rather “valued faith.” Al-Razi explains that the

prophet was praying that his people be truly guided, or, in al-Razi’s words, the prophet was

198 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 17:135.
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Ibid, 136.
119 See Michael Schwarz, “Some Notes on the Notion of ilja’ (constraint) in Mu tazilite Kalam,” Israel Oriental
Studies 2 (1972): 413-427.
L Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 17:133.
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praying that his people would have the faith that would be beneficial to them in the life to come.
To maintain the coherence of these verses (hatta yantazima al-kalam ), al-Razi argues that one
has to see v. 99 as responding to the prophet’s request, and the “faith” mentioned in the verse,
therefore, is praiseworthy, and not of a forced nature.*? Going further still, al-Razi refines ilja’
(compulsion) for the Mu‘tazilites and limits it to two meanings—both of which support al-Razi’s
view. Al-Razi explains that i/ja’ may either mean that God (1) causes people to see something
extraordinary, so they feel bound to surrender to God; or (2) creates faith in people’s hearts. He
dismisses the first option based on the preceding verses “Those against whom your Lord’s
sentence is passed will not believe, even if every sign comes to them, until they see the agonizing
torment” (Q. 10: 96-97), thereby demonstrating that miracles are not a source of i/ja’. By process
of elimination, then, i/ja’ can only mean that the divine creation of faith, which, according to v.

99, is not meant for everyone.'**®

Conclusion

A close reading of al-Raz1’s interpretive methodology in Mafatih al-Ghayb clearly shows
that he is interested in uncovering the thematic connections not only between neighboring verses
in a given surah but also between the discourse units that make up the surah structure. Based on
al-Razi’s analysis of surahs 38 and 46, al-Razi heavily relies on his theological training and
expertise in debate and disputation to decipher the surah design and its overall argument.

Approaching the surahs as overwhelmingly dialectical, al-Razi promotes rational reasoning and

"2 Ipid, 134.

'3 Based on the hermeneutical conflicts between al-Razi and the Mu tazilites on surah 10, it is clear that eliciting
theological meaning that is aligned with the exegetes’ extra-Qur’anic worldview was a common feature of classical
theological commentaries. For more on the hermeneutics of theological exegesis, see Tariq Jaffer, “Theological
Commentaries,” in Oxford Handbook of Qur’anic Studies, ed. Abdel Haleem and Mustafa Shah (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2020), 767-779; Karen Bauer, “Introduction,” in Aims, Methods, and Contexts of Qur anic
Exegesis (2"/8"-9"/15"™ C.), ed. Karen Bauer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 1-16, esp. 8; and Johanna
Pink, “Classical Qur’anic Hermeneutics,” in Oxford Handbook of Qur’anic Studies, 818-831, esp. 825.
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rational theology as Qur’anically-grounded disciplines. Meanwhile, al-Razi utilizes the surah
design to support some of his theological positions. It is contended here that the underpinnings of
al-Razi1 dialectical approach to the surah represent a nuancing of Mutazilite exegesis, as in the
case of al-Jushami. Al-Raz1’s contact with the Mu‘tazilite exegetical tradition has its profound
impact on his interpretive approach. This influence is generally evidenced in al-Razi’s
inclination towards philosophical tolerance as captured in his assertion: “Know my brother we
all aim to nothing but the declaration of [God’s] exaltation and holiness ...The Sunnis approach
God’s exaltation from the perspective of His absolute power, and the Mu‘tazilites from the
perspective of His justice ... Some are right and others are wrong. Yet all cling to “Your Lord is
the Self-Sufficient, Full of Mercy” (Q. 6:133).”*** Importantly, when compared to the classical
exegetical tradition currently in print, the emergence of al-Razi’s exegesis marks a turning point
in hermeneutical practice, as tafsir moves from investigating the topic of a given verse to

deciphering the topic of the surah as a whole.

Y41pid, 13:165. This is the advice offered by al-Razi’s father, Diya’ al-Din, who learned it from his teacher Aba al-
Qasim al-Ansari (d. 512/1118), one of al-Juwayni’s students.
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Chapter 4

Persuasive Strategies in the Composition of the Surah

Moving beyond the kalam reading of the surah, al-Razi identifies four iterative
structuring patterns in the Qur’an, or what he calls (‘adat al-Qur’an), through which, he
maintains, the surah organization can be safely recognized. As far as rhetorical analysis is
concerned, al-Razi’s approach constitutes an early attempt to read the surah on its own terms and
in its final form. His aim is to construct what can be called the “Qur’anic figures of composition”
as a step beyond the figures of speech. Given this additional perusal of the Qur’anic text, this
chapter examines three compositional strategies al-Razi finds in large blocks within surahs and,
sometimes, in whole surahs as well. These strategies include (1) antithetical structure, (2)
complementary strands, and (3) the blending of various but reinforcing themes. Several Qur’anic
examples are analyzed to demonstrate how a surah could be structurally designed through the
devices of antithesis and complementarity. However, more attention will be paid to the other two
strategies. Specifically, surah 2 (Al-Bagarah) is outlined, in accordance with al-Razi’s
observations, to illustrate how the recurring motif of prophecy and the intentional Qur anic
blending of themes harmonize the heteronomous material of the surah and make its argument
persuasive. Dialectically, al-Razi posits that these four structural patterns are forms of Qur’anic
persuasion, through which reason is provoked to influence doctrinal positions and moral

decisions.

1. Antithetical Pairs
According to al-Razi, one of the common organizing strategies of the Qur’anic text is the
use of antithesis. This strategy is employed in many dual pairs: warning/promise, hell/heaven,
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dwellers of hell/dwellers of heaven, believers/disbelievers, and punishment/reward. These
concomitant pairs are frequently utilized in al-Razi’s commentary as a Qur’anic ‘@dah in the text
arrangement.® Since this is a Qur’anic strategy of arranging its material, this technique is found
in both the Meccan and Medinan surahs. The following are two examples from a Medinan surah

to illustrate the frequent employment of this Qur’anic technique.

Example 1:

2:163 Your God is the one God: There is no god except Him, the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of
Mercy.

2:164 In the creation of the heavens and earth; in the alternation of night and day; in the ships that
sail the seas with goods for people; in the water which God sends down from the sky to give life
to the earth when it has been barren, scattering all kinds of creatures over it; in the changing of the
winds and clouds that run their appointed courses between the sky and earth: There are signs in all
these for those who use their minds.

2:165 Even so, there are some who choose to worship others besides God as rivals to Him, loving
them with the love due to God, but the believers have greater love for God. If only the idolaters
could see—as they will see when they face the torment—that all power belongs to God, and that
God punishes severely.

2:166 When those who have been followed disown their followers, when they all see the
suffering, when all bonds between them are severed,

2:167 the followers will say, “If only we had one last chance, we would disown them as they now
disown us.” In this way, God will make them see their deeds as a source of bitter regret: They
shall not leave the Fire.

Here, the surah lays emphasis on divine unity in 2:163-164 by means of an adjacent unit
that condemns polytheism in 2:165-167. Commenting on this sequence, al-Razi writes:

Denouncing something is a way of emphasizing the value of its opposite. For this reason,
a poet says: “With their opposites, things become more obvious.” They also say:

L In his commentary al-Tahdhib fi al-Tafsir, the Mu‘tazilite al-Jushami (d. 494/1101) also calls this compositional
strategy a ‘@dah—a note that shows the considerable Mu‘tazilite interest in the surah structure. The Mu tazilite
exegetical tradition has a profound influence on al-Razi as one recognizes that al-Qaffal, Ab@ Muslim and ‘Abd al-
Jabbar are important sources for al-Razi’s approach to the thematic development of the surah.

? For antithesis in Meccan Surahs, see Rabab Jamal, “Al-Mugabalah fi Ayat al-Jaza’,” (PhD. Diss., Umm al-Qura
University, 2000).

174




Blessings are unknown. Yet, when lost, they become known. People do not know the
value of health. Only when they get sick and regain their health, they get to know its
value. This is the case with all blessings. Accordingly, God followed the verse on divine
unity with this verse [denouncing the opposite of divine unity].>

Al-Razi is clear that this device is utilized in the Qur’an, not to state the obvious but to

reinforce a value by letting the hearers understand the result of following the opposite direction.

In general, antithetical pairs are typically employed in the Qur’an to eschatologically compare

the fate of the believers with the fate of the disbelievers to convey a type of argument from

negative consequences; that is, if X causes Y, and Y is unwanted, then X is unwanted.”

Example 2:

274. Those who give, out of their own possessions, by night and by day, in private and in
public, will have their reward with their Lord: No fear for them, nor will they grieve.
275. But those who take usury will rise up on the Day of Resurrection like someone
tormented by Satan’s touch. That is because they say, “Trade and usury are the same,”
but God has allowed trade and forbidden usury. Whoever, on receiving God’s warning,
stops taking usury may keep his past gains—God will be his judge—but whoever goes
back to usury will be an inhabitant of the Fire, there to remain.

276. God blights usury, but blesses (yurbi) charitable deeds with multiple increases: He
does not love the ungrateful sinner.

277. Those who believe, do good deeds, keep up the prayer, and pay the prescribed alms
will have their reward with their Lord: no fear for them, nor will they grieve (Q. 2:274-
277).

In this passage, v. 274, which closes the discussion on charity, is part of the initial

argument on usury. Al-Razi explains that the juxtaposition of usury is justified by the contrast

created by two images: (1) there is an apparent decrease of money in the case of charity and a

desire to increase money in the case of usury, and (2) charity is commanded by God whereas

usury is forbidden by God.> Due to this conceptual connection between charity and usury, no

® Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 4:184.
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* See Rosalind W Gwynne, Logic, Rhetoric and Legal Reasoning in the Qur’an: God’s Arguments (London:
RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 130-151, esp. 148-151.
® Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 7:74-75.
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linking word is needed to effect the transition. The word “but” in v. 275 is added by the
translator to reflect the implied contrast as understood in Arabic poetics. Al-Razi adds that v. 276
reaffirms that contrast by highlighting the consequences of the motives that dissuade people from
charity-giving and which lure them into usury practice. The verse clearly promises to punish the
usurers in a way that makes them suffer consequences that are in stark contrast with their original
goals (al-mu ‘amalah bi naqid al-qasd); that is, blighting their monetary gains. On the other side,
charity-givers are promised an increase of their money because God will bless (yurbi) their
deeds. With this contrast, the hearers of the Qur’an are motivated to find the actual increase
(riba) of their money in charity, not usury. In this way, antithesis serves as a form of emphasis
(ta ’kid) because the Qur’anic value is stressed twice: one time by praising the value itself and
another time by disparaging its opposite. Furthermore, al-Razi highlights the contrast between
wa id (warning) in “He does not love the ungrateful sinner” (Q. 2:276) and the wa ‘d (rewards)
that will be bestowed on “those who believe, do good deeds, keep up the prayer, and pay the
prescribed alms” (Q. 2: 277).
1.1 Antithesis and Surah Design

Al-Razi extends the use of antithesis to the body of the surah. In his discussions on the
architectural design of surah 76 (Al-Insan), al-Razi offers a detailed shift analysis and posits that
the surah as a whole is designed in the finest form of arrangement and order.® In his view, the
antithetical remarks, which are pervasive in the surah, explain its arrangement and the flow of

the material.” The following is an examination of al-Razi’s structural analysis of surah 76.2

® Ibid., 30:227.

" alladl g I oy el e by gl 0dn O oo 0SB Led Jub p "
" bid., 30: 208-232.
® In this discussion, the focus is placed on al-Razi’s notes on the surah structure, not the theological discussions
unless closely related to the surah design.
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1.1.2. (Unit 1: vv. 1-3) The Prologue: Decision-Making

=

Was there not a period of time when man was nothing to speak of?

2. We created man from a drop of mingled fluid to put him to the test; We gave him
hearing and sight;

3. We guided him to the right path, whether he was grateful or ungrateful.

According to al-Razi, this short passage creates an antithetical setting as represented by
the closing epithets: grateful (shakir) and ungrateful (kafiir). Al-Razi sees this antithetical result
as being seamlessly facilitated by the first two verses. The first verse is purported to convey the
argument that man is created (muhdath), and thereby a willful Maker (sani * mukhtar) becomes
necessary. Furthermore, the second verse stipulates that man is not created in vain but for a
higher purpose; that is, going through a test (nabtalih). To qualify for this test, man is granted
hearing, sight and reason to find the right path. However, al-Razi argues that this test turned
people into two categories: the grateful and the ungrateful.®

It should be noted here that these modes of antithetical structure represent an essential
part of the Qur’anic moral structure. As Izutsu observes, “Throughout the Qur’an there runs the
keynote of dualism regarding the moral values of man: the basic dualism of believer and
unbeliever.”'® According to Izutsu, this dualism is clearly captured in surah 109, which marks
“the formal declaration of independence on the part of Islam from all that was essentially
incompatible with the monotheistic belief that it proclaimed.”" lzutsu adds that the Qur’an

provides yardsticks to divide all human qualities into two radically opposed categories of “good”

® Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 30:227. « s vy Sl pse omemd gyl =81 0 wn 31 0F o ¢ Al-R2ZT is aware that the Kharijites
rely on this classification to argue that sinning will render one as a disbeliever. They base their opinion on the notion
that the verse gives only two categories that allow for no middle grounds. Therefore, al-Razi posits that the context

reveals that shakir, in this verse, is not the one who does grateful actions but rather the one who acknowledges that
thanking the Creator is mandatory. Similarly, the kafiir here is not the one who does exhibits an ungrateful behavior
but rather the one who does not acknowledge that thanking God is mandatory—either because he does not believe in
God at all or believes in God but denies the necessity of giving thanks. See ibid., 30:212.

10 Toshihiko lzutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts of the Qur’an (Montreal: McGill University, 2002), 105.

1 Ibid., 105. For more on the employment of contrast as an aspect of Qur’anic arguments, see Rosalind Gwynne,
“Contrast,” in , Logic, Rhetoric and Legal Reasoning in the Qur an: God’s Arguments (London and New York:
Routledge, 2014), 130-151.
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and “bad” or “the class of positive moral properties and the class of negative moral properties.”*?

These yardsticks are monotheism, eschatology and a practical code of conduct, elements, which
Izutsu evaluates as “unprecedented in the spiritual history of the Arabs.”** The notion of moral
categorization is highly present in this surah. The good are here presented as the virtuous (abrar)
who stand out based on their acts of kindness and strong belief in the afterlife.*

1.1.3. (Unit 2: vv. 4-22) Two Eschatological Contrasts

We have prepared chains, iron collars, and blazing Fire for the disbelievers, but

the righteous will have a drink mixed with kafur,

a spring for God’s servants, which flows abundantly at their wish.

They fulfil their vows; they fear a day of widespread woes;

they give food to the poor, the orphan, and the captive, though they love it themselves,

saying, ‘We feed you for the sake of God alone: We seek neither recompense nor thanks

from you.

10. We fear the Day of our Lord—a woefully grim Day.’

11. So God will save them from the woes of that Day, give them radiance and gladness,

12. and reward them, for their steadfastness, with a Garden and silken robes.

13. They will sit on couches, feeling neither scorching heat nor biting cold,

14. with shady [branches] spread above them and clusters of fruit hanging close at hand.

15. They will be served with silver plates

16. and gleaming silver goblets according to their fancy,

17. and they will be given a drink infused with ginger

18. from a spring called Salsabil.

19. Everlasting youths will attend them—if you could see them, you would think they were
scattered pearls—

20. and if you were to look around, you would see bliss and great wealth:

21. they will wear garments of green silk and brocade; they will be adorned with silver
bracelets; their Lord will give them a pure drink.

22. [It will be said], “This is your reward. Your endeavours are appreciated.”

©ooNo Ok

12 possibly driven by the theological implications of this categorical division, lzutsu later adds the category of
“doubtful Muslims” or “the imperfect type of the believer”. See ibid., 108.

3 Ibid., 105-106. This does not imply that the pre-Islamic life in Arabia was not regulated by a moral code. lzutsu
explained the system of muriiwah but connects it with narrow tribalism. Furthermore, Izutsu examines how the pre-
Islamic values were received in the Qur’an: some values were totally rejected but most were accepted, modified and
developed according to new ethico-religious grounds. See Toshihiko Izutsu, “The Spirit of Tribal Solidarity” and
“The Islamization of Old Arab Values,” in Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an (Montreal: McGill University,
2002), 55-104.

Y In his chronological order and interpretation of the Qur’anic surahs, al-Jabiri lists Sirat al-Insan among the
earliest surahs in the pre-Hijrah stage. The general content of social solidarity and religious categorization seem to
support al-Jabiri’s selections. See Fahm al-Qur’an al-Hakim: al-Tafsir al-Wadih hasba Tartib al-Nuzil (Beirut:
Markaz Dirasat al-Wahdah al-‘Arabiyyah, 2012), 2:183-188.
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Having identified the surah introduction, al-Razi designates the next unit, which
provides an antithetical description of the fate awaiting the ungrateful and the grateful. He
writes:

Thereafter God Almighty mentioned the punishment of the disbelievers briefly and then

the rewards of the obedient more extensively. This [part] extends to His statement, “And

your endeavours are appreciated.” Know that the brief description of the punishment
with the detailed description of the rewards indicates that the side of mercy is more
outbalancing and impregnable.*®

Besides this general note, al-Razi highlights the contrast between hope and fear as
experienced by the righteous (abrar).*® He observes that the abrar has two main objectives in
helping the needy: (1) gaining the divine pleasure (tahsil rida Allah), which is underlined by

“We feed you for the sake of God alone: We seek neither recompense nor thanks from you,” (Q.

76:9) and (2) gaining protection from the fear of Judgment Day which is underlined by “We fear

™ Ibid., 30:227.
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18 The Abrar are described in vv. 11-22. Richard Bell finds the flow of this description confusing. He states that this
passage “is in inextricable confusion from v. 15 onward, and any reconstruction must be regarded as merely
tentative. Verse 14 was perhaps followed by 21, 19; these were removed in favour of 15,17. Later, 18 was
substituted for the latter half of 17 (because of wine being implied in it ?) and with 20 was written on the back of 19,
and 22 was added on the back of 21.” See Richard Bell, The Qur’an Translated with a Critical Re-arrangement of
the Surahs (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1937-1939), 2:623. Bell’s reading of the surah seems to be highly speculative
and unsupported by any external evidence. With regard to the internal flow of meaning in wv. 15-21, al-Razi
explains the logical connectedness of the descriptions of the abrar. In al-Razi’s opinion, after the food and dwelling
of the abrar are described, vv. 15-20 describe their drinks (sharab): how the sharab is served (vv. 15-16), what is
served (vv. 17-18) and who will serve (vv. 19-20). In this context, v. 21 describes how the abrar are dressed. See al-
Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 30:220-224. Concerning the repetition of the sharab in v. 21 (their Lord will give them a
pure drink), al-Razi argues that this must be a different sharab. He inclines towards a Sufi interpretation by posting
that it is possibly a spiritual sharab that causes fana’. This Sufi interpretation is in line with al-Razi’s emphasis on

the heavenly spiritual bliss which, according to al-Razi, is far superior to the physical bliss. He voices this view in
his commentary on the Q. 9:72. See ibid., 17:106-107. In this way, there is no need to assume that some verses were
written at the back of other verses. A more convincing contextual explanation of the distinct description of heaven in
this surah is found in al-Bustani’s commentary. He observes that six human needs are reflected in the description of
heaven: water, food, dwelling, clothes, service and aesthetic pleasure. Then he highlights a thematic parallelism in
the flow of the surah units. He argues that all of the minute details in the description of the sharab, including what
kind of drink, the type of cups, how it is served, where it is served, and who provides the service—fit to be a
corresponding compensation for the abrar who are described in the initial remarks of the surah as “people who give
food to the poor, the orphan, and the captive, though they love it themselves, saying, ‘We feed you for the sake of
God alone: We seek neither recompense nor thanks from you. We fear the Day of our Lord—a woefully grim Day”
(Q. 76:8-10). For more on the unique portray of heaven in this surah, see Mahmtid al-Bustani, Al-Tafsir al-Bina'i It
al-Qur’an al-Karim (Mashhad: Majma * al-Buhiith al-Islamiyyah, 1422/2001), 5:216-239, esp. 234-235.
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the Day of our Lord—a woefully grim Day” (Q. 76:10)." Furthermore, al-Razi reads v. 11 as a
form of parallelism that corresponds in meaning to the two objectives the abrar were seeking.
The abrar’s aspiration of protection from fear is harmoniously paralleled with “God will save
them from the woes of that Day,” whereas the aspiration of obtaining God’s pleasure is
compensated by “give them radiance and gladness.”® This divine pleasure is also expressed in
the closing verse of this unit: “This is your reward. Your endeavours are appreciated” (Q.
76:22). To al-Razi, the rewards are closed with the acquisition of divine pleasure or approval
since this rida is the highest station (magam) for the abrar.*®

1.1.4. (Unit 3: vv. 23-28) Two Worldly Contrasts

23. We Qurself have sent down this Quran to you [Prophet] in gradual revelation.

24. Await your Lord’s Judgment with patience; do not yield to any of these sinners or

disbelievers;

25. remember the name of your Lord at dawn and in the evening;

26. bow down before Him, and glorify Him at length by night.

27. These people love the fleeting life. They put aside [all thoughts of] a Heavy Day.

28. Yet We created them; We strengthened their constitution; if We please, We can replace
such people completely.

With regard to this unit, al-Razi reads it in relation to the previous unit. As previously
noted, the preceding unit is concerned with a pronouncement about the states of the afterlife
(ahwal al-akhirah) which are expressed in the form of a contrast between the fate of the
believers and the disbelievers. Correspondingly, al-Razi reads this penultimate unit as an
exposition of the states of this worldly life (ahwal al-dunya), which are expressed in the form of

a contrast between the prophet’s obedience and his contemporaries’ denials of the afterlife.?’

" Ibid., 30:217.
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18 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 30:219.

9 1bid., 30:226.
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Therefore, as al-Razi identifies the contrasts in each unit, he also sees unit 2 and unit 3 as
forming a type of wider antithesis that moves the listener from an eschatological scene on
Judgment Day to its origin in Meccan days.

Furthermore, al-Razi’s commentary on unit 3 implies some internal contrasts. For
example, the message directed to the prophet takes the form of prohibition (nahy), as in “do not
yield to any of these sinners or disbelievers,” and the form of injunction (amr), as in “remember
the name of your Lord at dawn and in the evening.”** With regard to vv. 27-28, which concerns
the disbelievers’ indifference to the afterlife, al-Razi observes that the two verses convey irony.
He asserts that v. 27 ostensibly states that the cause of the disbelievers’ unresponsiveness to
faith is due to the base desires (shahwah), not the argument/ obfuscation (shubhah). However, v.
28 actually indicates that these very pleasures are created and controlled by God. In al-Razi’s
view, this statement conveys a subtle form (farigah latifah) of arguing with the Meccan
idolaters. Al-Razi explains that the Meccans’ love of this worldly life (al- ‘ajilah) should lead to
obedience to, not rebellion against, God. In al-Razi’s opinion, v. 28 instills raghbah (longing for
God) and rahbah (reverential fear) in the hearts of the Meccan hearers, and thereby motivates
them to embrace faith. In a more detailed manner, the Meccan disbelievers are encouraged to
respond positively to God’s call through the mere recognition that worldly desires are created by
God, who also gives them the senses that enable them to experience the benefits of these

pleasures. They are equally warned against their rebellion since God has the power to rid them

2 bid., 30:277.
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of the pleasures that are distracting them from Him. In this way, al-Razi finds an incongruity
between the motive of disbelief (like hubb al- Gjilah) and rebellion against God.?

1.1.5. (Unit 4: vv. 29-31) The Epilogue: Decision-Making
29. This is a reminder. Let whoever wishes, take the way to his Lord.
30. But you will only wish to do so if God wills- God is all knowing, all wise-
31. He admits whoever He will into His Mercy and has prepared a painful torment for the

disbelievers

What does “this” in v. 29 refer to? In line with his conception of the antithetical material

upon which the surah is structured, al-Razi interprets “this” as a reference to “the whole surah
and its wonderous arrangement (tartib ‘ajib) and profound structure (nasaq ba id), which
includes the promise of reward (wa'd) and the threat of punishment (wa 7d), exhortation

(targhib) and admonition (tarhib).”**

Furthermore, the notion of “seeking the path of God”
connects the end with the beginning of the surah because v. 29 appears to be thematically

related to v. 3.

2. Complementary Pairs

The development of meaning at the level of a sentence or even a surah is sometimes
explained as a completion of a two-part theme. In this regard, al-Razi reiteratively uses the
following thematic couples: the rights of God, which is frequently followed by the rights of
others; the theoretical faculty, which is usually followed by the practical faculty; conveying

benefit (isal al-naf”) and removing harm (daf* al-darar); and, finally, God’s signs in the soul

%2 lbid., 30:230.
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which is normally followed by God’s signs in the universe. The following are some individual
verses that illustrate the thematic correlation between honoring God and serving humans:

1. “Offer the prayer and give the alms” (Q. 2:43).

2. “God is with those who are mindful [of Him], and those who are good-doers” (Q.
16:128).

3. “They exhort one another to patience (sabr) and exhort one another to compassion

(marhamah)” (Q. 90:17).

“Be steadfast in your devotion to God and bear witness impartially” (Q. 5:8).

“Those [angels] who carry the Throne and those who surround it celebrate the praise of

their Lord and have faith in Him, and they beg forgiveness for the believers: ‘Our Lord,

You embrace all things in mercy and knowledge, so forgive those who turn to You and

follow Your path. Save them from the pains of Hell” (Q. 40:7).

6. “Those [disbelievers] who_do not pay the prescribed alms and refuse to believe in the
world to come!” (Q. 41:7).

7. “Sleeping only little at night, praying at dawn for God’s forgiveness, giving a rightful
share of their wealth to the beggar and the deprived” (Q. 51:17-19).

ok~

This thematic duality is originally a Sufi maxim, which al-Razi usually ascribes to the
masters of the Sufi path. For instance, in surahs 16 (al-Nahl) and 90 (al-Balad), al-Razi speaks of
truthfulness with the kaqq (the Truth) and morality towards the khalg (the created) as the
“foundation of Sufism” (al-as!/ fi al-tasawwuf) and the “perfection of the spiritual path” (kamal
al-rarig).?* Spiritually speaking, al-Razi sometimes explains that compassion for others is a
mystical corollary of honoring God. He illustrates this by arguing that when one has reverence
for a king and then sees one of the kings’ servants in need, then one must give a helping hand.
Neglecting this duty is a sign of dishonoring the king. Al-Razi moves on to support thiS
illustration with a renowned sacred hadith (QudsT) in which God questions a man: ‘My servant, |
fell sick, but you did not visit Me?” The man responds: ‘How would you fall sick, when You are
the Lord of the worlds?” God answers: ‘My servant such and such fell sick but you did not visit

him. If you did, you would find me there.” After citing this illustration and sacred hadith, al-Razi

2 bid., 20:115.
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concludes: “Reverence and compassion are closely connected. Where is no compassion for
God’s creation, there is no reverence for God’s due.”?®

Apart from the Sufi phraseology of this thematic couple, al-Razi sometimes presents it in
a philosophical way. For example, Q. 40:7 is presented as an expression of the ultimate bliss
(kamal al-sa‘adah) that is attained in showing honor (ta zim) for God, and compassion
(shafaqah) for people.?® Furthermore, in al-Maydlib al- ‘Aliyah, al-Razi explains “honoring God”
(ta zim amr Allah) as a sign of perfecting the theoretical faculty of the soul and “showing
compassion for the creatures of God” (al-shafagah ‘ala khalg Allah) as a sign of perfecting the

practical faculty of the soul.”

2 1bid., 26:20-21. & ook daws ¥ i 3l e 2aks Y S Bk hace oand

% bid., 27:29.

21 Al-Razi, Al-Mayalib al- ‘Aliyah, 7:230. For al-Razi’s relationship with Sufism, see al-Razi, Kitab al-Nafs wa al-
Riith wa Sharh Quwahuma fi ‘Ilm al-Akhlag, ed. ‘Abd Allah Isma‘il (Cairo: Al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah 11 al-Turath,
2013); al-Jazzar, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi wa al-Tasawwuf (Alexandria: Mansha’at al-Ma‘arif, 2000); Ayman
Shihadeh, “The Mystic and the Sceptic in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” in Sufism and Theology, ed. Ayman Shihadeh
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 118. 164; and “Ibn ‘Arabi's Letter to Fakhr al-Din al-Razi: A Study
and Translation,” Journal of Islamic Studies 25 (2014): 113-137. Al-Razi’s admiration of tasawwuf can be easily
discerned from his book on Firaq (Sects) wherein he laments the exclusion of Sufism from Muslim sects. He argues
that Sufis have their valid way of knowing God; that is, the way of purification (tasfiyah) and the abandonment of
corporeal attachments (al- ‘ala’iq al-badaniyyah). This insistence on including the Sufis as a sect may be a result of
the Ghazali’s influence on al-Razi. In his Al-Mungidh min al-Dalal (Deliverance from Error), al-Ghazali gives us a
hint why Sufism is to be treated as a sect: he presents an epistemological trajectory of the “seekers of truth” (Talibr
al-Haqq). In this regard, al-Ghazali lists four sects that adopt distinct approaching in their pursuit of truth. They
include the rational theologians, the Batinis, the philosophers and the Sufis. Al-Razi’s consideration of the Sufi
approach to knowing God, as epistemically distinct from the rationalists’ approach, is more validated and reinforced
in the al-Matalib al- ‘Aliyah. See al-Razi, Al-Matalib al- ‘Aliyah, 1:53-59. However, al-Razi divides the Sufis into six
categories and admires the third group as the best among human sects (khayr firaq al-adamiyyin). See al-Razi,
I tigadat firaq al-Muslimin wa al-Mushrikin (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Timiyyah, 1982), 72-74. In his Firaq, al-Raz1
lists the following six Sufi sects: (1) The partisans of customs (ashab al- ‘adat), who focus only on exterior matters
like wearing the khirgah; (2) the partisans of worship (askab al- ‘ibadat), who abandon work and busy themselves
with asceticism and worship; (3) the partisans of Reality (ashab al-haqiqah), who, after finishing the mandatory
ritual duties, do not engage in voluntary worship but in incessant dhikr and contemplation (fikr), and they are the
best in all human sects (khayr firaq al-adamiyyin); (4) The illuminatory (Niariyyah) sect, which posits that there are
two veils (hijaban): one that comes from light which compels them to acquire good qualities, such as love, surrender
and intimacy, and another that comes from fire which keeps concerned about lust, anger and cupidity (&irs); (5) The
Incarnationists (al-huliliyyah), who are not versed in rational sciences but experience some states that make them
imagine the incarnation (hulil) and unification (ittizad); and (6) The Permissivists (Mubahiyyah), who violate the
divine law (shari‘ah) and claim that God exempted them from religious obligations. Al-Razi describes this sect as
the most evil sect that essentially follows the religion of the Persian Mazdak.
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2.1 Complementary Pairs and the Structure of Surah 73 (al-Muzzammil)

Given this mystical background, al-Razi considers surah 73 (al-Muzzammil) as being
structured around three main commands. The first two commands are to honor God (73:1-9) and
to exemplify patience and compassion with people (Q. 73:10).%

2.1.1 Having Reverence for God

For honoring God, the surah commands the prophet to spend two thirds or one half, or, at
least, one third of the night in ritual prayer and a slow-paced meditative recitation of the Qur’an
(tartil). This special form of Qur’anic recitation, al-Razi explains, instills awe, hope, and fear in
the heart as one encounters verses on God, promises and warnings. With this experience the
heart is filled with the light of knowing God.” Al-Razi adds that this intense spiritual exercise is
justified by the following:

We shall send a momentous message down to you.

Night prayer (nashi at al-layl) makes a deeper impression and sharpens words—

you are kept busy for long periods of the day (Q. 73:5-6).

Here, al-Razi provides a purely Sufi interpretation of this passage. In his view, when one
engages in worship and dhikr during the darkness of the night, one’s senses will not be distracted
by any sensory things or sensoria (al-mahsisatr). Therefore, the heart becomes more receptive to
the spiritual inspirations (al-waridat al-rithaniyyah), illuminating insights (al-khawatir al-
niraniyyah), meditations (ta 'ammulat), lights (anwar), inner emotions such as joy in and
reverence of God, and epiphanies or unveilings (mukashafat). Al-Razi asserts that the word

nashi’ah in v. 6 is a reference to these Sufi experiences. Since they occur during the night, when

%8 Even though these two complementary themes are rightfully communicated but these two texts, the imbalance
between the length of the passage on honoring God and the length of the passage on serving others may suggest a
subjective demarcation of the surah divisions.

# Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 30:153.
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the nafs is free from bodily distractions, they are called nashi’at al-layl.*® However, the expected
devotion to God reaches its climax when the surah addresses the prophet:
So celebrate the name of your Lord and devote yourself wholeheartedly to Him.

He is Lord of the east and west, there is no god but Him, so take Him as your Disposer
[of all affairs]” (Q. 73:8-9).

In this Qur’anic message, al-Razi identifies three main mystical teachings: dhikr
(recollection of God), tabattul (total devotion to God) and the spiritual degrees of tabattul. In his
discussions on these three spiritual dimensions, al-Razi demonstrates that the two verses provide
a series of progressive stations for the seeker of God.

With regard to dhikr, al-Razi provides a description of four progressive modes of one’s
recollection of God. In the beginning, the name of God is to be verbally repeated, as indicated by
“celebrate the name of your Lord” (73:8), until the name (al-ism) departs and the Named (al-
musamma) remains—as pointed out in “and mention your Lord  (Q. 7:205).* This second level
of dhikr is generated by pondering divine providence and benevolence, which keeps one’s focus
on God’s blessings and favors. From the focus on the aspects of lordship (rubiibiyyah), one
experiences a dhikr growth that turns the focus to divinity (ilahiyyah) as expressed in
“Remember God” (Q. 2:200). With this third level of dhikr, one enters into the station of
reverential fear (haybah wa khashyah) and keeps progressing through the stations of divine
veneration, exaltation, transcendence and incomparability (tanzih). Ultimately, one reaches the
‘He Alone station’ (magam al-huwiyyah al-akadiyyah), through which one experiences the True
One (al-wahid al-haqq). This oneness, al-Razi continues, is represented by the two epithets: al-
zahir, in the sense that He is the origin of all worldly manifestations, and al-batin, in the sense

that He is above the comprehension of all created beings. Al-Razi closes his discussion on these

% 1bid., 30:154-155.
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dhikr levels with the prayer: “Holy be the one who is veiled from the intellect due to His absolute
appearance and is hidden from the intellect due to His absolute light.”*?

As for tabattul, al-Razi breaks with the majority of exegetes on the actual meaning of
devotion to God in v. 8. He states that the exegetes define tabattul as sincere devotion (ikhlas) to
God in worship. In this sense, al-Razi continues, the exegetes explain that Mary is called the
batil because she was fully dedicated to worshipping God. However, he argues that tabattul is a
detachment from anything other than God. Al-Razi asserts that this exclusion is literal and
absolute. Worshiping with an eye to be rewarded in the afterlife or walking the spiritual path for
the sake of knowing, continues al-Razi, is practicing devotion to the afterlife and knowledge, not
to God. A real servant is the one who seeks the Known (al-ma 7if), not knowing (al- irfan) and
the Worshipped (al-ma ‘biid), not the servitude (al- ‘ubiidiyyah). Speaking as a Sufi authority, al-
Razi affirms that this spiritual station is inexpressible (la yashrahuhu al-magal) and beyond
imagination (al-yu ‘abbiru ‘anhu al-khayal). He also speaks as a Sufi master when he asserts that
the only parable that makes this spiritual station conceivable in our minds is that of the type of
passionate love ( ‘ishq) that causes body sickness and defective faculties. With this type of ‘ishq,
he continues, one is totally detached from everything except the beloved (al-ma ‘shiig) and
thereby discerning the difference between devotion to the beloved and devotion to the vision
(ru’yat) of the beloved.*

Al-Razi continues his muystical interpretation of tabattul by arguing that the three
sentences in v. 9 indicate three factors that generate three levels of devotion. In his view, genuine
tabattul is not attainable without love. The cause of love, adds al-Razi, is either perfection

(kamal) or perfecting (takmil) which ultimately belong to God. Thus, none deserves ultimate

%2 1hid., 30:157.
* bid., 30:157.
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love but Him. Al-Razi applies this notion of kamal-based love to the initial part of v. 9 “He is
Lord of the east and west,” which is a reference to the first level of tabattul. As one grows in
tabattul, one starts to seek the Known (Ma rif), not knowing ( ‘irfan). Al-Razi reads the middle
part of v. 9, “there is no god but Him,” as a reference to the second degree of tabattul. Finally,
tabattul reaches its peak with the delegation of all matters to God (tafwid) and satisfaction with
God’s choice and decree. This paramount level of tabattul is implied by the closing sentence:
“So take Him as your Disposer [of all affairs].” Mystically, al-Razi utilizes the sequence in
“there is no god but Him, so take Him as your Disposer [of all affairs]” to posit that failing to
show that rafwid reflects a deficient knowledge of the reality of “there is no God but Him.”**
2.1.2 Showing Compassion for Others

After al-Razi discusses the part on honoring God, he moves on to the complementary part
regarding the kind treatment of people. According to him, this part is referenced only in one
verse: “Patiently endure what they say, and ignore them politely.” Furthermore, he asserts that
this verse gives the prophet two options regarding his response to the Meccans’ insults: engaging
with them patiently or avoiding them peacefully. In consistency with the notion of the ethical
value of this complementary pair of exaltation of God and kindness to people, al-Razi rejects the
exegetical view that this verse is abrogated.

The two concomitant duties of showing reverence for God and compassion for people
were followed by two brief units. The first starts with “and leave to Me those who deny the truth
and live in luxury. Bear with them for a little while” as a command to the prophet leave the
affairs of the Meccan detractors to God’s judgment (Q. 73:11-14), whereas the second

commences with “We have sent a messenger to you [people] to be your witness, just as We sent

% Ibid., 30:158-159. Al-Razi also gives Sufi interpretations of Moses’ experience of mahw (effacement), fana’
(annihilation), hope and fear in the Q. 20:9-16. See ibid., 22:21.
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a messenger to Pharaoh” as a reminder of the fate of Pharaoh (Q. 73:15-19).%® Finally, the surah
closes with a long corresponding verse which, in spite of its clearly Medinan style, sheds light on

the night worship —a discussion that is evocative of the prologue of the surah.*

3. Blended Themes and the Argumentation of Surah 2 (Al-Baqgarah):

Undoubtedly, heterogeneous themes (tanawwu * al-ma ‘ani) are more complicated in the
long Medinan surahs. In the words of Ernst, “many readers of the Qur’an have despaired of
finding a literary structure in these often long and complicated compositions.”*” Medinan surahs
are generally characterized by laws that are blended with various topics, such as prophecy, and
debates with the Jews and Christians.®® However, al-Razi argues that these variegated themes
thematically reinforce each other and conform to the Qur’anic manner of persuasion which does
not merely aim at preaching to the mind but, more importantly, targeting the heart to inspire the
desired changes. In other words, the Qur’anic text combines elements of rules and ethico-
religious precepts to produce arguments that influence human conduct. Therefore, instead of
viewing the juxtaposition of moral and legal units as disparate, al-Razi views this type of

sequence as a typical case of the dyadic logical relationship of means-purpose. For instance, on

% Richard Bell notes that vv. 15-19 are “unconnected being addressed to the people, not to the prophet”. See
Richard Bell, The Qur’an Translated, 2:613. However, this direct address to the Meccans was anticipated and
facilitated by the preceding unit starting with “and leave to me those who deny the truth ...” (v. 11).

% As indicated by Carl W. Ernst this long verse seems likely to be a later addition, an observation that raises
questions about how and under whose authority such later additions were inserted. Furthermore, Ernst also
acknowledges that these observations are based on internal stylistic evidence, not external proofs that provide, for
instance, manuscripts that contain earlier versions of the Qur’anic text. Drawing on the dialectical character of the
text and the strong presence of symmetrical Qur’anic composition he observes, Ernst argues that it is plausible to
assume that the process of revision could have been done by the explicit involvement of the prophet. See Carl W.
Ernst, How to Read the Qur’an: A New Guide, with Select Translations (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2011), 97-98.

*" 1bid., 155.

% For the new emphases in the Medina n Surahs, see Ibid., 156. See also Nicolai Sinai, “The Qur’an as Process,” in
The Qur’an in Context: Historical and Literary Investigations into the Qur anic Milieu, ed. Angelica Neuwirth,
Nicola Sinai, and Michael Marx (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 407-439, esp. 410-412.
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the heterogeneous nature of surah 4 (Al-Nisa’) and how to determine its primary purpose amid
the varying themes, al-Raz1 writes:

Know that God customarily arranges this noble Book in the finest ways. Particularly, He
mentions some rules, follows them with verses on exhortation and admonition and blends
them with verses that are evocative of God’s supremacy, majesty, omnipotence and great
divinity. Then He turns back to the rules. This is the best types and arrangement. As far
as influence (ta 'thir) is concerned, it is the closest to the heart because hard obligations
are not to be fully internalized unless they are accompanied by promise of reward (wa d)
and warning against punishment (wa id). Concurrently, the promise and warning will
have its impact on the heart only after attesting to the absolute perfection of the One who
gave the promise and warning. Therefore, this is the best form of arrangements and the
most suitable for preaching the true faith. Given this, we say that God Almighty
mentioned many laws and obligation. Then He followed them with an extensive
explanation of the states of the disbelievers and the hypocrites. These verses were
subsequently closed with verses indicative of God’s great majesty and absolute
supremacy. Finally, He turns back to unfolding the laws by saying “they ask you
[prophet] for a ruling on women” [Q. 4:127].”%°

According to al-Razi’s observation, surah 4 is mainly about the laws that appear in the
beginning and at the end of the surah. However, these laws are presented in a way that not only
informs the mind but, more significantly, influences behavior. To this end, the middle part of the
surah, which clearly occupies most of it, is designed to lead people into obeying the law by
addressing non-legal issues that serve a three-fold purpose: (1) affirming that the laws are worthy
of honor because their source is the Holiest and Greatest, (2) promising rewards for obedience,
and (3) instilling fear of punishment for those who are indifferent to faith. This pedagogic insight
is similarly stressed in Ikhwan al-Safa’s epistles. For instance, one finds the following:

My brethren, know that the Law is not to be complete except through commands and

prohibitions. Commands and prohibitions would not be carried out except through

promise [of reward] and warning [against punishment]. The promise and warning would
not take root [in the heart] except through encouragement and discouragement; yet, these

* Ibid., 24:49.
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two would be useful only for those who have hope and fear—both of which will be
known only when the commands and prohibitions are followed. In other words, those
who have no fear or hope will not develop a desire or aversion to do anything—a state of
being makes promise and warning and command and prohibition useless.”*
Among the modern exegetes, both Muhammad al-Ghazali in his Nahwa Tafsir Mawdii T
It Suwar al-Qur’an and Sayyid Qutb in his F7 Zilal al-Qur’an pay attention to this Qur’anic
method of blending several themes together. However, there is a distinctive difference between
al-Razi and Qutb in their theorization of this Qur’anic method of composition. While al-Razi
explains this Qur’anic phenomenon as a form of persuasion designed to produce certain effects
on the listeners and to motivate them into action, Qutb fits it into the socio-political dimension of
his exegetical work. For instance, Qutb observes the correlation between religious obligations
and practicing God-mindfulness. He then explains
These miscellaneous topics have close connections that stem from the nature of this faith,
in which the worship rites, spiritual emotions, and legal and organizational matters are
inseparable. Furthermore, this faith will not function well unless it supervises all aspects
of life, where the matters of this life and the afterlife, and matters of the heart and
international relations are included and regulated in accordance with one complete
perspective, one consistent method, one comprehensive system and one tool which is the
special system that is regulated by the divine law in all matters.”*"
Following al-Razi, M. A. S. Abdel Haleem supports the view that the topic shifts do not

necessarily constitute a thematic discontinuity. On the contrary, a shift from laws to God-

mindfulness can be intentionally designed to influence moral conduct or act as a catalyst that, in

0 See Rasa il Ikhwan al-Safa (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1966), 4:77.
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B ypaly Wl gl faty O V) iy Yy o) Slag 2l o8 ) oLl o ciad) Jladl ad ook ¥ sl o) 10 daeb e Ta0 (g Loyl dagpe 3aadl jpa¥l ol a4 1S
5 ps sl ol Al i b Bty 815l (s g allaiy ¢ Guline Sl prgrag ( JalSae Mty yas 389 WBpad (ISTBLA e By OF Vly cidgully Aslez W1 BB Oghhy MBI 09y
" 095l B3 Al Ay

191



Abdel Haleem’s words, would “secure obedience.”*

In this way, the non-legal material
ultimately supports the Qur’anic legal system as stressed by Al-Matroudi.*® Critiquing the
methodological problem of the split between the legal and the moral in European culture and
offering a reevaluation of the modernists’ assumptions about the legal content of the Qur’an,
Hallaq argues that “the Qur’an has, ab initio, provided Muslim believers with a cosmology
entirely grounded in moral natural laws, a cosmology with perhaps far more persuasive power
than any of its Enlightenment metaphysical counters, and one that had powerful and deep
psychological effects.”*

To fully recognize al-Razi’s methodology of explaining the intentionality of tanawwu
al-ma ‘ant, we will examine his approach to surah 2 (al-Bagarah), and how to find the dominant
theme amid its admittedly multiple topics. Reading al-Raz1’s treatment of the longest surah in the
Qur’an is not an easy task. It requires a close reading of about four volumes tracking al-Razi’s
observations on each topic shift in the surah. A cursory reading could leave one with the
impression that al-Razi is only interested in the “stitches” that connect adjacent units together.
However, an in-depth examination of his observations on the topic shifts in surah 2 and the
interrelationships between the units reveals that al-Razi is aware of the unifying focus of the

surah, its major sections and thematic progression. Al-Razi’s holistic reading of surah 2 appears

to be motivated by treating the surah as a persuasive text with a main idea, purpose and audience.

“2 For examples that illustrate this purpose and other objectives, such as “highlighting an important point™ or “giving
reassurance,” see M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, “Structural Coherence in the Qur’an: How to See the Connections,” in
Structural Dividers in the Qur’an, ed. Marianna Klar (London: Routledge, 2020), 339-364, esp. 341-349.

% See Al-Matroudi, “The Relationship Between Legal and Non-legal Verses in the Qur’an: An Analytical Study of
the Three Themes of the Qur’an,” International Journal for the Semiotics of Law 29, no. 2, (2016): 261-283.
However, there is no reference to al-Razi throughout the article in spite of al-Raz1’s original presentation on how the
legal and the moral are mutually reinforced. See also idem, “Manhaj al-Qur’an fi Taqrir al-Ahkam: Dirasah
Tahliliyyah If Ayat al-Sadaqah fi Siirat al-Baqarah,” Journal of Qur anic Studies 23, no. 1 (2021):180-196.

* Wael B. Hallaq, “Groundwork of the Moral Law: A New Look at the Qur’an and the Genesis of Shari’‘a,” Islamic
Law and Society 16, no. 1 (2009): 259.
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Based on his identification of the surah or section argumentation, al-Razi starts the process of the
demarcation of the surah divisions.

3.1 The Unifying Focus of Surah 2 (al-Bagarah)

As will be illustrated below, the governing focus of the surah, in al-Razi’s analysis, falls
on Muhammad’s prophecy: the warning prophet and the legislative prophet. In other words, the
main purpose of the surah was “accepting Muhammad as the new prophet and his shari‘ah as the
binding law.” Dealing with the surah as a case for the warning and legislative prophet, al-Razi is
able to find the ties that bind the surah heterogamous material together. In his view, the surah
arrangement does not merely reflect a demonstration of Muhammad’s prophecy and legislations,
but equally reveals the Qur’anic methods of persuasion. For instance, the initial units on the story
of Adam and the special divine blessings bestowed on the Israelites were identified in al-Razi’s
analysis as a Qur’anic persuasive technique for winning the Jews’ hearts to Muhammad’s
message, which is now supported by a quasi-genealogical continuity with figures such as Adam
and Moses. Similarly, the legal legislations for the prophet’s community is interrupted by
spiritual reminders of God’s sovereignty and power to lead the new believers into a level of
unfailing obedience that is from the hearts, not merely performed by the limbs.

It is noteworthy that al-Razi’s scattered observations about the centrality of Muhammad’s
prophecy in surah 2 are succinctly reflected in Islahi’s work as the ‘amid (axis) of the surah. In
Islahi’s view, the surah’s ‘amiid revolves around the notion of iman bt al-risalah; that is, “an
invitation to believe in Muhammad’s prophecy,” ... the invitation being extended to the Jews ...

and also as the preparing of Muslims to receive the new Shari‘ah.”* This dual function of

*® Mustansir Mir, “The Structure of the Qur’an: the Inner Dynamic of the Surah,” in Oxford Handbook of Qur anic
Studies, ed. Abdel Haleem and Mustafa Shah (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 370. For an analysis of
Islahi’s treatment of the coherence in surah 2, see idem, “The stra as a unity,” in Approaches to the Qur’an, ed. G.
R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993), 215-217.
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Muhammad’s prophecy seems to be congruent with the early Medinan context to which this
surah belongs. The context is most probably a Muslim-Jewish conflict that revolves around “the

question of which community—the Jews of Medina or the new arrivals from Mecca—were

God’s true “chosen people.”

Before outlining the surah, it is helpful to start with a selection of verses that highlight the
centrality of Muhammad’s prophecy in the surah according to al-Razi’s exegetical observations.
Consider the following verses:

1. “This is the Scripture in which there is no doubt, containing guidance for those who are
mindful of God, who believe in the unseen, keep up the prayer, and give out of what We
have provided for them; those who believe in the revelation sent down to you [Muhammad],
and in what was sent before you, those who have firm faith in the Hereafter” (Q. 2:2-4)

2. “If you have doubts about the revelation We have sent down to Our servant, then produce a
single sura like it- enlist whatever supporters you have other than God- if you truly [think
you can]. If you cannot do this- and you never will- then beware of the Fire prepared for the
disbelievers, whose fuel is men and stones” (Q. 2:23-24).

3. “Children of Israel, remember how I blessed you. Honor your pledge to Me and I will honor
My pledge to you: I am the One you should fear. And believe in what | have sent down
confirming that which is [already] with you, and be not the first to disbelieve in it. And do
not exchange My signs for a small price, and fear [only] Me” (Q. 2:40-41).

4. “So can you [believers] hope that such people will believe you, when some of them used to
hear the words of God and then deliberately twist them, even when they understood them?”’
(Q. 2:75)

5. “Our Lord, make a messenger of their own rise up from among them, to recite Your
revelations to them, teach them the Scripture and wisdom, and purify them: You are the
Mighty, the Wise” (Q. 2:129).

“® Hartmut Bobzin, ““The Seal of the Prophets’: Towards an Understanding of Muhammad’s Prophethood,” in The
Qur’an in Context: Historical and Literary Investigations into the Qur anic Milieu, ed. Angelica Neuwirth, Nicola
Sinai, and Michael Marx (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 574. Here, Bobzin argues that the term nabt was first ascribed to the
prophet in Madinah. He adds that the two references of nabi in the Meccan Surah, al-A‘raf, are better understood as
a reference to “the gentile prophet.” In his opinion, this Meccan usage is different from the Medinan concept of
nabi. He explains that the Medinan usage is typically “supported by means of a quasi-genealogical continuity with
earlier ‘chosen’ individuals and communities. See also “Muhammad’s Understanding of Himself: The Koranic
Data,” in Islam’s Understanding of Itself, ed. Richard Hovannisian and Speros Vyronis (Malibu, CA: Undena,
1983), 15-52; and W. Bijlefeld, “A Prophet More Than a Prophet? Some Observations on the Quranic Use of the
Terms ‘Prophet’ and ‘Apostle,”” Muslim World 59, no. 1 (1969): 1-28. Furthermore, the content of the Medinan
Surahs reaffirms the basic framework portrayed in the biography of prophet Muhammad. By basic framework, |
refer to the event of kijrah, the presence of the Jews in Medina, and the tensions with the hypocrites (munafigin).
Acknowledging such elements will partly make the attempts towards chronological reading of the Qur’an more
plausible. See Nicolai Sinai, “The Qur’an as Process,” in The Qur’an in Context: Historical and Literary
Investigations into the Qur anic Milieu, ed. Angelica Neuwirth, Nicola Sinai, and Michael Marx (Leiden: Brill,
2010), 407-439.
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6. “Just as We have sent among you a Messenger of your own to recite Our revelations to you,
purify you and teach you the Scripture, wisdom, and [other] things you did not know” (Q.
2:151).

7. “These are the revelations of God which We recite to you [Muhammad] with the truth, and
you truly are one of the messengers. We favored some of these messengers above others.
God spoke to some; others He raised in rank; We gave Jesus, son of Mary, Our clear signs
and strengthened him with the holy spirit. If God had so willed, their successors would not
have fought each other after they had been brought clear signs. But they disagreed: some
believed and some disbelieved. If God had so willed, they would not have fought each
other, but God does what He will” (Q. 2:252-253).

8. “The Messenger believes in what has been sent down to him from his Lord, as do the
faithful. They all believe in God, His angels, His scriptures, and His messengers. ‘We make
no distinction between any of His messengers,’ they say, ‘We hear and obey. Grant us Your
forgiveness, our Lord. To You we all return!” (Q. 2:285).

The first reference to Muhammad’s prophecy appears in the introductory verses of the
surah. Here, Muhammad’s prophecy is associated with past revelatory divine messages, and the
righteous are praised for believing in Muhammad and the past prophets. v. 23 reflects an early
point of contention and represents those who cast doubts on the divine source of the Qur’an, the
locus of Muhammad’s prophecy. In response, v. 24 reiterates the Meccan argument that the
Qur’anic literary matchlessness points to the divine source of the Qur’an. In vv. 40-41, there is a
gentle acknowledgement of the divine blessings bestowed on the Israelites followed by a
command to believe in Muhammad’s message, which affirms the Torah.

However, v. 75 reveals an implied disenchantment. On the relation of this verse to the
prophecy office, al-Raz1 argues that the prophet was keen on calling his the Jews of his time to
his faith and was disappointed about their rejection and obstinacy; therefore, this verse was
revealed to reassure and console the prophet by saying that their predecessors had witnessed

great miracles but had nevertheless been similarly rebellious.*” To counter the Jewish rejection of

Muhammad’s message, the figure of Abraham, who is admired by both the Arabian and the

" Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 3:121.
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Judeo-Christian audience, appears to establish close ties with Muhammad. In this regard,
Abraham and Ishmael are presented as raising the pillars of the Ka‘bah and offering a sincere
prayer for the coming of a prophet from Arabia: “our Lord, make a messenger of their own rise
up from among them, to recite Your revelations to them, teach them the Scripture and wisdom,
and purify them: You are the Mighty, the Wise.” This Abrahamic prayer is later answered in the
rising of Muhammad as a prophet: “just as We have sent among you a Messenger of your own to
recite Our revelations to you, purify you and teach you the Scripture, wisdom, and [other] things
you did not know.” Such references set the stage for the representation of Muhammad as “the
second Abraham.”*

Towards the end of the surah, two incidents are cited from the life of the Israelites, with a
special focus on Jalut and Talut. The surah closes these narratives with the comment “These are
the revelations of God which We recite to you [Muhammad] with the truth, and you truly are one
of the messengers.” Drawing partly on the Mu tazilite Abti Muslim, al-Razi emphasizes the
function of these narratives. In this view, they serve a two-fold function: (1) authenticating the
prophecy claim in Muhammad’s case on the grounds that he told these stories without prior
learning, and (2) giving comfort to the prophet when he sees models of the Hebrew prophets who
were saddened by the pain of rejection and rebellion despite their many miracles.*® Finally, in v.

285, faith in all prophets is praised at the end of the surah as it was at the beginning.

3.2 Prophecy-related Themes

Apart from these unequivocal references to Muhammad’s prophecy in the beginning,

middle and end of the surah, al-Razi interprets many of the surah narratives as a means of

*® See Abii Ya'rub al-Marzagqi, Al-Jaliyy fi al-Tafsir (Tunisia; Al-Dar al-Mutawassitiyyah If al-Nashr, 2010), 1:181.
For Abraham’s connection with Arabia, see R. Firestone, “Abraham’s Association with the Meccan Sanctuary and
the Pilgrimage in the Pre Islamic and Early Islamic Periods,” Le Museon Revue d’études orientales 104, (1991):
365-393, idem, “Abraham’s Journey to Mecca in Islamic Exegesis: A Form Critical Study of a Tradition,” Studia
Islamica 76, (1992): 5-24.

0 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 6:164. Compare with Abii Muslim’s insight in idem, 6:165.
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encouraging Muhammad to carry out his mission as a prophet and to support Muhammad’s claim

to the prophecy office. For instance, the Israelites’ experiences with past prophets and

Abraham’s story have a close connection to the centrality of Muhammad’s prophecy in the

surah.

First, the juxtaposition of the Israelites’ harsh reactions against their prophets (as in the

Q. 2:65-73) and the unresponsive attitude of Muhammad’s Jewish contemporaries towards Islam

(as in Q. 2:75-82) are interpreted as forms of consoling the prophet. Here, al-Razi quotes the

Mu ‘tazilite al-Qaffal (d. 365/976), who argues that the Israelite narratives in the surah serve

several purposes:

1.

3.

The Qur’anic narration of the Israelite narratives is indicative of the divine source of the
Qur’an, since he had no prior knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures.

The Israelite harsh attitude towards Moses, who saved them from Pharaoh and slavery,
reinforces the message that their attitude towards Muhammad is not unprecedented.
Therefore, these narratives convey the message: “let Muhammad and his adherents
mitigate their disappointment with the Jewish rejection”.

Warning the Judeo-Christian audience and the polytheistic Arabs of against suffering a
similar punitive end at the time of Muhammad, as happened with the disobedient
Israelites at the time of Moses.

Muhammad’s narration of the Israelites’ history with their prophets, coupled with the

resurrection references in those narratives, as in Q. 2:73, also targets the polytheists in

% |bid., 3:121-122.
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two ways: (1) providing poof of the divine origin of the Qur’an, and (2) reaffirming the
belief in bodily resurrection, which was vehemently denied in Mecca.™

Second, the Abrahamic narrative is another way of highlighting Muhammad’s prophecy. Al-

Razi argues that Abraham is greatly honored by the Meccans and the Judeo-Christian audience.
Furthermore, the story of Abraham in surah 2 is phrased and presented in a way that motivates
the three groups, the polytheistic Arabs, the Jews and the Christians, to accept Muhammad’s
prophecy, acknowledge his faith, and abide by his law (shari ‘ah).” To substantiate the claim that
the story of Abraham relates to this triad audience and supports Muhammad’s prophecy, al-Razi
identifies the following allusions:

1. Abraham attained prophecy (nubuwwah) and leadership (imamah) after carrying out the
obligations assigned to him, which alerts the Jews, Christians, and pagans to the fact that
worldly or otherworldly good (khayr) is attained only by abandoning rebellion and
obstinacy and yielding to God’s decrees and obligations.

2. “My pledge does not hold for those who do evil” (Q. 2:124) is the divine answer to
Abraham’s request for the leadership (imamah) to remain in his descendants’ lands;
therefore, the aspiration for a leadership position requires the abandonment of
stubbornness and fanaticism.

3. Hajj is one of the Islamic rituals in which focus is on Abraham, and this point serves as
an encouragement for the Jews and Christians to follow Muhammad who is reviving

Abraham’s tradition.

*! Ibid., 3:121-122.
*2 |bid., 4:31.
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4. The emphasis on Abraham eases the anger that was aroused in the Jews and Christians
when the prayer direction (Qiblah) changed from Jerusalem to Mecca. In other words,
since the Ka‘bah is honored by Abraham, and Abraham is honored by the Jews and
Christians, anger at the new Qiblah is unjustified.

5. Abraham is a symbol of unfailing obedience (ingiyad) to the divine command; therefore,
the three groups are to take him as a model of abandoning envy and accepting
Muhammad’s call.>®

With this emphasis on Muhammad’s prophecy and Abraham as a model, the surah seeks
to persuade the Jews to join the new community of believers and Muslims, and follow the divine
law (shari‘ah). Based on al-Razi’s adoption of the Mu'tazilite reading of the relevance of

Abraham in the surah, the intervening reference to Abraham between the polemical discussion

with the Jewish community and the legal creation of the Muslim community brings harmony to

the heterogeneous material of the surah. In this way, the story of Abraham serves as a transitional
hinge because it points both backward and forward. It points backward because it relates to
persuading the Jewish audience to accept Muhammad’s faith which is presented as rooted in

Abraham’s legacy. It also points forward because it defends the new Qiblah, which officially

marks the spiritual independence to the followers of the prophet. This spiritual independence

paves the way for legal independence as well.

3.3 Outline of Surah 2 (al-Bagarah)

The structure of surah 2 has attracted the attention of many scholars.>®. A salient feature

of al-Razr’s approach to the structure of this surah lies in his consideration of the persuasive

>3 |bid., 4:31. According to Zahniser, both Robinson and Islahi find the sections of surah 2 unified under “the theme
of creating a Muslim community in light of the change in the direction of prayer from Jerusalem to Mecca.” See
Mathias Zahniser, “Major transitions and Thematic borders in two long Stras: al-Bagara and al-Nisa’,” in Literary
Structures of Religious Meaning in the Qur’an, ed. Issa J. Boullata (New York: Routledge, 2009), 28. See also Neal
Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text (London: SCM Press, 2003), 201.
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techniques found therein.®® The following is an outline of al-Razi’s observations on the
q g

movement of meaning in the surah:

1. Introduction (Q. 2:1-27)

A. Three responses to the guidance of the Qur’an

B. Calling the three groups to Faith

C. Answering an objection

2. Persuading the Jews to accept Muhammad’s Call to Faith (Q. 2:27-103)

A. Universal blessings (Q. 2:28-39)

B. Special blessings of the Israelites in brief (Q. 2:40-48)

C. An antilogy of blessings and awful acts (Q. 2:49-103)

3. A transitional confrontational point (Q. 2:104-150): [this closes the discussions
with the Jews and the paves the way for addressing Muslims)]

A. Addressing the objections

B. Appealing to Abraham

C. Addressing the objections

4. The emergence of the Muslim community with a neo-covenant (Q. 2:151-284)

A. Muhammad’s prophecy as the answer to Abraham’s prayer: (Q. 2:151-162)

* For instance, see Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an, 201-223; Joseph E. Lowry, “Law, Structure, and
Meaning in Sirat al-Bagarah,” Journal of the International Quranic Studies 2 (2017): 111-148; David E. Smith,
“The Structure of al-Baqgarah”, Muslim World 91 (2001): 124; Raymond K. Farrin, “Surat al-Baqgara: A Structural
Analysis,” Muslim World 100 no.1 (2010): 17-32; Marianna Klar, “Text Critical Approaches to Sura Structure:
Combining Synchronicity with Diachronicity in Sirat al-Baqara. Part One,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 19, no.1
(2017); and Nevin Reda, The al-Bagara Crescendo: Understanding the Qur’an’s Style, Narrative Structure, and
Running Themes (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2017) For a review of many modern approaches to
surat al-Bagarah, see Mustansir Mir, “The Structure of the Qur’an: The Inner Dynamics of the Sura,” in The Oxford
Handbook of Qur anic Studies, ed. Mustafa Shah and Muhammad Abdel Haleem (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2020), 362-373. For some Arabic fine readings of the structure of surah 2, see Muhammad ‘Abd Allah Diraz, Al-
Naba’ al-‘Azim (Kuwait: Dar al-Qalam, n.d.); idem, The Qur’an: An Eternal Challenge, trans. Adil Salahi
(Leicester: The Islamic Foundation, 2017); Mahmud al-Bustani, Al-Tafsir al-Bina’t I al-Qur’an al-Karim
(Mashhad: Majma“ al-Buhiith al-Islamiyyah, 1422/2001), 31-32; idem, Al-Manhaj al-Bina 7 fi al-Tafsir (Beirut: Dar
al-Hadi, 2001), 64-65; Muhammad al-Ghazali, Nahwa Tafsir Mawdii T It Suwar al-Qur’an al-Karim (Cairo: Dar al-
Shuriiq, 1999); idem, 4 Thematic Commentary on the Qur’an, trans. A. A. Shamis (Virginia: International Institute
of Islamic Thought, 2000); and ‘Abd al-Muta‘al al-Si‘1d1, Al-Nazm al-Fanni fi al-Qur’an (Cairo: Maktabat al-Adab,
n.d.).

% The list include (1) establishing authority as clear in affirming the divine source of the Qur’an and the prophecy
office of Muhammad, (2) focusing on mutual beliefs: Adam, blessings, (3) reasoning by analogy, (4) address
objections early, (5) creating the perception of renovation of (Abraham faith), and (6) creating emotional responses.
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B. The core of Muhammad’s message: Affirming the divine unity and denying
polytheism (Q. 2:163-167)

C. Blessings and the implication of obedience (Q. 2:168-171)

D. Series of laws and wa z (Q. 2:172-284)

5. Conclusion (Q. 2:285-286)

According to this outline, each part leads smoothly to the next. In al-Razi’s analysis, the
focus seems to be on the conceptual transition between major sections, not the verbal stitches,
between major sections. The following is a presentation of al-Razi’s examination of the surah
structure.

3.3.1 Section One: Introduction (Q. 2:1-27)

The surah starts with the Qur’an as an undeniable source of guidance: “this is the
Scripture in which there is no doubt, that contains guidance for those who are mindful of God”
(Q. 2:2), an affirmation that is congruent with the unifying “theme of prophecy.” This long
introduction gives a general description of what al-Razi calls the “three sects” (al-firaq al-
thalath); that is, the believers, the disbelievers and the hypocrites.>® These descriptions depict the
various responses to the guiding Qur’an: the believers, whose inner conscience and hearts are
sound (Q. 2:1-5), the disbelievers, whose attitudes are driven by denial and stubbornness (Q. 2:6-
7), and the hypocrites, whose verbal statements contradict their inner conscience (Q. 2:8-21).>’
Al-Razi adds that the part on the hypocrites appear in two segments: (1) a description of four
awful acts they commit (Q. 2:9-15), and (2) two parables that expose their unreceptivity to the

light of faith (Q. 2:16-20).

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 2:75.
* bid., 2:53.
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Delineating these three responses of these three groups, al-Razi detects a topic shift that
is marked by a pronoun shift: “People, worship your Lord, who created you and those before
you, so that you may be mindful [of Him]” (Q. 2:21). In al-Razi’s opinion, this verse addresses
the three groups directly in a form of topical iltifat, where the text “moves from talking about
them to talking to them” (intagal mina al-ghaybah ila al-hudir). Al-Razi sees this shift as
indicative of honorary respect for, and care about, the addresses who will be soon called on to
respond positively to the common theological trilogy:

1. Divine unity (Q. 2:21-22), which directs attention to God’s signs;

2. Prophecy (Q. 2:23-24), which highlights the miraculous nature of the Qur’an as a basis
for authenticating Muhammad’s claim to prophecy; and

3. Eschatology (Q. 2:25), which appears in the form of wa‘d (promise of rewards) and wa id

(warning of punishment)—which is the typical Qur’anic way of presenting Muhammad’s

core message, as seen in the previous chapter.*

Furthermore, al-Razi argues that the pronoun shift in v. 21 is designed to make the
obligations (takalif) communicated in the passage easier to accept and follow. This ease is
achieved as the addressees recognize the honor of receiving a direct divine speech with no
intermediaries (min ghayr wasitah).>®

In line with his focus on Muhammad’s prophecy in the surah, al-Razi argues that it
moves on to identify a specious argument (shubhah) against the inimitability of the Qur’an, as
pinpointed in Q. 2:23-24.

Q. 2:2:26 God does not shy from drawing comparisons even with something as small as a
gnat, or larger: the believers know it is the truth from their Lord, but the disbelievers say,

=7

*See Ibid., 2:75, 106 and 113. In his Nizam al-Qur’an, al-Farahi follows al-Razi’s theological trilogy as an
explanation for the flow of these three units. See ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Farahi, Nizam al-Qur’an wa Ta 'wil al-Furqan bt
al-Furgan (Tunisia: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 2012), 224-227.

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 2:75.

202



“What does God mean by such a comparison?” Through it He makes many go astray and

leads many to the right path. But it is only the rebels He makes go astray:

Q. 2:2:27 Those who break their covenant with God after it has been confirmed, who

sever the bonds that God has commanded to be joined, who spread corruption on the

earth- these are the losers.

Here, al-Razi explains that the objection rests on the fact that the Qur’an contains
references to bees, flies, spiders and ants and the claim that such references are inappropriate in
an eloquent speech. Identifying the exact addressees in these verses, al-Razi follows the
Mu ‘tazilite al-Qaffal, who argues that it is possible that this shubhah is raised by the

disbelievers, the hypocrites, and the Jews.*

3.3.2 Section Two (Q. 2:27-103)

According to al-Razi, the recurring motif of the section is “divine blessings.” He connects
blessings bestowed on people with obedience to God. These blessings are progressively
presented to denote (1) the general blessing of creation, (2) the special creation of Adam or
humans with the capability of acquiring knowledge and the honor of knowing God, and (3) the
more special blessings bestowed on the early obedient Israelites. After this motivating call to
obedience, the section closes with a warning against the Israelite dishonoring of the covenant of
God. At this point, the tone of the surah changes due to its treatment of preaching to the Jewish
audience. Understanding these passages as “reminders of divine blessings” is clearly found in the
exegetical work al-Tahdhib fi al-Tafsir, an extant Mu‘tazilite commentary by al-Hakim al-

Jushami %

% bid., 2:121-122.
¢! See Al-Hakim al-Jushami, Al-Tahdhib [t al-Tafsir (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Misri/Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnani, 2019),
1:307-533.
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3.3.2.1 General Blessings Bestowed on Humans:

This part is communicated by a self-contained passage (27-39) that highlights two
universal blessings: (1) being brought to life (ikya’), and (2) the blessing of the divine
providence in the creation of heaven and earth:®

Q. 2:28. “How can you ignore God when you were lifeless and He gave you life, when

He will cause you to die, then resurrect you to be returned to Him?”

Q. 2:29. “It was He who created all that is on the earth for you, then turned to the sky and

made the seven heavens; it is He who has knowledge of all things.”

V. 28 does not merely deal with ikya’ but rather ihya’ and imatah (causing to die).
Furthermore, v. 29 describes God’s power in creation. Therefore, these two verses convey a
strong sense of Divine power—a concept that corresponds with the initial verses of the
theological trilogy (Q. 2:21-26), as demarcated by al-Razi. Even though including vv. 28-29 as a
closure to this theological trilogy creates a good case of Qur’anic chiasm, al-Razi was not
fundamentally looking for verbal devices to decipher the surah structure, but was more motivated
by his two favorite conceptual mediums of surah reading: Qur’anic theological trilogy and the

Qur’anic argumentation techniques.63

62 [hi
Ibid., 2:138.
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% For how (Q. 2:21-22) and (2:28-29) create a chiastic structure, see Muhammad ‘Abd Allah Diraz, Al-Naba’ al-
‘Azim, 76. Besides the role of these two verses in creating a chiastic structure, al-Bustant (d. 2011) remarks that the
theme of iaya’ and imatah are echoed throughout the surah, as in the case of the Cow (v. 73), the story of the
unnamed man who was resurrected hundred years after his death (v. 259), the four birds of Abraham (v. 260), and
the story of the unnamed man who was resurrected hundred years after his death (v. 259). Furthermore, al-Bustani
notes that the reference to divine knowledge in v. 29 paves the way to the story of Adam, which Qur’anically
revolves around the divine attribute al-*Alim (the All-Knowing). See Mahmiid al-Bustani, Al-Tafsir al-Bina 7, 31-32
and idem, Al-Manhaj al-Bina 7, 64-65.
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3.3.2.2 Special Blessing on Humans

Two other special corresponding blessings are expressed in vv. 34-39: (1) the honor of
knowing God (ma ‘rifah), represented in God’s honorable creation of Adam (Q. 2:30-33), and (2)
the angelic honoring of Adam.®* After the universal divine blessings bestowed on humans, al-
Razi observes a movement to the special divine blessings bestowed on the Israelites (Q. 2:40-
48/49-103). He explains the flow of the Qur’anic material on the Israelites and the Jews based on
what he sees as the Qur’anic method of persuasion which includes: (1) reminders of blessings
that generate the will to obey, (2) revealing the real obstacles to faith, (3) promise of rewards and
warning about punishments, and (4) teaching by analogy. This explains the varying tone of the
Qur’an in the treatment of the Jewish question in surah 2. For easier presentation of al-Razi’s

roadmap of this section, we can refer to these shifts as the gentle way and the contrasting way.

3.3.2.3 Special Blessings on the Israelites

Q. 2:40. Children of Israel, remember how | blessed you. Honor your pledge to Me and |
will honor My pledge to you: I am the One you should fear” 41. Believe in the message |
have sent down confirming what you already possess. Do not be the first to disbelieve in
it, and do not sell My messages for a small price: | am the One of whom you should be
mindful. 42. Do not mix truth with falsehood, or hide the truth when you know it. 43.
Keep up the prayer, pay the prescribed alms, and bow your heads [in worship] with those
who bow theirs. 44. How can you tell people to do what is right and forget to do it
yourselves, even though you recite the Scripture? Have you no sense? 45. Seek help with
steadfastness and prayer- though this is hard indeed for anyone but the humble, 46. who
know that they will meet their Lord and that it is to Him they will return. 47. Children of
Israel, remember how | blessed you and favored you over other people. 48. Guard
yourselves against a Day when no soul will stand in place of another, no intercession
will be accepted for it, nor any ransom; nor will they be helped.

% The identification of these blessings is found in al-Razi’s exegesis in 2:138, 141, 146 and 194. Al-Razi’s focus on
the progression of the section argument and its relation with the adjacent section makes him disinterested in how
different sections relate to the broader context of the surah. In Klar’s words, “one should of course read the pericope
within the macro context of the sura, but one should also read the surah within the micro context of the pericope.”
Practically, Klar studies the recurrence of some of the lexical terms of the pericope of Adam throughout the Surah.
See Marianna O Klar, “Through the Lens of the Adam Narrative: A Re-consideration of Surat al-Baqara,” Journal
of Qur’anic Studies, 17, no. 2 (2015).
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The first set of blessings (Q. 2:40-48) is given in a brief manner. This passage
commences and closes with the same reminder of the general blessings bestowed on the
Israelites. Between these two book-ending reminders, there is a call to believe in Muhammad’s
message in v. 41, coupled with a warning against two causes of disbelief in v. 42 (mixing truth
with falsehood and hiding the truth).®® The call to faith (iman) is followed by a call to practice
the divine law (shari ‘ah): praying and alms-giving in v. 43, modeling the acts of kindness in v.
44, and being committed to seeking help through patience, prayer, and faith in returning to God
in vv. 45-46. While many exegetes argue that vv. 45-46 address Muslims, al-Razi insists that the
whole passage addresses the Jews because “addressing others [in this context] would necessarily
lead to a disjointed composition.”®®

Al-Razi argues that the whole passage is enclosed by the reminders of the divine
blessings bestowed on the Israelites (the predecessors of the Jews, aslaf al-yahiid) to influence
Muhammad’s Jewish contemporaries in the following ways: (1) to wear down their obstinacy
and obduracy, (2) to stimulate their hearts to follow the model of obedience practiced by their
predecessors, (3) to generate a sense of shame (haya’) of violating the divine command since
sins become more serious when contrasted with God’s blessings, (4) to hope for a continuation
of past blessings by following the new covenant, and (5) to substantiate the case for
Muhammad’s prophecy on the ground that these descriptions of past events are indicative of the
divine source of Muhammad’s revelations as these descriptions of the past blessings belong to

narration of what is unknown [to Muhammad] (ikhbar bi al-ghayb).®” Dialectically, al-Razi

argues that utilizing the theme of divine blessings is indicative of a good arrangement (zusn al-

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 3:40.
% 1bid., 3:46.

oot U Corgy et J) Olad B OF il g o it OF 0315
7 1bid., 3:27, 32 and 33.
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tartib) for those who work for calling others unto God (da ‘wah) and instilling faith in the hearts
of the listeners.”®®

Dialectically, al-Razi’s comment lays emphasis on the centrality of Muhammad’s
prophecy in the surah—an observation that will also be mentioned in a different thematic
development in the surah. As far as structure is concerned, one can safely state that al-Razi’s
reading of the flow of this long section is founded on his identification of a Qur’anic manner of
argumentation; that is, the divine blessings are supposed to lead people to faith, not rebellion.
Therefore, understanding the structure of the Qur’an’s argumentation is essential to al-Razi’s
argument for the connectedness of the surah units. This inter-Qur’anic argumentation is also
stressed in Gwynne’s principle of reciprocity in his examination of the Qur’anic legal arguments.
He observes that “[M]any of the Qur’an’s strongest arguments for pious behavior are those
which show God and human beings engaged in reciprocal acts that produce mutual esteem and

support, as well as concomitant obligations.”®

3.3.2.4 Blessings Contrasted with Disobedience

The da ‘wah is extended to the adjacent unit (Q. 2:49-103) through the reminders of
divine blessings However, al-Razi notes that the divine blessings are more detailed” and the
Qur’anic remarks more disapproving since these blessings (ni ‘am) are usually interrupted by a
paralleled description of the Israelites’ hideous acts (gaba ’ik). Given that the reminders of the
divine blessings are intended to lead people into compliance and obedience (ingivad), the

juxtaposition of blessings and heinous acts creates a type of contrast that, structurally, takes the

% Ibid., 3:27-28.
" bl QB G 2l fead 5 5geull wp b R e G B! g s OF e a9 b 0 5"
% Rosalind Ward Gwynne, Logic, Rhetoric and Legal Reasoning, 84.
"0 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 3:63.
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repetitious form of AbAbADb. In a more detailed manner, the blessings are first covered in (Q.
2:49-64)"" and contrasted by (1) some harsh penalties (tashdidat) that weighed heavily on the
Israelites in Q. 2:65-74, which narrates the case of the Sabbath and the story of the cow, and (2)
by the awful acts of some of Muhammad’s Jewish contemporaries in Q. 2:75-82.

This contrast between the blessings for the obedient Israelites and the penalties
(tashdidat) for the disobedient Israelites is intended to encourage obedience and to warn the Jews
against rebellion.”” Besides encouragement and waning, al-Razi quotes the Mu tazilite al-Qaffal
on the purpose of reporting rebellious incidents in the life of the Israelites. Part of al-Qaffal’s
analysis is that these stories were communicated partly to give comfort to the prophet, who was
keen on leading them to his covenant. Al-Qaffal asserts that these incidents implied, “If this is
how they treated each other and how they reacted to the prophet who saved them from slavery,
then cope, O prophet, with their obstinacy and rebellion.” This is an example of a dyadic logical
relationship of reason-result in the surah coverage of the Jewish rejection. In a similar manner,
the list of blessings resumes in unit Q. 2:83-87, which is stitched again by the contrast in Q.
2:88-91. Finally, the blessings and evils acts are paralleled in Q. 2:92-103.

3.3.3 Section Three: Confrontations and a Parting of the Ways (Q. 2:104-150)

Here, al-Razi observes that the long segment Q. 2:104-150 records some of the Jewish
attacks against Muhammad’s prophecy.’* Examples of these attacks include verbal insults (v.
104), abrogation (v. 106), and objections to the change of the prayer direction from Jerusalem to

Mecca (v. 142).” Not only does the Qur’anic answer address the Jewish questions, but also

™ Al-Razi counted ten blessings in the passage, covered in bid., 3:63-101.
"2 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 3:102.
bid., 3:121-122.
™ Ibid., 3:202.
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" In this section, Neal Robinson finds what he sees as “a better guide to the surah”; that is, v. 143. In his view, this
verse presents Muslims as “middle nation” (ummatan wasazan), which is followed by reaffirmations of Muslims as
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paves the way for reaffirming the identity of the emerging new community of believers. In his
holistic reading of this section, al-Razi connects v. 106 on abrogation with v. 142 on the Qiblah
change. On a possible interpretation of “The East and the West belong to God: Wherever you
turn, there is His Face. God is all pervading and all knowing,” (Q. 2:115) al-Raz1 writes:

Qiblah is not intrinsically a set direction; it is Qiblah because God makes it Qiblah.

Therefore, if God make the Ka‘bah a Qiblah, do not deny because God leads His servants

in the way He will, and He is fully aware of their interests. It is as if God mentions this

[v. 106] to show that the abrogation of the Qiblah is possible. In this way, this [verse]

serves as a prelude to God’s will to change the Qiblah.”

The connectedness of this section is also implied in al-Razi’s observation that the two
segments about the Jewish attacks (Q. 2:104-123 and 135-141/142-150) are interrupted by the
story of Abraham’s life and faith (Q. 2:124-134). One might ask: how would the story of
Abraham fit in with this discussion of the Jewish attack? It seems that al-Razi is cognizant of this
question. To answer it, he argues that the story of Abraham (who is acknowledged by the
Meccan polytheists, Jews and Christians) is phrased in a way that “makes it incumbent on the
polytheists, Jews and Christians to accept the statement of Muhammad acknowledge his faith
and comply with his law.””” Al-Razi supports his observation with the following points:

1. Verse 124 presents Abraham as imam due to his obedience, a quality that implies that

there is no good to be gained except through abandoning rebellion.”

constituting “a distinct community with their own cultic regulations and legal code”. See Neal Robinson,
Discovering the Qur’an, 201-202.
" Ibid., 4:18.
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8 V. 124 reads: “When Abraham’s Lord tested him with certain commandments, which he fulfilled, He said, ‘I
will make you a leader of people.” Abraham asked, ‘And will You make leaders from my descendants too?” God
answered, ‘My pledge does not hold for those who do evil.”
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2. Abraham prays for leadership (imamah) for his descendants, and the answer he receives
IS “My pledge does not hold for those who do evil,” which again calls for obedience and
abandoning rebellion.

3. The story presents Hajj as one of the rituals of Abraham as evidence that the Jews and
Christians should follow Muhammad’s covenant.

4. The change of the prayer direction (Qiblah) from Jerusalem to Mecca is hard for the Jews
and Christians to accept; therefore, the story indicates that this Ka‘bah is the Qiblah of

|.79

Abraham, who is honored by al

3.3.4 Section Four (Q. 2:151-274): Muhammad and the Believers

The dominant theme in this section is the legal prescription of some rulings related to the
social and political order in Medina. How is the transition from the discussion on the Israelites to
the legal legislations made? The initial passage (Q. 2:151-162) serves as a smooth transition
from the warning prophet to the legislative prophet. According to al-Razi’s interpretation, the
passage introduces Muhammad as the answer to Abraham’s prayer for an Arabian prophet (See
below). The passage proceeds to commend not only faith commitment but also sacrifice for its
right to be proclaimed. Then v. 158 immediately acts as a catalyst for the spiritual independence
of this new community, as signaled by the quick reference to one of the Hajj rituals, al-Safa and
al-Marwah, which directly evokes the symbol of the Ka‘bah and the renovation of Abraham’s
faith. In Lowry’s analysis of the surah structure, the reference to this Hajj ritual “may reflect

complexities relating to the separation of the qur’anic community from its pagan environment.”®

" Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 4:31.

% joseph E. Lowry, “Law, Structure, and Meaning in Siirat al-Baqarah,” 125. However, this Hajj reference can still
relate to the preceding discussions on the honor of the legacy of Abraham and the Ka‘bah which facilitated the
change of the Qiblah from Jerusalem to Mecca. This change is better viewed as part of the emergence of a new
covenant. This interpretation could supplement Lowry’s argument that the legal injunctions in the surah contribute
to indexing the surah structure and drawing boundaries around the Qur’anic community. Concerning the positioning
of the Safa and Marwah verse, Lowy also observes that Klar and Mehdi Bazargan agree that this verse may be
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Finally, v. 158 (which depicts a practice of hiding divine revelation) is contrasted with v. 151
(which designates a new prophet to deliver divine revelation), thereby creating a form of

parallelism that justifies the emergence of “a neo-covenantal code.” The following chart shows

al-Raz1’s conception of the connectedness of this part of the surah:

Verses

Connections

151. Just as We have sent
among you a Messenger of
your own to recite Our
revelations to you, purify
you and teach you the
Scripture, wisdom, and
[other] things you did not
know.

Al-Razi reads this verse as an answer to Abraham’s prayer
in the first section: “Our Lord, make a messenger of their
own rise up from among them, to recite Your revelations to
them, teach them the Scripture and wisdom, and purify
them: You are the Mighty, the Wise”(Q. 2:109).

152. So remember Me; |
will remember you. Be
thankful to Me, and never
ungrateful

Al-Razi connects v. 152 with the previous section by
arguing that the Muslim believers are commanded to
remember God whereas the Israelites were commanded to
remember the blessings of God.

153. You who believe, seek
help through steadfastness
and prayer, for God is with
the steadfast.

Al-Razi sees prayer and patience as aids for worship and
obedience. However, it can be sees as evoking vv. 45: “Seek
help with steadfastness and prayer- though this is hard
indeed for anyone but the humble.” In contrast to the
mainstream exegesis, al-Razi insists it addresses the
Israelites lest the narrative be disjointed.

154. Do not say that those
who are killed in God’s
cause are dead; they are
alive, though you do not
realize it.

155. We shall certainly
test you with fear and
hunger, and loss of

This means: Seek help in prayer and patience to establish
your faith; however, if you need, for your practice of the
faith, to strive against your enemies through your property
and body, know that your efforts are not wasted.

structurally separate or a later addition. See M. Klar, “Text-Critical Approaches to Sura Structure: Combining
Synchronicity with Diachronicity in Surat al-Baqara. Part two,” Journal of Qur anic Studies 19, no. 1, (June 2017):

1-38.
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property, lives, and crops.
But [Prophet], give good
news to those who are
steadfast,

156. those who say, when
afflicted with a calamity,
‘We belong to God and to
Him we shall return.’

157. These will be given
blessings and mercy from
their Lord, and it is they
who are rightly guided.

158. Safa and Marwa are
among the rites of God, so
for those who make major
or minor pilgrimage to the
House it is no offence to
circulate between the two.
Anyone who does good of
his own accord will be
rewarded, for God rewards
good deeds, and knows
everything.

Here al-Razi sees a double reminder:
(1) a reminder of the divine blessing on Muhammad and
his Ummah who are now entrusted with reviving the
faith of Abraham

(2) areminder of the sacrifices of Hajar and Ishmael
who embodied the precepts in vv. 154-157.

159. As for those who hide
the proofs and gquidance
We send down, after We
have made them clear to
people in the Scripture,
God rejects them, and so
do others,

160. unless they repent,
make amends, and declare
the truth. 1 will certainly
accept their repentance: |
am the Ever Relenting, the
Most Merciful.

161. As for those who
disbelieve and die as
disbelievers, God rejects
them, as do the angels and
all people.

162. They will remain in

Al-Razi reads this passage as a general warning against
concealing God’s revelations (v. 159).
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this state of rejection: their
punishment will not be
lightened, nor will they be
reprieved.

3.3.5 The New Covenant: (Q. 2:163-284) and Legal Persuasion

1. Waz on the foundations: Tawhid/ Shirk (Q. 2:163-164/165-167), and

blessings/Obedience (Q. 2:168-171)

A binary of rules/wa 7 (Q. 172-203/2:204-214) and (Q. 2:215-237/238-239/240-242)

A chiasm on sacrificing life and money (Q. 2:243-254)

A spiritual supplement: Waz on tawhidlresurrection [Abraham’s story] (Q.

2:255/258-260)

5. A return to rulings/Wa z: Rules on charity and usury/waz (261-274 and 275-
280/281) and financial documentation (282-283)/ wa z (Q. 2:284)

Hown

The new covenant starts with the foundation of divine unity and the denouncement of
idolatry. As they are utilized in the section on the Israelites, divine blessings are similarly evoked
here to encourage obedience. Noting the major sections of the surah, al-Razi posits that v. 172
marks the shift from engaging with the Jews to laying down the legal rulings (al-akkam).®* In the
first set of rules, al-Razi identifies ten rulings that make up section Q. 172-203. As mentioned
above, al-Razi refers to the Qur’anic strategy of mixing rulings with wa z. On that basis, the ten
rulings are followed by a description of two models: the hypocrites in Q. 2:204-206 and the
believers Q. 2:207. In al-Raz1’s opinion, this juxtaposition “aims at leading people unto the right
position on the deeds of the heart and the limbs (af“al al-qulib wa al-jawarih) and letting them

know that nothing can be hid from the One they worship.”®® Developing a sincere devotion is

8 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 5:9.
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% Ibid., 5:167.
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more aroused with the contrast “But there is also a kind of man who gives his life away to please
God, and God is most compassionate to His servants” (Q. 2:207). This wa z section moves
smoothly to command full obedience, warning against disobedience, as in the case of the
Israelites (Q. 208-211), and against preferring the present life to the afterlife (Q. 2:212-114).%

This note of wa z on prioritizing the afterlife eases the resumption of rulings in a long
passage (Q. 2:215-242) that encourages giving and sacrifice. Having delineated the boundaries of
this long passage, al-Razi once again reiterates that law and wa z are intentionally blended
together to support each other.®* Similarly, two verses appear within this long passage on law on
maintaining ritual prayer (Q. 2:238-239), an interruption about which al-Razi writes:

Know that after God Almighty showed the legally accountable agents (al-mukallafin)
parts of the milestones of His Faith and Law, He commanded them to maintain observing
the prayers for several reasons. First, prayer includes the recitation, standing, bowing,
prostration, and surrender that generate the brokenness of the heart owing to standing in
awe of God. Furthermore, [the prayers] eliminate rebellion and encourage conformity to
God’s commands and avoidance of His prohibitions, as stated in “Indeed, prayer deters
one from indecency and wickedness” (Q. 29:45). Second, prayer reminds the servant of
the glory of Lordship, the humbleness of servitude, reward and punishment. Thereupon,
surrendering to worship becomes easier. This is why God says: “Seek help through
patience and prayer” (Q. 2:45). Third, the preceding [verses] on marriage, divorce and the
waiting period pertain to the interests of this life; therefore, they were followed by the
reminder about prayer which is the interest of the otherworldly life.®®

3.3.6 Protection of the New Community: The Duality of Sacrificing Life and
Money (Q. 2:243-254)

Al-Razi reads the long passage (Q. 2:243-254) as a self-contained unit that creates a form

of repetition (ABAB) to present the commands to fight and protect the new emerging

% Ibid., 6:3, 5, 10, and 16.

* Ibid., 6:20.
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community.® With regard to the command to fight, al-Razi explains that the surah relied on the
form of “stories” (Qasas), as in the unspecified group in (Q. 2:243) and the story of Talit (the
Israelite king Saul) in Q. 2:246-254, to inspire obedience and to prevent rebellion.®” However, al-
Razi1 delineates the boundaries of this section during his discussion of its last verse. Practically,
he finds the stitches that bind the verses together and then pauses to explain its broader flow and
thematic contribution. In his commentary on Q. 2:254, al-Razi reflects on the thematic flow of
the whole passage. He writes:
Know that the hardest thing for one is to sacrifice one’s life in fighting and to give out in
charity. Having given the command to fight, God followed it with the command to give.
Furthermore, in the preceding verses, God commanded fighting in “And fight in the
cause of Allah” (Q. 2:244) and followed it with “Who is to lend God a good loan ...?”
(Q. 2:245) to [encourage] giving for Jihad. The same command to fight was reiterated in
the story of Talat [Q. 2:246-253], and followed by the command to give for Jihad in “O
you who believe, give” (Q. 2:254).”%

3.3.7 A Spiritual Supplement (Q. 2:255-260)

In line with his motivating notion of Qur’anic fasrif, al-Razi identifies the subsequent
passage as a spiritual lesson on the beginning (al-mabda’), which is a reference to God and his
glory, and the end (al-ma ‘ad), which is a reference to the afterlife. This passage (Q. 2:255-260)
includes (1) the famous Throne Verse that immediately triggered a creation of a dichotomy
between awliya’ Allah and awliya’ al-Taghit and (2) three stories about Abraham’s journey to
prove the existence of God and resurrection. As mentioned before, al-Razi posits that such a
discontinuity is not a break from discussing details of the rules, but rather one to ensure

obedience to the rules by stressing the element of being mindful of God as a basis for obeying

8 Robinson and Islahi connect these commands with liberating the Ka ‘bah. See Neal Robinson, Discovering the

Qur’an, 215-218.

%" See Ibid., 6:137 and 144.

% Ibid., 6:174.
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the divine law.? In this way, the acts of the limbs (a ‘mal al-jawarih) and the acts of the heart
(a ‘mal al-qulub) are complementarily addressed and enriched.

3.3.8 A Returnto Rulings /Wa z (Q. 261-284)

Al-Razi identifies the function of this section as a return to rulings and obligations or,
more specifically, a discussion on giving, usury and financial documentation. Quoting the
Mu ‘tazilite exegetical tradition, al-Razi reflects on how this section is bound together by the last
two sections. According to the Mutazilite ‘Abd al-Jabbar, the laws on giving in sections A and
C are interrupted by an assertion regarding the belief in the afterlife in section B to emphasize
that the financial contributions (al-infag) will not be wasted. Rather they will be greatly
rewarded by the One Who causes death and life.”® Apart from ‘Abd al-Jabbar, al-Razi relies on
al-Asamm to highlight another thematic function of placing the discussion on resurrection
between two sections on laws. According to al-Asamm, section B functions as a support for
believing in Muhammad’s prophecy and thereby motivates its audience to support him and hold
up his divine law (shari ‘ah).®*

3.3.9 Encouraging Charity (vv. 261-274)

Having acknowledged the resumption of stipulating rulings in the surah, al-Razi
identifies v. 274 as the closing verse on charity in the surah.”” With regard to the thematic
progression in this section, al-Razi stresses the logical presentation of alms-giving. According to
al-Raz1’s isolated observations, this section starts with an encouragement to give in v. 261 and
ends in praise for the sincere givers in v. 274. The body of the section appears in dual

classifications of charity. For instance, in Q. 2:262-266, two categories of charity are given with

¥ bid., 7:3.

% bid., 7:39.

*! bid., 7:39.

%2 This note appears in the commentary on v. 274. See ibid., 7:73.
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illustrative parables: sincere charity followed by no mann (hurtful words) and the insincere
charity followed by mann.®® Then the charitable items are classified into good and bad in Q.
2:267-270 to encourage giving the good and to warn against giving the bad as an act of following
the devil’s thoughts. This classification ends in “Whatever you may give, or vow to give, God
knows it well” (Q. 2:270), which reinforces both the encouragement and the warning. In al-
Raz1’s view, evoking God’s knowledge of our acts serves as an implied promise of reward for
the sincere (wa'd) and a warning against punishment for the insincere (wa id). Highlighting
God’s knowledge leads to another classification of charity in Q. 2:271, in which the possibility
of giving charity in public and in secret is discussed.

Finally, the section closes with two types of charity recipients: (1) non-Muslims (v. 272)
and (2) needy Muslims (v. 273). Al-Razi gives differing accounts of asbab al-nuziil with regard
to v. 272 which reads “It is not for you [Prophet] to guide them; it is God who guides whomever
He will. Whatever charity you give benefits your own soul, provided you do it for the sake of
God: whatever you give will be repaid to you in full, and you will not be wronged.” In light of
asbab al-nuzil, al-Razi asserts that the verse addresses the prophet:

It is not your task to lead into guidance those who disagree with you, and thereby do not

withdraw charity from them so as to lead them into embracing Islam. Give charity to

them for the sake of God alone, and do not make it conditional on their [profession of]

Islam.*

In the same vein, v. 273 moves from the general giving that extends to the polytheists to

the specific giving that should be directed “to those needy who are wholly occupied in God’s

way and cannot travel in the land [for trade]. The unknowing might think them rich because of

* Ibid., 7:53.
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their self-restraint, but you will recognize them by their characteristic of not begging persistently.
God is well aware of any good you give” (Q. 2:273).

3.3.10 Forbidding Usury (vv. 275-280/281)

This passage deals with the prohibition of usury (Q. 2:275) in contrast to the
encouragement to give in charity. Al-Razi places emphasis on the contrast (jihat al-fadad)
between the apparent “decrease of money” in giving and seeking the “increase of money” in
usury. According to him, this contrast helps to ease the transition. This contrast is also stressed in
“God blights usury, but blesses charitable deeds with multiple increase: He does not love the
ungrateful sinner” (Q. 2:276). Furthermore, usurers are contrasted the believers who maintain
their prayers and offerings in Q. 2:276.%° Given these contrasts, the passage reaffirms the
prohibition of usury (Q. 2:278-280) and closes with a warning for the usurers: “Beware of a Day
when you will be returned to God: every soul will be paid in full for what it has earned, and no
one will be wronged” (Q. 2:281).96

3.3.11 Documenting Transactions as a Means of Preserving Money (vv. 282-
283/284)

To explain the thematic relationship between this passage and the preceding passages on
giving and usury, al-Razi turns to the Mu tazilite sources. He quotes the Mu tazilite al-Qaffal
who argues that engaging in charitable activities and forsaking usury practices would not be
possible without “preserving the legally-earned money” (hifz al-mal al-halal) during residency
(Q. 2:182) and travelling (Q. 2:284).”” Al-RazT’s reliance on the Mu tazilite exegetical tradition

reaches its climax when he explains the thematic function of the closing verse: “Whatever is in

% bid., 7:84.
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the heavens and on the earth belongs to God and, whether you reveal or conceal your thoughts,
God will call you to account for them. He will forgive whoever He will and punish whoever He
will: He has power over all things” (Q. 2:284). To unearth the thematic value of this section
closure, al-Razi quotes three Mu ‘tazilite sources: Abii Bakr al-Asamm, Abl Muslim and al-Qadi
‘Abd al-Jabbar. Each one provides one layer of connection. Al-Asamm reads this closure in light
of the surah structure. Highlighting the heterogeneous content of the surah, which encompasses a
discussion on divine unity, prophecy, and laws; al-Asamm reads the verse as a threatening
closure (tahdid) to these variegated sections of the surah. On the other hand, ‘Abd al-Jabbar adds
another layer of connection. In light of the documentation of financial transactions, ‘Abd al-
Jabbar adds that the verse implies that the beneficiaries of these laws on preserving people’s
money are people themselves, not God to Whom belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the
earth. Finally, AbG Muslim reads the verse as evidence of the divine knowledge expressed in the
closing remark of the preceding verse: “Indeed, He is all-aware of what you do” (Q. 2:2283).
Abt Muslim explains that the creation of the heavens and the earth with precision necessitates
omniscience and thereby affirms that God has full knowledge of all details.”

3.3.12 Surah Closure (Q. 2: 284-286)

Al-Razi observes that the end of the surah explains the initial remarks on the righteous at
the beginning of the surah. For instance, he sees Q. 2:285 “The Messenger believes in what has
been sent down to him from his Lord, as do the faithful. They all believe in God, His angels, His
scriptures, and His messengers. “We make no distinction between any of His messengers,’ they

say, ‘We hear and obey. Grant us Your forgiveness, our Lord. To You we all return” as an

% bid., 7:108.
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indication that the praised group at the beginning of the surah (Q. 2:3-5) are Muhammad’s
followers.*®

It is worth noting that al-Raz1’s unveiling the structure of surah 2 rests on the recognition
of the Qur’anic text as a record of Muhammad’s proclamations that gradually results in
establishing a community. This perception of the Qur’anic text enhances the readability of the
surah. In this regard, Michael Marx argues that the chronology of the Qur’anic text allows for
this recognition of the prophetic proclamations and the establishment of a new community. With
this approach in mind, he analyzes how the telling of the story of Mary in Mecca and the
retelling of the same story in Medina reflects the polemic development of the prophet’s religious
encounters with the Meccan audience on the one hand and the Judeo-Christian audience on the
other.'®

In summary, according to al-Razi’s commentary, surah 2 appears to be a typical case of
persuasion in the organization of the text. Based in al-Razi’s observations, it addresses two major
types of active listeners: the Jewish community, who were called to accept Muhammad as a
prophet, and the emerging Muslim community, who were called to maintain their faith and abide
by the laws of the new covenant. To motivate the prophet’s Jewish contemporaries to embrace

Islam, the following tactics are purportedly used to inspire obedience:

* Ibid., 7:111.
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1% See Michael Marx, “Glimpses of Mariology in the Qur’an: From Hagiography to Theology via Religious-
Political Debate,” in The Qur’an in Context: Historical and Literary Investigations into the Qur’anic Milieu, ed.
Angelika Neuwirth, Nicolai Sinai and Michael Marx (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2010), 533-563. For further
examples of how the recognition of the surah structure is influenced by the recognition of the text as a record of
Muhammad’s proclamations, see also Anthony H. Johns, “Prophets and Personalities of the Qur’an,” in The Oxford
Handbook of Qur’anic Studies, ed. Abdel Haleem and Mustafa Shah (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 488-
501, esp. 495-499.
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A. Progressing reminders of God’s blessings which start with the blessing of life and the
divine honor and covenant Adam received and culminate in the special divine blessings
the Israelites enjoyed as a result of their obedience to God.

B. Reminders of the consequences of rejecting God’s message,

C. Drawing an affinity between the Jewish community and Muhammad through the
centrality of Abraham and the Ka‘bah in Islam

On the other hand, the Muslim believers need corresponding motivations for faith and practice.
To this end, the following tactics are used in the surah:

A. Reclaiming Abraham and the genealogical line of prophets as models of unfailing
obedience and surrender (islam)

B. Legal abidance by the law and intimate connection with God are inseparable

C. Modeling the sacrifice of the early committed Israelites

Conclusion

In his attempt to discern the formation of the thematic blocks or the organization of the
surah text, al-Razi focuses on the logical relationships between similar or disparate topics and
draws them together. In the many examples discussed in this chapter, al-Razi explains that the
surah discourses advance through the logical associations between units and the persuasion
techniques employed. The possible logical relations and persuasion methods identified by al-
Razi include several forms of antithesis, complementarity, cause-effect, reason-result, and
means-purpose. It is also observed here that al-Razi credits many Mu‘tazilite exegetes with the

detection of some of these logical and persuasive mediums in the surah.

221



Chapter 5
Surah Structure as a Medium for Countering Exegetical Taqlid

In his study on al-Razi’s hermeneutical and theological reasoning in Mafatih al-Ghayb,
Tariq Jaffer elucidates al-Razi’s role in confronting and challenging exegetical taglid (the
uncritical acceptance of the viewpoints and methodologies of earlier exegetes). A salient feature
of this countering-zaqlid approach is that al-Razi aims at extracting philosophical subtleties
(laza’if) from the Qur’anic text to facilitate the integration of philosophy and kalam into the
exegetical tradition. In this new exegetical development, al-Razi appropriates the interaction
with, and sometimes adoption of, philosophical and Mu tazilite epistemic methodologies.
Building on the contribution advanced by Jaffer, this chapter argues that al-Razi epistemically
and practically employs the idea of ‘Qur’anic unified composition’ to counter uncritical
exegetical conformity (faglid) to the authoritative transmitted reports in previous tafsir literature.
In particular, the aim is to demonstrate that al-Razi’s development of the theory of nazm, which
he extends to include the structural design of the surah, prompts him to break with traditional
exegetical practice in three main areas that he considers to be inextricably related to the Qur’anic
unified nazm: (1) the occasions of revelation (asbab al-nuzil) genre, (2) the issue of Qur anic
abrogation (naskh), and (3) the call for unconventional interpretations that may not be supported
by traditional views but derived from the contextual flow of the surah material. Notably, al-
Razi’s role in rationalizing tzafsir is not achieved solely through the integration of philosophy into
the exegetical tradition but also through the reasoned employment of nazm to handle these three

major issues in medieval exegetical practice.

! Tariq Jaffer, Razi: Master of Quranic Interpretation and Theological Reasoning (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2015).
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1. Asbab al-Nuzil and the Literary Flow of the Surah

Traditionally, the asbab al-nuzil genre has occupied a central role in the process of
Qur’anic interpretation. Rippin identifies four major works on asbab al-nuzil: al-Wahid1’s Asbab
al-Nuzil, al-‘Iraqi’s (d. 567/1171) Asbab al-Nuzil wa al-Qasas al-Furganiyyah, al-Ja‘bari’s (d.
732/1332) Asbab al-Nuziil and al-SuyatT’s (d. 911/1505) Lubab al-Nugiil.? To the early exegetes,
recognizing the occasions of revelations is not a mere preoccupation with surveying the
historical incidents that surrounded the formulation of the Qur’anic text but a purposeful desire
to understand the text and recognize its connotations.® To illustrate how the absence of asbab al-
nuziil leads to formulating opinions that go counter to the established legal norms, al-Shatib1
cites the following verse:

There is no blame on those who believe and do good for what they consumed as long as

they fear Allah, have faith, and do what is good; then they believe and act virtuously,

then become fully mindful [of Allah] and do righteous deeds. For Allah loves the good-

doers” (Q. 5:93).

Drawing solely on its surface meaning, one can conclude that the verse challenges the
legal rule on the total abstinence from alcohol. However, this surface meaning is disregarded,
because this verse was revealed in response to an issue raised after the prohibition of alcohol,

namely, the moral responsibility of the early Muslims who died before the prohibition of

drinking but might have consumed alcohol. Thus, the verse was revealed to exonerate them for

% For a detailed list of the early works on asbab al-nuzil, see Andrew Rippin, “The Exegetical Genre “asbab al-
nuztl”: A Bibliographical and Terminological Survey,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 48,
no. 1 (1985): 1-15. The problem with identifying these sources is that it limits the asbab genre to the classical
independent works on the subject. See Bassam al-Jamal, 4sbab al-Nuzil (Al-Dar al-Bayda’: Al-Markaz al-Thaqafi
al-‘Arabi, 2005), 44-45. For an article review discussing al-Jamal’s book, see Islam Dayeh, Asbab al-nuziil: ‘ilman
min ‘ulam al-Qur’an, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 9, no. 1 (2007): 111-116. In al-Wahidi’s Asbab al-Nuzil, al-Jamal
identifies some narrations that are clearly traceable to al-TabarT’s exegesis. See Bassam al-Jamal, Asbab al-Nuzil,
84-86.

® Nasr Abii Zayd, Mafhim al-Nass: Dirasah fi ‘Uliim al-Qur’an (Beirut: Al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 2011),
102.
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the past consumption of alcohol.* According to a hadith that sheds light on sabab al-nuzil, this
background was offered by Ibn ‘Abbas in the presence of Omar ibn al-Khattab who was
determined to discipline Qudamah ibn Maz‘Gn for drinking. In support of the absence of a
Qur’anic punishment for drinking, Qudamah cited the Q. 5:93.° At the request of Omar, Ibn
‘Abbas interfered to contextualize the verse in a way that clarifies its meaning. Accordingly, the
asbab al-nuzil (occasions of revelations) genre is traditionally employed to provide a
background to some given verses for the sake of offering explicatory remarks. In Rippin’s words,
“the sabab functions to provide an interpretation of a verse within a basic narrative framework,”®

and these asbab thereby serve a “haggadically exegetical function”’

. However, being a staunch
supporter of the thematic coherence in the Qur’anic text, al-Razi recognizes that the asbab al-
nuziil and munasabah are not always harmonious.

Unlike previous exegetes, al-Razi pays special attention to the possibility of a conflicting
relationship between the asbab al-nuzial and the thematic flow of the surah material
(mundsabah). To him, a transmitted account on the asbab al-nuziil may suggest a meaning that
can be reasonably applicable to an individual verse but may not be supported by the context of
the neighboring verses. Therefore, al-Razi is worried that an uncritical reception of the

transmitted asbab al-nuzil may suggest a fragmentary and arbitrary composition of the Qur’anic

surah. The critique of some of the asbab al-nuziil reports serves as an early and serious

* Al-Shatibi, Al-Muwafagat (Al-Khubar: Dar ibn ‘Affan, 1997), 4:155.

* 1bid., 4:151.

® Andrew Rippin, “The Function of Asbab al-Nuziil in Qur’anic Exegesis,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and
African Studies 51, no. 1 (1988): 19. Contrary to the common view that the asbab genre primarily deals with law-
related verses, al-Jamal examines the asbab narrations and concludes that 80% of these transmitted reports deal with
akhbar (non-law-related verses). See Bassam al-Jamal, Asbab al-Nuzil, 155-174.

" bid., 1. In his introduction to al-Taksir wa al-Tanwir, Tbn ‘Ashir (d. 1393/1973) lays out five functions of asbab
al-nuzal: (1) providing a necessary background without which a verse would be hard to understand, (2) unraveling
the incidents that motivated specific laws, (3) recounting incidents as illustrations for the meaning of a single verse
without confining the verse to a specific incident, (4) narrating a historical event whose meaning is mirrored in a
verse, and (5) describing incidents that explicate an ambiguous verse. See Ibn ‘Ashir, Al-Takrir wa al-Tanwir
(Tunisia: Al-Dar al-Tunisiyyah Ii al-Nashr, 1984), 46-50.
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consideration of the literary consequences of approaching the surah as a unity. In the twentieth
century, Amin Islaht correspondingly posits that the asbab al-nuzil genre gives the impression
that the Qur’anic surah consists of a series of disconnected verses and therefore affects our view
of the surah as a unified whole.® However, in the sixth/twelfth century, al-Razi brings this
problematic function of asbab al-nuzil into focus. The interpretation of Q. 41:44 is an example
of al-Razi’s rejection of asbab al-nuziil on the ground that it gives the impression that the Qur’an
consists of fragmented pieces—a thought al-Razi repeatedly dismisses as intolerable in the
Divine speech. The verse reads:

If We had made it a foreign Quran, they would have said, ‘If only its verses were clear!

What? Foreign speech to an Arab?’ Say, ‘It is guidance and healing for those who have

faith, but the ears of the disbelievers are heavy, they are blind to it, it is as if they are

being called from a distant place (Q. 41:44).

Al-Razi states that it is reported that this verse is revealed in response to the obstinacy of
the Arabs who derisively requested a Qur’an in a foreign language.’ To reject this account, al-
Razi goes back to the beginning of the surah and identifies v. 5 as the central theme around
which the whole surah revolves. Instead of dealing with the surah as consisting of disconnected
pieces, al-Razi prefers to deal with its units as unified elements contributing to the quintessence
of the surah. Al-Razi’s argument against sabab al-nuzil in v. 44 is worth quoting at length. He
remarkably observes:

To me, such statements cause gross injustice against the Qur’an since they entail the

contiguity of unrelated verses and necessarily bring about the worst types of blasphemy.

Given this unavoidable profanity, how would one claim that the Qur’an is an organized

book, let alone a miraculous one? | truly see that the surah, from the beginning to the end,

IS @ homogeneous speech about God’s delineation of their statement “our hearts are

encased about what you are calling us unto ...” (Q. 41:5). This statement [in v. 44] is

mentioned in connection with, and as response to it [v. 5]. [V. 44] actually says: Had we

revealed the Qur’an in a foreign language, they would have rightfully asked: How would
you send down a foreign Qur’an to an Arab nation?” In this way they would conceivably

& Mustansir Mir, Coherence in the Qur’an (Washington: American Trust Publication, 1987), 62.
° The occasion of revelation associated with this verse is found in al-Zamakhshari’s Kashshaf, not in al-Wahidr.
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say: “Our hearts are encased about what you are calling us unto,” (meaning this Qur’anic

speech), “and there is deafness in our ears;” (meaning, we cannot understand it or

comprehend its thoughts). Therefore, [v. 44 addresses the same audience]: Since God
sent down this Scripture to you in your language, using your words.), how would you
then claim that your hearts are encased about it and that there is deafness in ears while

you belong to the people of this language? It appears that connecting this statement [in v.

44] with that speech [in v. 5] would make the surah sustain the finest form of

composition from the beginning to the end. As for the other explanation people offer, it is

very wondrous.*

We know that the asbhab genre became an independent field of Qur’anic studies in the
fifth/eleventh century.™ In his introduction to Asbab al-Nuziil, al-Wahidi tells his readers that he
compiled his book in an attempt to counter the pervasive fabrications of asbab during his life.*?
Al-Raz1’s reservation about the asbab al-nuzil genre can be also read as part of this campaign
against the overuse of these asbab. Similarly, it is correspondingly possible that al-Razi is
worried that the emergence of the asbab genre can result in the canonization of more reports that
may eventually dissociate single verses from their context.*® With these possible motives, al-Razi
utilizes the surah nazm to counter this exegetical taqglid.

1.1 Three Ways to Prioritize Nazgm over Asbab al-Nuzil

When directing attention to the problematic aspects of asbab, al-Razi utilizes three
strategies to employ against those that, he thinks, may threaten the literary flow of the surah

material. This trilogy includes (1) generalization of meaning of the verse, (2) considering the

YAl-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 27:115.
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" Bassam al-Jamal, Asbab al-Nuzil, 82.

2 Al-Wahidi, Ashab al-Nuzil, 11.

3 Al-Jamal observes that al-Tabari designates asbab incidents for 564 verses, whereas al-Wahidi includes asbab
incidents for 629 verses. With al-Suyuti’s Lubab, the number of verses jumps to 857. Al-Jamal explains this
observation in view of al-Tabari’s limited resources and the sweeping sectarianism. See Bassam al-Jamal, Asbab al-
Nuzil, 121-122.
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immediate context, and/or (3) considering the general atmosphere of the surah. These
hermeneutical decisions correspond with al-Razi’s dialectical training, which makes him expect
the surah to exhibit a well-reasoned argument with a universal message that transcends the time
and place of the Qur’an.

1.1.1 Generalization of the Content

Al-Razi’s interest in demonstrating the coherent content of the surah prompts him to
resist restricting the scope of the verse to one individual. He argues that the Qur’anic message
ingrained in a surah must be understood in a general sense. He, thus, deals with the asbab
accounts as special models that exemplify, not the direct limiting causes but the general purport
of, the verse or surahs. The following is a passage that demonstrates this observation:

Indeed, the virtuous will have a drink mixed with camphor

From a spring for God’s servants, which flowing at their wish

They fulfil their vows; they fear a day of sweeping horror

And give food—despite their desire for it—to the poor, the orphan, and the captive

[Saying to themselves], “We feed you for the sake of God alone: We seek neither

recompense nor thanks from you, we fear the Day of our Lord—a woefully grim Day (Q.

76:5-10).

In his commentary on this passage, al-Razi acknowledges that only al-Wahidi and al-
Zamakhshart associate this passage with the acts of kindness attributed to ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib.
Before disassociating the passage from the exclusive application to “Ali, al-Razi assures his
readers that great Mu ‘tazilite exegetes such as Abia Bakr ibn al-Asamm, Abt ‘Alf al-Jubba'i, al-
Ka‘bi, and Aba Muslim al-Isfahani do not mention that this passage addresses the kind acts of
‘Ali. He explains that such a passage cannot be restricted to one individual:

The nazm of the surah, from the beginning to this verse, is an explication of the

behavioral state of the virtuous and the obedient. Were we to limit that state to one

person, the nazm of the surah would be diluted. Furthermore, the descriptions, in the

whole passage, are given in the plural form and thereby any limitations of the meaning
goes against the apparent connotations.**

Y Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 30:216.
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To disaffiliate himself from any sectarian bias and to stress that his concern is mainly
about the nazm, al-Razi is quick to affirm that ‘Al is not denied these noble descriptions; yet, the
verse must be treated as communicating general moral precepts that agree with the flow of the
ayat and apply to all virtuous people. It seems that al-Razi is still concerned about this sensitive
case of ‘Ali. Therefore, he posits that “Ali being especially referenced in this passage is possible
only if the whole surah was revealed when ‘Ali was engaged in these virtuous acts. This
emphasis on the “whole surah” is indicative of al-Raz1’s prioritization of the unified composition
of the Qur’anic text. Depending on the legal maxim al- ibrah bt ‘umiim al-\afz la bi khusis al-
sabab (what is to be considered is the general meaning, not the specified occasion),' al-Razi,
nevertheless, asserts that even the special reference to a specific individual does not negate the
general application of the surah message according to which the nazm is to be understood.

Furthermore, al-Razi prefers that the background for a Qur’anic text should be both
general and congruent with the flow of the surah content. Take, for example, the following
passage:

Whoever obeys God and the Messenger will be among those He has blessed: the

messengers, the truthful, those who bear witness to the truth, and the righteous- what

excellent companions these are! That is God’s favour. No one knows better than Him. (Q.

4:69-70).

Regarding this passage, the transmitted reports of asbab al-nuziil revolve around some
companions who are worried about occupying a lower level of heaven than that of the prophet.
Accordingly, the passage was revealed to assure them that God’s obedient servants would be in

the company of the prophets in heaven. Even though al-Razi is not interested in denying or

examining the historicity of these reports, he argues that the occasion of this passage “should be

> Ibid. 30:216. Same technique was also applied to the Q. 4:58 on the value of returning trusts to their rightful
owners. This verse was specifically understood to be referencing ‘Uthman ibn Talhah. However, al-Razi reaffirms
“that the revelation of this verse in relation to this story does not necessarily restrict the verse to that specific case [of
‘Uthman)]; rather, it applies to all types of trusts.” uud pigf as ab Jsu Jb il 018 hogat s gy ¥ il ols s 131 eda Js 0f ol
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16 As an alternative to these traditional reports, in which an

something greater than these reports
attempt was made to locate the passage under discussion in the context of a historical incident,
al-Razi undertakes a rhetorical examination of the preceding verses. Going back to verse 59, he
reviews the thematic development of the surah content until it culminated in verse 70. He
observes that the command to obey in vv. 69-70 is preceded by four thematic developments: (1)
a clear command to obey God and his messenger, as in “O you who believe, obey God and obey
the messenger” (Q. 4:59); (2) exposing the way of those who worshipped other deities and
dissuaded people from the way of the messenger (Q. 4:60); (3) reiterating the command to obey,
as in “We sent no prophet but to be obeyed with the permission of God” (Q. 4:64); and (4)
inspiring the believers to obey, as in “it would have been far better for them and stronger
confirmation of their faith, if they had done as they were told” (Q. 4:66). Having illustrated that
the broader context of this passage revolves around the concept of obedience, al-Razi concludes
that the passage under discussion is a culmination of enticing people to be obedient and stresses
that this goal generally applies to all people.*’

It is worth noting that al-Razi’s exegetical method of generalizing the meaning of the
Qur’anic content goes against the common trend of classical exegetes who are obsessed with
‘naming’ the ‘unnamed’ (al-mubhamat) in the Qur’an. The mubhamat genre becomes an
independent area of study during al-Razi’s time—in the sixth/twelfth century under the influence
of Abtu al-Qasim al-Suhayli (d. 581/1185) in his al-Ta rif wa-al-i lam li-ma ubhima min al-
Qur’an min al-asma’ wa-al-a lam (Introducing and ldentifying the Unstated Names and People
of the Qur’an). Al-Jamal finds that one of the avenues through which the asbab genre

unexpectedly gained popularity with time is the desire to name the unnamed in the Qur’an. In al-

18 bid., 10:136.
7 |bid., 10:136.
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Jamal’s words, “nothing was more worrying to the exegete than the Qur’anic tendency to employ

general expressions.”*®

Due to his interest in preserving the generality of the Qur’anic message
to facilitate a smooth synchronic reading of the surah, al-Razi is essentially worried about the
exegetes’ worries. Al-Jamal gives an example of the Qur’anic usage of the word “man” which is
mentioned in the Qur’an65 times, most dominantly in the Meccan period, as in “Does man think
that We will not reassemble his bones?” (Q. 75:3). While the exegetes associates the word ‘man’
with ‘Uday ibn Rabi‘ah or Abt Jahl, al-Jamal notices that al-Razi, in this verse and similar
Qur’anic references, opposes this specification and maintains that it applies to all.'® In a similar
context, al-Razi lays out a definite interpretive methodology: “there is absolutely no need to
| 20

associate a general word (lafz) with a specific individua

1.1.2 Prioritization of the Context:

In cases of literary conflicts between the context and the reported occasion of revelation,
al-Razi gives preference to the context over the sabab al-nuzil. A typical example is found in al-
Razi’s commentary on the Q. 4:77.

Do you not see those who were told, ‘Restrain yourselves from fighting, perform the
prayer, and pay the prescribed alms’? When fighting was ordained for them, some of
them feared men as much as, or even more than, they feared God, saying, ‘Lord, why
have You ordained fighting for us? If only You would give us just a little more time.” Say
to them, ‘Little is the enjoyment in this world, the Hereafter is far better for those who are
mindful of God: you will not be wronged by as much as the fibre in a date stone.

Classical exegetes agree that the prophet himself is addressed in this verse, but they try to
identify the group to which the prophet is commanded to communicate the message. Does it refer

to a group of Muslims who once desired to fight back against the aggressive attacks launched

18 See Bassam al-Jamal, Asbab al-Nuziil, 184. For the major works on mubhamat and its relation with Isra iliyyat,
see Yusuf al-Dawi, “Al-Mubhamat fi al-Qur’an al-Karim wa ‘Alaqatuha bi al-Isrda’iliyyat ‘inda al-mufassirin,”
Majallat al-Dirasat al-Islamiyyah wa al-Buhiith al-Akadimiyyah 70, (May 2016):159-198.
' Bassam al-Jamal, Asbab al-Nuzil, 184-186.
% See Ibid., 186, 189 and 205. For the sectarian employment of asbab al-nuziil, see Ibid., 194-197. See also al-Razi,
Mafatih al-Ghayb, 28:21.
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against them during the early period of Islam, but held back when the permission to confront the
hostile attacks was given to the Muslims in Medina? Does it refer to a group of hypocrites who
were pretending to be Muslims? Al-Razi lists these two views: the first is supported by al-
Kalb1’s transmitted report, which goes even further by identifying the names of some Muslims
the verse is thought to address, whereas the second view relies on some of the verse descriptions
that match the hypocrites’ qualities that often employed in the Qur’an. However, the advocates
of the meaning derived from sabab al-nuziil argue that the descriptions in the verse are so
general that they could apply to non-hypocrites. Having noticed that relying solely on the context
of the verse does not resolve the disagreement about the intended meaning of the verse, al-Razi
supports the second view and disregards the sabab al-nuzil on the grounds that the adjacent
verse clearly addresses the hypocrites:?* “When something good befalls them, they say, ‘This is
from Allah,” but when something evil befalls them, they say, ‘This is from you’” (Q. 4:78). In his
view, the argument from the sequence of the verses is stronger than depending merely on sabab
al-nuzil.

In his attempts to harmonize the validity of the asbab al-nuzil genre and the prioritization
of the unbroken flow of the surah material, al-Razi argues that asbab al-nuzil can function as
occasions, not causes, of revelation. In his view, insisting on making direct connections between
some verses and their sabab al-nuzizl can sometimes lead to a fragmentation of the surah
material, and thereby signals si " al-tartib (bad arrangement) from which the Divine Speech must
be kept free. For this reason, he argues that if the sabab al-nuzil historically limits some verses

to specific incidents, the nazm of the surah requires assigning a general application of the verses

? Ibid., 10:148.
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beyond any assumedly historical events.?” In other words, he supports the idea of ‘wmiim al-
ma ‘na (the general meaning), which serves his interest in maintaining the flow and nazm of the
surah material.

1.1.3 Prioritization of the surah Design

Over and above using the context as a justification for rejecting some asbab al-nuzil®®,
al-Razi insists that the design and atmosphere of the surah are the main sources of determining a
sound interpretation of a given verse. For instance, he rejects the narration attributed to Ibn
‘Abbas with regard to the interpretation of the verse “indeed, in the story of Joseph and his
brother are lessons [signs, ayat] for all who ask” (Q. 12:7). According to ibn ‘Abbas, a Jewish
scholar heard the whole surah of Yusuf from the prophet and then returned to his people
informing them that he had heard the story of Joseph as told in the Torah from Muhammad.
Upon this, some of them headed towards the prophet to hear the surah from him. Having heard it,
the Jewish group asked the prophet about his source. “God taught me” was the prophet’s answer.
In this context, the verse was revealed as an indication that the surah contained signs for the
Jewish inquirers.?*

Al-Razi is not moved by this report and argues that it is far-fetched. His argument is
based on a textual examination of the verse and a historical analysis of the conditions of early
Muslims and how the message of the surah related to them. Textually, al-Razi argues that Ibn
‘Abbas’ report indicates that the signs (ayar) reside in the prophet’s telling of the story, whereas
the verse teaches clearly that the signs reside in Joseph’s story itself. Historically, al-Razi

understands the signs to be the similarities between the events in the story of Joseph and the

% Ibid., 27:5.
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2 For further examples, see al-Razi’s commentaries on the Q. 4:77 and 5:67.
% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 7:74.
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challenges in the life of the emergent Muslim community during the early period of Islam. He
notes three similarities that show how the audience in Mecca would find signs in the story of
Joseph. First, most of the Meccans were the prophet’s relatives who rejected his message out of
hasad and envy. Here al-Razi views the Meccan pagans and their envious attitude towards the
prophet as counterparts of Joseph’s brothers. To al-Razi, the pagans were expected to perceive a
strong reproach or zajr in the events of the story. Second, Jacob’s interpretation of Joseph’s
dream was fulfilled in eighty years, and thereby the prophet would find comfort in the surah if he
felt that the fulfillment of the divine promise of victory was delayed. Third, the many plots
hatched against Joseph failed due to the divine plan, which overrode other plans. The plots

hatched against Muhammad would likewise fail.?

Remarkably, we can see al-Razi’s inclination
to find the contextual relevance (sabab) in the Qur’anic text itself rather than relying solely on
external sources that could threaten the thematic flow of the Qur’anic text.

The following is another passage in which al-Razi evaluates the occasion of revelation as
problematic:

125. Call unto the way of your Lord with wisdom and good teaching. Argue with them in

the most courteous way, for your Lord knows best who has strayed from His way and

who is rightly guided.

126. If you [believers] have to respond to an attack, make your response proportionate,

but it is best to stand fast.

127. So [Prophet] be steadfast: your steadfastness comes only from God. Do not grieve

over them; do not be distressed by their scheming,

128. Indeed, God is with those who are mindful of Him and who do good (Q. 16:125-

128).

Based on al-Wahidi, al-Razi reports three opinions on the occasion of revelation with
regard to v. 126. He argues that the frequently cited reason for this verse is that the prophet
intended to avenge the mutilation of his uncle Hamzah by killing seventy pagans. After taking

this decision, the closing passage of surah 16 was revealed, and the prophet abandoned his plan.

% bid., 7: 74.
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This sabab is attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas and others, such as Ubayy ibn Ka‘b and al-Sha‘bi. Based
on this connection, the exegetes state that surah 16 is all Meccan except for this closing
passage.?®
Having provided this report, al-Razi vehemently opposed it. He argues that
“understanding this verse in light of an unrelated story would entail bad arrangement in God’s
speech and lead to blasphemy against it.”?" Al-Razi is aware that such a clear rejection of this
frequently cited report can create needless confusion about his consideration of the historicity of
the incident. Therefore, he is quick to differentiate between the veracity of a report and the view
that a verse is revealed for a specific incident.” In al-Razi’s opinion, this particularization entails
a fragmentary reading of the Qur’an, thereby inviting sacrilegious remarks regarding its
composition. Al-Razi still holds the view that v. 126 can apply to the Hamzah incident; yet, the
incident does not particularly cause the revelation of the verse, since the context supports a
general precept, not a particular unrelated incident. Then al-Razi supports a general reading of v.
126 in light of the preceding verse. He observes:
To me the more accurate meaning is to say: God commanded Muhammad to call people
to embrace the true faith through one of three means, namely, wisdom, gentle preaching
and good discourse. This call includes commanding them to forsake their predecessors’
faith and to consider it a form of disbelief and misguidance. Such a command will surely
confuse and harden their hearts. Moreover, it will incite most listeners to intentionally
plan to get the caller killed, beaten or insulted. When the caller witnesses these forms of
foolishness and hears these riots, he will naturally incline towards disciplining those fools
through killing or beating. At this point, the caller is commanded to administer justice

and fairness and avoid excess. This is the sound view through which the verse is to be
understood.”

% 1hid., 20:113.
7 bid., 2:113.
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As illustrated above, al-Razi considers the nazm as a valid source of asbab. This decision
causes him to break with the traditional rule laid down by al-Wahidi that asbab al-nuziil are
determined solely via transmitted reports.*® Unlike the traditional exegetes, al-Razi usually
mentions the thematic relations of a verse before citing its sabab. Al-Zarkasht’s insight into the
intersection between munasabah (thematic relation) and asbab al-nuzil is noteworthy, because it
can actually serve as a description of al-Razi’s approach. Al-Zarkashi differentiates between the
verses that can be understood only via the sabab and the verses that can be understood without
the sabab. The first category requires creating the historical background first, but, it is more
appropriate to start with unveiling the thematic connections for the second category.*!

Even though al-Razi rejects some transmitted reports of asbab al-nuziil, he tries to
reconstruct historical backgrounds for a given verse or passage from the text itself. To that end,
al-Razi1 tends to reconstruct a context for the Qur‘anic text by actively spotting its implications,
connections and inferences. It appears that this strategy of active reading is sometimes preferred
over reports of asbhab al-nuziil. Consider the following passage, which is mentioned in the
context of a discussion with the Jews of Medina:

Say [Prophet], ‘If anyone is an enemy of Gabriel who, by God’s leave, brought down the

Quran to your heart confirming previous scriptures as a guide and good news for the

faithful. If anyone is an enemy of God, His angels and His messengers, of Gabriel and

Michael, then God is certainly the enemy of such disbelievers. (Quran 2:97-98)

With regard to this passage, al-Razi commences his commentary with the following

observation:

“There must have been a reason for this [command], and the Jews must have shown
something that ought to be addressed since this command is a form of argumentation.

% Al-Wahidi, Asbab al-Nuzil, 10.
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' Al-Zarkashi, Al-Burhan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad Abi al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo: al-Maktabah al-
‘Asriyyah, 2009), 1:35.
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Had they done nothing, God would not have commanded him [the prophet] in this

2

way.

Searching for a situational context for this command, al-Razi provided some transmitted
reports that communicate the Jews’ hatred of Gabriel, who was seen as disfavoring the Jews or
mistaking Muhammad for a Jew when imparting divine revelations to him. However, al-Razi
argues that the initial statement “if anyone is an enemy of Gabriel who, by God’s leave, brought
down the Quran to your heart” implies that “divine revelation should not be a cause of enmity
because Gabriel did what God commanded him to do.”*® In al-Razi’s opinion, this textual
implication is sufficient for establishing a safe context for the passage under discussion; that is,
the cause of enmity is Gabriel’s role in bringing God’s message to the prophet.

This does not mean that al-Razi is always critical of the asbab al-nuziil genre. Rather, he
sometimes finds in sabab al-nuzil a good explanation for the flow of a given verse. This
indicates that Qur’anic nazm becomes the litmus test for accepting or rejecting the traditional
methods of interpretation. For instance, he wonders about the reason for the following sequential
verses from surah 5 (al-Ma’idah).

87. You who believe, do not forbid the good things God has made lawful to you- do not

exceed the limits: God does not love those who exceed the limits,

88. but eat the lawful and good things that God provides for you. Be mindful of God, in

whom you believe.

89. God does not take you [to task] for what is thoughtless in your oaths, only for your

binding oaths: the atonement for breaking an oath is to feed ten poor people with food

equivalent to what you would normally give your own families, or to clothe them, or to
set free a slave. If a person cannot find the means, he should fast for three days. These is
the atonement for breaking your oaths—keep your oaths. In this way God makes clear

His revelations to you, so that you may be thankful

What is the relationship between the ruling in v. 89 and the preceding ruling? Al-Razi

raises this question and relies on the sabab al-nuzil associated with v. 87. In his opinion, v. 87

%2 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 3:177.
% Ibid., 3: 178.
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addresses some of the companions who made an oath to lead a form of monastic and ascetic life
that forbade them the pleasures of eating and dressing. When vv. 87-88 forbade this form of
monastery, the companions asked about their now broken oaths. Therefore, v. 89 addresses the
ruling regarding breaking an oath.**

1.2 Multiple Occurrences of the Same Revelation?

Given al-Razi’s concern for the nazm and its sensitive interactions with asbab al-nuziil,
how would he deal with the verses that have a wide variety of asbab assigned to them? In the
case of conflicting accounts of what occasioned the revelation of a particular verse, exegetes
would usually “attempt to assess which of them is best attested.” If the different accounts pass
the traditional isnad test, priority is to be given to the asbab account, whose narrator was present
during the incident; otherwise, it would be supposed that there were multiple revelations of the
same verse (fa ‘addud nuzil al-ayah).*® Aba Zayd doubts the solution of multiple occurrences of
revelation on the grounds that, theologically, this entails the oblivion of revelations®’. Instead, he
suggests an examination of the internal structure of the verse to determine the most appropriate
occasion to be adopted. Comparably, the Shi‘ite scholar al-Tabataba’1 (d. 1981) is one of the
modern scholars who question the possibility of multiple occasions. He relies on the multiplicity
of asbab accounts for a given verse to challenge the adequacy and reliability of the asbab
reports. In al-Tabataba’'1’s view, most of these reports are merely forged traditions that are either
historically unreliable narratives or a compendium of personal insights and exegetical attempts of
the early generations of tafsz‘r.38 To al-Tabataba’1, unless a hadith on asbab is ranked as

mutawatir, the sabab has to be understood in light of the Qur’an, not inversely. Al-Tabataba’1

*Ibid., 12:61.

35 Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an, 62.

% Nasr Abii Zayd, Mafhiim al-Nass, 112.

37 Al-Zarkashi explains that the notion of multiple revelations pedagogically serves as “reminders” for instructing a
growing community.” See al-Zarkashi, Al-Burhan, 1:31.

% Al-Tabataba’1, Al-Qur an fi al-Islam (Beirut: Dar al-Zahra’, 1973), 124.
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acknowledges that his litmus test will leave only few asbab accounts as reliable; however, he
argues that the Qur’anic universal objectives do not necessarily require this obsession with
asbab.

In contrast to Abt Zayd, al-Razi is not particularly concerned with giving weight to a
specific occasion. With the exception of historically problematic events, al-Razi pays little
attention to the idea of rarjih. The conceptual nazm directs al-Razi focus more to the broad
context and controlling theme of the surah to determine which occasion is relevant, not
preponderant. In relying on the thematic atmosphere of the surah to determine the most befitting
background for a verse, al-Razi deals practically with other transmitted occasions as examples
that illustrate the applicability of a verse, not necessarily as the direct circumstance that
necessitates its revelation. Abti Zayd and al-Razi’s interpretation of Q. 9:113 illustrate their
diverse approaches:

It is not fitting for the Prophet and the believers to ask forgiveness for the idolaters—even

if they are related to them- after having been shown that they are bound for the Hellfire”

(9:113).

The accounts cited as asbab al-nuzil for this verse refer to four incidents. In the first
narration, the prophet visited his uncle Abt Talib who was on his deathbed and made a final
appeal to him to embrace Islam. Feeling troubled about abandoning his forefather’s faith, Aba
Talib rejects the prophet’s call. However, the prophet promised to keep seeking forgiveness for
him unless he was forbidden to pray for his uncle. The second explanation is that the Q. 9:113
was revealed in response to the prophet’s request to pray for his mother. The last two narrations
indicate that this verse was revealed in response to two different companions who were offering

prayers for their fathers who died as pagans.
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Depending on these various occasions, Abli Zayd remarks that the genre of sabab al-
nuziil is a matter of personal reflection or in his own words “a matter of independent reasoning”
(mas alat ijtihadiyyah).*® Furthermore, Abu Zayd posits that the occasions of revelations “reflect
merely the social context of the Qur’anic text,” and that, in addition to outside reports, “they can
be derived from the text itself and the relations between its units.”*® Attempting to use the text
itself to determine which narration is more preponderate, Abu Zayd states that the expression “it
is not fitting for the prophet and the believers to” indicates that the prophet is primarily addressed
and then his companions; therefore, Abti Zayd continues, the incident about Abi Talib is more
probable. He adds that the incident about the prophet’s mother should be disregarded because
she died before his ba ‘thah (mission as a prophet).

Al-Razi adopts a different approach to these multiple occasions. He starts with unveiling
the thematic relation between v. 113 and the whole surah and then lists the transmitted reports on
asbab. This order of exegetical masa il is extremely telling. Methodologically, it reveals that he
prioritizes the meaning drawn from nazm and treats the asbab as explications of that nazm-
related meaning. In his initial remarks on v. 113, al-Raz1 writes:

From the beginning of the surah till this position, God Almighty expounded the necessity

of declaring all disassociations with the disbelievers and hypocrites. Thereafter he clearly

stated that as the disassociation in this verse applies to the living, it equally applies to the
deceased—no matter how close they were like fathers and mothers. The focal point here

is that they [the believers] must withdraw from them to the utmost degree and must
abstain from connecting with them by any means.**

89 Nasr Abl Zayd, Mafhiim al-Nass, 119. Similar view is adopted by Hasan Hanafi, who argues for the designation

of a sabab for each Qur’anic verse or section revealed. See Hanafi, “Al-Wahy wa al-Waqi': Dirasah fi Asbab al-
Nuzil,” in Al-Islam wa al-Hadathah (London: Dar al-Saqi, 1990), 133-176. This view is in line with Hanafi’s
epistemological proposition that religious texts are merely historical and social products that keeps evolving in
accordance with the communal needs. In his view, asbab al-nuziil and abrogation are mediums for this evolving
process of the making of religious beliefs. See Hanafi, Humiim al-Fikr wa al-Wagan (Cairo: Dar Qiba’, 1998), 1:73;
idem, Min al-Nag! ila al- ‘Aql (Cairo: Al-Hay’ ah al-Misriyyah al-‘Ammabh 11 al-Kitab, 2014), 1:63. In effect, Hanafi
utilizes naskh as evidence for his proposition that revelation appears when societies lack in change. See Hanafi,
Humim al-Fikr wa al-Wazan (Cairo: Dar Qiba’, 1998), 1:23.

“0 1pid., 113.

! Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 16:165.

239



Not wanting to miss the wood for the tree, al-Razi considered v. 113 as part of the
bara’ah (disassociations) mentioned in the beginning of the surah.** Having confirmed the
meaning of the verse in light of the controlling theme of the surah, al-Razi treats all the
transmitted reports as acceptable illustrations of what the verse enjoins. He is aware that al-
Husayn ibn al-Fadl (d. 282/895), a Nishapurian exegete, believes that the narration about Aba
Talib is implausible on the grounds that Aba Talib belongs to the early Meccan period, whereas
the verse under discussion belongs to the late Medinan period. However, al-Razi asserts that this
reason does not necessarily discredit this account. He argues further that ibn al-Fadl’s
implausibility is implausible (hadha al-istib ‘ad ‘indi mustab ‘ad). Based on the context of the
whole Qur’an, al-Razi remarks that the intensity against the pagans appears principally in surah
9; therefore, it is possible that the prophet and the believers had sought divine forgiveness for
their deceased relatives until this verse was revealed.*?

In his comment on the need for the clause “even if they are related to them,” al-Razi
explains that the reason why they were forbidden from seeking forgiveness for them [the
disbelievers] is their assurance that they would be the rightful people of hellfire. With this
5544

general ‘illah (reason), there would be no difference between relatives and non-relatives.

Then, al-Razi concludes that sabab al-nuzil supports his interpretation.®
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*2 Mustansir Mir describes al-Razi’s method as ‘linear atomistic’ on the ground that al-Razi ignores the wood for the
tree. See Mir’s “The siira as a unity: A Twentieth Century development in Qur’anic exegesis,” in Approaches to the
Qur’an, ed. G. R. Hawting and Abdul Kader A. Shareef (London and New York: Routledge, 1993), 212.
* Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 16:164.
*“ Ibid., 16:166.
* Ibid., 16: 166.

Ol (1 a5y oS L J3) e 055 5

240



Similarly, in surah 3, we find “Say, if you truly love Allah, then follow me and Allah will
love you and forgive your sins, and Allah is All-Forgiving, Most Merciful” (Q. 3:31). Here, al-
Razi approvingly lists three occasions that explain this verse. According to these asbab al-nuziil,
the verse was revealed in response to the Jews who claimed “we are the children of God and his
loved ones” (Q. 5:18), or the pagans of Quraysh who justified their idolatry as “we worship them
only as a means of bringing us closer to God” (Q. 39:3), or the Christians who state that they
glorify the Messiah as an expression of love.*® Notably, al-Razi tolerates these different
occasions, because they share the same principle that endorses the correlation between love and
worship. Finding no problem in accepting a variety of asbab for a given verse may suggest that
al-Razi treats some of these asbab traditions as personal reflections of the early commentators,
not necessarily historical circumstances that need to be examined and verified. In other words,
al-Razi tolerates these variant asbab when they serve as clarifications supported by the Qur’an.

However, al-Razi sometimes engages in a critical evaluation of the asbab and relies on
the controlling theme of the surah to determine which asbab al-nuzil is more reliable and closer
to the spirit of the surah. For instance, in surah 8 (al-Anfal), al-Razi lists three opinions on the
occasion or the historical background of v. 17: “it was not you who killed them but God, and
when you [the Prophet] threw [sand at them] it was not your throw [that defeated them] but
God’s, to do the believers a favour: God is all seeing and all knowing.” Al-Razi states that most
exegetes connected this verse with the battle of Badr, although some of them understood this
verse to refer to the battle of Khaybar and others to the battle of Uhud. Based on the flow of the
surah, al-Razi considers the first opinion more reliable on the grounds that the other views would

indicate that “a foreign speech was inserted into the narrative, and that is unbefitting (/a

“% 1bid., 8:16.
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yalig).”*" He posits a more reconciliatory view that does not break the flow of the surah thought,
namely that, the verse under discussion is so general that it can apply to all events. Thus, it is not
necessary to limit the verse to a specific event.

Similarly, many occasions were reported to create a background for the Q. 2:114: “Who
does greater wrong than those who prohibit the mention of God’s name in His places of worship
and strive to have them deserted? As for such, it was never meant that they should enter them
except in fear. Theirs is a disgrace in life here and painful punishment in life hereafter”.

Al-Razi lists four main occasions for this verse, all of which aim at providing a
background that answers two questions: who are the people who “prohibited the mention of
God’s name?” and what does “place of worship” stand for here? The first two accounts suggest
that the verse is referencing Nebuchadnezzar Il, who destroyed Jerusalem with the aid of
Christians. Even though this view is supported by al-Tabari*®, al-Razi unhesitatingly rejects it.
Al-Razi argues that it is historically incorrect, because Nebuchadnezzar 1l reigned long before
Jesus.”® Another account mentions the Meccan pagans as the “doers of wrong,” who prevented
the prophet from praying in Mecca. Similarly AbG Muslim argues that it is a reference to the
pagans who prevented the prophet from praying in al-Masjid al-Al-Haram in the year of al-
Hudaybiyah. However, al-Razi rejects these accounts as being unsupported by the context which
does not mention the pagans at all. Having dismissed these transmitted reports as either
historically erroneous or contextually irrelevant, al-Razi adds another wajh:>® “I have a fifth

explanation that considers the nazm more fittingly.”* Considering the tensions with the Jews in

“"Ibid., 15:113.

*® Interestingly, al-TabarT rejects this account as implausible in his Ta@rikh. See Tarikh al-Tabari (Cairo: Dar al-
Ma‘arif, 1967), 1:589.

%9 Al-Razi attributed this objection to Aba Bakr al-Razi’s Ahkam al-Qur an.

% For the usage of the term wajh, see Andrew Rippin, “Lexicographical Texts and the Qur’an,” in Approaches to the
History of the Interpretation of the Qur’an, ed. Andrew Rippin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2013), 158-174.

*! Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 4:9.
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surah 2, al-Razi posits that the broader context implies that the Jews might have been troubled by
the turning of the Qiblah from Jerusalem to Mecca, and thereby tried to dissuade people away
from the new direction. Al-Razi argues that this “suggested sabab” is implied by the larger
context of v. 114, since the preceding and adjacent units are series of repugnant acts done by
some Jews and Christians.

Al-Raz1’s approach to the Qur’anic surah as a formal unit with a controlling theme helps
him to reconstruct a history of the early emergence of the Muslim community. Actually al-Razi
utilizes his notion of Qur’anic literary coherence as an apparatus to forge an authoritative
methodology for the critical examinations of akzbar or transmitted reports. By postulating this
unconventional hermeneutical principle, al-Razi gives nazm primacy over transmitted reports.
This literary epistemic approach to the Qur’anic text can be considered to be the earliest
authoritative systematic example of tracing history from the Qur’an through the adoption of the
surah as a unit. Dealing with the surah as a formal unit and definable genre, Angelica Neuwirth
argues that the history of the Qur’an “does not start with canonization but is inherent in the text
itself where not only contents but also form and structure can be read as traces of a historical or a
canonical process, attesting both the emergence of a scripture and the emergence of a

. 2
commun1ty.”5

2. The Problem of Qur’anic Abrogation
Related to the asbab al-nuzil is the concept of abrogation. Given that asbab al-nuzil
partly recounts some incidents that shape the legal structure of the emerging Muslim community,

an incident describing the abrogation of an earlier legal practice is called an incident of naskh

ol ey 4 3T ga g mals azg 40 s
%2 Angelika Neuwirth, “Some Remarks on the Special Linguistic and Literary Character of the Qur’an,” in The
Qur’an: Style and Contents, ed. Andrew Rippin (Aldershot, VT: Ashgate, 2001), 255.
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(abrogation).>® Both asbab al-nuzil and naskh are of the historical interest in terms of locating a
specific incident that lead to the revelation or the abrogation of specific verses. In this way, al-
Jamal adds that, among other things, asbab al-nuziil serve the purpose of affirming naskh.>*
Broadly speaking, naskh is closely connected with two Qur’anic self-images: a final scripture
and a gradual revelation. | terms of the first feature, the Qur’an is believed to enjoy a divine
authority over past scriptures, a doctrine that vindicated the concept of cross-scriptural
abrogation which was supported by the Sunni and Mu‘tazilite theologians. Since this form of
abrogation was implacably opposed by the Jews, it resulted in a long history of Muslim-Jewish
polemics.” In accord with the second feature, the Qur’an is believed to have been revealed in
piecemeal over the course of twenty-three years. During this period, certain legal practices or
procedures were believed to have been abrogated by later verses as part of the Qur anic
transformation of, and legal engagement with the circumstances facing, the emergent Muslim
community during the lifetime of the prophet. This second form of intra-scriptural abrogation
points to the legal interrelations between some corresponding verses and helps jurists and
exegetes to determine which verses are legally in effect.

Due to the legal significance of this inter-Qur’anic abrogation, the naskh genre becomes a
necessary hermeneutic strategy in exegetical and legal reasoning. In his Risalah on legal theory,

al-Shafi1 lists naskh among the compendium of techniques essential for knowing God’s

%3 For the meaning of naskh according to classical legal theorists and exegetes, see John Burton, “The Exegesis of Q.
2: 106 and the Islamic Theories of naskh: ma nansakh min aya aw nansaha na'ti bikhairin minha aw mithliha,”
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 48, no. 3 (1985): 452-455.

* On the correlation between the asbab al-nuziil and naskh, see Bassam al-Jamal, Asbab al-Nuzil, 273-311.

> For works on Muslim-Jewish polemics in the medieval period, see John Wansbrough, The Sectarian Milieu:
Content and Composition of Islamic Salvation History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978); Camilla Adang,
Muslim Writers on Judaism and the Hebrew Bible: From Ibn Rabban to Ibn Hazm (Leiden: Brill, 1996); and
Theodore Pulcini, Exegesis as Polemical Discourse: Ibn Hazm on Jewish and Christian Scriptures (Atlanta: GA,
1998).
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scripture (jima * ‘ilm kitab Allah).*® \n general, works on naskh “were probably intended to serve
as handbooks for commentators and legal scholars.”’ In principle, both Sunni and Mu tazilite
scholars accepted naskh as a valid Qur’anic concept. However, the Mu‘tazilites dealt with naskh
more cautiously to avoid its theological and legal challenges which attracted many Sunni -
Mu ‘tazilite legal interactions and scholarly engagement that became typical in classical works on
legal theory.

A Mu‘tazilite exegete who stands out in this regard is Abti Muslim al-Isfahani (d.
322/1066), who consistently rejects the concept of intra-Qur’anic abrogation. In his extinct
exegesis, Abti Muslim supports his position by providing a reinterpretation of the abrogated
verses depending on their scriptural and social context.”® Apparently, Aba Muslim’s exegetical
rational prioritization of the Qur’anic context makes his approach to the question of naskh
distinct from that of the legal theorists. In the classical Usii/ works, Qur’anic verses are usually
treated as fragmentary shawahid that are typically understood in light of the transmitted akhbar
(reports) or backgrounds that support and validate the cases of abrogation. Therefore, Abi
Muslim’s stance on rejecting naskh may be a result of giving the Qur’anic context primacy over
the transmitted reports that seem to have been favored and prioritized more by legal theorists. It
is noteworthy that AbG Muslim’s stance on naskh signals an early distinction between
approaching the abrogation cases legally and interpreting them contextually.

There is no doubt that al-Razi is aware of these two approaches, mainly due to his

scholarly enterprise in both the legal and exegetical tradition. As a legal theorist, al-Razi is fully

% Al-Shafi‘i, Al-Risdlah, ed. Ahmad Shakir (Cairo: Matba ‘at Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1940), 1:40-41.

> David S. Powers, “The Exegetical Genre Nasikh al-Qur’an wa Mansikhuhu, in Andrew Rippin,” in Approaches
to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur’an, ed. Andrew Rippin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2013), 117-138.
For the hermeneutical consequences of abrogation, see Massimo Campanini, The Qur’an: the Basics, trans. Oliver
Leaman (London: Routledge, 2016), 82-85.

% In 1330/1911, the Indian scholar Sa‘id al-Ansari combined Abii Muslim’s interpretations in Multagas Jami * al-
Ta 'wil It Muhkam al-Tanczil.
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familiar with the Mu tazilite tradition in 'usi/ al-figh. For instance, his al-Mahsil reflects an
active reading and enrichment of four classical legal works: al-Juwayni’s al-Burhan, al-Ghazali’s
al-Mustasfa, ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s al- ‘Umad and Abu al-Husayn’s al-Mu ‘tamad. The first two
sources are authored by two leading Sunni figures, whereas the other two are authored by two
leading Mu ‘'tazilite scholars. Furthermore, a cursory examination of al-Razi’s Mafatih al-Ghayb
reveals that he is actively engaged with many Mu‘tazilite figures, most notably ‘Abd al-Jabbar
and Abu Muslim al-Asfahani who are deeply interested in the thematic connectedness of the
surah material. Even though the exegetical works by ‘Abd al-Jabbar and Abii Muslim are now
extinct, it is clear that al-Razi had full access to these works.”® Furthermore, al-Razi’s interest in
the thematic relations in, and contextual reading of, the Qur’anic surah can be traced back to his
familiarity with the Mu‘tazilite exegesis. To explain the transition from one theme to another, al-
Razi quotes Mu‘tazilite exegetes, most notably Abii Muslim al-lsfahant and al-Qadi. Related to
the notion of the thematic arrangement of the surah is the issue of intra-Qur’anic abrogation, the
adoption of which, in Abii Muslim’s view, could result in a disregard of the circumstantial
context of the surah or even a breach of the flow of the Qur’anic material.

Comparing al-Razi’s approach to naskh in his al-Mahsil and Mafatih al-Ghayb, one can
easily discern two opposing trends. As a legal theorist, al-Razi openly opposes Abai Muslim’s
views on naskh as manifested in the former’s al-Mahsii/, a significant work on legal theory that
marks the culmination of Muslim legal thought until the sixth/eleventh century. To justify his
rejection of naskh in the Qur’an, Abii Muslim relies on some Qur’anic proof-texts and offers
reinterpretations of the verses claimed to be abrogated. In his al-Ma#sil, al-Razi is extremely

passionate about refuting Abii Muslim’s arguments for the rejection of naskh and countering his

> For instance, al-Razi quotes al-Qadi’s lengthy arguments in support of the Mu‘tazilite denial of the Sunni doctrine
of the possibility of seeing God in the afterlife. Al-Razi clearly indicates that his lengthy quote, which covers around
two pages, comes directly from al-Qadi’s tafsir. See al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 13:106.

246



reinterpretation of the verses that are widely recognized as abrogated. However, with his
endorsement of the notion of unified Qur’anic composition and his active engagement with
Mu ‘tazilite tafsir, al-Razi has a drastically different tone when addressing naskh in his exegesis.

The following two verses are among the Qur anic proof texts that Abai Muslim utilizes to
deny naskh:

A. “No falsehood can approach it [the Qur’an] from before or behind it: It is sent down by
One Full of Wisdom, Worthy of all Praise” (Q. 41:42).

B. “Whatever revelation We abrogate [nansakh] or cause to be forgotten, We replace with
something better or similar. Do you [Prophet] not know that God has power over
everything?” (Q. 2:106)

Abl Muslim argues that these two verses do not support the technical meaning of
abrogation as understood in legal manual. To substantiate his rejection of intra-Qur’an
abrogation, Abii Muslim uses Q. 41:42 to argue that the abrogation Qur’anic laws is a form of
falsehood (baril) that cannot be ascribed to the Qur’an. Meanwhile, he reinterprets Q. 2:106 as
referring to “moving the ayat from the Preserved Tablet to the Holy Script, not abrogation of
laws.” Here, Abii Muslim seems to use naskh in the way one says nasakhtu al-kitab (I
transcribed the book), which is a Qur’anic usage, as in Q. 45:29. Furthermore, Abii Muslim
argues that Q. 2:106, the frequently quoted verse on abrogation, can be seen as a reference the
doctrine of cross-scriptural abrogation.

In his al-Ma#ksil, al-Razi disagrees with AbG Muslim and affirms that the “falsehood
from before or behind” in Q. 41:42 refers to the doctrine that the Qur’an to be annulled by any
past Scripture nor would there be a future scripture to annul it.%° In his Mafatih al-Ghayb,

however, al-Razi reaffirms Abii Muslim’s interpretations and adds three more possible

meanings:

80 Al-Razi, Al-Mabksiil (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 2019), 3:311.
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A. What the Qur’an judges as right cannot be annulled, and what the Qur’an judges as false
cannot be right.

B. The Qur’an is immune from alteration: additions and subtractions.

C. The Qur’an is not subject to mu ‘aradah (imitation), which did not occur in the past and
will not happen in the future.

Broadening the scope of meaning in this verse, al-Razi goes on to state that this verse
might be an understandable proof-text for Aba Muslim. He writes: “Know that Aba Muslim al-
Isfahani can use this verse to argue that abrogation does not exist in the Qur’an since abrogation
is ibsal [annulment].* Were abrogation to apply to the Qur’an, falschood would come to it, and
this goes against this verse.”®

Al-Razi displays some changing attitude in his evaluation of Abt Muslim’s stance on Q.
2:106 as in the baril verse. In his al-Mahsil, al-Razi disapproves Abti Muslim’s reinterpretation
of the naskh verse. Considering the context of Q. 2:106, some modern scholars have expressed a
similar interpretation without a reference to, or most likely in cognizance of, Aba Muslim’s
position. For instance, Neal Robinson denies that naskh verse is a reference to abrogation in its
technical legal sense. He argues that “the Qur’anic abrogation of elements in the Jewish and
Christian dispensations.”®® Likewise, with Q. 2:106 in mind, Michael Cuypers complains of the
traditional exegetical method of atomistic exegesis which, according to him, causes “the danger

of interpreting a verse in isolation, without considering its literary context, and also the

shortcomings of many of the occasions of revelation.”® In Cuypers’ view, the hermeneutical

81 1byal is a verbal noun that shares the same root of bdril.
82 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 27:114.
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63Neal Robinson, Discovering the Qur’an, 67.
® Michel Cuypers, “Semitic Rhetoric as a Key to the Question of the nazm of the Qur’anic Text,” Journal of
Qur anic Studies 13, n. 1 (2011): 7.
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error could have been avoided had the exegetes considered the context, which addressed the
position of the Torah and Jewish community.®®
Practically, many exegetes had avoided this hermeneutical error. Not only did Abu
Muslim avoid it but al-Razi also shifted his evaluation of Abli Muslim’s reinterpretation of the
abrogation verse from a complete denial in al-Ma#sa/ to considerable support in Mafatih al-
Ghayb. This is a remarkable shift, because Abt Muslim is now receiving support from a leading
Sunni authority with regard to a verse that is traditionally deemed as “the locus classicus for the
doctrine of abrogation.”® In his Mafatih al-Ghayb, al-Razi repeatedly takes a positive attitude
towards Abt Muslim in a two-fold way. First, he presents a more reasonable interpretation,
which he attributes to Abli Muslim. Al-Razi enthusiastically explains Abii Muslim’s position:
Abii Muslim replied with a series of arguments. First, the abrogated ayat refer to the laws
mentioned in ancient scriptures such as the Torah and the Gospels which endorsed the
Sabbath and praying to the East and West. God relieved us from these and their likes and
rather commanded us to worship in a different way. The Jews and Christians used to say:
do not believe in any except those who follow your faith. Therefore, God nullified their
statements with this verse.”®
Second, al-Razi acknowledges a change of opinion regarding the use of Q. 2:106 in
support of abrogation. He writes:
Know that after we demonstrated this in the book al-Mahsal fi Usal al-Figh, we
substantiated the occurrence of abrogation by virtue of Q. 2:106 “Any revelation We
abrogate [nansakh] or cause to be forgotten, We replace with something better or
similar.” Yet, this textual inference is weak since “whatever” here expresses an
antecedent and consequent. [This is the same] as the sentence “whoever comes to you,
honor him” does not indicate the act of coming but merely [the condition] that whenever

he comes honoring becomes mandatory. Accordingly, this verse does not point to the
occurrence of abrogation but [implies that] whenever abrogation occurs, a better

% Nasr Abii Zayd argues that the context, which emphasizes God’s sovereignty and Judea-Christian opposition to
the prophecy of Muhammad, indicates that ayah in 2:106 means “a sign or supporting evidence for the veracity of
Muhammad’s message.” In his view, 2:106 promises continual support for substantiating Muhammad’s claims to
the office of prophecy to the extent that the supporting evidence that God replaces or causes to be forgotten will be
followed by a similar, if not better, proof. See, Nasr Abtu Zayd, Mafhim al-Nass, 119.

% John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation (New York: Prometheus
Books, 2004), 196.

87 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 3:207.
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alternative must follow. To approve abrogation, it is stronger to depend on Q. 16:101:

“And when We substitute a verse in place of a verse” and Q. 13:39 “Allah eliminates

what He wills or confirms, and with Him is the Mother of the Book.” God knows best.®®

This support and minor critique of Abli Muslim’s position on Q. 2:106 mark a rapid shift
in al-Raz1’s contextual reinterpretation of many of the traditionally accepted abrogation cases.
This shift is clearly informed by his contextual approach to the Qur’anic composition, a goal that
both Abti Muslim and al-Razi share. As an exegete, al-Razi is more cautious with the overuse of
naskh because it can easily break the flow of the text and, in turn, supports claims regarding the
fragmentary nature of the Qur’an which al-Razi vehemently rejected as (vajib tanzih kalam Allah
‘anhu).®® Interestingly, al-Raz is so passionate about this new shift that he lays down three clear
hermeneutical principles on naskh: “The less abrogation, the better” (al-naskh kullama kana aqal
kana awla),” “Abrogation is principally unanticipated” (al-as/ ‘adam al-naskh)’* and “Abiding
by abrogation without irrefutable evidence is erroneous” (iltizam wugqii  al-naskh min ghayr dalil
yulji’ ilayhi khata’)."”

Having addressed al-Razi’s theoretical stance on the foundational proof-texts Abit

Muslim employed to vindicate his rejection of naskh, it is appropriate now to examine a practical

% Ibid., 3:207.
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%%30hn Burton notices al-Razi’s changing attitudes towards abrogation. To explain al-Raz1’s different positions on
abrogation, Burton differentiates between al-Razi as a legal theorist and al-Razi as an exegete. See John Burton,
“The Exegesis of Q. 2: 106 and the Islamic Theories of naskh: ma nansakh min aya aw nansaha na'ti bi khairin
minha aw mithliha,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 48, no. 3 (1985): 456. For a focused
study on abrogation, see John Burton, The Sources of Islamic Law: Islamic Theories of Abrogation (Edinburg,
University Press 1990). For modern critique of naskh, Mustafa Abt Zayd limits the naskh cases to six verses. See
Mustafa Abl Zayd, Al-Naskh fi al-Qur’an: Dirasah Tashri‘iyyah Tarikhiyyah Nagdiyyah (Almansurah: Dar al-
Wafa’, 1987). Building on Abli Zayd’s thesis, ‘Abd al-Muta‘al al-Jabri reexamines the six cases and concludes that
there is essentially no abrogation in the Qur’an. See ‘Abd al-Muta‘al al-Jabri, La Naskha fi al-Qur’an: Limadha?
(Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 1980). See also, Daniel W Brown, “The Triumph of Scripturalism: The Doctrine of
Naskh and its Modern Critics,” in The Shaping of an American Islamic Discourse: A Memorial to Fazlur Rahman,
ed. Earle Waugh and Fredrick Denny (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 49-66.
70 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 5:69.
"L 1bid., 13:110.
"2 Ibid., 7:106.
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case of abrogation. As mentioned earlier, al-Razi shifts from attacking Abti Muslim in al-Maksil
to defending him in Mafatih al-Ghayb. In his al-Mahsil, al-Razi states that there is consensus
among Muslims on the permissibility of abrogation in the Qur’an. Then, he singles out Abu
Muslim as a Muslim scholar who was against naskh. To substantiate the majority view, al-Razi
lists a number of widely-recognized naskh cases, followed by a rebuttal of Abii Muslim’s views
on these verses. Let us first consider an example of naskh in al-Razi’s Mabhsiil, namely, the case
of the bequest verses from surah 2 (al-Bagarah), wherein v. 240 is traditionally deemed to be
abrogated by v. 234:

If any of you die and leave widows, make a bequest for them: a year’s maintenance and

no expulsion from their homes [for that time]. But if they leave of their own accord, you

will not be blamed for what they may reasonably choose to do with themselves: God is

almighty and wise (Q. 2:240).

If any of you die and leave widows, the widows should wait for four months and ten

nights before remarrying. When they have completed this set time, you will not be

blamed for anything they may reasonably choose to do with themselves. God is fully

aware of what you do (Q. 2:234).

According to the majority view in the legal and exegetical literature, v. 240 “contains two
separate legal provisions, each of which is subsequently abrogated by a different Qur’anic verse:
the one-year “waiting period” was reduced to four months and ten nights by Q. 2:234, and the
testator’s obligation to make provisions for his wife’s maintenance was abrogated by Q. 4:12
which awards a fractional share of the estate to the widow.”"® In al-Maksii/, al-Razi supports the
majority view that v. 240 is abrogated by v. 234. In addition to his support of this instance of
abrogation, al-Razi states that AbG Muslim rejects this naskh case on the grounds that v. 234 is a
case of specification, not abrogation. Al-Razi explains that Abti Muslim argues that the one-year

waiting period is not utterly abrogated since, in case of a one-year pregnancy, a widow will have

a one-year waiting period, and thereby v. 240 is still in force in some circumstances. Al-Razi

¥ David Powers, “On the Abrogation of the Bequest Verses,” Arabica 29, no. 3 (September 1982): 285.
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does not question the pregnancy duration Abti Muslim is supposing, probably, because he
understands Abii Muslim’s argument as belonging to what the mutakallimin would call imkan
‘aqlt (rational possibility), which may apply to things that are empirically non-existent but
rationally possible. However, al-Razi undermines Abii Muslim’s interpretation as irrelevant,
since the waiting period for a pregnant widow ends with her delivery as in (Q. 65:4); therefore,
the one-year specification would be needless.

Moving to Mafatih al-Ghayb, we find al-Raz1 presenting Abti Muslim’s interpretation in
a more compelling way and shifting towards his position. In his discussion on the bequest verses,
David S. Powers examines al-Razi’s fair presentation of, and clear support for, Abii Muslim’s
rejection of the abrogation of v. 240. In Powers’ words, Abli Muslim “suggested that in order to
be properly understood, Q. 2:240 must be seen against the background of the social situation in
pre-Islamic Arabia.”"* Powers adds that, prior to Islam, “a widow was obligated to remain in her
deceased husband’s dwelling for one year. Islam not only reduced the waiting period to four
months and ten nights (Q. 2:234), but also offered the widow who had observed the waiting-
period the choice of either remaining in that dwelling for the remainder of the year, or leaving.”"

In addition, al-Razi provides three arguments to support Abti Muslim’s case that there are
no acceptable grounds for the abrogation of Q. 2:240. Related to al-Razi’s way of endorsing Abt
Muslim’s stance on naskh is the argument from nazm. As noted by Powers, al-Razi “cites the
phenomenon of tartib as one of the grounds for his contention that Q. 2/240 was not abrogated
by 2/234.”"® When mentioned in the same surah, it is more befitting for the abrogating verse, al-
Razi argues, to appear after the abrogated verse. Even though he acknowledges that the reverse

order is generally possible, al-Razi opines that such a reverse order is considered to be part of “a

™ 1bid., 288.
" Ibid., 288.
® powers, S. David, “The Exegetical Genre nasikh al-Qur’an wa manstkhuhu,” 135.
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poor arrangement from which God’s speech must be kept free.””” Interestingly, al-Razi closes his
defense of Abti Muslim’s interpretation by saying that “this is the demonstration and clarification
(tagrir) of Aba Muslim’s view, and it is absolutely true (ff ghdyat al-sihhah).”"® This drastic shift
from rebutting Abii Muslim’s rejection of the alleged abrogation of Q. 2:240 to praising his
stance on the same verse goes back to al-Razi’s interest in the intentional literary design of the
surah. Illustrating the thematic relations in a given surah is a shared goal for both al-Razi and
Abi Muslim. It does not come as a surprise, then, to notice the many citations al-Raz1 attributes
to Abl Muslim in explaining the flow of the surah material.

To demonstrate that al-Razi’s support of Abii Muslim’s reinterpretation of many naskh
cases is not accidental, let us consider two more examples that show al-Razi’s continual adoption
of Abu Muslim’s interpretative method for minimizing the application of abrogation in the
Qur’anic text. Consider the following verses:

You who believe, when you come to speak privately with the Messenger, offer something

in charity before your conversation: that is better for you and purer. If you do not have

the means, God is most forgiving and merciful.

Were you afraid to give charity before consulting the Prophet? Since you did not give

charity, and God has relented towards you, you should [at least] observe your prayers,

pay the prescribed alms, and obey God and His Messenger: God is well aware of your

actions. (Q. 58:12-13)

In al-Mahsul, al-Razi uses these two verses to encounter Abti Muslim’s rejection of
naskh. In al-Razi’s view, v. 12 evidently commands a charitable donation to the needy before
having a private conversation with the prophet, whereas v. 13 eases this obligation. However,
Abl Muslim explains the passage in light of a circumstantial context. He argues that the

mandatory charity was prescribed as a means of distinguishing the hypocrites from the true

believers. As the hypocrites were identified, Aba Muslim continues, there was no need for this

" Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 6:135.
" Ibid., 6:135.
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legislation. Depending on some transmitted reports that single out “Al1 ibn Abu Talib as the only
charity-giver, al-Razi argues that v. 12 was not intended to set the hypocrites and believers apart;
otherwise, all the believers who did not give charity would have been counted as hypocrites.” In
Mafatih al-Ghayb, however, al-Razi presents Abii Muslim’s interpretation in an approving way.
He writes:
Abt Muslim denied the occurrence of abrogation. He stated that the hypocrites used to
refrain from giving charity; yet, some of them abandoned hypocrisy and proclaimed faith
outwardly and inwardly. To set the true converts and the remaining hypocrites apart, God
commanded giving charity ahead of holding any private conversation [with the prophet].
Since this obligation was made for a given purpose at a specific time, there is no wonder
that the obligation was limited to that time. The epitome of Abt Muslim’s opinion is that
this obligation was ordained for a specific goal, and thereby the obligation must be
revoked when the goal is attained. Therefore, this is not abrogation, and this view is good
and unproblematic (/@ ba sa bihi). The majority commonly hold this [v. 12] as abrogated
by “were you afraid?” [v. 13] while others say it is abrogated by the enforcement of
Zakah.®
In this passage al-Razi assimilates Abti Muslim’s reinterpretation as an example of
‘umum and khusis (generalization and specification). However, al-Razi adopts this technique to
restrict the sphere of abrogation. For instance, Q. 8:65 encourages believers who are engaged in a
military confrontation to be steadfast affirming that one hundred Muslims are to be steadfast in
facing one thousand idolaters. However, the subsequent verse eases the instruction affirming that
now one hundred Muslims are to be steadfast when facing two hundred idolaters. Al-Razi states
that the majority of the exegetes are quick to infer that the latter verse abrogated the former. In

his discussion on the validity of the majority view, al-Razi cites Abii Muslim’s view which runs

counter to the majority view. Moreover, al-Razi supports Abai Muslim’s interpretation as “sound

" Ibid., 3:308.

®lbid., 29:237.
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and good” (sakih hasan). In al-Razi’s view, both verses continue to be binding as each considers
the fact that the means of confrontation could vary from one circumstance to another. In other
words, al-Razi argues that when a group of one hundred Muslims have the ability to confront one
thousand idolaters, then it becomes binding on believers to stay steadfast and avoid fleeing;
however, in the case of their inability to engage in this level of confrontation, the rule is eased to
fit the new circumstance.®

Similarly, al-Razi uses ‘wumuam and khusis to explain away the naskh claim associated
with the following verses:

2:282 You who believe, when you contract a debt for a stated term, put it down in

writing: have a scribe write it down justly between you. No scribe should refuse to write:

let him write as God has taught him, let the debtor dictate, and let him fear God, his Lord,
and not diminish [the debt] at all.

2:283 If you are on a journey, and cannot find a scribe, something should be handed over

as security, but if you decide to trust one another, then let the one who is trusted fulfil his

trust; let him be mindful of God, his Lord. Do not conceal evidence: anyone who does so
has a sinful heart, and God is fully aware of everything you do.

Some exegetes cite these verses as constituting a case of naskh. However, in his
commentary on these verses, al-Razi tries to understand each verse in its context and assign
different scope of meaning to each verse so that he can avoid the naskh. In surah 2, we find that
v. 282 obligates the written documentations of loans; yet, it is followed by v. 283 which some
exegetes take as allowing loan transactions without documentations and thereby deem it a naskh
case. However, al-Razi denies that this verse was a case of naskh. In his view, v. 282 indicates
that the obligatory act of written documentations is applicable “as a form of instruction and

precaution,” whereas v. 283 indicates that the permissibility of non-documentation is applicable

“as a form of license.”® It is true that the context of v. 283 suggests a license in the case of

8bid., 15:156.
8 1hid., 7:106.
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travelling, when means of documentation are unavailable and the trustworthiness of the borrower
IS assured.

Apart from his adoptions of many of Abli Muslim’s reinterpretation of naskh-related
verses, al-Razi confronts some alleged naskh cases by appealing to the preservation of Qur’anic
moral precepts. For instance, he argues that abrogation does not apply to verses that are calling
for husn al-adab (good decorum), because it is an ethical principle that cannot be entirely
abrogated. For instance, Q. 16:126, “If you retaliate, then let it be equivalent to what you have
suffered. But if you patiently endure, it is certainly best for those who are patient,” is taken to be
abrogated by the Verse of Fighting. However, al-Razi rejects this interpretation arguing that this
claim of abrogation “is absolutely far-fetched (fi ghayat al-bu ‘d) as the verse is intended to teach
good decorum in preaching God and to desist aggression and additional transgression. These
things have no connections with the verse of the sword.”®®Al-Razi then concludes that “most
exegetes are obsessed with increasing the naskh which, to me, seems pointless.”®

Al-Razi’s concern about the risk of devaluing the Qur’anic verses commanding
forbearance reappears in his commentary on Q. 6:104: “Indeed, there have come to you insights
from your Lord. So whoever chooses to see, it is for their own good. But whoever chooses to be
blind, it is to their own loss. And I am not a keeper over you.” In his commentary on this verse,
he laments the exegetical tendency to abrogate these general ethical principles affirming that the
claim that such a verse was abrogated is far-fetched (ba id). He observes:

Such exegetes are needlessly obsessed with increasing the number of abrogation cases.

The truth view is held by the scholars of legal theory who posit that the fundamental

principle is the non-existence of abrogation (al-as/ ‘adam al-naskh). Therefore, it is
incumbent to decreases its cases as much as possible.®®

8 Ibid., 20:115.
8 bid., 20:115.
% bid., 14:110.
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Based on al-Razi’s familiarity and engagement with the Mu‘tazilite Ab@i Muslim, we can
discern three shifts in al-Raz1’s stance on naskh: attacking Abt Muslim, supporting Abti Muslim
and attacking the exegetes’ obsession with naskh. These changes can be explained by al-Razi’s
consideration and adoption of nazm as the yardstick with which he measures the reliability of the
transmitted reports and views on naskh. This audacious step in naturalizing Mu ‘tazilite views in
a major Sunni work like Mafatih al-Ghayb is a turning point in the Qur’anic exegetical
tradition.®

Exegetically, the discussion on abrogation leads to an examination of the conflict
between what the context suggests and what the transmitted report provides. Here, al-Razi
prioritizes the meaning drawn from context over the meaning drawn from transmitted reports.
Through this emphasis on the reasonableness of the Qur’anic nazm, al-Razi assigns an
authoritative role to the Qur’anic context as a source of religious knowledge. In this way, he
rejects the uncritical reception of transmitted reports that he himself accepted in his legal work
al-Mahsal. With the prioritization of nazm and the assimilation of Mu‘tazilite thought, many
transmitted reports on naskh cease to be the ultimate arbitrator in Qur’anic hermeneutics. Due to
the Mu ‘tazilite influence on al-Razi, as attested by his approving remarks on, and direct citations
from, Mu ‘tazilite exegetes—most notably Abti Muslim al-lsfahani, one is sometimes left with
the impression that al-Razi uses the Mu'tazilite AbGi Muslim to represent the former’s own
support of limiting the naskh cases in face of the fugaha’’s obsession of with abrogation. A
typical example of this is found in surah 2 (al-Bagarah) with regard to legal permission for

intimate spousal relations and food consumptions during the nights of the Ramadan fast.

% For a further discussion on Abii Muslim’s impact on al-Razi with regard to the issue of abrogation, see Yasin
Ceylan, Theology and Tafsir in the Major Works of Fakhr al-Din al-Razr (Kuala Lumpur: International Institute of
Islamic Thought and Civilization, 1996), 42-48.
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You [believers] are permitted to lie with your wives during the night of the fast: they are

[close] as garments to you, as you are to them. God was aware that you were betraying

yourselves, so He turned to you in mercy and pardoned you: now you can lie with them.

Seek what God has ordained for you. Eat and drink until the white thread of dawn

becomes distinct from the black. Then fast until nightfall. Do not lie with them during the

nights of your devotional retreat in the mosques: these are the bounds set by God, so do
not go near them. In this way, God makes His messages clear to people, that they may

guard themselves against doing wrong (Q. 2:187).

According to the majority view, a man was allowed to eat and have intimate relations
during the night as long as he did not fall into a deep sleep or offer the night (‘isha’) prayer—
after which fasting must resume. The majority view explains Q. 2:187 in the sense that this
practice is abrogated, and that both intimate relations and food consumption become
unconditionally permissible during Ramadan nights. However, al-Razi quotes Abti Muslim, who
argues that this verse abrogates the earlier fasting practice of past nations, not early Islam.
Remarkably, al-Razi notes six objections raised by the majority view and then presents Abu
Muslim’s clever responses to each objection. He then leaves the readers to judge the strength of
Abt Muslim’s points.87

Accordingly, it is safe to suppose that al-Razi is indebted to the Mu tazilites in his
interpretive methods related to the notion of nazm.®® Furthermore, al-Razi’s adoption of the
Mu‘tazilite interpretive methodology can be also seen as response to the classical Sunni
obsession with increasing the naskh cases in the Qur’an. In his examination of Ibn Salamah’s al-
Nasikh wa al-Mansukh, Subhi al-Salih notes that only forty three surahs escaped naskh, as if

surahs were approached with the assumption that abrogation is the governing rule.®® Moreover,

from Ibn Salamah’s al-Nasikh wa al-Mansikh, al-Salih cites an example of abrogation that

8 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 5:88.

® For the Mutazilite positive influence on al-Razi’s thought, see Ignaz Goldziher, “Aus der Theologic des Fachr al-
Din al-Razi,” Der Islam 3 (1912): 213-47. For the Mu ‘tazilite theological interpretive methodology on al-Razi, see
Tariq Jaffer, “Mu ‘tazilite Aspects of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Thought,” Arabica 5 (2012): 510-535; and idem, “Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi System of Inquiry” in Aims, Methods, and Context of Qur anic Exegesis, ed. Karen Bauer (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2013), 241-261.

8 Subhi al-Salih, Mabahith fi ‘Uliim al-Qur’an (Dar al-'Tlm I al-Malayin, n.d.), 273.
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serves as a sign for the early obsessive preoccupation with the exegetical genre of Qur’anic
abrogation.®® In surah 76, the righteous are commended for their kind acts: “And they give
food—despite their desire for it—to the poor, the orphan, and the captive” (Q. 76:8). Oddly
enough, Ibn Salamah singles out the word “captive” as abrogated by the sword verse. Hearing
her father’s book on abrogation read in his presence, Ibn Salamah’s daughter was dismayed by
the claim that feeding the captives was abrogated. “You made a mistake in the book, my father,”
said the daughter. “How is that, my daughter,” asked Ibn Salamah. “Muslims unanimously agree
that captives are to be fed and not to be killed by hunger,” affirmed the daughter. Upon this, Ibn
Salamah agreed: “You told the truth!”®! Therefore, al-Razi’s stance on naskh can be evaluated as
an attempt to deter Qur’anic commentators from exegetical taqlz'a?.92

Countering taqlid and being open to the cross-sectarian views are not foreign to the
Ash‘arite thought. One century before al-Razi, al-Ghazali warns against taqglid in philosophy and
kalam. If we take his word for it, al-Ghazali indicates in his introduction to Tahafut al-Falasifah
that he is actually lamenting the problem of philosophical taglid that he thinks is pervasive in
Muslim intellectual circles due to the great erudition and fame with which Greek philosophers
were associated. Furthermore, al-Ghazali, in his al-Mustasfa, calls for cross-sectarian exchange
of ideas. In his view, one of the sources of falling into error is sabqg al-wahm ila al- ‘aks, namely,
when we mistake one thing for another due to wrong mental associations. He gives the example
of a person who is bit by a serpent and thereby develops a distaste for variegated rope, which
mentally evoke memories of the past painful experience with the serpent. Moving from this

psychological note, which is close to Pavlov’s classical conditioning, al-Ghazali moves on to

*bid.,, 273.
*" Ibid., 273.
%2 See also al-Razi’s opposition to the naskh case related to Q. 7:199.
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illustrate how our receptions of others’ views are wrongly influenced by our negative perceptions
of them. He writes:
Some lay people would accept a clear theological issue conveyed to them. However, if
they were told that this was the view of al-Ash‘ari, Ibn Hanbal or a Mu ‘tazili, they would
detest it if they misperceived the one to whom the view is attributed. Not only is this the
nature of the lay people but also of most rational people with knowledge—except for the
deeply-rooted scholars whom God has shown right as right and gave them the strength to
follow it. The faculties of most people conform to false imaginations in spite of knowing
its falsity. Most of people’s approval and disapproval is attributed to these perceptions.
Mental perceptions have profound influence on the soul.*®
A century later, al-Razi would “open the gates widely, allowing a more liberal exchange
of ideas, a “synthesis” even, between kalam and falsafa.”® In addition to the exchange of ideas
in the realm of philosophy, as illustrated by Tariq Jaffer, and the realm of ethics, as illustrated by
Ayman Shihadeh, we can see that this feature manifests no less in the area of rhetorical analysis
and Qur’anic composition. Mu‘tazilite views that prioritize the general nazm of the surah are
systematically integrated in al-Razi’s Sunni exegesis to rationalize orthodox ta 'wil and combat

exegetical taglid. Long after al-Ghazali, al-Razi remains actively committed to naturalizing

philosophy into Sunni tafsir and articulating exegetical views in a reasoned manner.

3. The Call for Unconventional Interpretations

In addition to utilizing nazm in critiquing many traditional cases of occasions of
revelation and legal abrogation, al-Razi encourages drawing meaning from considering the
sequence of the discourse units within a given surah. Throughout his commentary, al-Razi
proposes new interpretations that he knows are not supported by earlier traditional exegetes. To
legitimize his new interpretations, al-Razi assigns an authoritative role to the unified nazm of the

Qur’an. In al-Razi’s opinion, this authoritative role has to override other traditional sources of

% Al-Ghazali, Al-Mustasfa, ed., Hamzah Hafiz (Cairo: Dar al-Hady al-Nabawi, 2013), 1:175.
% Ayman Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (Brill: Leiden, Boston, 2006), 3.
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knowledge in case of a conflict between what reports affirm and what the composition of the
surah implies. For drawing newer meanings, al-Razi hermeneutically relies on the context, the
governing theme of the surah and the notion of Qur’anic intertextuality. Let us consider the
following verses:

He has revealed to you the Book in truth, confirming what came before it, as He revealed

the Torah and the Gospel earlier, as guidance to mankind, and He sent down the [furqan]

all-distinctive Criterion (Q. 3: 3-4).

In his interpretation of the word furgan, al-Razi lays down some criteria that support a
new interpretation even if it is not traditionally transmitted or supported in previous exegetical
works. With regard to the traditional interpretations of the furgan, al-Razi lists three views: the
Psalms, the Qur’an, and the scriptural characterization of the legal matters of halal and haram
(the forbidden and the permissible). Al-Razi disregards these view for the following reasons: (1)
the Psalms do not deal with legal matters, (2) the Qur’an was already mentioned in the preceding
verse, and (3) the sentence “and He sent down the [furgan] all-distinctive Criterion” cannot
grammatically serve as an adjective for the divine books except in rare poetical pieces.
Considering the need for a more befitting meaning and the argumentative nature of the surah, al-
Razi suggests a fourth view that he supports as his preferable interpretation (al-mukhtar). He
argues that the furgan refers to the miracles, with which the various scriptures were divinely
accompanied as a proof and supplement for the prophets. Then he assures his readers that new
interpretations should be welcomed. He observes:

Imagine that no previous exegete mentioned this view and [imagine that one can]
understand the Divine Speech in light of a new interpretation that reinforces a
strong thought, concise form, sound arrangement and clear nazm and that other

interpretations do not contradict it. In such a case, what we mentioned should be
given preference.”

% Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 7:140.
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As he counters exegetical taglid emanating from the overwhelming obsession with naskh,
al-Razi repeatedly rationalizes tafsir by encouraging new interpretations that are supported by
the context—even if these interpretations contradict mainstream orthodox views. Al-Razi
justifies this call by bringing into focus the notion that Qur’anic unified composition should
serve as a standard litmus test for rethinking exegetical orthodox interpretations.

In al-Razi’s view, the meaning of the verse can also be construed from the general
atmosphere of the surah. In his interpretations of a given verse, al-Razi is prompted to side with
the meaning that was in line with the purpose or controlling theme of the surah. For example, he
uses the structural design of surah 26 (al-Shu‘ara’) as an aid to provide the most accurate
interpretation of the last sentence of the surah. At first glance, this last verse can easily be
understood as belonging to the last section of the surah; yet, al-Razi deals with this verse as a
closure that relates to the general purpose of the surah. The last section of surah 26 reads as
follows:

As for the poets, they are followed by those lost in error.

Do you not see that they aimlessly rant in every valley?

And that they say what they do not do?

Except those who believe, do good, remember God often and gain victory after being

wronged—and those who do wrong will come to know what end they will meet!

Al-Razi mentions that the exegetical majority view inclines towards interpreting the last
verse as referring to the poets and the Qur’anic lamentation of their wrong ways. However, al-
Razi considers the architectural design of the surah to be the only means by which the accurate
meaning can be construed. He relates the verse to the broader theme of the surah, not the
surrounding section. With the surah outline in mind, al-Razi observes:

As far as | am concerned, and God knows the best, when God mentioned in this surah

what removes sadness from the heart of his prophet (God’s peace and blessings be with

him) by means of [providing] rational proofs, narrating some of the stories of the past
prophets, mentioning some evidence for his prophecy, confronting the polytheists
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questions on naming Muhammad (God’s peace and blessings be with him) as a
soothsayer and sometimes as a poet, and telling the difference between him and
soothsayer on one hand and the difference between him and poets on the other hand—

God closed the surah with a grave threat. This means: “Those who wronged themselves

and turned away from pondering on these verses and contemplating on these proofs will

surely know what kind of end they will meet.”%

By the same token, al-Razi uses the flow of the verse’s thought as a murajjiz
(preponderator) when determining the most accurate meaning of a given phrase. For instance, the
Qur’an reads: “The disbelievers say, ‘Why has no miracle been sent down to him from his
Lord?” But you are only a warner: for each community there is a guide” (Q. 13:17). Al-Razi
reflects on the intended meaning of the word “guide” in the verse. He lists different
interpretations that he attributed to what he calls akl al-zahir mina al-mufassirin (exegetical
exotericists). According to these interpretations, the warner and the guide are not the same. Some
reports suggest that the warner is Muhammad and the Guide God, whereas others state that the
warner is Muhammad and the guide ‘Ali ibn Aba Talib. However, al-Razi does not accept any of
these views. He prefers al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s interpretation, which is deduced from the flow
of thought in the verse. According to them, the end of the verse corresponds to its beginning; that
is, it was a response to the pagans’ requests for physical miracles. They observe that the closure,
“[earlier] communities each had their guide,” is a reference to the observation that miracles are
appropriately chosen in a way that matches with the skills of the targeted audience. Both argue
that Moses’ miracles are adapted to fit the common practice of magic at the time of Moses, and
that Jesus’ miracles are congruent with the common practice of medicine during his time.

Similarly, the flourishing of poetry at the time of the prophet makes the notion of a linguistic

miracle more befitting. Since the Arab contemporaries of the prophet denies the miracle that

* Ibid., 24:151.
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relates to them, they are all the more predisposed to deny other miracles. To emphasize the
reason for supporting this interpretation, al-Razi concludes that “this is the sound meaning

through which the discourse remains well-organized.”®’

Conclusion

Influenced by the Mu'tazilite exegetes who staunchly support the Qur’an’s unified
composition, al-Razi utilizes his development of the concept of nazm to revisit the uncritical
reception of transmitted reports with regard to asbab al-nuziil and naskh. These genres are
sometimes overused in a way that disregards the context and architecture of the Qur’anic surah.
By explicating the literary implications of a Qur’anic unified nazm, such as the implausibility of
textual fragmentation, al-Razi seeks to deter Qur’an exegetes from relying on old methods of
interpretation. Through his prioritization of the intentional surah structure, al-Razi severs
attachments to some established exegetical authorities when their views collided with the

meaning drawn from the context.

%7 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 19:12.
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Chapter 6
The Post-Razi Developments: Impact of al-Razi’s Study of the Surah on Later Qur’anic
Studies

In his The Formation of Post-Classical Philosophy in Islam, Frank Griffel argues that
there is no need “to assume that Islam ever lost its philosophy to the overwhelming power of
religious authorities.” He then highlights the presence of “a rich tradition of philosophy in the
seven or eight centuries after the sixth/twelfth that needs to be explored and analyzed.” In
considering Yahya al-Suhrawardi and al-Razi as the two most impactful philosophers of the
sixth/twelfth century, Griffel adds that al-Razi is also the most influential philosopher and
theologian in Islam throughout the two centuries after his death.® Similarly, al-Razi’s exegetical
methodology bears upon later exegetes. Two centuries after his death, certain topics, such as
Qur’anic thematic relations (munasabat) and Qur’anic disputations (jadal), become established
areas of Qur’anic studies. This is reflected in the field of ‘Uliam al-Qur’an, which essentially
serves as an introduction to the study of the Qur’anic text. The significance of studying the surah
structure and Qur’anic argumentation is unequivocally highlighted by al-Zarkashi (d. 794/1392)
in his al-Burhan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an (The Evidence for the Sciences of the Qur’an) and by al-
Suyati (d. 911/1505) in his al-Itgan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur an (The Perfect Guide to the Sciences of the
Qur’an).* In what ways does al-Razi shape the course of the literary study of the surah? This is

the question | attempt to answer in this chapter.

! Frank Griffel, The Formation of Post-Classical Philosophy in Islam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021),
571.

2 Ibid., 571.

® Ibid., 240. Here, Griffel refers to Yahya al-Suhrawardi.

* Al-Zarkasht’s work included forty seven topics, such as, the occasion of revelation, abrogation, collection of the
text, the distinction between Meccan and Madinan verses, meanings of ambiguous vocabulary, mukkam and
mutashabih, etc. However, al-Zarkashi’s list includes two topics that are representative of the exegetical practice
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Surveying different exegetical works after al-Razi in this chapter, | argue that this
development is partly motivated by al-Razi’s emphasis on thematic relations in his commentary.
However, the adoption of al-Razi’s analysis in the exegetical tradition (fafsir) is probably
motivated by a rising interest in studying the badi‘ of the Qur’an in the rhetorical tradition
(balaghah), despite some voices that denied the Qur’anic employment of takhallus, a continuity
device that refers to the smooth transition between parts of the Qasidah.” Beyond the exegetical
and rhetorical interest in the surah design, there is a unique case of al-Shatib1 (d. 790/1388), a
legal theorist who advocates a holistic reading of the surah as part of his hermeneutical
understanding of the first source of Islamic shari‘ah: the Qur’an. In demonstrating how these
three factors spark a common desire to studying the surah structure, the chapter is divided into
three main sections.

The first part briefly introduces seven commentaries whose authors consciously
incorporated al-Razi’s contributions on the surah structure in their exegetical practice. This list is
not intended to be exhaustive but is rather a pathway to further studies on post-classical exegesis
and al-Raz1’s role in its formation. Exegetes influenced by al-Razi include Burhan al-Din al-

Nasafi (d. 687/1288), Shams al-Din al-lIsfahani (d. 688/1289), Nizam al-Din al-Nisabtri (d.

that was further enriched by reasoned analysis (ra’y) as seen in al-Razi’s exegesis and the Mu tazilite exegetical
tradition. These two topics are recognizing the thematic relations (ma rifat al-mundsabat bayna al-ayat) and
Qur’anic disputation (ma rifat jadalih). With this recognition, drawing meaning from the structure and
argumentation of the surah becomes necessary, not merely legitimate. See al-Zarkashi, Al-Burhan fi ‘Ulim al-
Qur’an (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-‘Asriyyah, 2009), 1:41-51, 2:17-19 and 3:2861. Around a century after the
emergence of al-Zarkashi’s Burhan, al-Suytti follows in the footsteps of al-Zarkashi and reaffirms these two topics
in his al-Itgan fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an which covers eighty issues related to the study of the Qur’an. See al-Suyuti, Al-
Itgan fi ‘Ulam al-Qur’an (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-*Asriyyah, 2015), 724-736 and 778-782. For an English translation
of the first thirty five naw ‘ of the Itgan, see Al-Suyiti, The Perfect Guide to the Sciences of the Qur’an (al-Itqan fi
‘Uliam al-Qur’an), trans. Hamid Algar, Michael Schub, and Ayman Abdel Haleem (Reading: Garnet Publishing,
2012). For a detailed biography of al-Suyuti, see E.M. Sartain, Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti: Biography and Background
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975).

® See, for instance, Julie Scott Meisami, Structure and Meaning in Medieval Arabic and Persian Lyric Poetry:
Orient Pearls (London: Routledge, 2002).
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728/1328), the Hanbalite exegete Ibn ‘Adil (d. ca. 880/1476), Abiu Hayyan al-Gharnati (d.
745/1344), al-Biqa ‘1 and al-Suyt.

The second section highlights the corresponding interest in finding meaning in, and
reason for, the flow of the Qur’anic verses in rhetorical works (balaghah). Arabic rhetors have a
term for the thematic connection: takhallus, which is a continuity device used to effect a smooth
seamless transition between distinct discourse units. To recognize how al-Razi’s project on
Qur’anic munasabat was likely a sought-after endeavor in the post-classical period, this section
addresses the emergence of the study of Qur’anic takhallug in two works of Arabic rhetoric
(balaghah): al-Mathal al-Sa’ir by ibn al-Athir (d. 637/1239) and Tahrir al-Tahbir by ibn Abu
al-lsba“ (d. 654/1256).

Finally, the third part deals with the approach taken by renowned Andalusian legal
theorist al-Shatibi in his study of surah 23 (al-Mu’'miniin) as appears in his well-received al-
Muwafaqat fi Usil al-Shart ‘ah (The Reconciliation of the Fundamentals of the Law). The case

that “al-Razi instilled in al-Shatibi an interest in Usal al-Figh and Kalam”®

can also be supported
by al-Shatibi’s approach to surah 23. For instance, al-Shatibi’s utilized the notion of theological
trilogy (i.e., divine unity, prophecy and resurrection) in his outline of some parts of the surah. In
addition, | chose to include al-Shatibi’s case here as a demonstration that the interest in thematic

relations (munasabat) is echoed in legal theory (usil al-figh), and not merely through Qur anic

exegesis and Arabic rhetoric.

1. Al-Razi and the Later Exegetical Tradition
How did al-Razi play a role in the proliferation of studying the surah structure before it

became an established discipline? Answering this question requires tracking the post-Razi

® Maribel Fierro, “al-Shatibi,” in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van
Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 9:364.
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exegetical tradition that was informed by al-Raz1’s conception of the surah design. In tracking al-
Raz1’s influence on later exegetes, | focus now on two types of influences: direct and indirect
influences. Direct influence is here signaled by (1) indicators of direct access to al-Razi’s
commentary, (2) verbatim citations from and critical abridgement of al-Razi’s commentary, and
(3) explicit adoption of the notion of tasrif as advanced by al-Razi. On the other side, indirect
influence is determined by meeting the following yardsticks: (1) there is an absence of clear
clues that a particular exegete had direct access to al-Razi’s commentary, (2) the approach to
munasabat is primarily motivated by non-Razi sources, (3) al-Razi’s authority is only appealed
to as a validation for continuing the study of the surah structure and counters the scholarly voices
against mundasabat, and (4) the notion of zasrif is not consistently embraced. In other words,
direct influence means that al-Razi’s approach to the surah structure is consciously adopted in an
exegetical commentary, whereas indirect influence means that al-Razi serves as a source of
validation for another exegete without necessarily relying on al-Razi’s contributions.

Given these criteria, | examine four examples of direct influences and three examples of
indirect influences. The four Qur’anic exegetes whose approach to the surah structure are
unequivocally informed by al-Razi are Burhan al-Din al-Nasafi in his Kashf al-Haqa’ig wa
Sharh al-Daga’ig (Unveiling the Realties and Explicating the Subtleties), Shams al-Din al-
Isfahant (d. 688/1289) in his Anwar al-Haqd’iq al-Rabbaniyyah fi Tafsir al-Latd’if al-
Qur aniyyah (The Lights of the Divine Realities on Explicating the Qur’anic Subtleties), Nizam
al-Din al-Nisabari (d. 728/1328) in his Ghara’ib al-Qur’an wa Raghd’ib al-Furgan (The
Ambiguities of the Qur’an and the Abundance of the Furgan), and the Hanbalite exegete lbn
‘Adil in his al-Lubab fi ‘Ulim al-Kitab (The Kernel in the Sciences of the Scripture).” The three

exegetes who are indirectly influenced by al-Razi’s studies on the surah structure are Abu

” In modern Qur’anic exegesis, Rashid Rida (d. 1345/1935) adopts many of al-Razi’s mundsabat in Tafsir al-Manar-
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Hayyan al-Gharnati (d. 745/1344) in his al-Bahr al-Muhit (The Expanded Sea), Burhan al-Din
al-Biqa‘1 (d. 885/1450) in his Nazm al-Durar fi Tanasub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar (The Pearled
Arrangement Regarding the Correlations between Verses and Chapters), and Jalal al-Din al-
Suyatt (d. 911/1505) in his munasabat-based works. Given these different levels of influence,
these exegetes are chronologically discussed in the following pages.

1.1 Burhan al-Din al-Nasafi (d. 687/1288)

Al-Nasafi, also referred to as al-Burhan al-Nasafi, spent most of his life in Nasaf (in
Transoxiana) where he was born and in Baghdad where he died. Some sources approximate his
birth date to be in 600 or 606, which is near to the time when al-Razi passed away. Al-Nasafi’s
works demonstrate his training in rational theology and legal theory: two areas that al-Razi
mastered. In many biographical dictionaries, al-Nasafi is known as “the Shaykh of philosophy in
Baghdad.”® Such an epithet highlights the continuity of the philosophical training after al-Razi.
Part of this continuity is reflected in al-Nasafi’s Qur’anic commentary Kashf al-Haga'’ig wa
Sharh al-Daga’iq.’ Even a cursory reading of the manuscript reveals that al-Nasafi relies heavily
on al-Razi’s commentary. As a matter of fact, al-Nasafi’s commentary is often referenced by al-

Biqa T as “the abridgment of al-Razi’s commentary.”'® To great extents, al-Biqa T’s description is

a true assessment of Kashf al-Haga 'ig, which incorporates not only al-Razi’s notes on the topic

® See al-Dhahabi, Duwal al-Isiam fi al-Tarikh (Hyderabad: 1364 AH), 2:143; and Al-Hanafi, Al-Jawahir al-Mudi ah
fi Tabaqat al-Hanafiyyah (Al-Matba‘ah al-‘Uthmaniyyah, 1332 AH.), 3:351. Al-Nasafi’s works include a

commentary on Ibn Sina’s Remarks and Admonition (Sharh al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat), a commentary on al-
Ghazali’s The Jerusalem Epistle (Sharh al-Risalah al-Qudsiyyah), a treatise on circular arguments and infinite
regression (Risalah fi al-Dawr wa al-Tasalsul), and a treatise on disputation (Shark al-Fusal fi al-Jadal). See al-
Nasafi, Shark al-Fusi! fi ‘Ilm al-Jadal, ed. Sharifah al-Hushani (Riyad: Jami ‘at al-Malik Su‘tad, 2012), 4-7.

® The work is still in manuscript. Some parts of it are edited as part of dissertation projects; yet, it has not been
published yet. Only some excerpts were published in Arabic journals. For instance, ‘Tyadah al-Kabis1 published al-
Nasafi’s commentary on Surah 114 (al-Nas). See al-Nasafi, Tafsir Siurat al-Nas, ed. ‘Iyadah al-Kabisi (Dubai: Dar
al-Buhiith Ii al-Dirasat al-Islamiyyah wa Thya’ al-Turath, 2001). Moreover, the al-Nasafi’s commentary on the Q.
3:110-116 and 6:68-71 were separately published by al-Hayyani, al-Jamili and al-Mahdawi. See Majallat al-Dirasat
al-Tarbawiyyah wa al- ‘Ilmiyyah, Kulliyyat al-Tarbiyah 8, no. 16 (October 2020), 29-51.

19 See, for instance, al-Biqa‘i, Nazm al-Durar fi Tanasub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyyah,
2011), 1:616 and 6:240. ... 5. ATE @ s oS il e g2 ) o pnds & JB hod! Bt iy &
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shifts in the surah but also most of al-Razi’s masa’il, which becomes mabahith in al-NasafT’s
work. According to al-Kabisi, al-Nasafi’s commentary is best described as a critical
abridgement, a description that contains al-Nasafi’s selective material along with his evaluative
and explanatory insights and non-Razi sources.™

1.2 Nizam al-Din al-Nisabuari (d. 728/1328)

Nizam al-Din al-NisabiirT (d. 728/1328) studied under Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi, one of the
students of both Nasir al-Din al-TasT (d. 672/1274) and Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi (d. 710/1311).*2
Besides his interests in Sufism, philosophy and astronomy, Nizam al-Din authors a full Qur’anic
commentary entitled Ghara’ib al-Qur’an wa Ragha’ib al-Furgan. In his introduction to this six-
volume exegesis, Nizam al-Din identifies al-Razi’s al-Tafsir al-Kabir (The Grand Commentary)
and al-ZamakhsharT’s al-Kashshaf as primary sources for his work.’* These sources are also

14

quoted with attribution throughout Nizam al-Din’s commentary.” As far as al-Razi’s

commentary is concerned, Nizam al-Din acknowledges his indebtedness to al-Razi’s work.™ It is

1 Al-Nasafi, Tafsir Sirat al-Nas, 46-48.

12 There is a debate regarding al-Nisaburi’s religious affiliation. While Morison presents al-Nisabiiri as a Shiite
scholar, al-Jallad stresses his Sunni inclinations based on an examination of Shiite biographical works and analysis
of al-Nisabliri’s statements and theological opinions regarding Sunni-Shi‘T questions, such as those related to the
Imamate and the superiority of ‘Ali. See Majid al-Jallad, Nizam al-Din al-Nisabiurt wa Manhajuh fi al-Tafsir
(Amman: Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabi, 2000); and Robert G. Morrison, Islam and Science: The Intellectual Career of
Nizam al-Din al-Nisaburi (New York: Routledge, 2007), 191.

3 Nizam al-Din is not merely a book of citations from these two sources. Nizam al-Din appears as an arbitrator
between al-Zamakhshari and al-Razi. He sometimes reconciles between the views expressed by al-Razi and al-
ZamakhsharT on a given verse by highlighting the differences are not essentially contradictory but reflect the
different approach taken by each exegete. In his view, al-ZamakhsharT mainly represents the rhetors (al-zarig al-
bayani), whereas al-Razi represents the legal theorists (al-tarig al-usili). See Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi, Al-
Tafsir wa al-Mufassirian (Cairo: Dar al-Hadith, 2012), 1:276-277. It is worth mentioning that many medieval
commentaries highlight al-Zamakhshari’s rhetorical contributions on an equal foot with al-Razi. The divergence in
the rhetorical views expressed by al-Razi and al-ZamakhsharT is usually considered by later exegetes, who either
incline towards reconciliation, as in the case of Nizam al-Din, or arbitration, as in the case of Abt Hayyan.

1 At the end of his exegesis, al-Nisabar i

al-Din al-Razi (d. 645/1256), known as Daya, as a source for his Sufi comments. Besides his reliance of al-Razi and
al-ZamakhsharT on rhetoric and the occasions of revelation, al-NisabuirT consults al-Wahidi and al-Sakkaki. For al-
Nisabari’s Sufi interpretation, see Kristin Sands, Sufi Commentaries on the Qur’an in Classical Islam (London:
Routledge, 2006), 77.

1 See Al-Nisabiri, Ghara 'ib al-Qur’an wa Ragha’ib al-Furqan (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- Tlmiyyah, 1996), 1:6.
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not an overstatement to say that Nizam al-Din abridged al-Tafsir al-Kabir and incorporated this
summary as an essential part of his exegetical work.

Focusing on Nizam al-Din’s reception of al-Raz1’s emphasis on the thematic flow within
the surah, one can easily discern that al-Nisabiiri’s exegesis contained verbatim uncritical
citations of all of al-Razi’s observations on thematic connections. Al-Razi’s reliance on the
Mu ‘tazilite tradition for unearthing the connectedness of the surah units is also preserved in
Nizam al-Din’s exegesis. Following al-Razi, Nizam al-Din attributes many observations to their
Mutazilite providers. It is clear that Nizam al-Din had access to these Mu tazilite insights
through al-Razi’s exegesis, and not through direct access to the Mu ‘tazilite exegetical works. In
this way, al-Razi serves as a connecting link between the Mu‘tazilite and the Sunni exegetical
tradition.

Why does al-Nisabiiri resort to al-Razi’s exegesis as a major resource for his Ghara'ib al-
Qur’an? It is possible that al-Nisabtri’s interest in philosophy and science directs him to al-
Razi’s commentary. In his brief introduction to Ghara’ib al-Qur’an, al-NisabiirT presents al-Razi
as the best of later scholars (afdal al-muta’akhkhirin) who offer a synthesis of rationality and
tradition (al-ma ‘qiil wa al-mangiil and master the legal and theological issues (al-furi * wa al-
usul). Concerning al-Razi’s al-Tafsir al-Kabir, al-Nisabiir stresses that this title (the Grand
Commentary) says it all, because it combines countless issues (masa’il). It is clear that al-
Nisabiri is attracted to the astronomical masa il in al-Razi’s commentaries. The following is one
of the Qur’anic verses that is the focus of al-Razi’s astronomical and theological analysis:

“Your Lord is God, who created the heavens and earth in six Days, then established

Himself on the throne; He makes the night cover the day in swift pursuit; He created the

sun, moon, and stars to be subservient to His command,; all creation and command belong
to Him. Exalted be God, Lord of all the worlds!” (Q. 7:54).
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Having provided a lengthy discussion on the astronomical issues related to the verse, al-
Razi justifies his approach to the verse by assuming an objection. He writes, “Some fools and
ignorant people may object: Breaking with the normal, you have incorporated much of the
science of astronomy and stars in interpreting God’s Scripture. To these poor people, I say that:
were you to fully ponder on God’s scripture, you would recognize how corrupted your view
is.”*® Al-Razi then provides five reasons why his astronomical discussions relate directly to
Qur’anic interpretation.

First, the Qur’an frequently uses the celestial and terrestrial realms as indicators of divine
knowledge, power and wisdom. The profusion of such references in the Qur’an makes
astronomical contemplations permissible. Second, the Qur’an calls for reflections about how the
sky is made such as in the following “Do they not see the sky above them—how We have built
and adorned it, with no rifts in it” (Q. 50:7). Thus, astronomy is nothing but contemplations
about how the upper atmosphere is made. Third, the Qur’an, which commends reflections about
the human condition as in Q. 51:21, also asserts that the “creation of the heavens and earth is
greater by far than the creation of mankind, though most people do not know it” (Q. 40:57).
Therefore, that which demonstrates the divine wonders deserves greater contemplation. Fourth,
those who ponder the creation of the heavens and Earth are praised as those “who remember God
standing, sitting, and lying down, who reflect on the creation of the heavens and earth: ‘Our
Lord! You have not created all this without purpose- You are far above that!- so protect us from
the torment of the Fire” (Q. 3:191). If these astronomical contemplations were forbidden, there
would be no such praise. Fifth, the Qur’an encompasses the unique niceties of the religious and

rational sciences. Those who believe in the nobility of this text are of two categories: some who

18 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 14:99.
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have a general knowledge of these niceties and others who exhibit a deeper and more profound
understanding of these niceties. With these classifications, al-Razi deems the second group as
more cognizant of the Holiness of the Author, more genuine in faith and less doubtful about
God."’

Al-Nisaburi recapitulates many of al-Razi’s points on astronomy and theology. However,
al-Nisabiir1 is not merely quoting al-Razi without reservation. In his introduction, Nizam al-Din
posits that al-Razi’s exegesis also contains other undoubted stances of zawa’id and ghuthiith
(superfluous and graceless content).’® Accordingly, Nizam al-Din promises to incorporate,
explicate and critique al-Raz1’s insights in Ghara’ib al-Qur’an wa Ragha’ib al-Furgan. In the
works of Robert G. Morrison, al-Nisabiiri’s dependence on, and departure from, al-Razi’s
positions are clear."® For instance, Morrison observes that, while al-Razi is so passionate about
his Ash‘arite occasionalism that he denounces the philosophers’ naturalistic view of the causes
as operating by virtue of its zab ‘ (nature), al-Nisaburi provides space for the role of the causes:
“But denying the powers and the elements is also far from just treatment. And the truth is that
they [the elements] are instruments and intermediaries for what is above them in the way of
principles and causes.”?

However, constructing al-Razi’s positions on the philosophical issues is difficult. It is

challenging to select a passage or even a book that would represent al-Razi’s decisive view on a

' Ibid., 14:99.

'8 For instance, al-Nisaburi succinctly acts as an arbiter upon the Razi/Mu tazilite disputes, such as the questions on
free will and determinism (jabr). See al-Nisaburi, Ghara ib al-Qur’an wa Ragha’ib al-Furgan (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Tlmiyyah, 1996), 155-156. Al-Nisaburi also identifies instances where he sees al-Razi adopting interpretations
that are theologically congruent with Mu‘tazilite doctrines. See Majid al-Jallad, Nizam al-Din al-Nisabiri wa
Manhajuh fi al-Tafsir (Amman: Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabi, 2000).

9 Robert G. Morrison wrote extensively on Nisabiri. See, for instance, Islam and Science: The Intellectual Career
of Nizam al-Din al-Nisaburi (New York: Routledge, 2007); idem, “The Portrayal of Nature in a Medieval Qur’an
Commentary,” Studia Islamica, 94 (2002): 115-38; idem, “Natural Theology and the Qur’an,” Journal of Quranic
Studies 15, no. 1 (2013): 1-22; and “Reasons for a Scientific Portrayal of Nature in Medieval Commentaries on the
Qur’an,” Arabica 52 (2005): 182-203

2 Robert G. Morrison, “The Portrayal of Nature,” 120.
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philosophical issue. It is actually common to find al-Razi expressing different or evolving views
about the same theological problem (mas’alah).** To substantiate the view that al-Nisabari
departs from al-Razi’s adoption of occasionalism and sides with the philosophers, Morrison
analyses al-Nisabtiri’s commentary regarding the following: “Moses said, “Our Lord is He who
gave everything its form, then gave it guidance” (Q. 20:50). To Morrison, al-Nisabiiri’s
commentary “reiterates his belief in the elements’ existence.””” However, in considering al-
Razi’s commentary, it seems that al-Nisabuiri’s ideas are actually an abridged quote from al-
Razi.?

Contextualizing al-Razi’s critique of the philosophers’ association of fab‘ with the
immediate causes reveals that al-Razi is essentially criticizing the philosophers who utilize the
notion of tab “ as evidence for denying the Wise Planner (al-mudabbir al-kakim) or divine power
and will.** For instance, he provides commentary about the following “Who is it that guides you
through the darkness on land and sea? Who sends the winds as heralds of good news before His
mercy? Is it another god beside God? God is far above the partners they put beside Him” (Q.
27:63). In his commentary, al-Razi engages with the naturalists who deny that God sends the
wind on the ground that the natural causes of wind are verifiable. To demonstrate that knowing
the causes does not end the work of God, al-Razi provides the following answer:

Suppose this matter [of the scientific explanation of wind] is as they mentioned. The

operation and receptivity of causes is created by God. But for the layers of the

atmosphere and the sun and its effect in the vapors and smoke, nothing of these matters

would happen. It is known that whoever places causes that lead to great benefits and
profound interests is the actual creator of these benefits. In all cases, these matters testify

21 For the challenges of identifying al-Razi’s positions on theological issues, see Yasin Ceylan, Theology and Tafsir
in the Major Works of Fakhr al-Din al-Razr (Kuala Lumpur: International Institute of Islamic Thought and
Civilization, 1996), xiv-xv.

% 1bid. 120

2 See Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 22:57.

? Ibid., 24:180 and 30:47.

274



that there is a Wise Planner (mudabbir hakim) who is the Necessary Being (wajib It
dhatih), [needed] to stop the endless chain of needs.?

Similarly, al-Razi comments on the following text: “Among His signs, too, are that He
shows you the lightning that terrifies and inspires hope; that He sends water down from the sky
to restore the earth to life after death. There truly are signs in this for those who use their reason”
(Q. 30:24). He concludes that “for a rational person, a cause, regardless of how it works, is a
pointer to God’s power.”®® Furthermore, where al-Razi’s commentary includes passages
denouncing the Naturalists’ emphasis on fab ‘ as the actual cause, al-Razi accepts the immediate
causes as having an actual effect (athar) in some parts of his tafsir. He comments on the
following text: “It was He who spread out the earth for you and traced routes in it. He sent down
water from the sky. With that water We bring forth every kind of plant” (Q. 20:53). In his
description, al-Razi inclines towards the philosophers who see an actual effect caused by the tab
in water. Al-Razi here posits that those who support the notion of al-quwwah al-miida ‘ah (the
deposited power or the inherent ability to cause things which is placed in the natural agents by
God) do not fall into the category of blasphemy (kufr). Being aware that his position is at odds
with earlier theologians, al-Razi writes the following:

The second issue: the verse apparently indicates that God causes plants to grow
by means of bringing down water which has its athar (effect) on them. Supposing
this to be true does not violate any of the fundamentals of Islam, simply because it

is God Almighty who gave it these properties and natures. Yet, earlier theologians
deny that and say there is no effect associated with the causes at all.*’

% Ibid., 24:180 and 31:29.
Bl gy 0 O ghaag cypa¥ ailn it W Y5 cslght i Yoby Ais5815 8491 dnas § Wiy et Yyl 1 (Ul lonrw b Bkt Wb AU Aol DL ST5 0983 LS 81 OF
180 0 24 ¢ " lrt Al Talad (Wl Crly (oS> ke o 9081 0n 83185 o b Y 11 gl b (aBLL1 iy fud (o1 5wl glt GG Aally (S Ao aBlia J) 3B
% Ibid., 25:98.
S g2 3 LS 35 e Blall AT ggd 3gmgll Corly J) (g o o o Y Bemal) B3 a1 0 gl o 1 M5 igagd Oles LS 81 OF o Jgl Ul 41
27 Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 24:86.
Pl oda allasl sl g Ly wloems Y W) Jguofl (0 6 8 ks ¥ g i Mg 3T 4d slold 0800 Wbl 151 dlamilyy ()81 0 S 5% 48] Wil & e oy BT pall g AL
Adlad a5 Y Oglayy 41y S plSLl r el (S @il
" A e ol i Y lall (D31gh1 o s Silig olg e gk J @lall JB e Ll oS G St Y sLa ol sliasdl Ml STySly SN far e OF Gl OF Gely”

275



1.3 Abii Hayyan al-Gharnat (d. 745/1344)

In his introduction to al-Bahr al-Muhit fi al-Tafsir, Abt Hayyan of Granada specifies a
hermeneutical methodology to follow in tafsir: (1) consideration of the vocabulary and related
philological or syntactical notes, (2) interpretation of the verses along with the related occasion
of revelation (sabab al-nuziil) or abrogation reports (naskh), (3) consideration of the thematic
connection between verses/units, (4) conduct of variant readings of the Qur’anic text (Qira at),
and (5) implementation of legal rulings when applicable.?® Abi Hayyan follows these steps in his
commentary and adds sections concerning the flow of the surah units without specifying a
governing theme for the surah or a reason for the major topical transitions.

As far as al-Razi’s influence is concerned, there are many instances where al-Razi’s notes
on thematic relations are approvingly quoted in Abti Hayyan’s commentary. Examples include
the following: al-Razi’s explanation of how the divine attributes the Living, the All-Sustaining
(al-Hayy al-Qayyiim), in the initial verses of surah 3 (Al-‘Imran), are congruent with the surah’s
polemical engagement with a Christian audience.?® In the same vein, Abi Hayyan quotes al-
Razr’s elucidation of how the beginning of surah 4 (Al-Nisa’) is mirrored in its closure.
According to al-Razi, the epilogue and prologue of the surah place emphasis on divine power
and knowledge which are indicative of God’s majesty and glory—an emphasis that leads one to
abide by the obligations contained in the surah.*

However, Abai Hayyan is critical of al-Razi’s philosophically-oriented explanations of

the flow of the verses." Abii Hayyan’s interest in the thematic relations is not solely motivated

2 Aba Hayyan, Al-Tafsir al-Muhit (Beirut: Dar al-fikr, 2010), 1:12.

 For instance, al-Razi argues that these two epithets disprove the divinity of Jesus. He explains that Jesus’ daily
habits (as in the case of eating and drinking) and life events (as in the case of the crucifixion narrative) run counter
to the embodiment of the qualities of the Living, the All-Sustaining. See, al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 7:135.

% See Ra’fat al-Misti, Al-Mundasabat al-Qur aniyyah ‘inda al-Imam al-Razi ft Tafsirih Mafatih al-Ghayb (Amman:
Dar al-Nir, 2016), 485-491.

%! Ibid., 492-499.
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by al-Razi. Abt Hayyan’s teacher, Abu Ja‘far ibn al-Zubayr (d. 708/1308) can possibly be the
real influencer, because he devotes a work to the coherence of the surah entitled al-Burhan fi
Tanasub Suwar al-Qur 'an (The Evidence for the Correlations between the Surahs of the Qur’an),
which summarizes themes and the movement of meaning in all surahs of the Qur’an. For
instance, ibn al-Zubayr reads surah 2 (al-Bagarah) as an extension to, and explanation for, the
straight path (al-sirds al-mustagim) with which the opening surah (al-Fatihah) is closed.* In
addition, Abti Hayyan disregards some of al-Razi’s notes that illustrate the notion of the
Qur’anic intentional employment of variegated themes (fasrif) as explained in the previous
chapter. The fact that Abii Hayyan is selective in his citations of al-Razi’s observations on
thematic relations (mundasabat) can be narrowed down to two reasons.

First, it is possible that Abt Hayyan did not have direct access to al-Razi’s commentary.
There are two clues in al-Abi Hayyan’s discourse that supports this conclusion. In his
introduction to al-Bahr al-Muhit, Abt Hayyan states that most of his citations come from Al-
Tahrir wa al-Tahbir by ibn al-Naqib (d. 698/1299). Abii Hayyan describes ibn al-Naqgib’s work
as “the biggest written work of tafsir we ever saw” (akbar kitabin ra aynahiu sunnifa fi ‘ilm al-
tafsir). Describing how ibn al-Naqgib compiled this work, Abii Hayyan adds that ibn al-Naqib
used to ask his scribe to read out from an exegetical work before saying the following: “Copy
down this part: from this to this.” This process is followed in the exegetical works designated by
ibn al-Nagib, and most of the citations are attributed [to] their sources.”** Moreover, al-Biqa T (d.
885/1480), who is noted for his interest in detailed munasabat, states that Ibn al-Naqib’s
commentary explains the thematic connections in the surah. Sharing the same interest in

munasabat, al-Biqa‘1 found Ibn al-Naqib’s commentary in the library of al-Hakim’s mosque.

%2 See Ja'far ibn al-Zubay, Al-Burhan fi Tandsub Suwar al-Qur’an (Al-Dammam: Dar ibn al-Jawzi, 1428 AH,
2007), 84-89.
% Abii Hayyan, Al-Tafsir al-Muhit, 1:22.
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Having reading parts of it, al-Biqa‘T affirms the following: “I found out that it is true; yet the
munasabat focuses on the verses, not its sentences and the narratives as wholes, not their
verses.”*

Similarly, Abt al-Fadl al-MursT (d. 655/1257) could be the link between Abli Hayyan and
al-Razi. Following Abu al-Fadl, Abi Hayyan reads the following as the fifth blessing that the
Qur’an lists for the Israelites:*> “Moses said to his people, My people, you have wronged
yourselves by worshipping the calf, so repent to your Maker and kill [the guilty among] you.
That is the best you can do in the eyes of your Maker.” He accepted your repentance: He is the
Ever Relenting and the Most Merciful” (Q. 2:54). This is the same reading provided by al-Razi.
The reason why this may not be a coincidence is that it carries the same numbering of blessings
and the verse itself seemingly reports a punitive consequence for the Israelites, something al-
Razi tries to counter to preserve his numerations of the divine blessings for the Israelites.

The second possibility for Abli Hayyan’s selectiveness in citing al-Razi’s mundsabat is
the exceptional value Abt Hayyan attached to linguistic analysis in the exegetical process. For
example, Abii Hayyan evaluates Sibawayh’s al-Kitab as “the reliable source in the art of
interpretation” (al-mu ‘awwal ‘alayhi fi fann al-tafsir).*® To Abu Hayyan, understanding the
vocabulary and the sentence structure is sufficient for one to understand the verse. He is so
enthusiastic about this approach that he rebukes those who “claim that Qur’anic commentaries
are intrinsically in need of expository reports transmitted by Mujahid, Taws, ‘Ikrimah and their
peers or think that understanding the Qur’anic verses is contingent on these [reports].”37 In a

witty illustration, Abt Hayyan compares the exegetes who practice fafsir with an exclusive

# Al-Biga‘i, Nazm al-Durar, 1:7.

® Abi Hayyan, Al-Tafsir al-Muhit, 1:322.
% Ibid., 1:11.

¥ Ibid., 1:13.
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reliance on transmitted reports to someone who learns Turkish and, upon receiving a Turkish
message, “he backs away from examining and understanding the meaning contained therein until

he asks a Turkish Sanjar or Sunqur!”*®

It does not come as a surprise that Abii Hayyan admires
Ibn ‘Atiyyah and al-Zamakhshari as “the two horsemen of Qur’anic commentary.”39 Al-
Zamakhshari’s commentary is so well-received in al-Bahr al-Muhit that Abt Hayyan affirms
that al-Zamakhshari’s introduction to the Kashshaf is “sufficient to prove that al-Zamakhshart
was well-qualified to interpret the Qur’an and extract its subtleties (laza if).”*

Due to this substantial dependence on linguistic analysis, Abii Hayyan sometimes
dismisses some of al-Razi’s analysis as “a discourse that oscillates between philosophical and
Sufi ideas, both of which are alien to Arabic speech and ways [of expression].”*" This is a
statement that reflects the different approaches taken by Abi Hayyan and al-Razi. While Aba
Hayyan makes linguistic analysis foundational in interpreting the text, al-Razi insists that the
Qur’anic patterns in delivering its theological and mystical content should be added to the tools
through which the flow of the text can be explained. These distinct approaches made Abu
Hayyan side with al-Zamakhshari regarding some of the conflicting views between al-

Zamakhshari and al-Raz1.*?

1.4 Shams al-Din al-Isfahani (d. 749/1348)

The Isthan-born Shams al-Din spent most of his life teaching in Tabriz, Damascus and

Egypt where he died due to the plague of 749/1348.* He is known for his exegetical work

% Ibid., 1:13-14.

* Ibid., 1:21.

40 1hid., 1:20. ".068 cistel g1t 5 STA1 pouds § ail) asdal 4ttt ga 5"

41 See 1bid., 4:413-414. "erte 5 o o315 5 dons IS 5 g0 Lo 5 s 1 g Jits o35

%2 See Ra’fat al-Misri, Al-Mundsabat al-Qur aniyyah , 495.

* This exegete is not to be confused with Shams al-Din al-Isfahani (d. 688/1289). Both have the same surname
(lagab) and locality or place-name (nisbah). Moreover, both were directly influenced by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi.
However, the earlier Shams al-Din (d. 688/1289) is noted for his commentary on al-Mahsii/ and his dialectical work
Al-Qawa ‘id al-Kulliyyah fi Jumlah min al-Funiin al- ‘lImiyyah.
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Anwar al-Haqa 'iq al-Rabbaniyyah fi Tafsir al-Lata’if al-Qur aniyyah work and for a theological
work entitled Tasdid al-Qawa ‘id fi Sharh Tajrid al- ‘Aqa’id. In his introduction to the Anwar,
Shams al-Din lists dialectical reasoning as one of the prerequisites for the exegete.** This
explains why his introduction to his commentary includes a discussion about fundamental
theological issues, such as human actions, the basis of ethical judgments (tahsin wa taqbih),
anthropomorphism, and the holiness of God.

With regard to his Qur’anic commentary, a cursory reading of al-lsfahant’s tafsir
illustrates that he relied primarily on two works: al-Zamakhshari’s Kashshaf and al-Razt’s
Mafatth al-Ghayb.* Whereas al-Zamakhshari’s work is a source of rhetorical analysis, al-Razi’s
commentary is a source of munasabat and theological discussions. Unfortunately, al-Isfahani’s
commentary has not yet been published.”® Examining the manuscript of al-Isfahani’s
commentary on surah 2 (al-Bagarah), one can easily discern that al-Isfahani places great
emphasis on explaining the movement of meaning in the surah. To this end, al-Isfahani adopts
al-Razi’s views and provides verbatim quotes of al-Razi’s explanation of the unit shifts in the
surah. As far as the influence of al-Raz1’s tafsir is concerned, al-Isfahani’s commentary made al-
Raz1’s conception of the surah structure and Qur anic dialectical reasoning more normalized in

Damascus and Egypt. The biographies on al-Isfahani reveal that he was well-respected in

* Shams al-Din al-Isfahani, Al-Mugaddimat, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahim (Dubai: Ja’izat Dudai al-Dawliyyah If
al-Qur’an al-Karim, 2019), 272.

** Shams al-Din’s student, al-Bulghari, tells us that his teacher instructed him to consult al-Razi’s and al-
Zamakhshari’s commentaries to verify the quoted parts. There are also references to al-Tha‘labi’s commentary al-
Kashf wa al-Bayan. See Ibid., 26-27. See also, Al-Dawudi, Tabaqat al-Mufassirin (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 2008),
2:260.

*® However, al-Isfahani’s commentary was edited in a series of unpublished dissertations by a group of researchers
in Imam Mohammad Ibn Saud Islamic University in Riyadh. The first part of the commentary (which included the
introduction, surahs 1 and 2) was edited by Ibrahim al-Huwaymil in 1989, and the last part (which included Surah
54 al-Qamar through Surah 114 al-Nas) was edited by ‘Abd al-Mun‘im al-Hawwas in 2002.
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Damascus (where his contemporary Ibn Taymiyyah honored his views) and in Egypt (where the
Mamluki Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawtn used to attend his classes).47

1.5 Ibn ‘Adil al-Hanbalt (d. ca. 880/1405)

Al-Raz1’s exegetical influence travels all the way to Damascus to appear in the large full-
featured al-Lubab fi ‘Ulim al-Kitab (The Kernel: On the Sciences of the Scripture) by the
Hanbalite exegete Ibn ‘Adil.*® As seen in Nizam al-Din’s exegesis, Ibn ‘Adil’s exegesis relies
heavily on al-Raz1’s tafsir. In surah 2 (al-Bagarah) alone, al-Razi is referred to as Ibn al-Khatib
around one hundred and sixty times, not to mention the countless anonymous quotes from
Mafatth al-Ghayb. Al-Razi’s notes on the thematic connections within the surah are usually
quoted in a verbatim manner. Like Nizam al-Din, Ibn ‘Adil approvingly quotes the Mu tazilite
exegetes on munasabat as appears in al-Razi’s commentary. In al-Lubab, the Mu ‘tazilite voice is
not limited to thematic relations but extends to include other hermeneutical issues. For instance,
Abi Muslim’s reinterpretation of the proof-texts utilized by the majority Sunni view to support
the wide use of abrogation (naskh) are uncritically quoted from al-Razi’s commentary without
any rejoinders.

Ibn ‘Adil not only incorporates al-Razi’s contributions to mundasabat in a complete and
verbatim manner but also assimilates many of al-Razi’s kalam and theological discussions into

the Lubab and engages with the Mu ‘tazilite theological stances. Under the direct influence of al-

*" Shams al-Din al-Isfahani, Al-Mugqaddimat, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahim (Dubai: Ja’izat Dudai al-Dawliyyah It
al-Qur’an al-Karim, 2019), 16.

“8 Concerning Ibn ‘Adil’s Hanbali juristic expertise, ibn ‘Adil wrote a gloss (Hashiyah) on al-Muharrar fi al-Figh
by Majd al-Din ibn Taymiyyah (d. 652), the grandfather of Tagiyy al-Din Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728/1328). As for Ibn
‘Adil’s death date, the biographical works show much discrepancy in designating the exact year. Even though some
suggest that Ibn ‘Adil died after 880 A.H. based on a note at the end of Ibn ‘Adil’s commentary on surah 20 (Taha).
The note indicates that the commentary on surah 20 was concluded in Ramadan of the year 880 A.H. However, al-
‘Awlaqt argues that there is another note that suggests that the whole commentary was completed in Ramadan of the
year 879 A.H. Investigating Ibn ‘Adil’s network of teachers and students, al-‘Awlaqi suggests that an earlier date
for Ibn ‘Adil’s death, possibly the year 775/1374, is more plausible. See al-‘Awlaqi, Al-Dars al-Lughawi ‘inda ibn
‘Adil al-Hanbali fi Kitabih al-Lubab fi ‘Uliam al-Kitab (Damascus: Nur Hiran, 2020), 21-24.
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Razi, an unusual case can be witnessed: a Hanbalite siding with his contemporaneous Ash ‘arites
concerning many major theological issues. Most notable is the allegorical interpretation of the
divine epithets that communicate seemingly anthropomorphic qualities as in the cases of hand,
wrath, and istiwa.*® In discussion about how to approach the divine epithets of wrath (ghadab),
wonder (ta ‘ajjub), and deception (makr), Ibn ‘Adil quotes a Razian canon in full:
The basic rule with regard to these words is to say: each of these states (aswal) has some
accompanying matters that arise in the beginning and effects that emanate from them at
the end. Take wrath (ghadab) as an example. It is a state that materializes in the heart
upon the boiling of the heart blood and hot temper. However, its eventual effect lies in
bringing harm to those to whom anger applies (al-maghdiib ‘alayhim). Therefore, when
you hear anger ascribed to God, take it as a reference to the end-results, not the
beginnings of the attributes. And apply this to the rest.>
Additionally, Ibn ‘Adil applies a similar approach to the epithets of wonder (¢a ‘ajjub) and
deception (makr). Why would a Hanbalite normalize al-Razi’s exegesis? This question becomes
more pressing in recalling the intense theological debates between Ibn Taymiyyah and al-Razi.
For instance, Ibn Taymiyyah writes the voluminous Dar’ Ta'‘arud al-'Aql wa al-Nagl
(Debunking the Contradiction Between Reason and Revelation) in response to al-Razi’s attack
against the Karramiyyah in his Ta'sis al-Tagqdis (Establishing Divine Holiness).® The
normalization of al-Razi’s approach to tafsir in a Hanbalite exegetical commentary is significant,
especially when one recognizes that al-Razi’s commentary not only represents an Asharite

authority but also validates theological interactions with the philosophers and the Mutazilites. In

the case of Ibn ‘Adil, this normalization of al-Razi’s theological standpoints sheds new light on

**This is why al-Maghrawi counted Ibn ‘Adil among the Ash‘arite exegetes. See ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Maghrawi, Al-

Mufassiriin bayna al-Ta wil wa al-Ithbat fi Ayat al-Sifat (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 2000), 3:1113-1151.

* Compare al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 1:130 with Ibn ‘Adil, Al-Lubab fi ‘Ulim al-Kitab, 1:155. Same cannon was

reiterated in al-Razi’s commentary and closely followed in Tbn ‘Adil’s commentary. See al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb,

1:211 with Ibn ‘Adil, Al-Lubab fi ‘Uliam al-Kitab, 1:225.
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%! For a devoted study on Ibn Taymiyyah’s Dar’, see Carl Sharif EI-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya on Reason and

Revelation: A Study of Dar’ ta ‘arud al- ‘aql wa-I-naql (Leiden: Brill, 2020).
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the theological reception of Ibn Taymiyyah in later Hanbalite circles.’” Ibn ‘Adil’s adoption of
al-Razi’s theological approach to divine attributes cannot be separated from the fitnah (civil
strife), that breaks out in 835/1432 between the Hanbalites and the Ash‘arites in Damascus.

This civil strife erupts as a result of Abu al-‘Ala’ al-Bukhar’s (d. 841/1438) Muljimatu
al-Mujassimah (Bridling the Anthropomorphists) in which Abu al-‘Ala’ declares it blasphemous
to call Ibn Taymiyyah “Shaykh al-Isiam.”*® Abii al-‘Ala’ spent most of his life in India, Mecca
and Egypt and was greatly honored in these places. He was well trained in theology as he studied
under Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazani (d. 793/1390). Upon finishing Hajj, Abu al-‘Ala’ resided in
Damascus where he became familiarized with Ibn Taymiyyah’s theological opinions. According
to Abu al-‘Ala’, the theological problems into which Ilbn Taymiyyah fell were mainly

anthropomorphism and the denial of the eternity of the punishment in hell.>*

These theological
problems as interpreted by Abu al-‘Ala’ were sufficient to issue a fatwa against calling Ibn
Taymiyyah Shaykh al-ls/am. With regard to the Qur’anic language of anthropomorphism which
describes God as having hands, eyes, and a face and to be sitting on His throne, Ibn Taymiyyah

insists that these qualities must be affirmed as people understand them, alongside another

affirmation that God is incomparable to humans. Meanwhile Ibn Taymiyyah does not endorse

%2 Similarly, Ibn Taymiyyah’s legal views were also critically received in later Hanbalite jurisprudence. See
Christopher Melchert, “The Relation of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya to the Hanbali School of Law,”
in Islamic Theology, Philosophy and Law: Debating Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, ed. Birgit Krawietz
and George Tamer with Alina Kokoschka (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), 146-161. See also Abdul Hakim Al-Matroudi,
The Hanbali School of Law and Ibn Taymiyyah (London: Routledge, 2006). H. Laoust presents Ibn Taymiyyah as
the representative of the Hanbalite community; however, Caterina Bori reexamines this representation. See H.
Laoust, “Le Hanbalisme sous les Mamlouks Bahrides (658/784—1260/1382),” Revue des Etudes Islamiques 28
(1960): 1-71; and idem, Essai sur les doctrines sociales et politiques de Taki-d-Din Ahmad b. Taimiya, canoniste
hanbalite né a Harran en 661/1262, mort a Damas en 728/1328 (Cairo: Imprimerie de D’institut frangais
d’archéologie orientale, 1939); and Caterina Bori, “Ibn Taymiyya wa-Jama‘atuhu: Authority, Conflict and
Consensus in Ibn Taymiyya’s Circle,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, ed. Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed
(Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2010), 23-52.

> See ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Bukhari, Muljimatu al-Mujassimah, ed. Sa‘id Fidah (Beirut: Dar al-Dhakha’ir, 2013).

> Abu al-‘Ala’ also adds two other juristic views for which he attacks Ibn Taymiyyah: (1) the denial of the
intentional journey to visit the grave of the Prophet and saints, and (2) counting the three verbal pronouncements of
divorce in one setting as only one instance of divorce. See Abi al-‘Ala’ al-Bukhari, Muljimatu al-Mujassimah, ed.
Sa‘1d Fudah (Beirut: Dar al-Dhakha’ir, 2013), 39.
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that God is a physical being (jism). This is where Abu al-‘Ala’ found Ibn Taymiyyah’s views
inaccurate and inconsistent.

Abi al-"Ala’ posits that the supporters of Ibn Taymiyyah defend their position by
resorting to the following principle: “lazim al-madhhab laysa bi madhhab” (What necessarily
follows from a position is not binding for its proponents). Even though this principle has its own
applications in different theological and juristic discourses, Abt al-‘Ala’ argues that this
principle does not apply to the clearly rational questions. To Abi al-‘Ala’, it is nonsensical to
state the following: | acknowledge that this number is 4 without necessarily acknowledging that
it is an even number.>

Abiu al-‘Ala’ was fully aware that the salaf (the first three generations of the Muslim
community) believed in these Qur’anic references; such as the hand and the eyes, bila kayf
(without how). However, he seems to argue that Ibn Taymiyyah believes in bila kayf na ‘lamuh
(without a knowable how). In other words, the salaf believe that there is not a how, whereas Ibn
Taymiyyah argues that there is a how, but humans do not know it. With this subtle difference,
Abu al-‘Ala’ affirms that the salaf adopted a doctrine of tafwid (i.e., relegating the meaning of
these references to God without believing in the how). Furthermore, Abii al-‘Ala’ adds that later
theologians and rhetors, such as ‘Abd al-Qahir and al-Zamakhshari, opt to endorse the allegorical
interpretations of these references in accordance with God’s knowledge, power, will, and so on.*®
For instance, “hand” is a reference to power and benevolence, whereas “anger” is a reference to

punishment.

*® Abi al-‘Ala’ al-Bukhari, Muljimatu al-Mujassimah, 61. The Hanbalite lbn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1116) highlighted
paradox as well. See Ibn al-Jawzi, Kashf shubhat al-Tashbih, ed. al-Kawthari (Cairo: Al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah Ii
al-Turath, n.d.). For Ibn al-Jawzi’s intra-Hanbalite polemic and theological reasoning in the hanbalite school, see M.
Swartz, A Medieval Critique of Anthropomorphism: Ibn al-Jawzi’s Kitab Akhbar as-Sifat: A Critical Edition of the
Arabic Text with Translation (Leiden: Brill, 2002).

% Abii al-‘Ala’ al-Bukhari, Muljimatu al-Mujassimah, 67-73.
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Regardless of how Ibn Taymiyyah’s views are critically reviewed in Hanbalite circles, he
is typically deemed a great Hanbalite scholar. This is why Ibn Nasir al-Din (d. 842/1438)
countered Abii al-‘Ala’’s provoking call with a treatise entitled Al-Radd al-Wafir ‘ala man
za‘ama anna Ibn Taymiyyah Shaykh al-Islam Kafir (The Sufficient Response to Whomever
Claims that Ibn Taymiyyah, the Shaykh of Islam, Is an Infidel). The book is a biographical
dictionary of eighty seven scholars who call Ibn Taymiyyah “Shaykh al-Islam.”®’ With these two
adverse representations of lIbn Taymiyyah, a civil strife erupts and finally ends, when the sultan
intervenes by forbidding the reproachment of different schools of thought—except for issues that
receive jjma ‘ (unanimous agreement).”®

Given this context, Ibn ‘Adil’s acknowledgment of al-Razi as a fundamental authority in
theology and exegesis is a declaration of siding with the Ash‘arites who expressed theological
concerns on the Hanbalite trap of anthropomorphism (zajsim). In his support of the allegorical
interpretation, Ibn ‘Adil usually presents the issue of tajsim, as in his detailed discussion on
“Rather, both His hands are outstretched” (Q. 5:64). Here, ibn ‘Adil’s is a kalam discussion that
is completely borrowed from al-Razi’s exegesis without attribution.”® In the Ash‘arite and
Maturidite circles, there is a common self-compliment that their theological stances are
embraced by the vast majority of the legal jurists, including the Malikis, Shafi‘Ts, Hanafis and the
noble Hanbalis (fudala’ al-Hanabilah) as asserted by Taj al-Din al-Subki (d. 771/ 1370).60 Thus,

Ibn ‘Adil’s exegetical commentary, al-Lubab, seems to practically support al-Subki’s view.

> See Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimashgt, Al-Radd al-Wafir (Beirut: Al-Maktab al-Islami, 1991).

*8See Ibn Hajar, Inba’ al-Ghumr bt Anba’ al- Umr, ed. Husayn Habashi (Cairo: Al-Majlis al-A‘1a Ii al-Shu’@in al-
Islamiyyah, 1972), 3:476-477. The fitnah was similarly covered in Hanbalite biographical dictionaries. See, for
instance, Ibn al- Tmad, Shadharat al-Dhahab fi Akhbar man Dhahab, ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Arna’ut and Mahmud al-
Arna’tGt (Damascus: Dar ibn Kathir, 1986), 9:307-308.

% Compare Ibn ‘Adil, Al-Lubab fi ‘Ulim al-Kitab, 7:427-429 with al-Razi, Al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 36-37.

% See Taj al-Din al-Subki (d. 771-1370), Mu d al-Ni ‘am wa Mubid al-Nigam (Beirut: Al-Maktabah al-‘ Asriyyah,
2007), 63.
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Given the Razi content in the Lubab, one can easily discern that Ibn ‘Adil, like Nizam al-
Din, summarized al-Razi’s tafsir and incorporated it into the Lubab. However, Ibn ‘Adil’s
summery is more extensive than Nizam al-Din’s. This larger summary partly accounts for the
large size of the Lubab. Another important reason for Ibn ‘Adil’s encyclopedic tafsir is the space
given to other frequently-quoted exegetes such as Ibn al-Samin al-Halabi (d. 756/1355), al-
Qurtubi (d. 671/1273), and al-Baghawi (d.510/1122). Other exegetes are less quoted; such as, al-
Zamakhshari, Ibn Hayyan, Ibn ‘Atiyyah, and Abii Bakr al-Razi (Ahkam al-Qur’an). The
inclusion of these variegated exegetes turns Ibn ‘Adil’s Lubab into a compendium of theological,
rhetorical, philological, syntactical, and legal exegesis. Such encyclopedic works were a typical
tendency during the Mamluk period.

1.6 Burhan al-Din al-Biqa ‘1 (d. 885/1450)

With the emergence of al-Biqa T’s Nazm al-Durar fi Tanasub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar, the
study of how verses and sentences within verses are tied together becomes an independent ‘ilm
(science) or area of study that attracts the first devoted work that is primarily designed to explore
the thematic relations in and between the surah verses.%! In his introduction to Nazm al-Durar,
al-Biqa‘1 is fully aware that he is not providing his readers with a regular work on tafsir but
rather a novel independent branch of knowledge ( i/m) that examines not merely how surah units
or section are interrelated but also how each sentence leads smoothly and seamlessly to the
adjacent sentence or verse. For instance, al-Biqa‘1 introduces the study of thematic connections
in the Qur’an in the same way any ‘%/m is introduced in the classical period. Basic elements for

delineating the boundaries of a %/m would typically include its definition, subject-matter,

% As will be explained later, al-Biga‘T was not the first to deal with the mundsabat as an independent ilm but the
first to devote an entire commentary to explore this ‘ilm more specifically. He was preceded by al-Zarkashi, who
introduced the munasabat as a neglected area of Qur’anic studies that received more attention from al-Razi and less
attention from others.
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significance and method. For what he calls ‘ilm al-Munasabat (The Science of Thematic
Connections), al-Biqa‘1 provides the following definition: “It is a science through which the
reasons for arrangement are recognized.”®® Concerning the subject-matter of this science, al-
Biqa‘1 specifies “the parts of what needs to be examined as far as arrangement and thematic
connections are concerned.”® Highlighting the parts here seems to be indicative of al-BiqaT’s
emphasis on the micro-mundasabat (rather than the identification of major sections in a text). For

— (=9

this reason, al-Biqa ‘T’s commentary is rightfully described as the book of lamma (since God said
X, therefore He said ), which is the most frequently repeated word in al-Biqa T’s commentary.**
Moreover, al-Biqa'T moves on to stress the significance of this science by describing it as the
“secret of rhetoric” (sirr al-balaghah) because this science examines how meaning (al-ma ‘ani)
corresponds with the situational context (ma igtadahii al-hal). He goes further to state that
mundasabat is to Qur’anic commentary what rhetoric is to syntax.

Concerning the methodology he suggests for his micro-analysis of thematic relations in
each surah, al-Biga‘1 relies on two major strategies: (1) determining the major theme of the surah
and thereby explaining how the surah content conforms to it, and (2) providing Biblical citations

to explain and support the connections between the surah parts.®® For the first strategy, al-Biqa‘T

gives the credit to his teacher Abi al-Fadl al-Bija’'1 (d. 864/1460) who taught him that the key to

82 AI-Biqa ‘1, Nazm al-Darar fi Tanasub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar, 1:5.

% Ibid., 1:5.

% Al-Biqa‘T described his commentary as the Book of Lamma. At the end of Nazm al-Darar, al-Biqa‘T praised his
work stating, with a poetical pun, & gwi% & s (This is the Book of lamma that gathered all meanings together). See
Al-Biqa ‘i, Nazm al-Darar fi Tandsub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar, 8:621.

% For al-Biga‘T’s use of Biblical passages to elucidate the Qur’anic context and not merely to engage in polemical
discussions, see Walid Saleh, “‘Sublime in Its Style, Exquisite in its Tenderness’: The Hebrew Bible Quotations in
al-Biqa'7’s Qur’an Commentary,” in Adaptations and Innovations, ed. Y. Tzvi Langermann and Josef Stern (Paris:
Peeters, 2007), 331-47. See also, Walid Saleh and Kevin Casey, “An Islamic Diatessaron: Al-Biqa‘T’s Harmony of
the Four Gospels,” in Translating the Bible into Arabic. Historical, Text-critical, and Literary Aspects., eds. S.
Binay and S. Leder (Beirut: Orient-Institut Beirut, 2012), 85-115. For the possible reasons why al-Biga‘1
incorporated Biblical passages in his commentary, see Samuel Jonathan Ross, The Biblical Turn in Modern Qur an
Commentary, (PhD Diss., Yale University, 2018), 138-166.
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understanding the movement of meaning in a given surah lies in deciphering its governing
theme, the constituent parts that conform to this theme and the digressions related to these
parts.®® Al-Biqa T’s commitment to these two strategies is so strictly followed that, surprisingly,
there is limited use of transmitted reports to explain individual verses (as is usually seen in other
traditional commentaries). This is the reason why al-Biqam presents his commentary as
“unprecedented” (fann lam yusbagq ilayhi) and reaches it through “contemplation” (tadabbur) in
response to “This is a blessed Scripture which We sent down to you [Muhammad], for people to
ponder on its messages, and for those with understanding to take heed” (Q. 38:29).%” Given the
two strategies that explain the formation of Nazm al-Durar, al-BiqaT’s own description of his
work does not seem to be an overstatement. This unprecedented step in zafsir attracts many
criticisms and enemies to al-Biqa‘1. He counters this criticism three times in three different ways.

First, in the introduction to his commentary, al-Biqa'1 provides a list of many previous
exegetes who highlight the significance of the study of the thematic relations in the surah. In his
theoretical defense of the micro-analysis of the surah structure, al-Biga‘i, in his introduction,
quotes al-Zarkashi’s endorsement of this field of Qur’anic studies and appraisal of al-Razi for his
theoretical and practical affirmation that “most of the subtleties of the Qur’an are lodged in its
arrangement and thematic connections.”® Furthermore, in his commentary of surah 2 (al-
Bagarah), al-Biqa‘1 supports his own practical project by quoting al-Razi’s noted comment at the
end of his presentation surah 2 (al-Bagarah). Through Shams al-Din al-Isfahani (d. 749/), al-
Biqa ‘1 quotes al-Razi’s observation:

Whoever ponders on the subtleties of composition in this surah and its fine arrangement
would know that as the Qur’an is miraculous in its eloquent wording and noble meaning,

% Al-Biqa ‘i, Nazm al-Darar fi Tanasub al-Ayat wa al-Suwar, 1:11.
67 1hid 1-

Ibid., 1:3.
% See al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 10:113.
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it is also so by virtue of the arrangement and composition of its verses. Most likely, this is

the meaning intended by those who attach its matchlessness to its style. Yet, the majority

of exegetes turned away from these subtleties paying no attention to these niceties.®

Here one can notice that al-Razi is appealed to as an authority, yet al-Biqa'T presents al-
Razi through another link, as in the case of al-Zarkashi and Shams al-Din al-Isfahani. There are

-

other indications that al-Biqa‘T consults al-Razi’s commentary. For instance, in his discussions
regarding the question of whether prophets were sent to the angels, al-Biga‘T affirms that he
consults al-Razi (who is usually identified as the Imam) and determines that the latter does not
report any unanimous agreement (ijma ‘) on this issue.”

However, the most frequently consulted source for al-Biqa ‘1 is Miftah al-Bab al-Mughlaq
It Fahm al-Qur’an al-Munzal by Abi al-Hasan al-Harrali (d. 638/1241).” The centrality of al-
Harrali in al-Biga‘T’s exegesis is also noted by al-Munawi (d. 1031/1621) in his Sufi biographical
work al-Kawakib al-Durriyyah. "? Second in importance comes al-Burhan fi Tartth Suwar al-
Qur’an by Andalusian Abt Ja'far ibn al-Zubayr (d. 708/1308), who is usually quoted in the
beginning of the presentation of each surah, maybe as a fulfillment of al-Bija'1’s advice.

Second, al-Biqa ‘T wrote another major work on munasabat entitled Masa ‘id al-Nazar It
al-Ishraf ‘ala Magasid al-Suwar as a supplement to his commentary. In this work, one can easily

discern two main features. The first is the many favorable laudatory notes (faqariz) regarding the

significance of his commentary. These notes come from leading jurists of the four main Sunni

% Al-Biqa ‘1, Nazm al-Darar, 1:6.

"0 See Akram al-Mawsili, Al-Imam Burhan al-Din al-Biga T (808-885 AH) wa Manhajuh fi al-Tafsir (Jordon: Dar al-
Fath, 2014), 130.

™ For an Arabic edition of the Miftah, see Turath Abi al-Hasan al-Harrali al-Murrakushi fi al-tafsir, ed. al-Khayyatt
ed. (Al-Dar al-Bayda’: Matba at al-Najah al-Jadidah, 1997). For a complete study on the life al-Haralli, see Paul
Nwyia, “Abu al-Hasan ‘Al al-Haralli,” in Mélanges de 1’Université Saint-Joseph (Beirut: Dar el-Machreq Sarl,
1990). For a more devoted study on al-Haralli, especially his theological and mystical circles and influence on al-
Biqa'17’s commentary, see Faris Casewit, Harmonizing Discursive Worlds: The Life and Times of Abu al-Hasan al-
Harralr (d. 638/1241) (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2019).

"2 In the words of al-Munawf, al-Biqa T relied so heavily on al-Harralli that the latter was the former’s main resource
(ra’s malih) and wherever he stops, al-Biqa‘T does. See Al-Munawi, Al-Kawakib al-Durriyyah fi Tarajim al-Sadah
al-Sifiyyah (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 2008), 2:190
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legal schools (madhahib): Shafil, Maliki, Hanafi and Hanbali. Not only do these scholars
endorse al-Biqa‘1’s exegetical methodology, but many also highlight the legitimacy of al-Biga‘1’s
choice to include extended quotes from the Bible. The second feature of this work is its emphasis
on the virtues of each surah through a list of transmitted reports. These two features seem to be
al-Biqa'1’s way of silencing the opposing camps that were critical of the detailed munasabat and
the lack of the traditional transmitted reports in zafsir.

Third, it seems that the laudatory notes of the jurists who side with al-Biga‘7 are not
sufficient to end the controversy around the Biblical quotes in Nazm al-Durar. In defense of his
Biblical citations, al-Biqa'T writes a separate book entitled al-Agwal al-Qawimah fi Hukm al-
Nagl min al-Kutub al-Qadimah.™

Al-Biga‘T’s focus on the micro-analysis of thematic relations in a given surah does not
necessarily mean that he neglected the broader context. Founding his strategy for deciphering
mundasabat on the general purpose of the surah (or what he even called “its ‘amiid”) al-Biga‘1
had to handle the broader context of the surahs on many occasions.”* To prove that his
identification of the axis of the surah is correct, al-Biqa‘t becomes interested in connecting
different verses and parts of the surah together. An example of this can be noted in his

commentary on Q. 2:163: “Your God is the one God: there is no god except Him, the Lord of

Mercy, the Giver of Mercy.” Al-Biqa ‘T argues that this verse is connected with the closing part of

¥ See Walid Saleh, “A Fifteenth-Century Muslim Hebraist: Al-Biga‘T and His Defense of Using the Bible to
Interpret the Qur’an,” Speculum 83 (2008): 629-54. For a critical edition of al-Biqa‘1’s Nugul, see Walid Saleh, In
Defense of the Bible: A Critical Edition and an Introduction to al-Biga 7’s Bible Treatise (Leiden: Brill, 2008).

™ Al-Biqa'T’s use of the ‘amiid of the surah, here, indicates that al-Farahi might have been inspired by al-Biga‘T’s
introduction to his commentary. What substantiates this presumption is that the first printed edition of al-Biqa‘T’s
Nazm al-Darar appeared in India through Da’irat al-Ma‘arif al-‘Uthmaniyyah. The first volume was published in
1969 and the last in 1984. The Indian interest in this commentary may be put down to the rising interest in
munasabat study and Biblical use. See Akram al-Mawsili, Al-Imam Burhan al-Din al-Biqa T (808-885 AH) wa
Manhajuh fi al-Tafsir (Jordon: Dar al-Fath, 2014); and Walid Saleh, “Al-Biqa‘T Seen Through Reuchlin: Reflections
on the Islamic Relationship with the Bible,” in Medieval Exegesis and Religions Difference, ed. Ryan Szpiech (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2015). Also al-Farahi and his student al-Islahi had an interest in incorporating
Biblical passages in his tafsir. See Mustansir Mir, Coherence in the Quran: A Study of Islahi’s concept of Nazm in
Tadabbur-i Qur’an (Kuala Lumpur: Islamic Book Trust, 2011), 6.
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V. 29: “It was He who created all that is on the earth for you, then turned to the sky and made the
seven heavens; it is He who has knowledge of all things.” Here, al-Biga‘1 not only refers to a
thematic relation but also a syntactic connection (‘aff).” Being cognizant of the potential
rejection of this view by virtue of the large gap between these two verses, al-Biga ‘1 highlights the
Qur’anic disputative nature which, to al-Biqa ‘i, allows for such distant connections. Referring
his readers to the way al-Baqillant and his contemporaries arrange their arguments, al-Biqa '
explains that when one establishes a case, they follow it with sufficient evidence and further
demonstrations. However, when one finds that their opponents are not fully convinced; one
would resort to different manners of demonstration with a restatement of the original argument.”

Similarly, al-Biqa‘T’s connections between thematic relations and the situational context
of the surah pushed him to reject the notion of saj ‘ in the Qur’an. To him saj * IS necessitated by
the context, and it is not merely employed for stylistic purposes. Relying on Abii Hayyan’s
commentary, al-Biqa‘T approvingly quotes al-Razi’s opinion that the inversion of the order of
Qur’anic words (as in the case of pre and post-positioning or taqdim wa ta khir) “is not for the
purpose of saj because the matchlessness of the Qur’an is not merely located in the wording but
in the meaning.”’’ Al-Biga‘T relies on his mundsabat to demonstrate that sqj‘ is primarily
employed to serve the meaning. For instance, whereas “Moses and Harin” are usually associated
in this order in the Qur’an, surah 20 (Taha) breaks that pattern and introduces Hariin first as in Q.

20:70. Many exegetes explain this Qur’anic variant by the need to maintain the musicality of the

> Al-Biga‘i, Nazm al-Durar, 1:291.

® Ibid., 1:292.

" Al-Biqa‘i, Masa ‘id al-Nazar Ii al-Ishraf ‘ald Magasid al-Suwar (Riyadh: Maktabat al-Ma‘arif, 1987), 1:178.
Compare with al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 26:16.
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Qur’anic fasilah (a term used to refer to saj  cases in the Qur’an).”® However, al-Biga‘T has a

different interpretation. He observes the following:
Surah [20] Taha shows a great consideration of the vizier (al-wazir) and the instruction to
seek him... In this surah, Moses specifically requested a vizier. Due to this added
emphasis on him (the vizier), he (Hartn the vizier) was prepositioned to signal this
significance. For the same reason, it is said in the [same] surah “We are the [two]
Messengers of Your Lord (rasila rabbik)” (Q. 20:47). Yet, in surah [26] Al-Shu‘ara’,
[rasiil, messenger] is used in the singular form since there was no focus on that [emphasis
on the vizier] therein.”

1.7 Jalal al-Din al-Suyiti (d. 911/1505)

Al-Suyiti is renowned for his exegetical work al-Durr al-Manthir fi al-Tafsir br al-
Ma 'thiir (The Scattered Pearls of Tradition-based Exegesis).®® However, his works on Qur’anic
exegesis is a complete compendium of rafsir, yet they appear in different complementary titles.
The Quran-related works include an introduction to Qur’anic studies (as in the Itgan fi ‘Uliam al-
Qur’an, al-Tahbir fi ‘llm al-Tafsir, Mu ‘tarak al-Aqran fi Ijaz al-Qur’an and Usil al-Tafsir),
Qur’anic laws (as in al-Iklil fi Istinbat al-Tanzil), exegetical glosses (as in his gloss Nawahid al-
Abkar on al-Baydawi’s commentary), biographical dictionaries (as in Tabagat al-Mufassirin),
and occasions of revelation (as in Lubab al-Nugiil fi Asbab al-Nuziil) 2

However, al-Suyuti produces three other works about thematic relations in the Qur’an.
The first two works are very small in size: one on how the beginning of each surah corresponds
with its closure (Marasid al-Matali* fi Tanasub al-Magati* wa al-Matali ‘) and another on the

thematic sequence of the Qur’anic surah entitled Tandasuq al-Durar fi Tanasub al-Suwar.

8 Many Asharites distinguish between fasilah and saj by stating “in fasilah, the wording follows the meaning,
whereas, in sqj ‘, the meaning follows the wording.” See, for instance, al-Suyuti, Al-Izqan, 3:702.

™ Al-Biqa‘i, Masa ‘id al-Nazar, 1:183.

8 For an analysis of al-Suyiiti’s exegetical goals of stressing the tradition-based commentary, see Shabir Ally, “The
Culmination of Tradition-based Tafsir The Qur’an Exegesis al-Durr al-manthir of al-Suyati (d. 911/1505),” (PhD
diss., University of Toronto, 2012).

8 For instance, al-Suyiti’s al-Izgan could be considered an introduction to his Qur’anic compendium. With regard
to the tafsir that is based on transmitted reports, he wrote al-Durr al-Manthiir. Legal rulings of the Qur’an appear in
a special work al-Zkfil fi ‘Uliim al-Tanzil (The Crowning Book on the Sciences of Revelation).
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However, the most important work al-Suytitt writes on thematic relations is Qatf al-Asrar fi
Kashf al-Asrar. This commentary covers almost one third of the Qur’an: from surah 1 (al-
Fatihah) to surah 9 (al-Tawbah). In this commentary, rhetorical analysis is highly emphasized;
that is, many exegetes (e.g., al-Zamakhshari, al-Razi, Abti Hayyan, and al-T1ibi) are often quoted.
Part of this analysis addresses an interest in unearthing the thematic relations among units in the
surah. Mostly, the thematic explanations of the topic shifts in the surah are from al-Razi through
Shams al-Din al-Isfahani. For instance, the major shifts in surah 2 closely follows al-Razi’s
theory, especially the idea of a theological trilogy, the general and particular blessings of the
Israelites, the centrality of Abraham in the argumentation of the surah, and the intentional

blending of the legal and the spiritual for mutual reinforcement.®?

2. Beyond al-Razi: The Echo of Munasabat Elements in Two Seventh-Century Works
of Rhetoric

Even though many exegetical works are either influenced or inspired by al-Razi, some
seventh/thirteenth century rhetorical works can also be credited for facilitating the exegetical
interest in munasabat as part of the medieval commitment to the doctrine of Qur’anic
inimitability (i jaz). Regarding Arabic literary analysis, the seventh/thirteenth century marks an
observable turn to exploring Qur’anic takhallus: a continuity device that, when explored,
concerns how a transition is effected from one unit to another. In this way, takhallus in balaghah
is closely related to mundasabat in the Qur’an. However, an individual by the name of al-Ghanimi
appears to oppose the Qur’anic takhallus. In response, both Ibn al-Athir and ibn Abi al-Isba‘
highlight the Qur’anic takhallus as a literary feature that ensures a smooth flow of the surah

material. Whereas ibn al-Athir provides a counterargument against al-Ghanim1’s rejection of

8 See for instance, al-Suyiti, Qasf al-Azhar fi Kashf al-Asrar (Doha: Wazarat al-Awfaq, 1994), 1:208, 210, 215,
220, 239, 319, 364, 368, 499, 539 and 547.
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takhallus in the surah, ibn Abi al-Isba‘ presents takhallus as the locus of Qur’anic matchlessness
(wajh al-i jaz) that is easily perceptible by astute critics (al-Auththag min dhawi al-naqd).

Before examining some examples from ibn al-Athir and ibn Aba al-Isba‘ (and to sense
why these two authors posit that denying Qur’anic takhallus is rhetorically problematic), it is
helpful to shed some light on how medieval literary critics celebrated takhallus in the Arabic
Qasidah. In the following brief review of takhallus, it can be seen that the masterful employment
of takhallus is associated with the unity of the Qasidah, poetical arbitration, poetical skills and
aesthetics.

2.1. Takhallus in the Qasidah

| begin with one of the earliest references attributed to Abt ‘Ubaydah ibn al-Muthanna
(d. 209/824) in al-Hatimi’s Hilyat al-Muhadarah. 1bn al-Muthanna refers to few verses by
Zuhayr ibn Abiu Salma, al-A ‘sha, Hatim al-Ta’'1 and Dha al-Rummah as aksanu takhallus i al-
‘Arab (best takhallus by the Arabs) without saying da * dha (leave this) or ‘ud ‘amma tara (return
from what you see). For instance, he quotes Zuhayr’s transition point:
pRADe o dlgadl oS Jg O Cuaagla Jidal)

Indeed, the stingy, wherever he goes, is blameworthy,
Yet, the generous, in every case, is Harim

Here Zuhayr closes his introduction through blaming the stingy and then introducing the
mamdiih, Harim, for the first time as the antithesis of stinginess. In this way, the introduction is
sewn together with the original purpose of a eulogy. Ibn Abu al-Isba“ celebrates this connection:
not only the contrast cut created to introduce the mamdih but also the verbal connection in the
word lakin (yet) which is sliced to connect the two hemistiches of the verse. For him, Zuhayr

manages to make the two themes “fully-intertwined both rhythmically and thematically.”®® In

8 Ibn Abii al-Isba‘, Tahrir al-Tahbir (Cairo: Al-Majlis al-A‘1a I al-Shu’@in al-Islamiyyah), 434.
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other words, the topic shift from the introduction to the madh is thematically facilitated by the
creation of contrast and rhythmically tied, as the two hemistiches, representing the two topics,
share parts of the word lakin: the contrast word that plays the role of binding the two themes.

In his Mi ‘yar al-Shi ‘r, Ibn Tabataba places emphasis on the idea of unity in the Arabic
Qasidah and uses the term takhallus so that it becomes the most widely-used term to denote the
transition from one ma ‘na to another. He observes that “poetry has fusil as those of treatises.
Thus a poet needs to gently bind his talks together and to move from love-lyric to panegyric and
from panegyric to complaint with the gentlest transition and best narration without separating the

8 To Ibn Tabataba, it seems that the challenge a poet faces is

new topic from the previous one.
not the limitation of the poem to one theme but the skill to move from one theme to another. To
him, poetry is a hirfah or craft with a long traditional history, part of which is the conventional
themes of the Qasidah that ought to be followed. As a poet is encouraged to creatively reach
sabqg (originality), he is still required to follow the already-established rhetorical norms in his
sabk (formulation). For instance, Ibn Tabataba presents some foundational tools for the making
of a poet: “profound knowledge in linguistics, absorbing the / rab, narrating the arts of literature,
recognizing people’s biographies, their pedigree, merits and demerits, and recognition of the
Arabs’ ways of [composing] poetry and expressing the meanings in every art.”® Al-Hatimi
follows in the steps of Ibn Tabataba and affirms the validity of the parts of the Qasidah and the
necessity of a smooth transition. He explicitly notes the following:

One of the rules of the nasib with which the poet commences his poem is that it has to be

intermixed with the adjacent madh, dhamm, or other [theme], without any disconnection

since the Qasidah is like the creation of man whose parts are so interconnected that if one
part is separated from the other, or proves to be dissimilar in its original composition, the

8 |bn Tabataba, ‘Iyar al-Shi ‘r (Damascus: Mansharat Ittihad al-Kuttab al-‘Arab, 2005), 178
85 [p:
Ibid., 6
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body will suffer a blemish that diminishes its charms and leaves no trace of the hallmarks
of its beauty.®®

Even though he observes that the muhdathiin pay more attention to the takhallus
technique, he still quotes pre-Islamic poets, like al-Nabighah al-Zubyani, whose takhallus is
celebrated as original and naturally flowing as a Bedouin poet “ladle from the kernel of his heart
and draw from his improvised thoughts.”87

Takhallus mastery is so celebrated that it becomes a means of poetical arbitration. For
instance, in his poetical arbitration between al-Mutanabbi and his opponents in al-Wasatah
bayna al-Mutanabbt wa khusumih (The Mediation between al-Mutanabbi and His Detractors),
al-Qadt al-Jurjani uses husn al-takhallus wa al-khuriij® as an area of comparison between poets
to conclude that “Al-Buhturt was fully concerned about his beginnings. Abii Tammam and al-
Mutanabbi explored takhallus in every way possible and paid it all attention; yet, al-Mutanabbi
reached the desired [level] and proved to be more skillful and more productive.”® However, al-
Jurjani identifies some examples of al-Mutanabbi’s takhallus as “repulsive.” Unlike al-Jurjani
who generally preferred the Mutanabbi’s takhallus, Tbn Waki‘ al-Tinnisi focuses on criticizing
al-Mutanabbi in al-Munsif fi naqd al-shi r wa bayan sarigat al-Mutanabbi wa Mushkil Shi ‘rih. It
is interesting here that takhallus was a criterion al-Tinnisi used to criticize al-Mutanabbi.
However, Abt Mansir al-Tha‘alibi (d. 429/1038) devotes part of his al-Yatimah to al-Mutanabbi

illustrating examples of his fine takhallus. Additionally, under al-Jurjani’s influence, some other

examples of “not good takhallus” are listed.

8 Al-Hatimi, Hilyat al-Mukadarah (Baghdad: Dar al-Rashid, 1979), 1:215.

¥"Ibid., 215

8 Al-Jurjani was preceded by two earlier works on literary criticism, Qudamah ibn Ja‘far’s Naqgd al-Shi - and Nagd
al-Nathr and al-Amid?’s Al-Muwazanah bayna Abu Tammam and al-Buhtur?. Al-Jurjant wrote his book in response
to Abii al-Qasim Ibn ‘Abbad’s (d.385/1042) Masawi’ al-Mutanabbi.

8 Al-Jurjani, Al-Wasdrah bayna al-Mutanabbi wa Khusimih (Beirut: Al-Maktabah al-* Asriyyah, 2010), 51.
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Another aspect of celebrating takhallus in medieval literary theory is the focus on its
aesthetics. For instance, al-Tinnisi’s discussion about takhallus provokes the impression that
takhallus becomes part of the listeners’ predictability and a source of aesthetics for them. One
can say that what fakhallus is to the Qasidah, a climax is to the narrative in the sense that both
the takhallus and the climax bring the reader to “the turning point.” Al-Tinnis1 reports about the
story of “Ali ibn Harlin asking his father about the best takhallus a poet has designed to move to
madh or dhamm. Answering this question, the father affirms that only the muhdathiin are
interested in this madhhab. However, he adds that Ibn Wuhayb al-Himyari’s takhallus t0 madh is
unanimously recognized as hasan (or fine).” It seems that the creativity in this takhallus lies in
the creation of an “image” that binds the nasib and the madh together. When lbn Wuhayb
describes the darkness of the night, he observes rays of light penetrating through the darkness to
create a morning that is full of such brightness that resembles the Caliph’s face.

This subtle shift from his wasf to madh is appreciated as the poet closes his introduction
with the light that is picked up to describe the caliph in the adjacent unit.”* This created
muwa ‘amah (correlation) can provide an aesthetic pleasure for the listeners. As takhallus eases
the transition,” it also amuses the listener who “feels the transition from the first discourse only
when he is already engaged with the second topic due to the intensity of the [textual]
intermixture, consolidation and concordance.” This is the magic of takhallus as is supposed to
be felt by the listeners. This structural and aesthetic function of takhallus explains why some

early critics included takhallus as a fann and others as one of the muhassinat.

% Al-Tinnisi, Al-Munsif (Damascus, Dar Qutaybah, 1982), 82-83.

° In Balaghah manuals, this simile is also called al-tashbih al-maqliib (the Reversed Simile) because the poet
compares the light to the caliph, not the other way around.

%2 For this reason, al-Zarkasht and al-SuyiitT used the term al-taw¢i ‘ak, which roughly means “paving” and is
indicative of a deliberate gradual movement from one ma ‘na to another.

% Al-Hamawi, Khizanat al-Adab (Beirut, Al-Maktabah al-‘Asriyyah, 2006), 1:329.
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The implications of this dual function of takhallus appear in the works of later
rhetoricians. As far as the structural function of takhallus is concerned, Hazim al-Qartajanni (d.
684/1211) classifies poems into basit at al-aghrad (of a simple theme, such as those purely for
madh or ritha’) and murakkabah (with compound themes, such as those with nasib and madih).**
Due to the sophistications associated with compound poems, Al-Qartajanni prefers poets who
compose compound poems that are ba id al-marami (insightful and inventive) and evaluates
other poets as ghayr ba 7d al-marami (non-insightful). ® Al-Qartanjanni’s preference is justified
by the poet's ability to employ an artful takhallus and thereby move from one ma ‘na to another
smoothly, selecting the suitable diction that matches each theme, without forgetting to place
greater emphasis and focus on the beginning of each new ma ‘na.

Regarding the aesthetic function of takhallus, al-Qazwint (d.739/1338) stresses the role
that takhallus plays in engaging the listeners in the reception of the poem by emphasizing the
muwa amah (or correlation) between the two joined units, as this muwa’amah enhances the
listeners’ activity and motivates them to keep listening. Al-Qazwini describes the listeners’
predictability: “The listener is watchful to see how the transition from the nasib to the actual
purpose is achieved: if the transition is good and fitting, it will make the listener more energetic
59596

and helps him to listen attentively to what follows; otherwise not.

2.2. Takhallus in the Surah

The significance of takhallus as a criterion for poetic excellence and preference
communicates more about ibn al-Athir’s reaction to the voices against the employment of
takhallus in the Qur’anic text. In his al-Mathal al-Sa’ir, Ibn al-Athir (d. 637/1239) starts his

discussion on the Quranic takhallus with a vehement rejection of al-Ghanimi’s claim that

% Al-Qartajanni, Minhaj al-Bulagha’ (Beirut, Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1986), 303.
95 H

Ibid., 324
% Al-Qazwini, Al-Idah (Riyad: Maktabat al-Ma ‘arif, 2006), 455.
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takhallus does not occur in the Qur’an. In response to al-Ghanimi, Ibn al-Athir presents his
understanding of the function of takhallus in the Qur’an and supports this view with some
Qur’anic examples. He writes the following:®’
This view is flawed (fasid), simply because the reality of takhallus is the movement from
one discourse (kalam) to another through a subtle allusion (lasifak) that harmonizes
between the discourse one moves from and the discourse one shifts to. In this regard the
Qur’anic examples are manifold; such as, the movement from admonition to warning-
based reminders, and from glad news for Heaven to commandments, prohibitions,
promise and threat, from decisive (mukkam) to allegorical (mutashabih) from a
description of a delegated prophet and a divinely sent angel to the defaming of devilish
rebels and obstinate tyrants—all [effected] by delicate allusions and notions that
intimately hold all [constituents] together.*®
This passage demonstrates that Ibn al-Athir has a clear understanding of the function,
requirement and purpose of takhallus as a conventional structuring feature in the Qur’an.
According to him, it seems that the diversity of topics within a surah does not constitute a
problem as long as they are intimately woven into the text. Ibn al-Athir moves on to illustrate his
position on takhallus by celebrating how it functions in the story of Abraham as mentioned in Q.
26: 69-102. In this example, the reader can observe how the surah employs the takhallus
technique to expand smoothly from Abraham’s argumentation with the idolaters to a list of
God’s attributes to a set of prayers and finally to an eschatological note. To appreciate the
takhallus solutions in this passage, one may ask some pre-reading questions, such as the
following: How could one move from a discussion on criticizing the idolatry to a description of
God, to a description of the Last Day and the reward and punishment prepared for the righteous

and the wicked without causing some abrupt shifts? Here is the passage:

And rehearse to them (something of) Abraham’s story.
Behold, he said to his father and his people: “What worship ye?”

YL Sy el e g IS Sl3 e 80 alge £, DTN By ) £ ) pISIlg s 5 Y WIS oy @IS0 ey s 5T L) 9IS 0 g g8 U] el i O sl Jgdl a7
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% |bn al-Athir, Al-Mathal al-Sa’ir (Beirut: Al-Maktabah al-‘ Asriyyah, 2010), 2: 251.
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They said: “We worship idols, and we remain constantly in attendance on them.”
He said: “Do they listen to you when ye call (on them)?”

“Or do you good or harm?”

They said: “Nay, but we found our fathers doing thus (what we do).”

He said: "Do ye then see whom ye have been worshipping,

Ye and your fathers before you?

For they are enemies to me; not so [except for (illa)] the Lord and Cherisher of the
Worlds;

Who created me, and it is He Who guides me;

Who gives me food and drink,

And when | am ill, it is He Who cures me;

Who will cause me to die, and then to life (again);

And who, | hope, will forgive me my faults on the day of Judgment.

O my Lord! bestow wisdom on me, and join me with the righteous;

Grant me honorable mention on the tongue of truth among the latest (generations);
Make me one of the inheritors of the Garden of Bliss;

Forgive my father, for that he is among those astray;

And let me not be in disgrace on the Day when (men) will be raised up;

The Day whereon neither wealth nor sons will avail,

But only he (will prosper) that brings to Allah a sound heart;

To the righteous, the Garden will be brought near,

And to those straying in Evil, the Fire will be placed in full view;

And it shall be said to them: “Where are the (gods) ye worshipped

Besides Allah? Can they help you or help themselves?”

Then they will be thrown headlong into the (Fire), they and those straying in Evil,
And the whole hosts of Iblis together.

They will say there in their mutual bickerings:

By Allah, we were truly in an error manifest,

When we held you as equals with the Lord of the Worlds;

And our seducers were only those who were steeped in guilt.

Now, then, we have none to intercede (for us),

Nor a single friend to feel (for us).

“Now if we only had a chance of return we shall truly be of those who believe!” (Yusuf
Ali Translation)

Ibn al-Athir begins his comment on appreciating the takhallus in this passage with the

following text: “this discourse intoxicates the minds and bewitches the mindful and is sufficient
for the seekers of baldghah.”gg In a long discussion, 1bn al-Athir is impressed by how Abraham
arranges his general arguments and works his thematic transitions. After he refutes the idolatry,

Abraham starts to talk about the God to whom worship must solely be attributed. 1bn al-Athir

% |bn al-Athir, Al-Mathal al-Sa 'ir, 2:133-234.
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sees the transitional sentence in “For they are enemies to me; not so [¥! except for] the Lord and
Cherisher of the Worlds” as the exception that opened an avenue for Abraham to list the
attributes of the God Who is worthy of worship. Then Abraham “moves to what matches these
attributes by offering sincere prayers.” Among his prayers is one dedicated to obtaining salvation
or removal of disgrace on the Day of Judgment. This very prayer provokes a smooth transition to
a portrayal of the righteous and the wicked.'®

Furthermore, Ibn Abi al-Isba“ presents a general observation about Quranic takhallus:
Takhallus is permeated throughout the whole Quran, from beginning to end. You may
come across some parts in the Quran that are seemingly discontinuous without
recognizing a way to harmonize them; yet, if you have a deeper look [into the text] along
with a trained faculty of this craft [of balaghah], the harmony will appear to you.'%*

With observation in mind, Ibn Abi al-Isba“ explains the connections between the first two

verses of surah 17:

“Glory to Him who made His servant travel by night from the sacred place of worship to the
furthest place of worship, whose surroundings We have blessed, to show him some of Our signs:
He alone is the All Hearing, the All Seeing. We also gave Moses the Scripture, and made it a
guide for the Children of Israel. ‘Entrust yourselves to no one but Me, you descendants of those
We carried with Noah: he was truly a thankful servant” (Q. 17:1-3).

Ibn Aba al-Isba‘ notices the shift from discussing Muhammad’s Night Journey (al-Isra’)
in v. 1 and Moses’ reception of the divine scripture in v. 2. To him, the juxtaposition of these
verses seems dissonant; yet, with some scrutiny, they appear congruent on the grounds that
Moses had a similar experience. Depending on an embedded background, Ibn Abt al-Isba“
explains the following:

God mentions that He took Muhammad, God’s peace and blessings be with him, on a

night journey to show him some of His signs and to send him to His servants as He took
the terrified Moses on a night journey from Egypt till he [Moses] reached Madyan and

100 H
Ibid., 234
%L Ibn Abi al-Isba‘, Tahrir al-Tahbir (Cairo: Al-Majlis al-A ‘14 If al-Shu’@in al-Islamiyyah), 433.
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got married to Shu‘ayb’s daughter. As Moses took her on a night journey, God addressed
him, sent him to Pharaoh and gave him the Book.”%

In the words of al-Razi, the juxtaposition is that of honor: Muhammad was honored by

experiencing the Zsra’ and Moses by receiving the scripture.

3. The Special Case of Abii Ishaq al-Shatibi (d. 790/1388)

Having recognized the direct impact of al-Razi’s approach to the surah on many later
exegetes and the possible role of Arabic balaghah in promoting this exegetical tendency, it is
worth closing this discussion on the development of the post-Razi study of the surah design with
Abii Ishaq al-Shatibi. What distinguishes al-Shatib1’s case is that his view of the surah design
emanates from his expertise in legal theory. Additionally, al-Shatibi’s exploration of the structure
of surah 23 (al-Mu’'miniin) is done in a way that differs from that of al-Razi—even though the
former adopts the theological trilogy of divine unity, prophecy and resurrection.

In his well-received al-Muwafaqgat fi Usial al-Shari‘ah (The Reconciliation of the
Fundamentals of the Law), renowned Andalusian legal theorist al-Shatibi (d. 790/1388) devotes
a long section on the hermeneutics of the Qur’an as one of the main sources of shari‘ah. In his
view, the nazm of the surah derives no benefit (la yatim bihi fa’idah) unless the surah is
considered in its entirety (illa ba ‘da istifa’i jami iha bt al-nazar). He adds that the method of
confining the reading of a given surah to one portion of it is analogous with confining the
reading of a given verse to one part of it. In other words, al-Shatibi posits that as half-verse
reading may lead to a misreading or misinterpretation, so may half-surah reading.

From theory to practice, al-Shatibi outlines some surahs and treats each one as consisting
of a unified message despite its heterogeneous nature. His illustration of the structure of surah 23

(Al-Mu’'mintn) reflects a clear approach. He initiates his discussion with a note referring not

102 1hid., 434.
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only to the surah, but also to the defining content of the Meccan Quran. He posits that the main
concern of the Meccan surah is the worship and obedience of God, a goal that is achieved by
tackling a trilogy of thematic dimensions: wahdaniyyah (monotheism), nubuwwah (prophethood)
and ba th (bodily resurrection). Furthermore, al-Shatibi adds that these three theological goals
are usually associated with seemingly disparate but essentially related topics; such as, past
narratives, targhib (exhortation), tarhib (warnings), amthal (parables), gasas (stories), jannah
(heaven), nar (hell), and so on.

Thereafter, al-Shatibi refocuses his attention on surah 23 and states that the surah reflects
the Meccan trilogy of themes (i.e., divine unity, prophecy and resurrection). Of these three
themes, al-Shatibi identifies Muhammad’s prophecy as the dominant theme of the surah. He also
notes that the pagan chiefs’ (ashraf) denial of the concept of prophethood is greater emphasized
in the surah. Al-Shatibi observes that the ashraf, driven by haughtiness and superiority (as the
surah reveals), raise the objection of bashariyyah (being human) to argue that it is most unlikely
for God to send a messenger like them and to view themselves as more worthy of the office of
prophecy than the prophet himself. This is an issue that was also raised in the Q. 43: 31.
Consequently, al-Shatibi concludes that the content and phraseology of the surah revolves
around this concept of bashariyyah as the focal point of the ashraf’s objections.

For an easier understanding of al-Shatibi’s holistic reading of surah 23, the following

outline reflects his view of the surah structure:

Section I: Prophethood and the Ashraf Challenge

Part I. Introduction on countering the ashraf’s vainglory

1-11  Virtues that lead to real falah (success) and the divine elevation of mortals
12-16 Human creation and humility

17-22 Divine providence and human dominance on earth

Part Il. Prophets as Exemplars of Virtues as opposed to the ashraf’s vainglory
23-30 Nuh
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31-41 Unnamed messenger
42-44  Messengers at regular intervals
45-49 Missa and Hartin
50- Special reference to Jesus, Son of Mary
51-52  Consoling the messengers
53-56  Exposing the ashraf’s vainglory
Part 111. Closure
57-61  List of virtues
Section I1: An Eschatology of the Ashraf
Part I. Introduction
62-65 Recorded deeds and imminent punishment
Part Il. The ashraf facing death
68-98 A series of reproaching points that the ashraf will face on the Doomsday
99-114 A detailed account of the ashraf’s sufferings in hell
Part 111. Closure
115-116 Moral insight for the afterlife
Section I11: A Final Postlude:
117-118 Warning against losing falah and a prayer

Regarding the thematic shifts in the first forty eight verses, al-Shatibi starts with a cluster
of three units: the first part (vv.1-11) focuses on the qualities servants ought to have to receive
divine honor (rafa ‘ahu biha Allah wa akramah), the second part (vv.12-16) on the creation of
man (including fetal developments), and the third part (vv. 17-22) on the many manifestations of
divine providence for man who was granted manifold blessings and dominion over things. % Al-
Shatibi continues his unit-by-unit analysis and indicates the surah’s shift to the gasas or
prophetic narratives (vv. 23:48). Then, he illustrates that the recurring objection in each narrative
is mainly about bashariyyah (mortality) as both the formula “this is merely a mortal (bashar)
like you™ and the word mala’, indicative of honor and prestige, are reiterated in many verses (as

in 24, 33, 34, 38, 44, and 47).

103 1hid., 3:465.
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One may wonder the following: what are the relationship among this sequence of (1)
moral virtues, (2) fetal developments, (3) divine blessings and (4) narratives of past prophets?
Looking ahead for a literary escalation point, al-Shatibt does not struggle with the juxtaposition
of this trilogy of the first three units. Contextually, he refuses to read them as “disparate
fragments” but instead observes them as preliminary counterarguments in anticipation of the
chiefs’ subsequent accusation of bashariyyah around which, al-Shatibi believes, the surah will
revolve. Reducing this bashariyyah accusation to something deeply rooted in arrogance, al-
Shatibi argues that the initial units of the surah guards against arrogance, as the first note
elaborates on servanthood and obedience to God, the second on human weakness (as evidenced
by the surah description of fetal developments), and the third on human iftigar (essential need),
as they cannot survive without divine providence.'®

In this way, al-Shatibi’s description of the role of the first three units resembles
psychological priming; that is, exposing someone to something that would later influence their
behavior. The proposal of the fetal development along with the divine blessings on humans
(without which there would be no survival) serve as a stimulus to influence how later pieces of
information are perceived by the same audience. Al-Shatibi’s method of recognizing the
connectedness of these units rests on the assumption that the text is dialectical in nature and is
part of a conversation with active listeners. As practiced by al-Razi, al-Shatibi attempts to
uncover the implied dialectical role of the surah units as a means to understand the flow of the
surah material.

Having demonstrated the recurrence of the bashariyyah objection in the prophecy
narratives, al-Shatibi singles out the special reference (v. 50) to ibn Maryam wa ummahu (The

Son of Mary and his Mother) to demonstrate the validity of prophets who are humans. Then, al-

10% 1hid., 3:466.
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Shatib1 pinpoints that the closure in vv.57:61 refers to the virtues and spiritual states one needs to
develop to enjoy divine honor. This unit serves a two-fold function: (1) responding to the
opponents who take pride in their wealth and children and neglect the moral criteria in receiving
divine honor vv. 54-55 and (2) exhibiting chiasmus with the initial unit vv. 1-11, as both list a
number of virtues exemplified by the successful servants of God.

Concerning the employment of the stories of previous prophets, al-Shatibi opines that the
thematic subtext of bashariyyah not only explains the generation of the Qur’anic narrative but
also affects the way prophecy stories are phrased and presented. He argues that a major function
of these stories is that they offer solace and support to the prophet during times of distress, which
were caused by the pagans’ obstinacy ( inad) and rejection of his message as a lie (takdhib). Al-
Shatibi continues by arguing that the different accusations of falsehood provoke the different
wording and focus of the same stories in different surahs due to ikhtilaf al-ahwal (the different
circumstances).'®

Finally, al-Shatibi reads the rest of the surah vv. 62:118 as a discussion on the
eschatological fate of those mutrafiin (the wealthy), who are alluded to in the introduction and
explicitly mentioned in the prophecy narratives of the surah. Interestingly enough, al-Shatibi
states that if one read this second part of the surah as an elaboration on the fate of the mutrafin,
one would discover that the thematic approach, which he set in the beginning of his discussion of
the controlling theme, is still operative in the surah. Furthermore, he finishes his discussion with
the note that the door is open for all who wish to apply his schema on the rest of the Quranic

surahs.*®

1% 1bid., 3:467.
106 1hid., 3:466 "l 1 s 5 Tt SUB T e Sl 3 Yo e 5" “Whoever wants to extend the application to the rest of the
Qur’anic Surahs, the door is open, and with God comes success.”
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Neal Robinson illustrates many examples of chiastic patterns in the surah and reveals the
recurring words and phrases diffused in the first and second section of the surah.®” Robinson
reaches many conclusions that align with al-Shatib1’s insights on the structure of the surah. For
instance, both agree that the prophets or envoys in the surah are the exemplary believers who
embody the virtues listed in the initial part of the surah. They also both acknowledge that the
surah has two major sections with slight differences. However, Robinson’s eye for chiastic
patterns (in contrast with al-Shatibi’s eye for the thematic subtext) recognizes the divergence of
their viewpoints regarding the interrelations between some units. For instance, where al-Shatib1
reads the three-unit introduction as containing counterarguments to the anticipated claim of
bashariyyah and its associated corollaries (which would soon be diffused throughout the surah),
Robinson explains vv. 12-16 on human creation and development as an extension of the
discussion on Adam on the grounds that the first unit vv. 1-11 ends in the inheritance of paradise.
For Robinson, this implicitly evokes the character of Adam. It is true that Robinson’s analysis
helps to explain the immediate juxtaposition of these two units and the role of the second unit in
easing the transition to the resurrection discussion. This thematic sequence is supported by the
recurring Qur’anic strategy of employing God’s power in creation to illustrate His ability to
recreate. However, al-Shatibi’s finding of the thematic thread that binds all units together adds
more cohesiveness to the text, while not ruling out Robinson’s insights.

By the same token, Robinson’s expectations for symmetrical patterns makes him view
the first section as well-formed whereas the second section on eschatology is described as being

5,108

“comparatively hollow”'% and judged as “less structured.”*® However, considering vv. 66-98 as

197 Robinson, Neal, “The Structure and Interpretation of Strat al-Mu’mintn,” Journal of Qur anic Studies 2, no. 1,

(2000): 89-106.
198 1hid., 92.
109 1hid., 100.
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a deliberate digression that lists some reproaching points, which would be used against the
ashraf on Judgment Day, would keep the eschatological section coherent. This digression gives
another chance for the ashraf to reconsider their takdhib and rethink their position as the
reproaching points forecast a rebuttal to some excuses they would make on the Judgment Day.
Al-Shatib1’s reading of surah 23 demonstrates a clear approach that focuses on a thematic subtext
or generative theme that provides the surah with direction and purpose and explains the
generation of meaning, or what Muhammad Abt Masa calls tawalud al-ma ‘ant (the generating

of meaning).**

Conclusion

The adoption of al-Razi’s approach to the surah structure in later exegetical works is
easily traceable in theologically oriented commentaries, as in the cases of Burhan al-Din al-
Nasafi, Nizam al-Din al-NisabiirT, Ibn ‘Adil and others. Furthermore, the emphasis on Qur’anic
takhallus in classical Arabic rhetoric in the seventh/thirteenth century onwards appears to have
played some role in calling attention to the structural analysis of the topic shifts in the surah. Al-
Razi’s commentary seems to have been an advantageous resource for meeting this balaghah
need—especially when one recognizes that classical exegetes were trained in balaghah. In
addition, the interest in considering the surah structure moves beyond the exegetical and
rhetorical literature to find a place in legal discussions. The example of al-Shatibi’s approach to

surah 23 highlights the value of a holistic reading of the surah for a legal theorist, who calls for

19 Aba Miisa applies this concept in his study of the Hawamim in four volumes. One can easily discern that Abd

Misa represents a modern amplification and development of this al-Shatibi’s suggested method. An independent
study on Abl Misa’s rhetorical analysis would be necessary to illustrate the relevance, feasibility, restorability and
improvability of classical balaghah in the literary analysis of the Qur’anic text. See Abii Miisa, A/ Hamim: Ghafir-
Fussilat (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 2009); idem, 4] Hamim: al-Shiira, al-Zukhruf, al-Dukhan (Cairo: Maktabat
Wahbah, 2010); idem, Al Hamim: al-Jathiyah-al-Ahgaf (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 2011); and idem, Al-Zumar-
Muhammad wa ‘Alaqatuhuma bi Al Hamim (Cairo: Maktabat Wahbah, 2012).
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such a holistic reading of the surah to ensure proper understanding of the first source of Islamic

law: the Qur’an.
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Conclusion

In this dissertation, | examine Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s contributions to the development of
the concept of Qur’anic composition (nazm). Drawing on some Mu ‘tazilite exegetical sources
and utilizing his own dialectical and theological training, al-Razi treats the surah as a unified
composition. In his view, the nazm of the surah is corroborated and sustained through theological
argumentation that can be read in accordance with the Qur’anic dialectical and persuasive
strategies. In other words, recognizing the way the Qur’an argues and the persuasion strategies it
employs is necessary to decipher the surah structure. Failing to recognize this guiding principle
leaves al-Razi’s readers with the impression that Mafatih al-Ghayb is merely concerned with the
thematic relations between verses or units—as indicated in different previous studies.

To gain a fuller understanding of al-Razi’s approach to Qur’anic nazm, | devote Chapter
One to providing a succinct overview of the pre-Razi treatment of nazm and pinpoint that the
early interest in Qur’anic nazm is closely associated with the doctrine of Qur’anic inimitability.
This early association directs the literary analysis of the Qur’an to the examination of two
questions: “what is in the lafz that produces a unique literary piece?” And how does one account
for the orderly sequence of the Qur’anic verses in a given surah? Such stimulating questions turn
the focus of Arabic rhetoric to the examination of two complementary trajectories. The first
focuses on the rhetorical effects of the figures of speech, stylistic features, syntactical relations
and aesthetics. These rhetorical endeavors culminate in the works of ‘Abd al-Qahir’s Asrar al-
Balaghah (The Secrets of Rhetoric) and Dala’il al-Ijaz (Signs of Inimitability) and al-
Zamakhshari’s al-Kashshaf (The Unveiling Commentary). However, the second trajectory
focuses on exploring the different thematic threads that bind adjacent verses together. This

approach was mainly undertaken by Mu ‘tazilite exegetes, as in the case of al-Hakim al-Jushami.
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Al-Razi commentary Mafatth al-Ghayb reveals that he is reasonably au fait with both literary
trajectories. In response to these developments, al-Razi values ‘Abd al-Qahir’s works and
abridges them in his Nihayat al-ljaz (The Ultimate Brevity). Furthermore, al-Razi incorporates
many of al-Zamakhshari’s literary observations in Mafatih al-Ghayb. In addition, he develops
the second trajectory of nazm and expands it to include the examination of what a surah or a
large of block of its units seeks to convey.

How does al-Razi read the surah more holistically? To answer this question, the study
demonstrates the ways in which al-Razi highlights the dialectical nature of the surah as an
interpretive strategy in understanding the surah architecture. In this regard, | identify three
foundations al-Razi lays down for approaching the surah as argumentation. Chapter Two
explores these three foundations. In the first foundation, al-Razi seeks to validate his approach by
referring to the many disputations between the prophets and their adversaries in the Qur’an. This
validation is culminated in al-Razi’s affirmation that engaging in dispute is intrinsically part of
the prophetic career (kirfat al-anbiya’). With this solid Qur’anic foundation, al-Razi introduces
another correlating foundation: interpreting the Qur’an requires a theologian-exegete, who can
decipher the Qur’anic methods of argumentation. Finally, he unravels a literary technique that he
finds to reflect the Qur’anic self-image, namely, tasrif or the Qur’anic diversification of themes
in a single surah. He situates this literary phenomenon as part of the persuasive and dialectical
nature of the Qur’an.

Having demonstrated al-Razi’s foundations for approaching the surah as argumentation,
the study addresses one of its core aims, that is, demonstrating al-Razi’s dialectical interpretation
of the surah argumentation. To this end, Chapter Three highlights al-Razi’s dialectical and

theological reading of surah 38 (Sad) and surah 87 (Al-Ahqaf). In al-Raz1’s interpretation of the
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thematic connectedness in these surahs, | illustrate al-Razi’s adoption of an Aristotelian
dialectical technique as a compositional strategy. Furthermore, | highlight al-Raz1’s identification
of some theological goals as the governing themes that bind the surah parts together. The
examination of al-Razi’s view of the surah design reveals that he utilizes his developed notion of
nazm to support his own theological views.

To further investigate al-Razi’s reading of the surah as argumentation, | explore three
main structuring patterns that he usually employs as persuasive techniques to bring harmony to a
text that he viewed as intentionally heterogeneous. The three compositional patterns are covered
in Chapter Four and includes (1) antithesis, which is illustrated by surah 76 (Al-Insan), (2)
complementarity, which is illustrated by surah 73 (al-Muzzammil), and (3) blended themes,
which are applied to the longest and most heterogeneous surah of the Qur’an: surah 2 (al-
Bagarah). According to al-Razi, these different compositional strategies are designed to
influence and shape the listeners’ behavioral and moral decisions.

While the dialectical and persuasive dimensions of the Qur’an makes approaching the
surah as argumentation more feasible, many hermeneutical implications can easily follow from
this type structural analysis. For instance, adjacent units in a given surah are sometimes given
different historical and spatial setting in the exegetical literature. Therefore, one of the aims of
the study is to investigate the degree of al-Razi’s recognition and treatment of the hermeneutical
implications of considering the surah as exhibiting a unified nazm. In Chapter Five, | find that al-
Razi is cognizant of the literary consequences of his nazm theory, as evidenced in his
prioritization of the flow of the surah material over reports of asbab al-nuzil or naskh, which can
signal a break in the thematic flow in the surah. | also find that the Mu‘tazilite exegete Abt

Muslim is to be credited for al-Razi’s insistence on limiting the naskh cases as much as possible.
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Similarly, al-Razi prioritizes the interpretations that support the coherence of the text even if they
collide with the report-based (ma thiir) exegesis. In short, al-Razi’s commitment to the holistic
reading of the surah prompts him to challenge the hujjiyyah (binding proof) assigned to reports
on asbab al-nuzil, naskh and ma thiar. This action is al-Razi’s way of countering exegetical
taqlid through his nazm theory.

Given al-Raz1’s dialectical reading of the surah and its unconventional hermeneutical
implications in the exegetical tradition, Chapter Six investigates how this bold approach is
received by later exegetes. Even though some exegetes, as in the case of Abii Hayyan al-
Gharnati, express some reservations on al-Razi’s philosophically oriented view of the surah
structure, 1 manage to locate different exegetes, who not only follow al-Razi’s footsteps in
adopting the notion of a unified composition but also abridge his commentary and assimilate
many of his theological views and polemics in their commentaries. As | give a long list of
influenced exegetes, the Hanbalite Damascus-based Ibn ‘Adil stands out as a unique case. Ibn
‘Adil is so greatly influenced by al-Razi that the former adopts the latter’s allegorical
interpretations of some divine qualities expressed in terms of human traits and emotions, such as
wrath, hand and eyes. In contrast to the more literal teachings in his Hanbalite circles, Ibn ‘Adil
approvingly quotes al-Raz1’s allegorical interpretations. Ibn ‘Adil’s decision comes at a time
when al-Razi is viewed as Ibn Taymiyyah’s first adversary. In addition, lbn ‘Adil is Hanbalite,
who witnesses a civil strife (fitnah) between the Ash‘arites and the Hanbalites. Beyond al-Razi’s
influence on later exegetes, | find that al-Razi’s approach becomes a frequently consulted
medieval commentary. The medieval reliance on al-Razi’s analysis of thematic relations
(mundasabat) in the surah is a consequence of the rising interest in studying Qur’anic takhallus in

Arabic rhetoric, as stressed by ibn al-Athir and ibn Ab al-Isba‘. Similarly, al-Razi’s munasabat
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becomes more appealing due to the resurgent desire to understand the surah in its entirety as a
source of legal reasoning, as stressed by al-Shatibi.

With these findings in mind, | should also stress that my study has been primarily
concerned with al-Razi’s dialectical approach to the surah along with the exegetical and
hermeneutical implications of surah design. However, the findings of this study do not imply that
al-Razi’s complex theory of nazm is fully covered. There are many areas in al-Razi’s nazm
project that need further research. One of these areas is the issue of surah order and the
“meaning” al-Razi finds therein. As an illustration, al-Razi asserts that surahs 17 (al-Isra’), 18
(al-Kahf) and 19 (Maryam) are placed together since each surah has a reference to a
“supernatural event.” Here, al-Razi refers to the miracles of Night Journey of Muhammad, the
People of the Cave (Seven Sleepers) and the virgin birth of Jesus, respectively. To al-Razi, this
shared thematic thread binds the three surahs together. Furthermore, al-Razi is also interested in
the role of context in informing the propriety of the Qur’anic diction and the many stylistic
varieties found in communicating the same narrative in different surahs. Exploring the meaning
in the order of the surahs and the role of context in determining the surah diction, as manifested
in Mafatih al-Ghayb, will further demonstrate the robustness of al-Razi’s literary contributions in

the study of the Qur’anic nazm.
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