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ABSTRACT

Understanding and Qur’anic Revelation:
The Dynamic Hermeneutic of Irfan A. Khan

by
Tanveer Azmat

The dissertation explores the Qur’anic hermeneutics of Irfan A. Khan (b. 1931), a
significant contemporary scholar of the Qur’an and modern western philosophy. It
demonstrates that Khan’s Qur’anic hermeneutic is a paradigm shift as compared to
classical Qur’anic hermeneutic and provides a substantive theory and methodology of
Qur’anic interpretation.

For Khan, Qur’anic God is perpetually active in new creation and new guidance.
Since the sum total of all current existences is new creation, therefore it requires fresh
guidance. Therefore, Khan considers the Qur’an a primary guide for us, as if it were just
revealed. Khan proposes that readers should exert themselves directly to understand the
Qur’an with their own mind, developing a personal relationship with it. The readers must
keep the Sunnah of the Prophet in front of them. The Prophet and his Companions read
the Qur’an in their existing socio-historic situation, purified themselves, and changed
their socio-historic reality. The current readers should also follow the Sunnabh in this
sense. Finally, for guidance Qur’anic God has been systematically guiding humankind
through prophets. After the Prophet Muhammad we are in post-prophetic stage. Thus,
the Prophetic Movement changed into the Qur’anic Movement. Therefore, the
responsibility of interpretation rests squarely upon humankind in the absence of any

prophet.

i
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Philosophically speaking humankind’s understanding is limited by its epistemic
system. The lower bound of our epistemic system is apprehending Reality, but we always
fail to apprehend it as an organic whole. The upper limit of our epistemic system is what
we can think. Understanding happens between these two bounds. When we understand
texts we convert textual symbols into images, manipulate the images, and get insights
about the world of the text in front of us. However, it is only when we act upon it that we
find the truth of our textual insights. Since our epistemic capacities keep on increasing
due to advances in science, technology and the arts, it is possible to understand the same
text in a deeper way in future. Thus, Qur’anic understanding is a continuous process that

requires its new concretization in each historic epoch.
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The act of understanding a text by someone involves striving to develop an insight
into its meanings through building one’s own direct relationship with its verbal
content.

Irfan A. Khan
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This dissertation’s area of investigation is the field of Qur’anic hermeneutics.
Specifically, it deals with the Qur’anic hermeneutic of Irfan A. Khan (b. 1931), a
significant contemporary scholar of the Qur’an and modern western philosophy who
resides in one of Chicago’s southern suburbs.® My rationale behind this dissertation is
that while scriptural religions may claim to have divine revelation in textual form, they
are always challenged by its interpretation. Among other challenges, there are three key
challenges that interpretation of these texts face: 1) it is a human process, for humans,
with human minds,? 2) who among humans could validate its authenticity, 3) how in
God’s continuous new creation can fresh divine guidance continue in the absence of an
intermediary like a prophet? For Islam and Muslims today these issues are at the heart of
Islamic thought’s renewal and reconstruction — a renewal and reconstruction that may
save us from the simplistic, atomistic, literal and harmful interpretations of groups like al-
Qaeda, Taliban, ISIS and others. Against this backdrop, this dissertation hopes to show
that Khan’s Qur’anic hermeneutic provides us a substantial theory and methodology of
Qur’anic interpretation. This hermeneutic becomes even more important when we find
Khan to be a contemporary student and teacher of the Qur’an and of the western

philosophy, having reflected on both for the last seventy years in India and in the US.

! Khan immigrated to the US in 1973 from India. Since then he has resided in the Chicago
metropolis. | have known Khan since 1982 when | was an undergraduate student in the department of
electrical engineering at the University of Illinois at Chicago.

2 Irfan A. Khan, “The Thing-Event Distinction,” doctoral Dissertation in The Department of
Philosophy at The University of Illinois at Chicago, 1986, iii; henceforth Dissertation.

1
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Khan is certainly not alone in the field of Qur’anic hermeneutics as someone with
the qualifications of a Qur’anic scholar embedded in the western tradition. We find
eminent scholars such as Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd (d. 2010, Egypt), Mohammed Arkoun
(d. 2010, Algeria), Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988, Pakistan), Muhammad Shahrur (b. 1938,
Syria), Abdul-Karim Soroush (b. 1945, Iran), Arif Nehad (b. 1962, Libya) and many
others who are well versed in both traditions. However, each of these and other scholars
generally address one or more aspects of the Qur’anic hermeneutics, but no one scholar
provides us or even points to a substantial theory and methodology of interpretation that
can be applied consistently without any exception to interpretative problems.

Since Khan’s hermeneutic provides a sound theoretical and methodological
foundation for the interpretation of the Qur’an, it has the potential to become a basis for
all scriptural interpretations. For example, his concern with the nature of relationship with
reality, thought, language and understanding is above any one particular scriptural
tradition. It deals with the nature of human episteme, capabilities and processes of
knowing. These common human resources have interfaith implications as well as the
basis for the unity of human knowledge (science and religion) and humanity — Khan’s
two concerns since the late 1950’s when he was teaching at the Aligarh Muslim
University India."

My sources consist of Khan’s corpus. This corpus includes Khan’s published
books and articles, a few unpublished articles, his Ph.D. dissertation, and hundreds of
videos. This corpus is complimented with my long and close personal relationship with
him that resulted in insights and corrections of my understandings by Khan himself.

Finally, I met some of his colleagues and students who also contributed in understanding

! Khan, Dissertation, iv.
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his hermeneutic. The dissertation consists of seven chapters: Chapter one is introduction,
Chapter two consists of Khan’s intellectual biography; Chapter three consists of two case
studies of Khan’s interpretation of Surah al-Kauthar (108) and Surah al-‘Alaq (96). Each
surah is compared with the interpretation of 1bn Kathir (d. 1374), Hamiduddin Farahi (d.
1930), Sayyid Abul A’la Maududi (d. 1979) and Muhammad Asad (d. 1992); Chapter
four explores Khan’s Foundations of Qur’anic Hermeneutic (FQH) identified by him.
The chapter provides a full view of Khan’s hermeneutical positions related to
understanding the Qur’an by himself; Chapter five attempts to provide theory behind his
methodology based on his Qur’anic study; Chapter six his philosophical reflection as a
basis of his hermeneutic; Chapter seven compares Khan hermeneutic to 20" and 21
century Muslim Qur’anic scholars engaged in post-enlightenment Qur’anic hermeneutic.
These include Muhammad Shahrur, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Mohammad Arkoun and
Fazlur Rahman; finally, Chapter eight evaluation and conclusion.

This dissertation is a contribution to the scholarly study of Qur’anic hermeneutics.
It introduces a significant but much lesser known scholar to the scholarly community and
explains his hermeneutic. It is hoped that the issues raised in the dissertation may open up

new dimensions of thought.
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CHAPTER 2

INTELLECTUAL BIOGRAPHY OF IRFAN A. KHAN

Irfan Ahmad Khan was born in Saharanpur, Uttar Pradesh, India, on April 7,
1931.* After completing high school, he graduated from Aligarh Muslim University
(AMU) in physics, chemistry and mathematics in 1952. Abul A’la Maududi (d. 1979), an
Islamist reformer and the founder of Jamaat-e-Islami in 1941 in British India, proposed to
open an institute for the graduates of science and other western educated members of
Jamaat-e-Islami, where they would study basic Islamic sciences.” Based on this proposal,
Sanwi Darasgah (secondary school)® was established in Rampur, India, that lasted from
1950 to 1960.* Khan attended the Darsgah from 1956-58.° The Darasgah was a
residential arrangement that required continuous teacher- student interaction. According

to Khan, in those days he, other students and teachers would reflect over the Qur’an for

! This biographical sketch is based on one page “A Short Biography,” written by Khan and on file
with me. Other material is based on Khan’s various documents | accumulated for this dissertation.

? The curriculum of the Darasgah consisted of zafsir and Asul al-Tafsir, hadith and Asul al-Hadith,
Figh and Assul al-Figh and Arabic language (sarf, nahv, balagha and adab),” Irfan Ahmad Khan,
“Resume,” copy of the resume on file with me.

® Not in the sense of secondary level school but in the sense of another school for the graduates of
sciences.

* Prof. Nijatullah Siddiqui, an expert in Islamic economics, notes in his Urdu book, Islam,
Ma ‘ashiat and Adab: Khatoot kay Aaiynay May (Islam, Economics and Literature: Through the Eyes of
Letters) (Aligarh, India: Educational Book House, 2000), henceforth Ma ‘ashiat, the Darasgah started in
1950 and ended in 1960; Siddiqui also attended the Darasgah from Jan. 1950 to April, 1953; all translation
into English is mine.

® Khan, “A Short Biography.”

19
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hours in group settings.® Khan was fortunate to have Maulana Jaleel Ahsan Nadvi (d.
1981) as his Qur’an teacher.” Nadvi was the most respected and famous teacher of the
Qur’an at the Darasgah. He was influenced by Maulana Hamiduddin Farahi’s (d. 1930)
nazm (structural and thematic coherence of each individual surah, among suwar (sing.
surah) of a group, among the adjacent groups of surahs and the Qur’an as a whole)®
methodology of understanding the Qur’an and taught it to his students.® Also, he was a
dedicated member of Maududi’s Jamaat-e-Islami and remained so till his death.” Nadvi
was well versed in Arabic language and literature and translated many of Maududi’s
Urdu books into Arabic.** Among others, Nadvi’s Qur’anic teachers were Maulana

Akhtar Ahsan Islahi (d.1958)'? and Maulana Amin Ahsan Islahi (d. 1997),** both among

® | became aware of this fact based on one of my conversations with Khan in 2011.
" Please see biography of Maulana Jaleel Ahsan Nadvi in Appendix I.

® The most forceful and developed understanding of nazm is articulated by Maulana Hamiduddin
Farahi (d. 1930). Most of Farahi’s work is in Arabic. After his death, Dairah Hameedia Madarsatul Islah,
Sarai Meer, Azam Garh, U.P., India, has been steadily publishing his unpublished works along with
reprints of his published work; also, see http://www.hamid-uddin-farahi.org/ where most of his work in
different languages is available or has links to other websites; Farahi’s the most famous student is Maulana
Amin Ahsan Islahi (d. 1997). For Islahi’s work please visit http://www.amin-ahsan-islahi.org/; Mustansir
Mir in his book, Coherence in the Qur’an: A Study of Islahi’s Concept of Nazm in Tadabbur-i Qur’an
(Indianapolis, IN: American Trust Publications, 1986) discusses the issues of nazm as understood by
Islahi from his teacher Farahi.

® Abdulrab Asry Falahi, “Maulana Jaleel Ahsan Islahi,” Hayat-e-Nau (New Life), Special Edition,
ed. Anis Ahmad Madani, Urdu (Azam Garh, U.P., India: Oct.-Dec. 2012), 22; all translation in English is
mine.

19 Falahi, Hayat-e-Nau, 16, 32-3.

" Ibid., 25, 33-5.

'2 Maulana Akhtar Ahsan Islahi was one of the early presidents of Madrasatul Islah, Saraimeer,
Azam Garh, U.P., India; for a short biography, please see:

http://www.hamid-uddin-farahi.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=90&Itemid=78
accessed Jan. 17, 2016.

3 For Amin Ahsan Islahi’s biography and works, please see http://www.amin-ahsan-islahi.org/
accessed Jan 17, 2016.
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the best students of Farahi.** He was also an expert in hadith. Some of his hadith books
have been published many times over.'® The Darasgah turned Khan’s scholarly pursuits
from science to religion, provided time to become familiar with Maududi’s thought, and
allowed him to learn Farahi’s method of nazm to understand the Qur’an.

Since his time in the Darasgah, Khan remained member of Jamaat-e-Islami and he
is still considered among the elders of the Jamaat.*® However, his disagreement with
Maududi’s thought'’ is well documented in his August 12, 1978 letter to Nijatullah
Siddiqui.'® The disagreement is not total rejection of Maududi’s thought but is limited to
the difference of understanding the nature and method of Islamic change.™® As far as
understanding Islam as a continued progressive movement, initiated by the first prophet
to the last Prophet Muhammad by God in human history, both agree.” That is, God has
been active in the moral and the intellectual development of humanity through a

systematic and a progressive process. Each prophet set the stage for the next prophet who

 Falahi, Hayat-e-Nau, 21-2.
' Ibid., 24.

18| do not know if Khan is still a formal member of Jamaat-e-Islami. However, he is recognized in
the Chicago Muslim community as belonging to Jamaat.

" For a comprehensive understanding of Maududi’s thought, please see: Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr,
Mawdudi and the Making of Islamic Revivalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).

18 Siddiqui, Ma ‘ashiat, 265-69; this does not mean that Khan’s disagreement with Maududi’s
thought started in 1978. It is only that it is fully documented in this letter; in another letter dated July 24,
1974 in the same book, Khan writes to Siddiqui the names of the elders of Jamaat-e-Islami who agree with
his assessment about Maududi’s thought, 262; also see Khan’s article, “Syed Maududi and Islami taghur ka
Marboot Nizam” (Syed Maududi and Organic System of Islamic Change), 4bul A ’la Maududi: ° Imy and
Fikri Mutala’ (Lahore, Pakistan: Idara Mu’arif-e-Islami, 2006). This article was taken out in later editions
as it was deemed too critical of Maududi’s thought, according to Dr. Irfan A. Khan; all translations from
Urdu to English are mine.

9 Siddiqui, Ma ‘ ashiat, 266.
0 Khan, “Syed Maududi and Islami taghur ka Marboot Nizam,” 120; all English translations of

this article are mine; also see Khan, “The Qur’anic View of Moses: A Messenger of God from the Children
of Israel to Pharaoh,” Islamic Studies: Occasional Papers (2006): 71.
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took the process to the next higher stage. According to this understanding of the Qur’an
by both scholars, after the last prophet, the Qur’an suffices for future human guidance as
human moral and intellectual growth reached a stage that does not require the presence of
a human prophet. To them both, Islamic movement of the prophets has always been a
revolutionary movement. The essence of this movement is tawhid, “becoming a servant
of One God only.”*

Both Maududi and Khan believe that the purpose of the Islamic movement is to
bring about an “important, a universal and a fundamental change” in a person’s life and
his/her society.?? However, according to Khan, Muslims in general and Maududi in
particular have a mismatch between revolutionary zeal and activism, i.e. the ideal and the
real. According to Khan, the mismatch happens when we fall in “the fallacy of
futurism.”?® By this fallacy Khan means that real action to bring about good Muslim
character and a moral society take place in future. In its place in the present, “pseudo
action” emerges. The pseudo action consists of political activity. The political activity
aims at changing others’ views to your own view or working to win elections. According
to fallacy, once political power is achieved then the real work of Islam starts.** As
opposed to this fallacy, Khan believes that real change is the change of human mentality

or world view.?® For him Islam is essentially a spiritual revolution and not a change in

L Irfan A. Khan, Reflections on the Qur’an, Understanding Siirahs al-Fatihah and al-Bagarah
(Leicestershire, UK: The Islamic Foundation, 2005), 3; henceforth Reflections.

%2 Siddiqui, Ma  ashiat, 266.
2 1hid.
* Ibid., 266-67.

% bid., 267.
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political system, though the spiritual change may lead to political change.? The
foundation of the spiritual revolution for Khan is Q 11:26, that you worship none but
Allah, (ala ta‘budu illa-lahal).?’ It is with this point of view a “change,” a “construction”
and a “development of human character” takes place for Khan.?® Hence, for Khan, the
“realization” of this belief is a “commitment,” a “promise of fulfillment,” a “change of
direction” and “entry into a new family/caravan.”?® Khan points out this family consists
of God, prophets, angels and believing men and women based on his Qur’anic study.*
Here we see a cosmic dimension in Khan’s concept of Islam as a spiritual revolution.®*
Khan considers the “fallacy of futurism” very much against the spirit of the
Islamic religion (Din).*? According to him, the spirit of Islamic religion is that existing
circumstances place certain responsibilities upon us for which we are accountable to
God.*® From this statement Khan seems to imply that what we are responsible to God for
very much depends on the existing situation in the human world where, due to human
finitude, certain things are possible and others are impossible to change. It also implies
that existing circumstances drive the direction of future actions. Thus, for Khan, Maududi

sees Islam as a system, a set of fixed ideas, whereas Khan sees Islam as a dynamic and

% bid., 264.

?" Ibid., 267.

% 1bid.

* bid.

% Khan, Reflections, 4.

¥ Siddiqui, Ma ‘ ashiat, 267.
%2 1bid.

# bid.
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changing process of collective thought and action.** Such conception of Islam sees
change as organic in nature, in that it takes place like a change in a biological organism:
the interaction of inner change with the external existing environment determines the
course of action, changing dynamically as conditions change.

Khan sees the Qur’an as the instrument of this mental and character change, while
for Maududi it is Islamic government that can bring about mental and character change.
Hence, Khan’s attentions turns towards understanding the Qur’an with one’s own mind
by developing personal relationship with it,*® rather than putting his energies into
changing a system politically. Khan sees the Qur’an as a “written intuition” or a
“protected insight.”*® Thus, the method of change becomes reading and acting upon the
Qur’an and living a life under the “light” (nir) or a “clear book” (kizab mubin).®’ It is like
a good speech (“kalimah tayyibah™) that keeps growing [in its meaning] every moment.®
This conception of the Qur’an is very different from Maududi’s where the Qur’an
becomes a book of commands, the enforcement of which in a political system brings
about required change. Thus, gaining insight from the Qur’an and managing one’s life
based on the insight and existing circumstance using human reason is a quite different

process of change. Khan believes that the end result of following Maududi’s thought is

* Ibid., 268.

% please see Appendix |1, items no. 2 and 5.
3 Siddiqui, Ma ‘ashiat, 267.

3 bid.

% bid.

www.manaraa.com



10

being gathered into a cult.*® Whereas, the end result of following Khan’s notion of Islam
is freedom from all gods except God.

As far as Farahi and his influence on Khan to understand the Qur’an is concerned,
we shall explore this in Chapter Three. The key point for now is that both want to
understand the Qur’an from the Qur’an alone.*® For both, literary context is the final
judge of correct meaning.** We do find Farahi referring to the Torah and the Bible, but
Khan does not do so.** While their methodology is essentially same, the central axis of
the Qur’an for Farahi is da ‘wah (the invitation to the message of the Qur’an). He sees the
Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad as the result of the prophet Ibrahim’s prayer that
essentially was for the continuation of the tawkidic (oneness of God) mission.** Khan
does not deny this fact. However, he sees the Qur’an primarily as the source of fresh
guidance for current readers.** Thus, while Farahi and Khan use the same methodology to
understand the Qur’an, their different notions of the central axis of the Qur’an takes their
interpretations to stress different aspects of the Book.

After completing Darasgah studies, Khan “taught Western Philosophy, Muslim

Theology and Indian religions — as part of General Education program — at AMU during

% Ibid., 269.

“* Hamiduddin Farahi, Majmu ‘ah Tafasir-e-Farahi (Arabic), trans. Amin Ahsan Islahi in Urdu
(Lahore, Pakistan: Faran Foundation, August 1991), 454; henceforth, Majmu ‘ah; all translation of this work
from Uradu to English are mine.

Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 44-6, 50-2; Khan, Reflections, 33.

* Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 29; Khan, Reflections, 33.

2 Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 22-4, 50-2.

*® Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 424-25.

* Please see Appendix I1, item no. 2.
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1958-73.* While teaching at AMU, he received the Bachelor of Theology and MA in
philosophy degrees. From 1964-70 at AMU, he edited Islamic Thought, a journal
dedicated to Islamic research.*® He came to Chicago in 1974 for higher studies and
received the M.A. in philosophy in 1977 and Ph.D. in western philosophy in 1986, both
degrees from the University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC). From 1974-77, he also taught
Muslim philosophy and Islamic mysticism at UIC. He was a visiting scholar at The
University of Chicago from Sept., 1981 to June, 1982.*" In 1987 he taught at the School
of Religion in the University of lowa, then at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago,
and the American Islamic College, Chicago.*®

Khan’s entry into philosophy was through the study of theology and humanities
while teaching at AMU from 1958-73. In the department of philosophy at AMU, he was
introduced to the late 19" and the earlier 20™ century western philosophy. According to
Khan, he understood how Continental Rationalism and British Empiricism and later
German lIdealism were leading to later trends in the western philosophy.*® Khan
appreciated Henri Bergson (d. 1941), the late French philosopher, and taught classes on

his thought from 1965 to 1973.%° One of Bergson’s contributions is the notion of

*® Khan, A Short Biography.

*® Irfan A. Khan, ed. Islamic Thought: A Quarterly Journal Devoted to Islamic Research, 1964-70;
some issues of the journal are available at the University of Chicago; please visit:
https://catalog.lib.uchicago.edu/vufind/Record/1281331 accessed Jan. 5, 2015.

*" This information is based on an appointment letter Khan received from the University of
Chicago. The letter is on file with me.

“® Khan, “A Short Biography.”
% Khan, “The Thing-Event Distinction,” iv.

% 1bid.
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“creative evolution,” that is, how change and permanence go hand in hand.>* Once again
we see Khan’s interest in change and how it takes place. Though he was introduced to
contemporary analytical currents in western philosophy during this time, it was only at
UIC that it became his permanent passion. According to him, contemporary western
philosophy recognizes “the role of language in clarifying as well as confusing ultimate
issues in philosophy. ... [T]he problem seems to be more deeply rooted in the mutual
relationship of language, thought, and reality then is generally realized.”®* Khan’s
hermeneutic to a great extent is based on his understanding of the relationship between
language, thought and reality. According to him, in understanding texts, “what turns our
symbols into images is our failing to transcend them.”® That is, our abstract symbolic
manipulation of reality in our thought requires us to be “more intuitive than logical” to
reach reality in its wholeness.> In terms of Qur’anic interpretation, this means that from
the text Khan constructs images, and then reflection over images leads to the opening of
reality, an insight leading to see the reality as it is in its wholeness, though never fully
grasping the wholeness of reality due to our finitude and the habit of mind that can
perceive reality only piecemeal.>® This development of an intuition or an insight in the

reader helps him/her to live life.

> Lawlor, Leonard and Moulard Leonard, Valentine, "Henri Bergson", The Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy (Summer 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.),
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/bergson/.

52 Khan, “The Thing-Event Distinction,” iii.

> Ibid.

** Ibid.

*® We will study Khan’s conception of upper and lower bounds of human epistemic system in

Chapter six, of this dissertation. There Khan demonstrates that we can never apprehend reality as it is. The
best we can do is to develop an insight into it due to our epistemic system’s limitations.
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Another influence of American philosophy upon Khan was “philosophy’s coming
down to earth and becoming related with our everyday life, even in its metaphysical and

»*® This happens as contemporary philosophy’s emphasis is “on

epistemological concerns.
events as compared to the almost exclusive concern of the past with things and
substances.”’ Thus, event ontology takes center stage where understanding itself is an
event with progressive development. To him “philosophy is a program of conceptual
liberation. The method is conceptual clarification. The purpose is to help full-fledged
development of thought.”®® According to Khan, the “progressive movement of thought”
stops when in the comprehension of reality it fails to transcend its own “linguistic
formulations.”*® Hence, in the development of thought, thought treats language more
flexibly so that conceptual development can take place where “meaning[s] change or at

least broaden,”®°

without changing the term communicating its meaning. That is how
Khan understands that the fixed text of the Qur’an can develop deeper meanings in

future. That is, “the essential message always remains the same, only it is better

% Khan, The Thing-Event Distinction, iii; Khan credits this understanding to philosophers Ralf
Meerbote and Brian Skyrms (“The Thing-Event Distinction,” iv).

*" Khan, The Thing-Event Distinction, iii; Khan credits his understanding and interest in event
ontology to Myles Brand and Daniel Berger who gave a seminar at the University of Illinois at Chicago in
1977 on the philosophy of events and actions. Later, according to Khan, Irving Thalberg contributed by
reading his “manuscripts very carefully, gave his detailed comments, and always assured me of the worth
of my work” (“The Thing-Event Distinction,” iii).

% Khan, “The Thing-Event Distinction,” iii.

> Ibid.

% 1hid.
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understood by some people in their context and with their improved abilities to

understand.”®!

As far as Khan’s hermeneutic is concerned, two more philosophers must be
mentioned who influenced Khan’s hermeneutic during the pursuit of his Ph.D. degree.
They are Paul Ricoeur (d. 2005)% and Josiah Royce (d. 1916).%® Unfortunately, we find
no reference to these scholars in Khan’s corpus except Khan’s verbal acknowledgement
of their influence on him to me in personal conversations.®* The link between Khan and
Ricoeur seems to be Khan’s understanding that the textual world creates ideal world, a
world of ideas, where existences are only the existences created by the text, and
understanding the text is finding relationships within these existents that may or may not
exist in the real world.®® Ricoeur communicates a similar idea with his notion of “the text
in front of us” that we enter in order to understand it.%® The link between Khan and Royce

seems to be their insight that human inquiry is an infinite communal and generational

81 Khan, Reflections, 10.

%2 For a detailed account of Paul Ricoeur’s philosophy, please see: Paul Ricoeur, Reagan and
Steward, The Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur: An Anthology (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978); Andre LaCocque
and Paul Ricoeur, Thinking Biblically: Exegetical and Hermeneutical Studies, trans. David Pellauer
(Chicago, The University of Chicago Press: 1998).

% please see: Griffin Trotter, On Royce (Chicago: Wadsworth, 2001); Josiah Royce, The Basic
Writings of Josiah Royce (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969); also, Josiah Royce, The Spirit of
Modern Philosophy: An Essay in the Form of Lecture (USA: Dover Publications, 2015).

% Khan mentioned to me several times how he used to go to Ricoeur’s office at the University of
Chicago to get correction and Ricoeur’s opinion on his understanding of certain textual representations. As
far as Royce is concerned, when I failed to find any link to Khan’s notion of understanding text as a
communal process of understanding, | asked Khan for his reference to this idea. He mentioned Royce who
contributed to this aspect of his hermeneutic.

8 Khan, Dissertation, 32.

% paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics & the Human Sciences, ed. and trans. John B. Thomson
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 145.

www.manaraa.com



15

process.®” It is so, according to Royce, due to human finitude, as verification of infinite
conclusions based on experiences requires indefinite community. ®® For Khan “the
collective understanding of the Qur’an continues” as developments in human knowledge
and technology prepare us for a better understanding of the Divine Book.®

Khan’s insight that developments in human knowledge and technology prepare us
for a better understanding of the Qur’an, implies for him the “Oneness of Human

"% I this way Khan sees understanding the Qur’an a joint human project.

Community.
Khan’s another major concern has been with the integration of human knowledge.”
According to Khan, this concern developed during his teaching as “a teacher of
Humanities at the General Education Center, Kennedy House, Aligarh Muslim
University” from 1958-73. During this period his association with Professor Ahmad Surti
in the philosophy department played a central role. Khan recollects the memory of Surti
as “a restless soul which combined within itself all the width of our three broad fields, i.e.

the Natural Sciences, the Social Sciences, and the Humanities, and with the full depth of

an integrating spirit.”’? Finally, according to Khan, he “has been seriously concerned

%7 Royce was in argument with Charles Sanders Peirce (d. 1914), where both agreed on the
generational and communal nature of human inquiry. However, Peirce believed hope of reaching truth was
sufficient incentive to continue the inquiry, while Royce believed that hope was not sufficient. Rather, hope
“must be based on reality,” i.e. “there must be an actual basis for finding truth in inquiry” (On Royce, 77).

% Trotter, On Royce, 77.

% please see Appendix |1, items no. 4 and 6.

" Khan, “The Thing-Event Distinction,” iv.

™ Ibid.

2 1bid.
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with the education and tazkiyah [spiritual purification] of the Muslim People” since
1950.”

The above concerns are reflected throughout his life when we take a look at the
kind of activities he has been involved. He is involved in inter-religious work on local,
national, and international levels throughout his life, including his days in Aligarh
University. Khan looks at contemporary philosophical and religious issues in the
perspective of a plural world.™ In United States after receiving Ph.D. degree, the oneness
of humanity and the oneness of human knowledge intensified his interfaith work. He is
the Founding President of World Council of Muslims for Interfaith Relations (WCMIR,
June, 2001). The Council “strives to create a moral force, through working together with
conscientious people of the world, against all forms of oppression, injustice and
violence.”” He was a founding trustee (now emeritus) of the Council for a Parliament of
World’s Religions (1988). As its Vice-President, he chaired the Parliament’s
International Interfaith Initiatives. He has been involved with the International
Committee for the Peace Council, as its trustee since its inception in 1994. The Peace
Council “is a diverse group of religious and spiritual individuals who are internationally
known and respected and who have decided to come together” to understand each other
and to work for the cause of peace.” Khan is also the Founding President of The Inter-
religious Engagement Project for the Twenty-First Century (IEP21). IEP21 works “with

global religious communities to address the world’s critical problems through cooperative

¥ Khan, “A Short Biography.”
™ 1bid.

75 Please see http://www.religioustolerance.org/int rel27.htm accessed Jan. 15, 2016.

"8 Please see http://www.peacecouncil.org/About/Introduction accessed Jan. 15, 2016.
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partnerships with government, business, education, media, intergovernmental
organizations, and civil society.”’” At present, Khan is the Director of The Association
for Qur’anic Understanding (AQU).” Through this organization, Khan wants to launch
“a Qur’anic Movement which would help people’s direct relationship with the Divine
Book afresh — on the level of scholars as well as common believers. [It is so as] [h]e
believes that the revival of Ummah is not possible without it.”"®

Khan’s published work include Reflections on the Qur ’an, Understanding Sirahs
al-Fatihah and al-Bagarah, an eight-hundred-page work, and An Exercise in
Understanding the Qur’an: An Outline Study of the last thirty Divine Discourses (Surah
85 — Surah 114).2° Both works explain his methodology of understanding the Qur’an with
the objective to develop “skill and ability” in his readers to understand the Qur’an as a
“coherent whole.”® In addition, there are a number of published articles® and many

video recording of his Qur’anic lectures.®®

" Please see https:/spiritualplaydate.com/advisor/jim-kenney/ accessed Jan. 15, 2016.

"8 Please see http://quranicunderstanding.com/ accessed, Jan. 17, 2016.

" Khan, “A Short Biography.”

8 |rfan A. Khan, An Exercise in Understanding the Qur’an: An Outline Study of the last thirty
Divine Discourses (Surah 85 — Surah 114) 2™ ed. (Chicago: The Association of Qur’anic Understanding,
2013); henceforth An Exercise.

81 Khan, Reflections, 1.

8 There is a long list of Khan’s articles in this dissertation’s bibliography. All of the articles are
before the publication of Reflections and An Exercise. The two books contain almost all of Khan’s Qur’anic
scholarship. | have therefore used these two books in this dissertation for most references, instead of going
back to the individual articles.

8 Most of this material is available at the Association of Quranic Understanding (AQU) website:
http://quranicunderstanding.com/ accessed Jan. 17, 2016; in addition | have my personal collection of a
large number of his videos.
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The above Khan’s biographical sketch can best be summed up in two words —
activist scholar. The source of this activism is his very early and long association with
Maududi and his thought. Khan grew up when the independence movement of India was
in progress. The British departure from India meant one vote one representation that
would put the Muslims of India in a minority situation. To tackle this new situation,
among many Muslim voices, Maududi’s call was to start a revolutionary movement that
would eventually result in an Islamic state where Qur’anic principles could be practiced
at the highest political level. Maududi’s notion of Islam as a revolutionary movement
remained stuck with Khan. A revolutionary movement requires working in the real world
and not only in the world of ideas. Whereas for Maududi this work in real life lead to
political activism, it lead Khan to develop and teach the methodology of understanding
the Qur’an through one’s own mind by building relationship with the verbal content of
the Qur’an. For Khan, such a relationship with the Qur’an brings about a change of
worldview that leads to an inner spiritual change in humans. Around early 1990’s Khan
left his academic career and devoted fulltime to teach his methodology of understanding
the Qur’an, educating masses and scholars through his Qur’anic study circles and
personal one to one interactions. At the time of this dissertation’s completion, Khan is
eighty-six years old and mentally, physically and spiritually active residing in Matteson, a

suburb of Chicago in the US.
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CHAPTER 3

CASE STUDIES: SURAH AL-KAUTHAR AND SURAH AL-‘ALAQ

This chapter is an attempt to extract Khan’s methodology of interpretation from
his interpretation of Surah al-Kauthar and Surah al-*Alag®* from his book, An Exercise in
Understanding the Qur’an: An outline study of the last thirty Divine Discourses (Surah
85 — Surah 114). The effort is extensive in the case of al-Kauthar while it is intensive in
the case of al-°Alaq, mostly focused on the issues of hazm (structural and thematic
coherence and the holistic nature of the Qur’an). Additionally, in this chapter we will
compare Khan’s interpretation with one classical scholar and a few 20" century Muslim
Qur’an scholars - Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1374)%, Hamiduddin Farahi (d. 1930), Sayyid Abu
al-A’la Maududi (d. 1979) and Muhammad Asad (1992).%° The objective of this exercise
is to highlight Khan’s deviation from these scholars and to have a tentative understanding
of Khan’s methodology of interpretation. In An Exercise Khan explains his methodology
of interpretation and understanding of the Qur’an through concrete examples of
sufficiently large number of suwar (pl. of surah) — the last thirty suwar of the Qur’an. In

the book all thirty suwar are explained in a four step process: 1) Arabic text only, 2)

8 Surah al-Kauthar, surah no. 108, is one of the shortest suwar of the Qur’an. It consists of only
three ayat. Whereas Surah al-°Alaq, surah no. 96, is a medium short surah. It has nineteen ayat. The suwar
are selected for this dissertation as they both together help explain many aspects of Khan’s hermeneutic.

8 Al dates in the dissertation are in Common Era. Only when hijri and C.E. come together, the
first date is hijri and the second date is C.E.

® These scholars represent a broad range of exegetes, from the classical period up to twentieth
century Muslim Qur’anic scholarship. Ibn Kathir is taken as the epitome of classical, the so called zafsir bil
ma ’thur tradition; Asad indirectly represents philosophical (Razi’s viewpoint), linguistic and rationalist
(Zamakhshari) tradition of zafsz with his own spiritualist bent; whereas Farahi and Maududi greatly
influenced Khan’s understanding of the Qur’an.
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“Word by word translation,” 3) “Outline Structure” and 4) “Understanding and
Interpretation.”®” In addition, the book consists of one page “Foreword” by Mustansir Mir
and one page “Preface” by Khan. There are a total of thirty-four chapters. Each surah
takes up one chapter. The remaining four chapters consist of Khan’s explanations related
to “Understanding the Qur’an.” Chapter one explains some basic principles of his
hermeneutic; Chapter two discusses “Qasam or Swearing in the Qur’an” based on the last
thirty suwar; Chapter three deals with “Important Qur’anic Terms and Concepts.” Khan
defines thirteen terms and concepts that he finds critical to his Qur’an understanding; and
Chapter four provides “An Overall Look,” and sees the thirty suwar as one integrated

unit. A “Glossary” of eight terms followed by one page “Index” is also made available.

A Case Study: Surah al-Kauthar (108)

Khan translates Surah al-Kauthar as follows: “1). Verily, We have given you (O
Prophet,) al-Kawthar (The Abundance of Good). 2). Therefore, pray (offer salah) to your
Lord and sacrifice. 3). Surely, one who hates you is the one that is lopped off.”® The

explanation consists of four steps that we will discuss one at a time in the follows.

8 Every surah in An Exercise follows this sequence of explanation.

8 Khan, An Exercise, 173.
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Step 1: Arabic Text Only — <108 (a)”

Khan’s first step consists of writing the complete Arabic text of the surah. The
surah has three ayat (sing. ayah) Khan writes ayat one and two on one line and ayah three
on the second line. Besides the Arabic text of the surah, bismillah takes up one line and
the name of the surah in Arabic takes another line. The only other text on this page is
“Chapter Twenty Seven” and “108(a) Surah al-Kauthar,” on one line each where 108
refers to the surah number and “a” represents step number one of his four step
methodology of interpretation. The rest of the page is left blank. It is puzzling why Khan
would use one complete page to write only a few lines of Arabic text. Further, it is
significant that the surah is not identified as Meccan or Medinan, which is generally the
case with Muslim exegetes. Finally, the unity of each ayah is maintained and indicated by
a small circle at the end of each ayah, as is generally done in almost all cases when the
Qur’anic text is written. Could it be that these observations are unique to this surah? The
answer is in negative. When we review the rest of the twenty-nine suwar in the book and
examine their first step, we find the same observations. These rules remain the same even
for the longest surah, Surah al-Fajr that has thirty ayat. To ensure that the whole surah is
visible on one page, the Arabic font of the surah is reduced to fit it on one page.® The
question is why Khan uses one page for the Arabic text, both for the smallest and the

longest surah among the thirty suwar in his methodology of interpretation?

8 Khan, An Exercise, 65.
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From the above observations it seems that the first step of his methodology may
consist of seeing the whole surah in Arabic within one visual field. The Arabic text in this
visual field is not polluted with any translation or explanation. The words of God stand
by themselves. When we compare this aspect of Khan’s interpretation among other four
exegetes, we find that Ibn Kathir writes the Arabic text, followed by its meaning under
the Arabic text. He provides surah explanation under it.** However, the three elements of
interpretation - Arabic text, translation and explanation - are together on one page. Farahi
and Maududi write the complete Arabic text, then its translation, followed by explanation
in footnotes. All three elements can be seen vertically, one after the other and clearly
separated. Asad writes the Arabic text on the right hand side of the page and its
translation across the Arabic text on the left hand side, explanation is provided in
footnotes.” None of our exegetes write Arabic text on one page on its own and leave the
rest of the page blank.

Our second observation that Khan does not state if the surah is Meccan or
Medinan is even stranger as it is almost standard practice of all Muslim exegetes.
Generally, this identification is then used to provide socio-historic context for the text in
which the surah is understood. Does Khan want us not to pay attention to the socio-
historic context in which the surah was revealed? As a tentative suggestion let us assume
this is the case. We may discover its validity as we continue examining Khan’s

methodology. What about the other four exegetes? Ibn Kathir considers this surah

% |pn Kathir, Tafsir Ibn Kathir (Urdu), Vol. 1-5 (Karachi, Pakistan: Nur Muhammad Karkhana),
111-114, henceforth, Tafsir; all translations of this book are mine.

8 Muhammad Asad, The Message of the Qur’an: Translated and Explained (Gibralter: Dar al-
Andalus, 1984), 980; henceforth, Message.
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“Meccan or Medinan.”* Since he explains the surah through hadith (written sayings and
actions of the Prophet Muhammad) literature and tends to take only authentic Zadiths in
his explanations, Ibn Kathir narrates two authentic sadiths — one hadith tells the surah is
Meccan and the other tells the surah is Medinan.*® The obvious contradiction does not
bother him nor does he try to reconcile it. What seems to matter to him is that if a hadith
about the surah is considered authentic by him, it must be narrated and meaning must be
explained according to it. Thus, based on the two different occasions of revelation, he
provides two different, independent but equally valid contradictory interpretations.
Farahi, interestingly, believes the surah was revealed to the Prophet on the occasion of
the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah.** He understands the treaty as God’s decision that Kauthar
(the Ka’ba) will be in the hands of the Prophet soon. The treaty is also the acceptance of
Abraham’s prayer, Q 2: 126-27, in favor of the Prophet and his ummah. At the occasion
of the treaty, according to Farahi, God ordained the Prophet to perform nakar (animal
sacrifice) as an indication that the Prophet would not perform ‘umrah (pilgrimage) that
year and return to Medina.*® Thus, for Farahi the surah is meant to give two glad tidings
to the Prophet and his ummah — becoming the recipient of Abraham’s prayer and

knowing that the Prophet’s enemy will soon be defeated and the Ka’ba will be in his

% |bn Kathir, Tafsir, 5667.

% Both hadiths are quoted by Anas bin Malik. In the first kadith, Anas informs that the Prophet
was among us and he dozed off. After that he smiled. When asked why he smiled, the Prophet said that
Surah al-Kauthar was just revealed to him. Since Anas never lived in Mecca, based on this Zadith the surah
is considered Medinan. The second kadith by the same Anas informs that the Prophet observed the canal
al-Kauthar during M ‘raj. The M ‘raj took place before migration to Medina and hence the surah is
considered Meccan according to this hadith.

% Hamiduddin Farahi, Majmu ‘ah Tafasir-e-Farahi, trans. Amin Ahsan Islahi in Urdu (Lahore,
Pakistan: Faran Foundation, August, 1991), 454; henceforth, Majmu ‘ah.

% Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 454.

www.manaraa.com



24

hands. However, the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah was signed in the sixth year of the hijrah
and hence the surah should be Medinan and not Meccan. However, Farahi reminds us
that the surah is Meccan as ‘ulama’ agree when a surah is revealed after hijrah but close
to Mecca then the surah is considered Meccan. Hudaybiyyah is close to Mecca. As a
matter of fact, it is included in the boundary of the haram (the Ka’ba). Hence, despite the
surah was revealed on the Day of Hudaybiyyah, it remains a Meccan surah.*® For
Maududi, the surah is Meccan but for a different reason.”” He narrates Anas’s two
hadiths as considered by Ibn Kathir. The contradiction between the two hadith is not
acceptable to Maududi. He resolves the contradiction by pointing out that Anas’s hadith
which calls the surah to be Medinan must have been misunderstood by Anas. According
to Maududi, the hadith does not tell us the subject of discussion when he arrived.
Therefore, when the Prophet said that the surah was revealed to him just now, it is
possible the Prophet might have been told through a revelation to refer to Surah al-
Kauthar to resolve the issue at hand. It is in this context that the Prophet might have said
the surah was just revealed to him.*® Hence, for Maududi the surah cannot be Medinan.
Finally, Asad notes the period of revelation of this surah as “uncertain.”* While Ibn
Kathir and Maududi heavily depend on the occasion of revelation in interpreting the

surah, Farahi depends to a lesser degree and Asad depends to even lesser degree. Khan is

% Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 453-54; the thrust of Farahi’s argument comes from the nazm in the surah
and the context of suwar before and after Surah al-Kauthar. For example, ayah two of al-Kauthar references
to prayer and animal sacrifice. The two rituals are closely related with Hajj.

°7 sayyid Abu al-‘Ala Maududi, Tafhimul Qur’an (Urdu), Vol. 1-6, 18" ed. (Lahore, Pakistan:
Idara Tarjumanul Qur’an, 1989), 488-89; henceforth, Tafhim; all English translations of Tafhim are mine.

% Maududi, Tafhim, 488-89.

% Asad, Message, 980.
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unique in not mentioning the occasion of the revelation of the surah and its consequences

for the surah.

Step 2: “Word by Word Translation of Surah al-Kawthar — 108 (b)”

Khan’s second step consists of word by word and complete translation of each
ayah of the surah. Ayah one’s complete Arabic text is written on the first line. On the
second line each Arabic word of the ayah is written down separately in a box. Under each
Arabic word box, its translation is provided in another box on the third line. Finally, one
complete English sentence of the ayah is written on the fourth line. The process is
repeated for ayah two and three.'® The whole surah takes up a total of twelve Arabic and
English lines of text, leaving the rest of the page blank. When we compare this scheme of
translation with the rest of the twenty-nine suwar of the book, we find exactly the same
schema. We can then safely conclude, in the second step translating the Arabic text in
this manner i1s Khan’s standard procedure and that it must be part of his methodology of
interpretation.

Let us consider Khan’s word by word and complete translation of each ayah to
see if we find a pattern. The first ayah is decomposed into four Arabic words: innaa
(“Verily We”), a taina (“We have given”), ka (“you”) and al-Kauthar (“al-Kawthar”).

Certainly, the capital “w” in “Verily We” and in “We have given” in the English

100 K han, An Exercise, 174.
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translation points to God. However, we do not know who is “you” and what is “al-
Kawthar” at this level. The complete translation of the ayah is: “Verily, We have given
you (O Prophet,) al-Kawthar (The Abundance of Good).”*®* In the complete sentence
translation we come to know that God is speaking to the Prophet to whom “The
Abundance of Good” is given. However, we still do not know what “The Abundance of
Good” is except that “g” of good is capital, probably indicating a proper noun. The word
by word translation seems to be simple English meaning of the Arabic text. However, in
the complete translation of the ayah, there is interpretation that the Prophet is the receiver
of al-Kauthar which is “The Abundance of Good.” Ibn Kathir translates al-Kauthar as
“hawuz” (pond) - a pond named Kauthar given to the Prophet. In addition to pond,
Kauthar for him is also “a lot more [good].” Among the many goods, Kauthar, as a pond,
is one of the goods given to the Prophet.’® For Farahi, al-Kauthar is the Ka’ba that is the
source of all blessing for the Prophet and his ummah. Maududi takes al-Kauthar to mean
the good of every kind in this world and in the hereafter. Maududi lists all the goods
given to the Prophet as noted by hadith literature on the meaning of Kauthar. However,
Maududi finds an additional good not mentioned by other scholars: “The good of system
of life based on easily understandable principles that are according to human reason and
nature. These principles are concise and universal and have the power to spread all over
the world forever and ever.”*® Further, in the meaning of Kauthar, Maududi informs that

the pond of Kauthar will be available to the Prophet and his ummah on the Day of

101 | pig.
192 |pn Kathir, Tafsir, 5668.

103 Maududi, Tafheem, 492.
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Judgment as well as the canal Kauthar in Paradise. Finally, the Prophet is given the good
news that he will win the struggle against his enemies.'®* For Asad Kauthar is “all that is
good in an abstract, spiritual sense, like revelation, knowledge, wisdom, the doing of

good works, and dignity in this world and in the hereafter”™'®

that are given to the
Prophet. However, we do not find any mention of “the canal Kawthar in the heaven or
“pond” on the Day of Judgment on the earth in Assad’s explanation. Further, through the
Prophet good is given to “every believing man and women.”*® All humanity also
receives the highest good. However, in this case, according to Asad, is the “ability to
acquire knowledge, to do good works, to be kind towards all living beings, and thus to
attain inner peace and dignity.”*"’ It is interesting to see that each exegete defines
Kauthar as something that is critical to his overall understanding of the Qur’an. Khan is
also not an exception to this rule. As we will find out in the next step, for Khan none of
these different meanings are meant by Kauthar. For him Kauthar is something whose
blessings keep on increasing.

In the second ayah Khan’s word by word translation shows the following
decomposition of the ayah: fa (therefore), salli (pray), li (for), Rabbi (Lord), ka (your),
wa (and) anhar (sacrifice). The complete translation of the ayah is: “Therefore, pray

(offer salah) to your Lord and sacrifice.”*® In word by word translation all words seem

to have a general meaning of Arabic words in English. However, two words stand out:

1 Ibid.
105 Asad, Message, 980.
106 | pig.
197 | bid.

108 Khan, An Exercise, 174.
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Rabb is translated as “Lord” and nakar is translated as “sacrifice.” Ibn Kathir translates
Rabb as Rabb; Farahi translates Rabb as Khudawand, the Persian name for God (Khuda);
Maududi translates Rabb as Rabb; and Asad translates it as “Sustainer.” Why does Khan
translate Rabb as Lord? The answer may be found in Chapter three of the book, An
Exercise, where Khan defines the meanings of important Qur’anic terms and concepts.
According to Khan in that chapter, “we will be using ...‘Lord’ or ‘lord” as a Qur’anic
term, we will be using this English word in a well-defined specific meaning which should
not be confused with its other usages.”*® Khan’s specific meaning for the term “Lord” is
“being ‘abd (servant) only of God’ or ‘having God alone as one’s Lord (Rabb).”"*1°
Hence, if we give “some-one-else status of god (ilah)” we are doing shirk (making
partner) with God. As far as najar is concerned, its general dictionary meaning is: “to
cut the throat (of an animal), slaughter, butcher [or] kill (an animal).”**" In the context of
the surah, the Prophet is commanded to perform animal [camel] sacrifice. In step four of
Khan’s methodology it becomes clear that by “sacrifice” Khan means “spending
resources in God’s way.”*2 Is Khan justified to use nakar in this meaning? There could
be three possibilities. First, when Khan uses “sacrifice,” he takes its English meaning that
can mean a host of different types of sacrifices including nakar. However, this sense of

sacrifice is not an essential substitute of nasar. Unfortunately, nakar and its roots are

used only once in the Qur’an in this surah, therefore we cannot determine the Qur’anic

109 1hid., 21.
10 1hid.

' Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic (Arabic - English), 4™ edition, ed. J.
Milton Cowan (Urbana, IL: Spoken Language Services, Inc. 1979), 1111.

12 Khan, An Exercise, 176.
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use of nakar. A second possibility is to ask, what is the spirit of nakar? The spirit of
na/kar is not to make God feel good by slaughtering camels as Qur’an itself makes it clear
in Q 22: 37. According to this ayah, the primary purpose of animal sacrifice is to thank
God, but neither its flesh nor its blood reaches God. Could naZar be considered the most
important resource in a desert society that is asked to be sacrificed? While the resource is
“sacrificed” to thank God, its flesh feeds the community, especially the poor. Seen this
way, is Khan justified to take the meaning of nakar as the most precious resource to be
spent in the way of God that benefits the community? Such a usage may be justified.
However, then it will imply that each historic epoch can determine what is nakar for its
unique social situation. It could be argued that nakar for our age is “time.” If this
understanding of nakar is correct, then Khan has “liberated” the word for many other
possibilities of meanings relevant to existing social conditions. In this case, nakar
transforms into a dynamic concept instead of a static concept that cannot grow in its
meaning. A third possibility is that Khan like Farahi may believe the controlling factor to
determine meaning in a text is nazm.™ It is the need of nazm in ayah two, as we will
demonstrate below,” that justifies the use of nakar as the spending of “the most precious
resource.”

The relation of nazm in the surah seems to be for Khan that in ayah two the
listener is asked to develop a relationship with God (prayer) and spend precious resources
(nahar) to thank God and benefit humanity as God has provided the listener with the

abundance of good. When the listener does his/her job, God will do His job and take care

113 Farahi, Majmu ‘ah’, 29.
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of his/her enemies.*** Is Khan following Farahi in this respect that the controlling factor
of meaning in a text is its literary context in a highly coherent text? We have a clear
statement from Farahi in “Muqgadma” of the Majmu’ah’ Tafasir-e-Farahi that “nazm is
the only single characteristic of a text (kalam) that establishes correct direction [of
meaning].”**> How do our four exegetes understand nakar? For Ibn Kathir nakar means
animal sacrifice; Farahi understands it as animal sacrifice that is generally done at the end
of Hajj. In the context of this surah Farahi understands it as the asking of the Prophet to
his Companions to sacrifice animals as the peace Treaty of Hudaybiyyah is signed to
indicate there would be no ‘umrah performed by the Prophet and his Companions that
year; Maududi consults kadith to determine the meaning of nakar. For him nakar is to do
animal sacrifice only for God as opposed to polytheists who were doing sacrifices for
their deities. Also, to stay firm and not to compromise on this matter, i.e. the animal
sacrifice will be done only for God;**® finally, for Asad nakar means sacrifice without
clarification if one is to consider it camel sacrifice, other animal sacrifice, or sacrifice in
general. A reader unfamiliar with Arabic may understand it to be any general sacrifice
from Asad’s translation. However, a careful reading of his translation points to the
sacrifice that is done “unto Him alone.” This probably hints to animal sacrifice as animal
sacrifice should not be made to other than God.

Moving on to the third ayah, abtar seems to stand out. Abtar is translated by

Khan as “(is) lopped off.” It is in the complete ayah translation in English that we

114 Khan, An Exercise, 176 (“... all hatred will wither away!”).
15 Farahi, Majmu ‘ah’, 29.

118 Maududi, Tafheem, 496; strangely, Maududi does not take the meaning of nakar as sacrifices
that believers should do to establish an Islamic system of government.
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discover “lopped off” for Khan is a person. However, we are not told the person’s
identity except that s/he hates the Prophet. Ibn Kathir determined the meanings of abtar
as one or all of the following persons: 1) Al-‘As bin Wa’il who hated the Prophet,
because the Prophet came with “guidance, truth, clear proof and manifest light,” such
people are “the most cut off, meanest, lowliest” persons who would be forgotten, 2) The
surah was revealed for "Ugbah bin Abi Muayt, Ka'b bin Al-Ashraf, “a group of the
disbelievers of the Quraysh,” and Abu Lahab;™’ Farahi considers abtar the demise of
Quraysh - good news of coming victory for the Muslims; Maududi takes it to mean “a
person from whom all hope is gone and no good is expected to come,” also abtar are all
persons that are pointed by different hadiths as noted by Ibn Kathir above; for Asad, “it is
he that is cut off,”*® i.e. one who hates the Prophet and hence is “cut off” from “all that is
good.”™® Asad seems to imply we can find abtar persons among us today and its
meaning is not limited to the Prophet’s era. In this case all exegetes agree on the meaning
of abtar as a person, though the character or the identity of this person is different for

each exegete.

Y7 |bn Kathir, Tafsir, 5670-671.
118 Asad, Message, 980.

119 1hid.
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Step 3: “Outline Structure of Surah al-Kawthar — 108 (c)”

For Khan three ayat of al-Kauthar means that the surah “makes its point in three

stages:”

A [Ayah 1] Proclamation from the Divine Authority.
B: [Ayah 2] The central ayah explains what the Recipient should therefore do.

C: [Ayah 3] [G]radually all the opposition will wither away.120
The surah’s meaning, according to Khan, can be summarized as: Divine Authority
proclaims that the Prophet is granted the Kauthar. Therefore, the recipient should make
salah and perform sacrifice. By doing this “gradually all the opposition will wither
away.”

While in step two it was made clear that the recipient of al-Kauthar was the
Prophet, further explanation in this step informs us that al-Kauthar (“The Abundance of
Good™) “is something whose blessings will go on increasing.”*** Finally, in this step, we
learn from Khan that the Kauthar whose blessing will keep on growing is the Qur’an.
That is, it is the Qur’an whose understanding will keep on increasing as time passes,
bringing increasing blessings to the human world - “the whole world will be filled with
... peace, progress and prosperity.”122 According to Khan, “The Understanding of the
Quran will grow with the progress in human knowledge.”? Is Khan unique in

considering the Qur’an as Kauthar? Among our four exegetes Ibn Kathir is silent on this

120 Khan, An Exercise, 175.
121 |pjd.
122 g,

123 1hid.
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issue; Maududi and Asad do consider the Qur’an or the revelation as part of the goodness
of Kauthar; Farahi considers Kauthar could be understood as the Qur’an but then rejects
it. His argument is that the Qur’anic revelation is similar to rain, as the Qur’an explains
itself. When rain falls on the ground, it turns dead earth to full life. Hence, for Farahi
based on the rain simile, Kauthar cannot be considered the Qur’an.*** Farahi also points
out that Kauthar must be the Ka’ba as salah and sacrifice in the second ayah point to the
essential rituals performed at the Ka’ba.'®

From the above discussion it is clear that as far as Khan is concerned the greatest
abundance that was given to the Prophet is the Qur’an. Therefore, for Khan al-Kauthar is
not a howz (pond) or a canal from which the Prophet and his ummah would benefit on the
Day of Judgment. It is not prophethood, knowledge, good actions, shifa ‘at (intersession)
for his ummah on the Day of Judgment by the Prophet, or the highest rank of Mahmood
(one who is praised) for the Prophet in Hereafter, etc.'?® Khan has no statement to deny
these blessings as part of the meaning of al-Kauthar, leaving the door open for their
inclusion in its meaning. However, he does not explicitly acknowledge them either. The
question is how did Khan reach the conclusion that al-Kauthar is the Qur’an? The answer
comes in step four but for now we have no clue.

An interesting implication of understanding the Qur’an as a good whose blessing
will keep on increasing is that the Qur’an would be understood better in every new future

and that the best period of human growth and prosperity is yet ahead of us. This means

124 Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 420.
125 |pid., 422.

126 These are some of the blessings or the meanings of the Kauthar that various Muslim exegetes
have taken. See, for example, Ibn Kathir, Maududi and Farahi’s interpretations of this surah.
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that the Qur’an did not exhaust its meaning during the prophet hood of Muhammad in
seventh-century Arabia.’?’ From the death of the Prophet to the present, progress in
human knowledge (science, technology, social sciences, and humanities) is increasing.
Thus, for Khan, progress and human understanding have a direct relationship and both,
according to him, will keep on increasing as time passes. Another interesting point to
note here is that Khan is not talking to the Muslims only. He is concerned with the
“progress in human knowledge” and the human world.*?®

According to Khan, the second ayah asks the recipient of the Qur’an to “i) make
salah (a statement full of meaning), i) make sacrifice (a statement full of meaning).”*?
Khan does not explain what he means by “a statement full of meaning.” It seems in this
step he only wants us to pay attention to the point the ayah makes — prayer and sacrifice
are “full of meaning.” Another point that may arise is: should a Muslim reader when s/he
reads Surah al-Kauthar today consider that s/he is the recipient of the Qur’an i.e. al-
Kauthar? We cannot be sure. However, the way Khan framed the question “what the
Recipient should therefore do” keeps the ambiguity that whoever reads the Qur’an may

consider himself/herself as the recipient of the Kauthar, i.e. the Qur’an and hence the

surah is directly speaking to him/her.

127 As far as the Prophet’s socio-historic context is concerned, Khan considers the Prophet’s
concretization of the Qur’an the most correct concretization in that socio-historic context (Reflections, 10).
However, it was the best that could possibly be achieved based on the state of human knowledge and socio-
historic conditions of seventh century Arabia.

128 We do not find any clue to the relationship between human knowledge and Islamic knowledge
in this surah’s interpretation by Khan. However, Khan explains this relationship when he explains the
foundations of his Qur’anic hermeneutic that will be the topic of the next chapter.

129 Khan, An Exercise, 175.
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The third ayah, according to Khan, is the “concluding ayah [that] tells the
Recipient of al-Kauthar not to worry about the opposition to the Qur’anic Movement: As

the movement shall proceed further, gradually*®

all the opposition will wither
away”"®! In this explanation Khan does not tell us what al-abtar means except that it
should be understood as “opposition;” who was or is al-abtar or who called whom abtar,
etc. does not seem to concern Khan, though the classical tafsir is full of explanations
addressing these questions as we noted earlier. Why is Khan not interested in this
discussion? At this point we do not know. The point is that the recipient of the Kauthar
should not worry about the enemies of the Qur’anic Movement as there may be a role for
God to play to make the Qur’anic Movement successful. The message is clear to the
recipient of the Kauthar: s/he needs to concentrate on the central part of the ayah, i.e.

make salah and perform sacrifice. If s/he does his/her duty, God will do His"*

duty and
take care of the opposition to the Qur’anic Movement. The issue is we do not know from

where in the text the Qur’anic Movement comes from in Khan’s interpretation? The

answer to this question comes in the step four below.

130 \When I Italicize or Bold a tax, it is identified as such in the respective foot-note. Where this
identification is not noted, it should be considered indexed by authors.

131 Khan, An Exercise, 175.

132 All relative pronouns for God start with first letter as capital.
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Step 4: “Understanding and Interpretation — 108 (d)”

In this step Khan explains his understanding and interpretation of the surah. His
first point in this step states, “The previous surah pointed out that false religiosity is
doomed. The present surah underlines that the blessings of true religiosity will go on
increasing.”** From this we may infer that in the forth step Khan wants us to see how
this surah is related to the previous surah, Surah al-Ma’un (107). In Surah al-Ma’un
Khan reached the conclusion, “The surah repudiates pseudo-religiosity. It differentiates
the true religion from the false religion.”** What is this pseudo-religiosity? It is the
religiosity in which “the people who do not believe that they have duty towards the

135

down-trodden [miskin]™ or alienated [“marginalized,” yatim] sections of the society,

which is The Religion’s main concern. One should not be deceived by their worship
(salah) of God, which is merely a public show ... Such worshippers are doomed!” **®
Continuing further, Khan explains, “Worship is not a cultural function. If hearts are

devoid of the presence of God, traditional prayer is of no value, however impressive it

may look from the outside!”**" In this context in Surah al-Kauthar, Khan finds the

opposite of pseudo-religiosity, i.e. true religiosity in the form of prayer and sacrifice.

133 Khan, An Exercise, 176.
134 |bid., 172.

35 For miskin in the sense of down-trodden and yasim as marginalized, please see Khan, An
Exercise, 34.

1% Khan, An Exercise, 172.

¥ 1bid., 171.
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According to Khan, “What is important: Prayer is not sufficient. Sacrifice is also a
must! Through prayer and sacrifice the Qur’anic Community maintains a living
relationship with the Divine Words.”**® Here we finally know what Khan means by
sacrifice. It is the sharing of resources with “down-trodden” or “marginalized” sections of
the society. Another dimension of the Qur’an is also brought out that prayer and sacrifice
helps the Qur’anic community to maintain “a living relationship with the Divine Words.”
How? Probably by the reading being practiced in concrete life situations by the reader.

We may conclude from our discussion so far that steps one to three were
preparing us to get to an understanding and interpretation or insight that is much deeper
than the relatively three statements or points of Surah al-Kauthar. The insight is about the
nature of true religion. Readers of the Book are blessed with an instrument that can
transform them and their community but it requires some effort on their part — to
remember God along with sharing God-given resources with fellow human beings. The
essence of religion seems to be to have a living relationship with God and a
brotherly/sisterly caring relationship with fellow human beings.

One more dimension of meaning is seen by Khan when he sees Surah al-Ma’un
and Surah al-Kauthar together. According to Khan, al-Ma’un raises the question, “Who
are the opponents of the Religion?”**° It turns out that opponents of the Religion are the
people who wear the garb of pseudo-religiosity when their moral condition is that they

refuse any small favor to the other if asked for it, Q 107:7. Khan seems to advise, we

38 Ipid., 176.
139 For Khan, based on his Qur’anic study, The Religion is one, the religion are many. To him,

“‘The Religion’ stands for Qur’anic ‘ad-Din’ or the religion of the prophets of God — including
Muhammad. Abraham was the first person to name it ‘al-Islam’” (An Exercise, 212).
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should not get impressed by their prayers. Rather, we should also look at their actions in
terms of how they treat the other. Khan finds this aspect of al-Ma’un addressed in al-
Kauthar also. The Prophet and believers are advised not to worry about these opponents
of the Religion as their destruction is in the hand of God; it may also be suggesting that
believers should not fear their power or tricks. Rather, believers should do their duty of
building a close relationship with God and taking care of fellow human beings.

It seems if step three was a hermeneutic circle between part and whole (ayat vs.
surah), step four is surah vs. adjacent surah hermeneutic circle. Step three recognized
three points made in the surah and how they were connected together as seen by Khan. It
provided us with a clear plan of action that we are asked to follow. However, in the surah
vs. adjacent surah hermeneutic circle we discovered deeper meaning of what it means to
be a religious person. Are these two hermeneutic circles unique to this suwar? A review
of rest of twenty-nine suwar reveals that Khan goes through these two hermeneutic
circles in each and every surah explained in the book. As a matter of fact, besides
mentioning surah and adjacent surah hermeneutic circles, in Chapter thirty-four, titled
“An Overall Look on System underlings Suwar 85-114,” Khan tries to find the
relationship in all thirty suwar as an integrated whole.**® We can therefore safely
conclude that nazm plays a key role in how Khan understands the Qur’an.

We still have one more unresolved issue — from where did the notion of Qur’anic
Movement enter the discussion of Surah al-Kauthar, i.e. what is the textual evidence? We

noticed that Khan made a passing remark in step three about the Qur’anic Movement —

149 Khan, An Exercise, 203-211.
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“the Recipient of the Kauthar [should] not to worry about the opposition to the Qur’anic
Movement.”**" In step four we find more detail about it as follows:

The revelation of the Qur’an to the Prophet came at the very end of the Prophetic

Movement. It is an unending source of Divine Blessings. As such, it is the

greatest gift from the Creator to the human world. As the believing community

will continue its reflections on Divine Signs (Qur’anic ayat), in changing human
situations, the growth in human knowledge will help further progress in the

Understanding of the Divine Words. And as the believing community continues to

follow the Qur’anic guidance, more and more justice, peace, prosperity, and

progress will prevail in the human world.**?

From the above, Khan seems to understand the Qur’an not as something located
in space but he seems to see it as an event — an event of revelation that is enfolding in
human history as human world’s needs, complexity and knowledge increases. Khan’s
mentioning of the Prophetic Movement seems to have emerged from his overall study of
the Qur’an. If this assumption is correct, then the coming of the Qur’an at the end of a
long process of God’s activity in the human world through the Prophetic Movement
culminated at the last prophet, the Prophet Muhammad, and the last revelation, the
Qur’an. The ending of the Prophetic Movement seems to give birth to the Qur’anic
Movement that may continue till the end of human history on the earth.

If our assumptions about the relationship between the Prophetic Movement and
the Qur’anic Movement are correct, then for Khan nakar does not essentially mean
slaughtering animals, though it is not explicitly denied by him either. Rather, it would be
the sacrifice of time, money, relationships, worldly gains or whatever else in the “path of

the Qur’anic Movement” that makes it successful. The question is if Khan is justified in

using nakar as sacrifices in the path of the Qur’anic Movement? We have no indication

141 |pid., 175.

142 1hid., 176.
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of any Qur’anic Movement in the text of this surah or suwar before or after it. The only
valid reason seems to be if we understand the second part of step four as Khan’s effort to
see the surah in the context of the whole Qur’an. This observation seems to be verified
when we look at the last thirty suwar of the Qur’an explained by him in An Exercise. We
find only three suwar (87, 90 & 108) where in step three, Khan refers to the Qur’anic
Movement, whereas twelve suwar use the word “Qur’anic Movement” in step four.*®
Thus, what we seem to have is the surah vs. the whole Qur’an hermeneutic circle. Khan’s
reading of the whole Qur’an seems to focus on the continuous activity of God through his
prophets as a means of moral and spiritual development of humanity that has entered the
post-prophetic stage where the Qur’an becomes the source of guidance for humanity.
When Khan sees Surah al-Kauthar in the light of the overall Qur’anic message,
we find a new dimension of meaning. Khan informs us that we are to maintain “a living
relationship with the Divine Words” so that Divine Revelation becomes a communicative
act between God and humankind without the presence of a prophet. According to Khan,
salah takes the form of this communicative act between reader and God. To establish
such communication the surah orders us to follow the salah as an “item for action.” He
seems to explain salah as “a statement full of meaning” from step three in step four.

Khan sees three levels at which the salah is to be established:

i) thanking God for guiding us. Offering of salah (prayer) is a way of giving thanks to God for this
great gift of God to humankind,

i) salah stands for practically submitting to God [E]stablishment of salah is a symbol for
establishing of Qur’anic system in human life,

iii) mainly in salah itself listening to Divine Speech and pondering over Divine Words is an important
part. These are most important moments for reflection on Qur’anic Ayat.

3 The rest of eighteen suwar do not use the word Qur’anic Movement but seem to mean it. See
for example, Surah al-‘Alaq in An Exercise in the next case study in step four.

144 Khan, An Exercise, 176.
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Khan concludes this discussion by stating, “The surah concludes: as the Qur’anic
Movement proceeds further all hatred will wither away!”'* That is, God’s help will also
come.

After reflection on the four steps of Khan’s methodology, we may wonder why is
step two necessary in Khan’s methodology? The whole point of his methodology seems
to be to go through three hermeneutic circles as we discovered in the above discussion.
The three hermeneutic circles do not require “Word by word translation of Surah al-
Kauthar” as the circles teach us the methodology of reflection over the Qur’an. It seems
that step two may not be required for an Arabic speaker but it becomes essential for a
non-Arabic speaker. Khan in a way seems to be breaking the language barrier for the
non-Arabic speakers by providing them basic meanings of the Arabic words. Once such
readers become aware of basic meanings they can also exert the methodology of
hermeneutic circles by learning Khan’s method of understanding the Qur’anic text. Does
this mean that Khan believes understanding the Qur’an is possible without knowing
Arabic? It seems so as what actually counts for Khan is the method of reflection that is
focused on Divine Words. Let us keep this conclusion tentative till we find evidence of
this conclusion in his corpus.

In our discussion about the occasion of revelation above, we noted that Khan does
not point out if the surah is Meccan or Medinan. After going through the four steps of his
methodology, we did not find a single attempt to discover how the surah was understood

by the Prophet, his Companions or when the surah was revealed. Even the words like

' bid.
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Kauthar, nakar and abtar that clearly point to certain issues during the time of the
Prophet which all other exegetes consider in their discussion, we find Khan silent over
them. Can we conclude that Khan believes only in the literary understanding of the text
as the text explains itself? Probably yes. His methodology seems to point to this direction.
For example, when we review other twenty-nine suras in the book, we find the same
strategy — the literary context of the text matters to him but the soico-historic context of
the first listeners or later listeners of the Qur’an do not play any role. However, for
understanding texts a socio-historic context is necessary. The socio-historic context of the
human world where human beings actually live becomes the background in which the
literary understanding of the text takes place for Khan. What is the socio-historic context
for Khan to understand the Qur’anic text? We find a clue in the explanation of the surah
when Khan mentions, “As the believing community will continue its reflections on
Divine Signs (Qur’anic ayat), in changing human situations, the growth in human
knowledge will help further progress in the Understanding of the Divine Words.”* It is
the “changing human situations,” i.e. the context of the current readers in which we meet
Khan’s socio-historic context. Is Khan correct in his assertion that understanding of the
texts happen in the existing socio-historic context of the reader? Possibly, yes. If we look
at this assertion from a practical point of view, it is the only life context of the reader that
is fully available to him/her. On the other hand, when we look from a theoretical point of
view, any other soico-historic context is speculation of one degree or another.

With the above observations and tentative conclusions, let us now turn to a bit

longer surah, Surah al-°Alaq, as interpreted by Khan. One of our main concerns in this

148 1hid.
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surah will be to find his methodology of determining the ayah vs. surah hermeneutical
circle that was not much expandable in Surah al-Kauthar due to its very short length,
though it provided ample opportunities to observe many other aspects of Khan’s

hermeneutic.

A Case Study: Surah al-‘Alaq (96)

Surah al-‘Alaq is surah number ninety-six of the Qur’an. It has nineteen ayat. The
four steps we noted in Surah al-Kauthar remain the same: Step one “96 (a) Surah al-
‘Alaq,” the Arabic text on one page; Step two, “96 (b) Word by word translation of Surah
al-‘Alaq” is spread over three pages, due to larger ayat of the surah. However, step three
“96 (c) Outline Structure of Surah al-*Alaq” and forth step “96 (d) Surah al-‘Alaq

Understanding and Interpretation” still take one page each.

Step 1: Surah al-Alaq Arabic Text

This step consists of complete Arabic text of the surah, without any translation or
explanation, on one page. The surah is not identified as Meccan or Medinan. Though we

have a larger number of ayat, they all fit on one page using a slightly smaller font to keep
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the whole surah in one visual field in Arabic.**” All that we discussed for step one of

Surah al-Kauthar also applies to step one of this surah.

Step 2: Khan’s Translation of Surah al-’Alaq

Just like Surah al-Kauthar, we first find word by word translation and then a

complete translation of each ayah. Following is Khan’s translation of the surah:

Read with the name of your Lord Who created, 2) Created human beings from a clot, 3) Read and
your Lord is the Most Gracious, Who taught with the pen, 4) Taught human being what he did not
know, 5) Nay, verily human being is (for sure) in transgression; That he finds himself independent
(well-off/having no need). Verily, toward your Lord is the return! 6) Did you see the person who
forbids A servant when he prays (offer his salah), 7) Did you see (think) if (maybe) he were
guided, Or if he enjoins piety, Did you see, if in spite of it, he gives lies and turns away; 8) Did he
not know that God sees? 9) Nay, if he does not stop, We shall surely drag him by his forelock! 10)
Forelock, which is a liar, criminal! 11) So let him call his henchmen. We shall also call the angels

of Hell, 12) Nay, obey him not, and prostrate yourself and draw near (to God).148

In the above translation, all translated words seem to be the general translation of
Arabic words except one word that Khan describes as a term in chapter three under
“Important Qur’anic Terms and Concepts, as used in these thirty suwar.” The word is
5149

taqwa. In that chapter, Khan explains taqwa as “a responsible attitude [in life].

Further, “Muttaqis (persons who observe taqwa) are those who fear God and who are

17 bid., 111.
148 |pid., 112-14.

%9 1hid., 35.
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concerned with the possibility that they should not fail to do their duty to God or His

servants, as assigned by God.”**

Step 3: “Outline Structure of Surah al-’Alaq”

According to Khan, the surah makes five points:**

1) [Ayat 1-5] Read (the Book) in the name of your Lord.
2) [Ayat 6-8] The human situation in which reading takes place.
3) [Ayat 9-14] (Reading of the Book creates a Reaction.) Divine
Review: invitation to thinking.
4) [Ayar 15-18] Warning to the transgressor.
5) [Ayah 19] To the reader: By way of encouragement.

The above five points are derived by Khan as he groups the ayat that make each
point, e.g. point four’s main stress is derived when ayat 15-18 are grouped together. In
the ayah-surah hermeneutic circle of this step, Khan divided the nineteen ayat of Surah
al-‘Alagq into five points. That is, there are five meaning boundaries*** that are related to

each other — boundary one, first five ayat; boundary two, next two ayat; boundary three,

150 1hid.

31 |pid., 115.

152 In Surah al-Kauthar there were three ayat and three points were made. In Surah al-Alag, a
group of adjacent ayat make one point. The key is to recognize meaning unity or boundary that can be

defined with one ayah (96: 19), two ayat (96: 6-8), three ayat (96: 15-18), five ayat (96: 1-5), six ayat (96:
9-14), etc.
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next six ayat; boundary four, next four ayat; and boundary five, one last ayah.*>* When
we analyze the boundaries and compare them with the Arabic text of the surah, we find
kalla [no; not at all] establishing key boundary separator of the surah. Graphically, these

meaning boundaries can be seen as follows:***

Surah al-‘Alag Meaning Boundaries

Igra [Ayar 1-5] is introduction.

| ;
| | |

Kalla Kalla Kalla
Warning to HR-1 Encouragement to HR-2
[dyar 15-18] [dyat 19]
HR-1 HR-2
Transgression Submission Where ‘HR’ stands for Human Reaction
[Ayat 6-8] [Ayat 9-14]
Figure 1

From the above diagram, we may understand that the command to read is given in
ayat 1-5, Khan’s first point; the reading of the Book creates two human reactions:
transgression (ayah 6-8), Khan’s second point and submission (ayat 9-14), Khan’s third

point; warning is given to the transgressors (ayat 15-18), Khan’s fourth point;

153 Khan, An Exercise, 115.

154 Khan does not draw this graphical representation. | produced it to make clear the role of Kalla
in the whole surah as Khan sees it.
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encouragement is provided to the submitters (ayat 19), Khan’s fifth point. In this way
Khan seems to see the whole surah as one integrated whole that cannot be broken.

When we compare this understanding with Islahi’s™>

understanding of the surah,
Islahi also marks the meaning boundaries that are almost the same as Khan’s. Like Khan
he divides the surah into five points or meaning boundaries: (1) Ayat 1 —5, (2) Ayat 6 —
8, (3) Ayat 9 — 13, (4), Ayat 14 -18, and (5) Ayah 9."° The only difference between Khan
and Islahi is that Khan includes ayah fourteen in Islahi’s third group (ayat 9-13), whereas
Islahi includes it in his fourth group (ayat 14 -18). This means that both scholars see
nazm in the surah almost the same except at one place. Khan’s reason to include ayah 14
with Islahi’s 9-13 ayat seems to be that it allows “ka/l@” symmetry to be held in the
surah. A sub-surah meaning unity indicator is ara’ayta in ayat 9, 11, and 13. Each
ara’ayta ayah is followed by an ayah without ara’ ayta, e.g. ayah 10 after ara ayta ayah
9 and ayah 12 after ara’ayta ayah 11. In the same manner ara‘ayta ayah 13 is followed
by non-ara‘ayta ayah 14 and should be included in the same group as Khan proposed.
However, Islahi seems to miss this ara’ayta symmetry while Khan seems to be aware of
it. Hence, we may tentatively conclude that Khan seems to work on the Arabic text of the

Qur’an and finds clues of meaning boundaries from it besides working on seeing

meaning boundaries by the meaning of the content itself.

155 Farahi did not write the rafsir of Surah al-Alaq. We therefore turn to Islahi’s zafsir of the surah
in his Tadabbur-i-Qur’an. This may be a good substitution as Islahi in ‘Muqadama’ of Taddabur-i-Qur’an
insists that his methodology is the methodology of his teacher Farahi (Amin Ahsan Islahi, ‘Muqadama,’
Tadabbur-i-Qur’an (Urdu), http://www.tadabbur-i-quran.org/text-of-tadabbur-i-guran/volume-
1/mugadimah/4/ accessed Oct 3, 2015 ); also see Amin Ahsan Islahi, Tadabbur-i-Qur’an (Urdu), Vol. 1-6,
2" ed. (Lahore, Pakistan: Faran Foundation: 1983); henceforth Tadabbur; all English translations of
Tadabbur are mine.

1% |slahi, Tadabur, 449-50.
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Ibn Kathir sights eight zadiths to explain Surah al-‘Alaq. Based on these hadith,
Ibn Kathir concludes that ayat 1-5 of the surah were the first to be revealed to the Prophet
and the rest of the ayat were revealed later about Abu Jahl."™" This breaks the integral
unity of the surah. One may ask why two different subjects are put together in this surah,
unless one believes that the Qur’an is a hodge-podge of unrelated texts put together. Also
Ibn Kathir fixes the person, Abu Jahl, for whom the ayat were revealed instead of
keeping the meaning general as Khan does, i.e. each person can look into his/her moral
consciousness and decide if s/he is the person of the character that is described here. Like
Ibn Kathir, for Maududi Zadith establishes that ayat 1-5 were the first revelation to the
Prophet in the cave Hira. The rest of ayat 6-19 were revealed when the Prophet started to
pray in the Ka’ba openly. Asad also understands from hadith literature and believes,
“There is no doubt that the first five verses of this surah represent the very beginning of
the revelation of the Qur’an. ... all authorities agree in that these five verses were
revealed in the last third of the month of Ramadhan.”**® Thus, while Islahi and Khan pay
attention to the text of the surah and see the surah as one integrated whole, 1bn Kathir,
Maududi and Asad depend on hadith narrations and all agree that the surah was revealed
at two different occasions. Their understanding of the collection of the Qur’an informs

some haphazard way of knitting unrelated material together in a surah.

57 There is no consensus in the Muslim sources that ayat 1-5 are the first revealed ayat. Please see
Islahi’s discussion on this surah in Tadabur, 459-60 for details.

158 Asad, Message, 963.
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Step 4: “Understanding and Interpretation of Surah al-‘Alaq”

Based on our understanding of Khan’s methodology, we expect Khan to relate
Surah al-‘Alaq with adjacent suwar, i.e. perform the surah vs. adjacent surah hermeneutic
circle in step four. Our expectation turns out to be correct. Khan starts the explanation of
the surah in this step by relating it to the previous surah,*® at-Tin (95). According to
Khan, it already “introduced the prophetic missions of Abraham,*®® Moses and Jesus.”*%*
In this perspective, the Quranic Movement is initiated in Surah al-°Alaq with the
invitation igra or read, that is, read the Book “that will be sent down through instaliments
over twenty-three years.”*®? Then for Khan, the surah clarifies the significance and
importance of the Divine Guidance in the form of a Book (96:1-5) which is reviving the
Prophetic Movement. It (Q 96:6-8) underlines the social context in which this reading
takes place: Socially irresponsible “well-to-do people” are “acting as transgressors” in
total forgetfulness of their accountability to the Lord. “As the Qur’anic Movement

proceeds further, the readers of the Book — the Prophet and believers - submit to their

Lord, offer their prayer, get more and more involved in the doing of their own duties that

9 1t is a coincidence that in both suwar under our study, both use their previous surah for surah

vs. adjacent suwar hermeneutic circle. A study of the thirty suwar by Khan shows that it is the following
adjacent suwar and not only previous suwar that are also used for this hermeneutic circle. This is further
verified as Khan himself tries to see the relation in the thirty suwar by considering surah groups in which
each surah of the group exists. Please see An Exercise, Chapter Thirty-Four, 203-11.

180 K han understands Q 95:3 “secure city” to be Mecca as it relates to Abraham and not to
Muhammad.

161 Khan, An Exercise, 116.

182 1hid.
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follow from their readings.”163

However, “there is violence against the Reader to stop
him from offering his salah. The Book uses it as an opportunity to awaken the public
conscience (Q 96: 9-14).”'** Khan then narrates that the reading continues and a severe
warning is issued to the criminals (Q 96: 15-18). The Prophet receives encouragement
from God: let God “take care of the criminals; you should not worry at all.”*®® The key
point is, “Do not submit to any pressure; prostrate to get closer to your Lord.”*®®
Hence, in the fourth step we find once again Khan performing surah vs. adjacent surah
hermeneutical circle.

What about surah vs. the whole Qur’an hermeneutic circle? Apparently, we do not
see it in this surah. The reason could be that the surah vs. adjacent surah hermeneutic
circle and the surah vs. the whole Qur’an hermeneutic circle seem to be the same. As we
discovered in step four of Surah al-Kauthar discussion that the central axis of the Qur’an
for Khan seems to be the Prophetic Movement that has now turned into the Qur’anic
Movement after the death of the last prophet, the Prophet Muhammad. Surah at-Tin
(95) 167 already starts with the Prophetic Movement leading to the Qur’anic Movement in
Surah al-*Alaq (96) and hence our assumption may be valid for the absence of the surah
vs. the whole Qur’an hermeneutic circle in this surah.

From the above analysis of Surah al-Kauthar and Surah al-‘Alaq, we may safely

conclude that for Khan the Qur’an is a highly organized book. The locations of ayat

153 | bid.
1% 1bid.
1% |bid.
1% | bid.

7 1bid., 108.
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within a surah and suwar within the Qur’an have a structure that adds to the meaning.
Tentatively, we may agree with Mustansir Mir who in the “Foreword” of this book
considers Khan’s schema as “suggestive” and “informative.”**®® However, we can be sure
that for Khan the correct method of reading the Qur’an by the current readers is to read it
in its sequence of compilation while the sequence of the occasion of revelation was
primary for its first hearers. Finally, Khan wants to read the Qur’an in his socio-historic
context without referring back to the socio-historic context of the first hearers. This raises
an important question: What is the normative role of the Prophet Muhammad if we read

the Qur’an as he suggests? We will return to this question in the next chapter.

Placing Khan Among Considered Exegetes

Based on our analysis of al-Kauthar and al-*Alaq we may conclude that Khan has
gone much further than Farahi/Islahi in keeping his focus on the Qur’anic text though he
learned such methodologies from the Farahi school of thought.'®® If the total or almost
total dependence on hadith is at one end of the tafsir spectrum and total or almost total
dependence on the Qur’an only is at other end of the spectrum, then our analysis in this

chapter may be graphically represented as follows:

188 1pid., vii.

1%9 Please see Khan’s biography in Chapter two of this dissertation.
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hadith Qur’an

Ibn Kathir Maududi Farahi/lIslahi Asad Khan

Ibn Kathir’s fafsir is driven by hadith. Maududi is also driven by hadith, in
general, but he tries to remove any contradiction created by contradicting hadiths. Thus,
reason plays a critical role in his zafsir. Farahi/Islahi uses hadith to support their exegeses
and not to derive meaning through it. Hadith for them acts as a verification of their
interpretation only based on their methodology of nazm in the Qur’an.'”® Asad, on the
other hand, depends on kadith only in determining the occasion of revelation, though he
does not base his understanding on occasion of revelations but bases it on language,
reason and the overall Qur’anic worldview. It is Khan only who does not refer to
anything except the Qur’an. Does Khan then belong to the Qur’anist movement? Khan is
very close to the Qur’anist movement, but he does not reject the Sunnah of the Prophet.
This will become clear as we try to understand Khan’s concept of Sunnah in the next

chapters.

70 Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 37-9; Farahi acknowledges that he is using adith only to prove his point
that the Qur’an is sufficient to explain its meaning.
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CHAPTER 4

KHAN’S FOUNDATIONS OF QURANIC HERMENEUTIC

In this chapter we will explore Khan’s hermeneutic through his own summary in a
document named “Foundations of Qur’anic Hermeneutics” (FQH)." The foundations
consist of seven major principles related to Khan’s Qur’anic understandings.” In addition
to FQH, there are three aspects of Khan’s hermeneutic that are in his corpus but he does
not call them FQH. Khan believes two aspects, al-nasikh wa-l- mansiikh (abrogating and
abrogated) ayat of the Qur’an and mukkamat (clear) and mutashabbihat (unclear) ayat of
the Qur’an, are problems that restrict the correct understanding of the Qur’an;? third
aspect, structural and thematic coherence (nazm) in the Qur’an, helps to correctly
understand the Qur’an. By the end of the chapter we hope to achieve fuller grasp of

Khan’s hermeneutic as he explains it.

! Please Appendix I1, Khan’s FQH.

Z Khan wrote this one page document in early March, 2011. He asked me to email it to Professor
Zafar Ishaq Ansari, former Director General of the Institute of Islamic Research, International Islamic
University Islamabad, Pakistan.

% Khan, Reflections, 32.
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1. “Islamic Thought is an Ongoing Process of Understanding the Divine Text.”

We will understand this foundation through two key terms, “Islamic thought” and
“ongoing process” that results in understanding Divine Text.* What is Islamic thought?
Khan defines Islamic thought with its relation to human thought. For him human thought
is gained through science, technology and humanities that uses physical sam ‘-basar-
fu’ad’, i.e. hearing, sight and thinking.® Khan considers these capacities both physical and
spiritual and innate. While Khan clearly iterates physical sam “-basar-fi’ad as biological
hearing, seeing and thinking, but the spiritual sam “basar-fi:’ad | as implied. The
argument seems to be that spiritual sam -basar-fu 'ad are the capacities that allows us to
see religious truths.” The question is: why other biological beings, e.g. a dog that has the
same biological sam “-basar-fi.’ad as humans, cannot see the religious truth. According to
Khan, it is due to the fact that human life exists in an altogether different domain due to

receiving the breath from God’s spirit [riih], Q 23:14 and Q 32:9.2 Thus, for Khan the

* This discussion is mostly based on Khan’s 1987 paper, “Authenticity and Development of
Islamic Thought,” International Journal of Islamic and Arabic Studies 4 no. 2 (1987): 31-47; henceforth
“Authenticity.”

® Khan, “Authenticity,” 44 n 1; for Khan fi'ad is thinking or intuiting. It “signifies oneness of our
intellectual apparatus” (“Authenticity,” 44 n 1). Thus, for Khan fi:’ad can be mind (biological) or heart
(spiritual) or mind/heart integral whole. Following Khan’s usage of fit‘ad, we will translate fu’ad as
thinking/intuiting. The context will clarify if it is thinking only, intuiting only, or the integral whole of
thinking and intuiting.

® Khan, “Authenticity,” 31.

" Khan, Reflections, 7; also An Exercise, 31-2.

8 1bid.
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difference between biological beings and human beings is not a difference of quantity but
a difference of quality. The production of Islamic thought for Khan happens in two steps:
first, our reflection on the physical world through physical sam “-basar-fu ‘ad leads us to
religious truths;® second, through revelation from God via His prophets.'® Thus, human
thought when filters through revelation using sam -basar-fu 'ad generates Islamic
thought.'* Conversely, if human thought in its “prejudgment” rejects the Divine
Guidance, “however, true and convincing such a claim may be,” then it becomes un-
Islamic. “Thus there has to be, at least, an implicit kufr in a thought in order that we are
justified to call it unlslamic.”*?

Khan’s understanding of both sam -basar-fu'ad is based on his study of the
Qur’an. His proof text for physical sam -basar-fi 'ad seems to be Q 16:78, “(it is) God
(Who) brought you forth from the bellies of your mothers — you did not know a thing —
and made for you hearing and sight and hearts so that you may be thankful.”*? Khan’s
understanding of fu 'ad at the biological level includes, “[r]eflecting, analyzing,
contemplating, reasoning and such other mental acts.”** His proof text for spiritual sam “
basar-fu’ad seems to be Q 32:7-9: ... He brought about the creation of the human

[insan] from clay, then He made his progeny from an extract of despicable water

(semen), then He fashioned him and breathed into him some of His spirit [riz4], and made

® Ibid., 7-8.

" Ibid., 8.

1 Ibid.

' Ibid., 44, n 4.

3 Droge, Annotated, 171, trans.; also see Q 23:78, and Q 67:23.

¥ Khan, “Authenticity,” 44, n 1.
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for you hearing and sight and hearts [sam “basar-fi:'ad ]. Little thanks you show.”™ Khan
understands fu 'ad at this level as intuition, i.e. by receiving rizh humankind receives
spiritual sam “-basar-fu ’ad - the inner capacity to see spiritual or religious truths and
grasp spiritual or religious reality. Another difference between the two sam -basar-fi'ads
for Khan seems to be the difference in their objects of understanding. The physical sam *
basar-fu ‘ad understands the phenomenon of nature while the spiritual sam ‘-basar-fu ad
understands the spiritual reality behind it.

Based upon the above two capacities endowed to all human beings, Khan believes
that God is guiding humanity at two levels: horizontally, through the development in
science, technology and human sciences; vertically, through the prophets and now in the
post-prophetic period through Revealed Guidance in Divine Words, RGDW, i.e. the
Qur’an.'® Horizontal development results in the increase of intellectual knowledge and
vertical development results in the increase of moral and spiritual knowledge. The two
knowledge capacities work hand in hand to generate Islamic knowledge.

Khan believes understanding the Qur’an is a process as humankind’s knowledge
and life experiences keep on growing in the forward march of history.’ Further, human
understanding takes place in the particularity of a concrete human situation. Thus, when a
situation changes, a new understanding is called for.'® Finally, understanding is an
intellectual exercise that must be brought down to the real human world. This bringing

down of understanding to the human world is understood by Khan as the “concretization”

15 Also see Q 23:14 (Reflections, 7), Droge, Annotated, 272-73, trans.
16 Khan, Reflections, 9.
" Khan, “Authenticity,” 44.

18 Khan, Reflections, 27.
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of the Qur’an and it is always unique in each historic epoch.19 For example, the
concretization of the Qur’an during the life of Prophet Muhammad, i.e. one particular
human situation, is the Sunnah of the Prophet.” Thus, concretization has two
components: the commands of the Qur’an that remain the same for every generation and
their “practical implications” in the human world that always change.”* These aspects of
his thought require him understanding the Qur’an a process.??

By continuous process Khan does not mean the continuity of “logical

9923 h 24

implications”® of the Qur’an and the Sunnah “* as they “contribute nothing to the real
progress of thought.”* By new implications of the Qur’an and the Sunnah Khan means
new concretizations of the Qur’an in new life situations. As a matter of fact, according to
Khan, “All Islamic life is the concretization of the Qur’an by the Ummah in all its
endeavors to understand and live the Qur’an. There is a continuous process of

concretization.”? In other words, Khan understands the understanding of the Qur’an as a

performance in each historic epoch.

19 Khan, “Authenticity,” 42.
2 |bid., 32.
2L Khan, Reflections, 12.

22 Khan, Reflections, 33; also Khan quotes ayat 13:19-22, 39:3, 17-18 and 22-23 to show that
understanding the Qur’an is a journey.

% By logical implications, Khan means: “What was already there, although it was not known as
such, is made explicit through logical machinery that deals only with fully developed concepts.” For Khan,
logical implications do not make “any real progress in thought,” (“Authenticity,” 32). This shows that Khan
is fundamentally concerned with the progress in human though that takes place through conceptual
development. His concept of conceptual development is discussed later in the chapter.

 Khan, “Authenticity,” 42.

% Ibid., 32.

% 1bid., 42.
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2. “The Global Muslim Community Understands the Arabic Qur’an Through its Direct

Touch with it, Afresh.”

In this foundation we meet two important concepts that resonate throughout
Khan’s hermeneutic — “direct touch” and “afresh.” The “direct touch” of the reader with
the Qur’an means for Kahn to actually touch, see and hear the text.”” Whereas “afresh”
implies for him as if the Qur’an were revealed to the reader just now for him/her in
his/her particular socio-historical circumstance.?® An additional meaning associated with
“afresh” for Khan, besides the particularity of revelation for the reader, is to read even the
particularity as a new encounter with the text, i.e. previous readings do not become the
starting point but the current reading is the starting point as if the verses are brand new
encounter with the text.?* Of course, the memory of the previous readings may stay but
the possibility of the discovery of new meanings due to new encounter remains open.
With these conceptions, Khan approaches Madigan’s perception of the Qur’an as a book
(kitab) in which writing is a process, “rather than a writing that is a finished product of
that process.”® Khan would agree with Madigan’s assessment, “It (kitab) does not

constitute the totality of God’s address to humanity as a bounded text, but rather plays a

2 1bid., 13-4.

% The implication is that the Qur’an is a primary source of guidance for each individual in each
new generation (“Authenticity,” 40-41); also Reflections, 27.

% This is the inference of Khan’s statement that “the Lord is speaking directly to His servants,”
(Reflections, 13). Each direct speech when the Qur’an is encountered becomes a new encounter with the
divine with unexpected outcomes, just as in daily human encounter with the same person each encounter is
a unique event.

% Danial A. Madigan, The Qur’an’s Self-Image: Writing and Authority in Islam’s Scripture
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 182; henceforth, Self-Image.
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role as the token of access to that totality and as the locus of continuing divine address.”**

Let us explore the two key concepts in the following.

Direct Touch

By direct touch Khan means that our fingers should physically touch the words of
the Qur’an, that our eyes should be on the words, and that our listening to the Qur’an may
require us to have the Qur’an in front of us. The purpose of such direct touch is that
reading requires our focus on the Divine words so that we understand the Qur’an with

“our own minds.”*

Khan does not “deny the role of memory and imagination but
memory and imagination need experiential bases (of the original physical contacts) which
are provided through the above channels.”® Finally, direct touch also requires reading the
text in Arabic as fu ad, the integrated “capacity to think and intuit,” gets hindered by
translation and explanation.®

Not only does each direct touch have its own form but also its own function. The

most important, “first” and “foremost mode” of the direct touch is recitation or listening,

% Madigan, Self-Image, 182.

32 Khan, Reflections, 12-3.

¥ bid., 13.

% Khan, Reflections, 4; for Khan this does not mean that without knowing Arabic the Qur’an

could not be understood. His methodology in An Exercise and Reflections is his attempts to teach non-
Avrabic speakers as well as Arabic speakers how to understand the Qur’an as we noted in Chapter Three.
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i.e., “the Lord is speaking directly to His servant who has a heart or [who] listens with
full attention.”*® The next medium of direct touch is seeing the Divine Text. Sight is a
“more stable medium for our faculty of understanding.”*® Seeing is more stable than
listening as in “listening to a recitation there is a continuous forward movement of our
faculty of hearing which our fi:’ad has to chase and sometimes this movement may be too

fast for our reflection.”®’

Here seeing helps us. While hearing provides “the flux of a
musical sound, our sight is capable of having a comparatively stationary view of a whole
set of ayat or even the whole of a smaller surah in one look.”*® The third medium of
direct contact is finger-touch. According to Khan, “The finger-touch helps our forward-
moving sight to take better snapshot of more elementary parts of Divine Ayat.”* For
example, it provides “even greater stability and makes consideration of each word/phrase
easier for fi’ad”* to grasp.

The loss of direct touch happens for Khan in multiple ways: 1) some readers
understand the Text by listening to other humans only [e.g. listening to khuzbas (sermons)

or speeches by religious leaders or other “scholarly” persons]. They “completely fail to

establish direct touch with Divine Word.”** 2) Some other people “read books/articles on

% Khan, Reflections, 13; also see Q 50:37.
% Khan, Reflections, 13.

¥ Ibid.

% Ibid., 14.

% 1bid.

“0 1bid.

“ bid., 13.
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the Qur’an or about the Qur’an but never read the Qur’an itself.”*? 3) Some other people
“read tafasir [commentaries] of the Qur’an and exert all their efforts to understand the
tafsir, believing that they have understood the Qur’an when in reality they understood
nothing but the understanding of a secondary text. They did not even try to understand
the Text.”*® 4) Some people “read the Book only when they want to support what they

already believe.”*

This includes “some intelligent persons who are writing papers, or
delivering speeches and, therefore, they are looking for support from the Divine Book to
make their presentation look authentic.”* In short, for Khan progressive and authentic
understanding of the Qur’an is not possible without direct touch with the Divine Words.
One more aspect of direct touch for Khan is considering the Qur’an as a primary
guidance for us in our historic circumstances as it was primary guidance for the Prophet
and his Companions in their historic circumstances. His argument is that the Qur’an
“addresses people of all times and places.”* Therefore, it must address people of all
times and places as a primary source so that it is guidance for them in their historic
epoch.*’ If we consider the Qur’an’s address only to the Prophet as primary, then all other
addresses to humanity become secondary. An implication of the secondary address of the

Qur’an to each other time and place is that “indirect guidance from the Qur’an” in all

“potential situations” would require all such situations be “exemplified during the

* Ibid.

“ Khan, An Exercise, 1.
“ Khan, Reflections, 33.
* 1bid.

*® Khan, Authenticity, 40.

7 1bid.
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9948

historical period of the Qur’anic revelation.”™ This results in ruling out “the possibility of

a completely different kind of situation occurring that cannot be understood in the light of

9549

situations faced by the initial addressees.”™ The end result is that “justice cannot be done

to all those situations that have been deprived of being direct addressees of the Text.”*®
Khan raises the question that if the Qur’an is the primary address for all times and
situations, then it is likely that providing guidance for the future situations in the Text
would have caused confusion for the first addressees of the Text in their own situation.”
He agrees with this possibility. His defense is that “the Almighty, All-Knowing, Artist
and Author of the Qur’an can create such beautiful literary work, with all the required
ambiguities that while new reciters keep receiving fresh illumination, people of all ages
enjoy its literary beauties, while they do get something from its essential message
according to their abilities.”®® Thus, for Khan, “the essential message [of the Qur’an]
always remains the same, only it is better understood by some people in their contexts

and with their improved abilities to understand, when they maintain their proper direct

relationship with the Book.”

“ Ibid., 41.
“ Ibid., 40.
% Ibid., 41.
5 1bid.
%2 |bid.

%3 Khan, Reflections, 10.
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Afresh

By “afresh” Khan means “in the perspective of our own situation.”* To him,
reading the Qur’an is a personal communication with God.>® For example, Khan suggests
that prayer (salah) is the medium where God listens to us. However, in recitation we
listen to God.>® When we listen to God, Khan would like us to be “an empty vessel that
needs to be filled with Divine Words.”’ One may ask is it possible for humankind to be
an empty vessel, especially after Gadamer?*® Possibly not. However, Khan uses the
empty vessel analogy in two different senses. First, one should not come to the Book with
“preconceived opinions” or with “some narrow perspective.” That is, “Having a
particular understanding, and developing a capacity to have such understanding are two
very different states of affairs.”® Second, by empty vessel he means each reading of the
revelation at the point of reading should be considered as if it were revealed or descended

on the reader for the first time no matter how many times earlier the reader may have

> 1bid., 11.

* 1bid., 13.

% Khan, An Exercise, 2.

*" Khan, “Authenticity,” 38.

*8 Hans-Georg Gadamer (d. 2002) was a German philosopher who showed that we are born in a
tradition and hence we can never be an empty vessel when we approach texts. According to him, “Being a
part of our own tradition, historical works do not primarily present themselves to us as neutral and value-
free objects of scientific investigation. They are part of the horizon in which we live and through which our
world-view gets shaped” (Ramberg, Bjogrn and Gjesdal, Kristin, "Hermeneutics," The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2014/entries/hermeneutics/ accessed April 1, 2016); for hermeneutics
as a philosophy, please see: Hans-George Gadamer, Truth and Method (Continuum Impact, 2™ Revised ed.
(New York: Continuum International Publishing Group: 2004).

% Khan, “Authenticity,” 38.
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read the same verses.®® That is, each reading is a fresh encounter with God. According to
Khan, “reading attains the status of a communication between God and the particular
individual.”® This encounter anticipates a new surprise, a new expectation, a new
uncertainty of encounter. Khan would agree with Prof. Vitor Westhelle, an eminent
Christian theologian, that the point of reading is the point of encountering a “presence”
and not a “representation.”® Another factor for Khan that blocks a fresh encounter is to
understand the Qur’an in the context of occasions of revelation (asbab al-nuzil).*® The
reason is that for Khan, “Making the knowledge of the occasion of revelation a necessary
condition for correct understanding of the Qur’anic ayat, reducing the understanding of
something which is certain in itself (in this case the Qur’an) to a dependent status (in this
case the reports of the occasions of revelation), which is uncertain.”® The crux of the
matter for Khan in understanding the Qur’an is not to pollute the Divine Word with
human word or understanding. Hence, Khan declares, “Neither considerations of
occasions of revelation nor commentaries of earlier people will be permitted to block the
further growth of Qur’anic understanding,” as either of them stand in between God and

humankind’s a fresh encounter.®®

% This is based on my observation. I was puzzled why Khan would start explanation as if he was
reading it for the first time though he may have explained the same part the previous day.

¢! Khan, “Authenticity,” 35.

82 professor Vitor Westhelle is a Professor of Systematic Theology at the Lutheran School of
Theology at Chicago. In one of my discussions with him about this aspect of Khan’s hermeneutic, he
responded with his concept of “presence” and “representation” that Khan seems to be pointing to.

% Khan, “Authenticity,” 40; also see Reflections, 32.

% Khan, “Authenticity,” 40.

® 1bid., 35.
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3. “We Encounter RGDW as we Encounter Changing Human Situations.”

Khan believes that the Qur’an is to be understood by readers in their socio-
historic situations. Let us explore his arguments for this position. His first argument is
that “the situation which we face” sometimes is so “pertinent to some ayat” that it has
“the capacity to enlighten” us more than ever before.®® The question remains how to deal
with the ayat that “explicitly deal with the situation which the Prophet faced?” In such
cases Khan believes that God is also speaking to us directly. The difference is that “God
guides us directly through relating to us stories of earlier prophets and their followers but
in these cases [situations which the Prophet faced explicitly] He is guiding us directly
through telling us our own stories - the stories of our own Prophet, his followers as well
as his open and hidden enemies.”®’

His second argument is that changing human situations are met with humankind’s
growing abilities to know through progress in science, technology, human sciences and
culture and hence allow newer dimensions of meaning to emerge in the divine ayat. This
aspect was dealt in FQH two above in passing. In FQH four this is the main topic of
discussion. We will fully evaluate this argument there.

Khan’s third argument is, “it is a serious mistake that any situation, which the

Prophet or his people faced, occasioned any part of the Divine Book.®® ... [Rather,] the

% Khan, Reflections, 27; e.g. Caliph, Abu Bakr, whose recitation of Q 3:144 at the Prophet’s death
was never better understood. The situation brought clarity to the ayah.

87 Khan, Reflections, 29.

% Muslim exegetes approach the Qur’an “through the life of Muhammad” and maintain “that
pieces of it were revealed in response to, or as reflection of, certain situations in the life of Muhammad”

www.manaraa.com



66

truth of the matter is that this situation [which the Prophet or his people faced]

occasioned the revelation of this part of the Book at that time.”®°

Meaning, the Book as it
exists in our hands today existed with the divine even before the first revelation started
with the Prophet. Khan believes that the Prophet’s circumstance triggered the revelation
of the pre-existing part of the Book relevant to the Prophet’s particular circumstance.
This implies for Khan that the complete Book in its sequence of compilation as it is in
our hands today existed before the revelations started to the Prophet. Hence, for Khan,
intrinsically the original constitution of the Book [before its revelation to the Prophet] is
“very well organized according to a different system, the one which we follow today.”"
Khan’s understanding of the Book removes any human element in the collection and the
compilation of the Qur’an. For the Prophet and his Companions revelation based on the
sequence of revelation was an exception. It was so as the Prophet and his Companions
required to “assimilate it well, as suggested in Q 25:32 and put it into action.”"* Since
asbab al-nuziil (occasions of revelation) was a special case for the Prophet and the
Companions, the sequence of the revelation of the Qur’an is not preserved. Hence, for
Khan the occasion of revelation knowledge is not required for us to understand the

Qur’an. As a matter of fact, for him, it is a “serious mistake” to understand the Qur’an

through asbab al-nuziil method.™

(Encyclopedia of Qur’an (EQ), 2003, s.v. “Occasions of Revelation”). Khan does not believe that any
occasion in the life of the Prophet caused the coming down of the divine revelation.

% Khan, Reflections, 29; my emphasis.
" 1bid., 28.
™ 1bid.

2 bid., 11.
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If we follow Khan’s proposal that the Qur’an was in the current sequence of
compilation before it was revealed to the Prophet, does this mean Khan believes in the
pre-determination of the historic events? For his proposal to be true the pre-existing
revelation contains answers to events that had not yet emerged in the human world.
Khan’s reply is that the humans do not know how God writes His Book before it is
revealed and brought down to the human world.” Hence, for Khan no pre-destination is
necessary for his proposal to be valid.

When the Qur’an is freed from its reading through the sequence of revelation and
asbab al-nuziil, as proposed by Khan, it becomes freshly available for interpretation to us
and future generations as primary revelation in our socio-historic circumstance. This is a
radical turn in Khan’s hermeneutic. Khan’s hermeneutic move may once again allow us
to start “reflecting upon the Qur’anic ayat with our own minds. ... the way the
Companions viewed the Qur’anic ayat as guiding them in their situation.”’* This means
that the Qur’an in this perspective represents the “totality of the human situations the
Prophet and his companions faced, to the last day of humanity.”"

From the above presentation we may conclude that for Khan the meaning of the

fixed Qur’anic text exists at the intersection of three elements: the Qur’an, the reader (s),

and the current human situation. While the text’s verbal content remains the same, the

" | raised this question to Khan during my study of this dissertation. This reply was verbally
communicated to me by Khan. Can this argument supported by the Qur’an? Perhaps, Q: 97:1 may point to
this phenomenon with the use of word anzal (coming down all at once) as opposed to zanzil (coming down
bit by bit). That is, first anzal took place and then tanzil continued for twenty-two years till the Prophet
passed away.

" Khan, Reflections, 29.

" Khan, Authenticity, 36-7.
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reader(s) and situation(s) change with space and time and create new possibilities of

meaning as changed readers and new situations raise new questions.

4. “Development in Human Knowledge and Technology Prepare us for a Better

Understanding of the Divine Book.”

Generally it is thought that the introduction of science, technology, human and
social sciences have created problems for understanding the scriptures. Khan thinks
otherwise. He believes that as these areas of human knowledge develop, the Qur’an will
be understood better. In this regard, we already discussed how these areas of knowledge
help us to understand the Qur’an better in foundation number one. In the following we
will discuss the mechanics of this process that takes place through conceptual
development, and the differences between the language of science and the language of

religion as Khan perceives them.
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Nature of Human Knowledge

From the Qur’anic story of Adam and Eve, Khan concludes that the real asset of
humankind is their inherent and immense potential to grow and develop in knowledge.™
For him, to successfully name what was presented to Adam required that Adam be given
not potential but actual knowledge.”” Further, Adam did not have more knowledge than
the angels. For example, Khan points to the Qur’an where angels have been teachers of
great human beings like prophets.”® According to Khan, humankind’s needs increase over
time. The two phenomena, increasing knowledge and needs, set into motion a “chain
reaction” of expanded human capabilities and skills.”® One is certainly reminded of Karl
Marx’s (d. 1883) idea of the material basis of historical progress.®

The progressive and concrete material basis of human progress also prepares
“human minds to understand and interpret RGDW? better.®! The better understanding of
RGDW is embedded in Khan’s concept of conceptual development. For him conceptual

development is at the base of both science and religion, but they use two different

"® Khan, Reflections, 127.

" Khan, Reflections, 126; the actual knowledge given to Adam was the names of the persons that
God presented to the angels to name them. Khan believes that these persons were possibly people like the
Prophet Abraham as a specimen of the positive side of human character (Reflections, 124-27).

"8 See Q 18:65-82 and Q 53:5.

" Khan, Reflections, 4.

8 We must not forget that Khan is a professional philosopher who knows Marxism well,
particularly during the period when the British were planning to leave India and Marxism presented another

alternative to political organization in India.

8 Khan, Reflections, 4.
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languages. Thus, reading religious texts and reading scientific texts require different

approaches to the text. Let us explore this in greater detail in the following.

Conceptual Development

Khan believes progress in human knowledge takes place through conceptual
development both for scientific and religious thought.®? According to Khan, conceptual
development involves conceptual clarification “to help full-fledged development of
thought.”®® Though the process of conceptual clarification is the same for science and
religion, Khan believes the two use different languages that are “poles apart.”®* In
religious language meanings grow without changing its fixed terms, whereas in scientific
language, when meanings grow for a fixed term, the term also has to change.® The
reason is that science and religion have different objects of understanding. For science its
objects are “physical bodies being operated under mechanical laws” and for religion its
objects are “human beings deriving inspiration from a religious discourse.”® Khan

believes deriving inspiration from religious discourse “is very much the nature of a

person-to-person communication, [it] deals with concepts that have life and growth in

8 Khan, “Authenticity,” 31-2.
8 Khan, Dissertation, iii.

8 Khan, “Authenticity,” 32.
% Ibid., 33-4.

% 1bid., 33.
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themselves. Unlike the rigid concepts of the language of science that are almost dead.”®’
For Khan, scientific rigid concepts are “dead” because they do not have the ability of

growth® in meaning. Khan argues a slight change in their meaning means a new concept
and not the same concept understood more deeply, as is the case in religion.®® Khan asks
us to pay attention to this fundamental difference in scientific and religious languages.

When one reads religious texts in scientific language the reader misses the main point of
reading a religious text. The religious text requires a reading aimed at gaining insight and

inspiration to live a life, and not just facts about our common external universe.

5. “Each Believer as a Reader of the Qur’an Authenticates [his/her] own Understanding

of the Qur’an through Making it as his/her own Understanding ...”

This foundation proposes another radical idea: each reader has a right to
understand the Qur’an though his/her own mind.% If an individual is given this right, how

does s/he authenticate his/her understanding? For Khan, the answer is even more radical,

8 bid.

8 By “growth” Khan means growth that takes place in living beings — something from the past
stays and something new is built upon it, i.e. organic growth (living); whereas non-organic growth (dead) is
a change of state.

8 For clarity, | may provide a concrete example that may help understanding Khan’s suggestion.
God is a religious term. The term can remain same but deeper meanings may emerge in the concept of God
over time without the need to change the term. On the other hand, acceleration (a) is a scientific term.
When we mean acceleration caused by the earth’s gravity we call it gravitational acceleration (g) to
differentiate it from all other kinds of accelerations. The moment a slight change in our concept of
acceleration occurred, it required a new term.

% Khan, Reflections, 12.
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i.e. the reader also has the right and the responsibility to authenticate his/her
understanding. Khan is aware of the importance of communal understanding and
authentication but that will be the topic of the next FQH. Presently, we are to focus how
an individual authenticates his/her understanding when reading the text through his/her
mind as Khan proposes.

The “cardinal” principle of interpretative authentication for Khan is “loyalty to
the text to be studied.” Keeping loyalty to the text requires the human individual at the
center of understanding. Khan points out hurdles and solutions to self-authentication. Let
us review his understanding in the following.

Khan points to two main hurdles in the path of self-authentication. The first is
“so-called religious leaders” who enslave human minds instead of liberating them and do
not “emphasize the use of reason” and “invite people to think with their own minds” as
the prophets did.*? The second pitfall is tradition. People generally follow it without
criticism.” Besides these pitfalls, Khan suggests positive proposals that help self-
authentication. An individual can take the following measures to authenticate his/her
understandings.

1) Sincerity and effort is required to continue understanding the Qur’an better and

better.** Further, a desire to receive guidance is also required.” For example, Khan points

°! Khan, “Authenticity,” 43.
%20 9:31: “They have taken their teachers and their monks as Lords instead of God, and (also) the
Messiah, son of Mary, when they were only commanded to serve one God. ...,” Droge, Annotated, 116,

trans.

% Khan, “Authenticity,” 35; i.e., tradition formed by “the finding of some scholars and treating
their understanding of the Qur’an concerning a particular point as final.”

% Khan, Reflections, 32-3.
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out the Prophet’s own example. “The Prophet was looking for guidance, so his Lord
guided him. But look how actually this statement is worded in ayah 93:7: ‘And He (God)
found that you are lost, therefore, He guided you.””® Hence, the first step is taken by the
individual with a desire to receive guidance.

2) For Khan, authentication of understanding is a lifelong process.”” Further,
“when they [human beings] reflect over some of its ayat, the rest of the Qur’an will come
to their help.”®® Hence, authentication of interpretation is an individual, experiential, and
private process in the light of life’s concrete realities and experiences. In this process
Khan believes that a stage comes at which a person himself/herself in his/her own inner
being becomes fully satisfied with the interpretations s/he has been adopting and
refining.*® Khan provides the example of this satisfaction in the case of Abraham in Q
2:260. Abraham wanted to see how God will give life to the dead. God questioned his
integrity of belief. Abraham responded, “Why no, but I want to satisfy my heart”*® From

this Khan concludes that “seeking ‘the satisfaction of the heart’ [itmi 'nan al-qalb]

* Ibid., 33.

* Ibid.

*"Ibid., 17.

% Ibid.

% Khan, Reflections, 689- 90; for Khan the case of Abraham is an example how intellectual
curiosity leads to belief. The final end of this process is the fullest satisfaction of the heart when the

intellectual problems are worked out.

100 K han, Reflections, 682.
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concerning an issue does not contradict our having a belief in it.”**" It is faith seeking
understanding. Abraham’s problem, according to Khan, was purely intellectual.*?

3) Praying to God for clarification and understanding is an important process of
authentication.'® Even the Prophet is advised to pray for correct knowledge, “Lord
increase me in knowledge.”*®* Similarly, Khan points to Prophet Moses, who asked God
to open his heart for the clarity of understanding, when he was appointed for the position
of prophet hood.'®

4) Philosophy plays an important role in self-authentication. According to Khan,
“philosophizing [in Islam] is not zaram (prohibited), rather it is something that thinking
people cannot avoid doing.”** Khan refers to the case of Abraham who achieved “fullest
satisfaction of the heart” through a philosophical process as we noted above in item
number two, referring to Q 2:260. According to Khan, Abraham “had no doubt
concerning resurrection. He believed in it. Abraham’s problem was conceptual, not of
imagination. He was looking for the secret — for the underlying principle that leads to

5,107

resurrection. From this Khan concludes, “intellectual satisfaction sometimes comes

" Ibid., 690.

' Ibid., 686.

% Ibid., 22.

104 The reference is to Q 20:114.
195 The reference is to Q 20:25.
1% Khan, Reflections, 690.

7 1hid., 686.
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prior to satisfaction of heart.”'*® The tool to reach intellectual satisfaction for Khan is
philosophy.*®

5) Khan points to another phenomenon in the Qur’an - ‘itmi’'nan of nafs’
(satisfaction of the self) as experienced by some humans. Here Khan is not dealing with
the fullest satisfaction of the heart but with the fullest satisfaction of the human self, i.e.
the complete human personality.*'° For Khan, nafs as used in the Qur’an designates “a
human being or a person.”™* A person,**? according to Khan is not a sub-class of
animals but is higher than animals [zoological beings] as “God blew God's spirit (riih)
into the body of Adam (32: 9/ 15:29/ 38:72).”**® To be fully satisfied, the nafs has to go
through two processes. First, taswiyah (perfecting of nafs), e.g., Q 32: 9 that relates when
human nafs is perfected by God with the introduction of »izh, a new class of species
called human persons” comes into being.*** Thus, “Taswiyah of nafs is related with

95115

Divine Creative Activity;” > second, tazkiyah that requires human effort. According to

198 1hid., 690.

199 please see Khan’s note 527.0 — 527.4 in Reflections, 686 — 90; for the details of how Khan
explains the philosophical arguments that he derives from Q 2: 260.

110 Khan, An Exercise, 29.

" Ibid.

12 Khan, An Exercise, 30; according to Khan, human beings belong to the world of persons that is
shared by angels and jinn. For Khan, the “class of persons alone requires religious beliefs which guide
people’s moral conduct” (An Exercise, 30).

113 Khan, An Exercise, 30.

4 All life at zoological level has life that requires no rizh. It is only when in human zoological
life, rizh is blown a new “altogether different” class of being called person comes into existence. An

Exercise, 29-30.

115 Khan, An Exercise, 30.
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Khan, “Tazkiyah is ... spiritual and moral development of one’s own self (nafs).”**° For
example, “The Sirah al-Fajr (89) deals with tazkiyah at length without using the term
‘tazkiyah’. Sarah al-Bayyinah (98) uses the term ‘zakah’ which is spending one’s wealth
in order to achieve self-purification.”™” To perform tazkiyah, Khan turns to the Prophetic
model. He finds, “the Prophet, who recites the Qur’anic verses to his believers, performs
a number of educational functions. Among these, taking care of the spiritual development
(tazkiyah) of the believers has a special place (2: 129/ 2:159/ 3:164/ 62:2).”**® Thus, the
inner ability given by God’s Creative act through taswiyah to “see Divine signs and
reflect upon Divine signs” requires a process of tazkiyah by the human beings to actually
self-purify and morally grow by reflecting over the signs in the text of the Qur’an and in
the nature. This reflection on signs leads to itmi 'nan of nafs — “a psychological state or
function which is related with intellectual or spiritual achievements.”*'® Itmi ‘nan of nafs
is “a person’s being fully satisfied and having thereby perfect inner peace.”*?° For
example, Surah al-Fajr, Q 89: 27-30 concludes, “with the Divine address to the fully
satisfied person (an-nafsul mutma’innah) who enjoins perfect inner peace and satisfaction
2121

... through remembrance of God and for pondering over Divine ayat [Q 89: 1-4];

whereas Q 89: 6-12 mentions people who fail to achieve “inner satisfaction and peace of

118 1hid., 31.

U7 Khan, An Exercise, 31; Khan also refers to surah 79 and surah 80 for the discussion of
Tazkiyah.

118 Khan, An Exercise, 31.
119 1pid., 30.
120 |pid., 31.

121 1hid.
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mind.”*?? Further, the fully satisfied person on the Day of Judgment “has peace of mind
and is fully satisfied with his performance in this life as well as with the Divine reward to
help him. He is pleased with God and God is pleased with him.”#

Finally, Khan advises individuals who are trying to reach personal authentication
of their interpretation through the fullest satisfaction of nafs that they must know that
“One part of the Qur’an explains another part.”*?* While there is nothing new in this
advice (as for more than fourteen hundred years Muslim tradition has stated this fact,
particularly, in modern Muslim scholarship of the Qur’an), what is new in Khan is that
this is the start and the end of Khan’s strategy for interpretation: the Book interprets itself
and no external resources are needed to understand it. However, this involves a lot of
effort on the part of the reader.

Khan’s claim for self-authentication of interpretation by individuals and his
arguments to support this from the Qur’an'? are forceful and require serious

consideration for their application in the post-prophetic era. This dissertation considers it

an important contribution by Khan in the field of the Qur’anic hermeneutics.

1221 hid.

123 Khan, An Exercise, 31; Khan points to Q 22: 11, 4:103, 10:7 and 16:106 to understand the
meaning of ‘itmi 'nan.

124 Khan, An Exercise, 17.

125 See, for example Q 19:95.
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6. “The Ummah as a Whole Authenticates its Quranic Understanding, as its Scholars

Interact with Each Other ...”

If individual authentication involves a private and personal communication with
God, what is the role of the believing community and its collective understanding? The
individual inner interpretation may collide or coincide with the communal understanding.
However, for Khan, communal understanding “is a common source of inspiration for all
members of the community, the text becomes the common ground on which the
community stands. ...an insight that is shared by the whole community. ... [that] has the
nature of universalizable intuition or even universalized institution.”**® Hence, Khan
would agree that the Qur’an creates the community and that communal understanding
emerges through individual understandings. It is individuals who then authenticate and
negotiate meaning. Such meanings can never be permanent as better insights may emerge
later. However, Khan’s hermeneutic does not address the issue of power in human
discourse.**” All communal understandings require negotiation of meaning and as such
are impacted by the group power dynamics and never final. Khan’s hermeneutic does
point to and accept the transitory nature of negotiated and authenticated meaning but due

to human finitude and not due to group power dynamics.

126 Khan, An Exercise, 35.
27 \We must not forget Michel Foucault’s (d. 1984) advice that “in knowledge we control and in
controlling we know”; Gary Gutting, "Michel Foucault", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter
2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2014/entries/foucault/
accessed April 1, 2016.; also Hermeneutics as Politics 2" ed. by Stanley Rosen (New Heaven: Yale
University Press, 2003); also see: Michael Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on
Language, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972).
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To explain possible conflict between individual understanding and communal
understanding, Khan points to the routine experience of a scientist’s personal
understanding and the understandings of the scientific community. Just as each scientist
works individually and seeks authentication in the community of scientists, similarly
“The Ummabh as a whole authenticates its Quranic understanding, as its scholars interact
with each other sharing their own understanding, learning from each other’s
understanding and correcting each other.”'?® This creates a tentative general consensus.
Individuals benefit from such consensus but in the end as moral agents they are the final
judge of their interpretation and its consequences in this world and in the Hereafter, as we
noted earlier.'®

It is strange that Khan has nothing to say about the consensus of scholars in its
political dimension, e.g. at the nation-state level, particularly, when Maulana Maududi
had such an influence on him in his formative years. Maududi’s thought thrust is to
establish Islam at the state level. However, Khan does not provide us a solution at this
level of collectivity. It seems Khan experienced firsthand Maududi’s methodology of
establishing an Islamic system of government that eventually led only to purely political
activism, leaving behind the experiential and emotive nature of Rabb- ‘Abd
relationship.™*® However, legislative and political implications of Qur’anic understanding
at the state level are important aspects of the Qur’anic message that we find missing in

Khan’s hermeneutic.

128 Khan, An Exercise, 35.

129 The Qur’an is very clear that the judgment on the Day of Judgment will be as individual (Q
19:95) and that individual has to justify why s/he did what s/he did.

130 Siddiqui, Ma ‘ ashiat, 266-67; letter reproduced in Appendix III.
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7. “How the Principles of Understanding the Sunnah are Different from Those of

Understanding the Qur’an.”

Khan understands the Qur’an and the Sunnah through two different principles: the
Qur’an is understood in the existing socio-historic circumstance; whereas the Sunnah is
understood with the minds of the Prophet and his Companions in the particularity of their
socio-historic situation.*® Thus, for Khan, the Sunnah of the Prophet is only one but the
most correct concretization of the Qur’an in his particular space, time and culture.'®
However, Khan considers it “a very serious mistake” to understand the Qur’an “in the
perspective of the human situation which was its first addressee and with the minds of the
people whom it first addressed.”**® For Khan, this is how Sunnah should be understood.

This understanding of the Sunnah is based on the Prophet’s second and third

responsibility as a prophet, according to Q 62:2.3*

The Prophet “explains the Divine
Words to his immediate addressees” and “fulfills the practical demands of the Book” in
his life situation."* Khan suggests that this differentiation between understanding the

Qur’an and the Sunnah saves us from a fundamental mistake generally made in the

Qur’anic understanding — the tendency to see the Prophet’s commands as legislations that

B! Khan, Reflections, 12.
132 Khan, Reflections, 10; also “Authenticity,” 42.
133 Khan, Reflections, 11.
134

The Prophet’s first responsibility was to proclaim the Divine Word, e.g., Q 62:2.

1% Khan, Reflections, 10.
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“are quite independent of the Book.”**® For him these are legislative “formulations™ as
part of the explanations of Divine Words to his immediate addressees. For example,
whatever the Prophet says concerning the Muslim Community’s determination of the
month of Ramadan in Q 2:185 should be seen as explaining the Qur’anic verse “so

whosoever observes the month, should fast during it.”**’

In the Prophet’s life situation,
sighting the moon was to fulfill the practical demand of starting and ending the month of
Ramadan during which fasting could be practiced.*® Khan contends that if the Prophet’s
Companions did not follow this command, it would be as if they disobeyed God.
However, in post-prophetic era other more precise methods to determine the start and the
end of Ramadan may be available. Khan pleads that his “point concerning the mutual
relationship between the Qur’an and the Sunnah be given due consideration.”**® The
impact of Khan’s move to understand the Qur’an and the Sunnah in different socio-
historic circumstances frees the Qur’an from the particular initial Arab desert context and
becomes available for the current and future contexts afresh.

Khan does believe that “the hadith (systematic compilation of authentic reports
concerning the Sunnah) and the Sunnah also guide all future generation.”**’ His point of

contention is his insistence upon two different methodologies to understand the Qur’an

and the Sunnah.*** The difference in methodologies stem from the difference in the

13 |bid.
37 1bid.
138 |bid.
%9 1bid., 11.
10 1bid., 12.

¥ hid.
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nature of the Qur’an and the Sunnah. For Khan, the Qur’an consists of Divine Commands
in a linguistic expression that is valid for all generations, whereas the Sunnah is a human
response to the Divine Commands that requires fulfilling practical demands of the Divine
Commands in the particularity of one historic period. As far as the normative aspect of
the Sunnabh is concerned, for Khan, anything that is not confined to space and time, e.g.
prayer, fasting, zakah, hajj, etc., are as compulsory today as they were at the Prophet’s
time.

This ends our discussion of Khan’s FQH. In the following, three aspects of
Khan’s hermeneutic will be considered that are not noted by Khan as part of FQH but

that are necessary to explain to fully grasp his Qur’anic hermeneutic.

1. Al-nasikh wa-I-mansukh (Abrogating and Abrogated)

142

In Classical and Medieval Qur’anic hermeneutics, " it is necessary to have the

knowledge of al-nasikh wa-I-mansukh ayat to correctly understand the Qur’an.'*® Khan

12 By Classical and Medieval Qur’anic hermeneutic is meant that Qur’anic hermeneutic which

belongs to “the pre-modern period” (EQ 2002 s.v. “Exegesis of the Qur’an: Classical and Medieval”); for
an insightful understanding of Classical tafsir, please see: Walid A. Saleh, The Formation of the Classical
Tafs# Tradition: The Qur’an Commentary of Al-Tha ‘labi (d. 427/1035) (Leiden: Brill, 2004); henceforth

Formation.

3 As early as al-Shafi in 189 H/805 CE, in response to Caliph Harun al-Rashid’s question, we
note the inclusion of al-nasikh wa-I-mansukh in the list of sciences of the Qur’an (EQ 2006, s.v.
“Traditional Disciplines”); for a scholarly study of al-nasikh wa-I-mansukh issue, please see: John Burton,
The Sources of Islamic Law: Islamic theories of abrogation (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press:
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believes there is no al-nasikh wa-I-mansukh ayat in the Qur’an.*** In the following,
Khan’s point of view and his alternate proposal are reviewed.

By nasikh classical scholarship means that some later ayat in the sequence of the
revelations of the Qur’an abrogated some earlier ayat. Proponents of al-nasikh wa-I-
mansukh in the Qur’an point to Q 2:106 as their proof text where the Qur’an informs,
“Whenever We abrogate (nansakh) any ayah or cause it to be forgotten, We bring (in its
place) something better or similar ...”**°

Khan claims that Q 2:106 is incorrectly interpreted when the literary context of
the ayah is not considered. According to him, naskh here is used “for the abrogation of
the Divine Commands given in the Torah by fresh commandments in the Qur’an.”**°
Khan’s second argument is that “[t]he scholars differ as to how many ayat of the Qur’an
were actually abrogated.”** If abrogating and abrogated ayat are not identified by the
Qur’an, then their identification, for Khan, becomes a human element forced upon the
Divine Word. Hence, understanding the Qur’an through “some historical information
gained through any other source other than the Qur’anic text, we deprive [the Qur’an of]
... the authenticity and certainty which otherwise it possesses.”**® Khan does agree that

the Companions of the Prophet experienced abrogation in the Qur’anic ayat. It was so as

“a change was brought in their understanding of the totality of the Qur’anic

1990); also David S. Powers, "The Literary Genre Nasikh al-Qur'an,” in Andrew Rippin (ed.), Approaches
to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur'an (Oxford University Press, 1988).

144 Khan, Reflections, 29-32; also 265-66, n. 172.
4% Khan, Reflections, 261.

% 1bid., 29.

7 Ibid., 30.

48 1bid., 32.
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commandments” because the whole Qur’an was not in front of them due to its part by
part revelation. Today the whole Qur’an is in front of us and “we can proceed to form,
from the very beginning, a coherent understanding of its ayat, giving due consideration to

all the relevant literary contexts.”*°

For Khan, the implication of having the whole Qur’an with us is that we can look
at the same issue from multiple perspectives. “At one place one aspect is made clear. At
another place another aspect is chosen for clarification.”*° If there is an apparent
contradiction between the ayat, “the Qur’an itself makes it clear that one of these
commandments was only a temporary injunction (58:12-13), or was valid only up to a
point of time (33:51-52), or applies under a specified situation (8:65-66).”**

As an example to clarify his point, Khan considers seemingly contradictory verses
concerning not to fast despite the ability to fast in one ayat (Q 2:184) and taking this
option away in the second ayat (2:185). According to Khan, “It may be historically true
that 2:185 and 2:184 were revealed to the Prophet on two different occasions” and in the
absence of revelation 2:185 “some (or most) Companions understood it as giving
permission not fast, in spite of the ability to fast, and feed a poor person in ransom.”**?
This permission in the ayah is given to two groups who can delay or avoid fasting all

together: ill or travelling persons and the persons who have the resources to pay fidyah

(ransom), i.e. rich people if they desire. In contrast Q 2:185 exempts only the first group,

49 |bid., 30.
150 1hid., 460.
31 1pid., 32.

152 1hid., 31.
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i.e., ill or travelling persons and not rich persons having ability to fast. Since the
exemption of the second group in Q 2:184 is not mentioned in Q 2:185, therefore
commentators and jurists believed that the second group lost this exemption. This
example according to them proves that there is abrogating and abrogated ayat in the
Qur’an.

Khan sees this issue differently by paying attention to lexicography and reading
the two ayat in their literary context. Seen this way he finds no abrogation in the two ayat
as both are available to us at the same time as opposed to the Prophet and the
Companions to whom both ayat were not available at the same time during the piece
meal revelation of the Qur’an. In Q 2:184 Khan translates yuzeeqoonahu as “those who
can hardly do it [i.e. fast].”*** According to him this translation is lexicographically
permissible and makes ayat Q 2:185 mutually coherent. “Those who can hardly fast” are
the people who have permanent or long term disability for Khan. For him atga
[ability/power, in Q 2:184] can signify “having tagah [power],” i.e. rich people for the
case of the Prophet and the Companions, as well as “being deprived of tagah,” i.e. people
who can hardly fast due to permanent or long term disability like weak/old/sick persons
who are uncertain if their weakness or sickness would leave.*** When so read, Q 2:184
provides a solution for permanently weak or undeterminable length of period weak

155

persons.™ Q 2:185 does not mention the second exempt group, according to Khan,

because it is clear “to any intelligent reader” there is no need for it.**® The important

153 |pid., 470.
5% 1pid.
155 |bid., 469.

1% Muhammad Asad also does not see any issue of abrogation in these ayat, Message, 39, n. 156.
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point to note is that Khan finds a word in the text of the Qur’an that allows him to take
this position. For Khan, the text must lead the way for any interpretation in the textual
world.

Khan’s hermeneutic for the current readers of the Qur’an requires understanding

157 and “in our own perspective.”**® For him the question

“the Text as a coherent whole
is, “why today’s students of the Qur’an have to grapple with such information”**® — the
information related to the particularity of the Prophet’s situation in understanding the
Qur’an. He sees the need of this information if someone is “interested in the study of
history of revelation of the Qur’an itself.” Hence, for Khan all other studies or readings of

the Qur’an do not require such methodology for correctly understanding the Qur’an.*®

2. Muhkamat (clear) and Mutashabbihaat (unclear) ayat

Khan is of the opinion that the knowledge of mu/zkam (clear) and mutashabbiha
(unclear) ayat of the Qur’an is not required to correctly understand it. Rather, to him it is

a barrier to directly understanding the Qur’an. He engages with Q 3:7 that for some

%7 Khan, Reflections, 31.
158 1pid., 30.
9 Ipid., 31.

180 1hid.
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classical and medieval exegetes establish the argument for the existence of muizkam and

mutashabbiha ayat.'®*

Khan points out that just like al-nasikh wa-l- mansiikh, there is no agreement
among the scholars about muzkam and mutashabbiha ayat. The Qur’an does not point out
mu/kam and mutashabbiha ayat. The determination of muizkam and mutashabbiha ayat is
for him a human venture that is forced upon the Divine Text. To Khan the Qur’an is a
clear Book in “Classical Arabic Language.”'®? Hence, the issue of clear or unclear ayat in
the Qur’an does not exist for him. Khan points out Q 3:7 as the proof text for the non-
existence of muizkam and mutashabbiha ayat. He considers this ayah as pointing to two
attitudes towards the Truth and the Guidance of the Qur’an.'®® The first attitude is that of
the believers who are sincere in understanding the Divine Book; the other attitude is that
of some people who “are not serious about changing their unjust ways.”*** They are
“interested only in raising objections; therefore, the question of their being guided, or
even of their being able to understand the point made for their own benefit” does not
arise.®

Khan sees the incorrect interpretation of Q 3:7 due to lack of attention to the

literary context. According to him, Q 3:3-4 point to the fact that God is sending book

181 For the discussion of muzkam and mutashabbiha ayat, please see: (EQ 2001s.v. “Ambiguous™);
see also: Cf. S. Wild, “The self-referentiality of the Qur’an: Siira 3:7 as an exegetical Challenge,” D.
McAuliffe, B.D. Walfish and J.W. Goering (eds.), With Reverence for the Word: Mediaeval Scriptural
Exegesis in Judaism, Christianity and Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 422-36.

162 Khan, Reflections, 30.

193 1bid., 103.

1% 1hid.

185 1hid. 104.
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after book for human guidance, but most of humanity continues to reject it. Q 3:5-6
suggests that God knows everything — implying that the real reason for rejection is also
known to God. The real reason for their rejection, according to Khan, is in ayah 7: it is
zaigh (“perversion”). That is, they have no intention to understand anything but rather to
raise objections. Their attitude is very different from those who are sincerely looking for
guidance. For Khan, it is not possible to take Q 3:7 out-of-literary context and develop a
theory of mu/zkam and mutashabbiha ayat in the Qur’an. Khan does not mean to say that
the believers have no problems in understanding some ayat. However, at such occasions
they still remain loyal to the Book and “trust that these [ayat] were from God.”*®®
Khan’s literary contextual understanding of Q 3:7 frees the Qur’an from
considerations of mu/zkam and mutashabbiha interpretation and allows his readers to
directly engage with the text by paying attention to literary context. As we noticed in
Khan’s analysis of Q 3:7, for him, besides the ayah’s verbal content, the literary context

of the ayah and, hence, “its place in the surah matters.”'®’

1% 1bid.

187 Khan, An Exercise, 5.
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168

3. Nazm™ (Coherence and Structure in the Qur’an)

Khan describes his concept of nazm as follows: “Within the Qur’an its suwar are
very systematically organized. Likewise, every surah is coherent and well-knit.
Therefore, consideration of the total literary perspective (i.e. the Qur’an as a whole) and
the immediate literary perspective (e.g. the ayat preceding and following it or the surah as
a whole if the ayah is part of a small surah) unravel the deeper meanings of an ayah.”*
Thus, nazm for Khan implies four things: 1) The sequence of suwar in the Qur’an is not
random but very systematic and adds to deeper understanding of the Qur’an, 2) each
surah is an integrated whole and not a random collection of ayat, 3) literary context (and
not socio-historic context of the revelation of the surah) is the key to correct
understanding of the text, 4) There are two literary contexts: one the immediate literary
context of the ayat in the surah, and second, the literary context of the whole Qur’an in
which each surah is to be understood. We find examples of this nazm in his book An
Exercise. In the forward of An Exercise, Mustansir Mir identifies two more literary
contexts in Khan’s concept of nazm. According to Mir, Khan “offers a general discussion
of the suwar [the last thirty suwar of the Qur’an], dividing these into five categories and

explaining the sequential relationship, first between the suwar in each category and, then,

between the categories.”™® That is, the each surah of a group should be understood in the

1%8 Khan generally does not use the word nazm. Rather, he uses the term “thematic structure” (An
Exercise, 6). However, | have chosen to use the term “nazm” as it is generally used to what Khan means.

169 Khan, Reflections, 27; also see Q 4:82.

170 Khan, An Exercise, Vii.
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context of its group, and the each group of suwar is understood in relation to all groups of
the suwar. Hence, we find four hermeneutical circles in Khan’s concept of nazm: 1) surah
and ayat, 2) surah and its group, 3) the each group and all other groups, 4) surah and the
whole Qur’an. Thus, Khan’s concept of nazm seems to eliminate stand alone and out-of-
literary context reading of the Qur’an.

Khan believes that the each surah of the Qur’an is a complete integrated whole
and it should be understood as such. That is, the Qur’an should be understood each surah
at a time as a complete discourse or a complete lecture.”* Khan cautions that any surah

k.12 For him, “A surah is

of the Qur’anic should not be understood as the chapter of a boo
more like a complete sermon or lecture or even a book or an essay ... [Chapter] conveys
a sense of incompleteness, while surah is a complete discourse.” 1® Further, “Every surah
has its own unique style of elaborating its central theme which runs like an invisible
thread from the beginning of the surah to the end of the surah. ... [It is the] central theme
of the surah which gives the surah its unity.”*"* Finding the hidden thread does not stop
the process of reflection. It continues ad infinitum, revealing deeper and deeper
understandings of the Divine Text. According to Khan, at a certain stage in the process

one develops “an insight into the surah as a whole and only those who fully comprehend

the thematic structure of a surah, understand the surah.”*"

" bid., 3.
2 bid., 3.
3 |bid.

4 bid., 3.

175 1hid., 4.
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As opposed to surah, the smallest unit of meaning in a surah is its ayah.'"® For

Khan, “An ayah is a point which is marked, in the Revealed Text, as such by the Divine
Author.”*"" The discourse in a surah “is composed of clearly marked units, that is, ayat
which are points that the Author makes during a surah. ... The ayah-consciousness is a
necessary condition for the understanding of a Qur’anic text.”’® For Khan it is important
to respect boundaries of individual ayat. Within the ayah boundary exists the “linguistic
expression” of the ayah marking its start and end. Khan believes that not paying attention
to the ayah may make us miss something in the sign or the point made. Further, in some

cases a group of ayat makes one composite point.*”

Khan derives his concept of ayah
consciousness from the Qur’an. According to him, the Qur’an calls for “reflection
(tafakkur) upon Divine signs (ayat ).”**° Thus, “Only when meanings of all these points
(ayat ), which comprise a surah, have been investigated, a reader’s striving to understand
the discourse (stirah) as a whole would make sense.”®!

If each surah is an integrated whole of its ayat with a central theme, what about
the Qur’an as a whole? The Qur’an as a whole also has a central axis, i.e. central theme
that binds all the suwar of the Qur’an together, according to Khan. This happens in two

stages. First, Khan finds adjacent groups of suwar that form integrated wholes, with each

group having a sub-central axis; second, these surah units are tied together by the central

1% 1bid.
Y7 1bid.
8 | bid.
9 Ibid.
% Ipid., 4.

181 1hid.
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axis of the whole Qur’an. This organizational structure is possible as the Book, according
to Khan, is very organized in its sequence of compilation.’®*  Khan in his corpus worked
out nazm among the first nine suwar as well as the last thirty suwar of the Qur’an. He

sees following pattern of nazm in the first nine suwar of the Qur’an.

Nazm
1% Nine Longest suwar
(Courses of Study)
|
Suwar 2-5 Suwar 6-7 Suwar 8-9
Baqgarah, Al ‘Imran, Nisa’ & Ma’idah An ‘am & A‘raf Anfal & Tawbah
Graduate Level Course for MU Post-Graduate Level for MU A chance for repentance for MU
Where MU stands for Muslim Ummah.
FIGURE 2

In the above organizational structure, Khan does not include Surat al-Fatihah as it

k.*®® As far as the above structure is

acts for him as the preface to the Divine Boo
concerned, Khan identifies group one (suwar 2-5) as forming the “Identity
Consciousness” of “the people born in believing families as well as new-Muslims” and
then deals with “matters related with religion, ethics, law and governance.”184 The second

group (suwar 6-7) introduces “to the human world the Qur’anic message and the

Qur’anic mission.” The third group (suwar 8-9) brings “the Punishment of God to the

18 1bid., 8.

183 Khan performs detailed analysis of Surat al-Fatihah in Reflections, 35-52, taking it as the
preface of the Divine Book.

184 Khan, An Exercise, 9.
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criminals” and for believers “an occasion for their own Tazkiyah (self-purification as well
as their spiritual and moral development) and tawbah (returning to God in
repentance).”'®> In An Exercise, after analyzing the last thirty suwar of the Qur’an Khan
identifies five sub-groups of the suwar and explains the sequential relationships of the
suwar within each sub-group and then among the sub-groups.*®® Based on his worked-out
analysis of the above thirty-nine suwar, Khan concludes: “the first one third of the Qur’an
[suwar 2-9] as well as the last thirty suwar of the Book appear to be systematically
arranged because all the one hundred fourteen suwar of the Qur’an are arranged
according to a system.”®’

Khan’s understanding of nazm in the Qur’an is not his discovery, nor does he
claim it to be. He learned it during his studies at the Sanawi Darasgah from Jaleel Ahsan
Nadvi who taught Khan Hamiduddin Farahi’s and Amin Ahsan Islahi’s concept of
nazm.*®® Amin Ahsan Islahi developed the ideas of his teacher, Hamiduddin Farahi.
Mustansir Mir notes the following characteristics of unity in the Farahi-Islahi theories: i)
“the verse-sequence in each surah deals with a well-defined theme in a methodical
manner,” 1) “the suwar, as a rule exist as pairs,” ii1) the “two suwar of any pair” are

“complementary to each other,” iv) all the suwar are divided into seven sub-groups with

each sub-group having a “master theme that is developed systematically within the suwar

185 Khan, An Exercise, 13; for the contribution of each surah to the three groups, please see An
Exercise, 9-14.

18 Khan, An Exercise, 203-211.
7 Ibid., 14.

188 please see Jalil Ahsan Nadvi’s biography in Appendix I.
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of the group.”® This concept of nazm is fundamentally the same as that adopted by
Khan in his hermeneutic. Though the concept may be fundamentally the same, the two
scholars disagree on the central axis of the Qur’an. For Farahi, the central axis of the

whole Qur’an is dawat'*

(calling people to Allah), whereas for Khan the central axis of
the Qur’an is the Prophetic Movement, that in its final stage comes to an end and gives
rise to the Qur’anic Movement after the death of Prophet Muhammad. This difference in
the central axis of the Qur’an impacts their interpretation. For example, in chapter two of
this dissertation, in Surat al-Kauthar (108), Farahi takes Kauthar to mean the Ka‘bah, the
first and the last place of calling people to God, while Khan takes Kauthar to mean the
Qur’an, the center of the Qur’anic Movement. Through the concepts of the central axis of
the Qur’an, of the groups of suwar and of individual surah, these scholars want to find
holistic and integrated meaning so as to control interpretation and avoid atomistic or out-
of-literary context interpretations of the Qur’an.

From the above discussion we can conclude that nazm for Khan is the blood that
runs through the different organizational levels of the Qur’an and reveals deeper meaning
at each level. It is one of the key aspects of Khan’s Qur’anic hermeneutic that the Qur’an
requires a holistic rather than atomistic reading. In Khan’s hermeneutic the text of the
Qur’an takes center stage. His foundations of the Qur’anic hermeneutic seem to be an
effort to remove all hindrances that stand in the way of approaching the Qur’an directly

in an effort to make the Qur’an speak directly to the reader(s). All curtains that stand in

the way of God speaking directly to the reader(s) are removed. After exploring the

189 (EQ 20086, vol. 5, 406a, “Unity of the Text of the Qur’an”); also see Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 46-50,
and Islahi, Mugadma in Tadabur.

9 Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 46-50; also Islahi, “Mugadma” in Tadabur.
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foundations of Khan’s Qur’anic hermeneutic, we now face the question from where
Khan’s foundations of his hermeneutic come from. We find two sources of these
foundations, one Qur’anic and the other philosophical. In the next two chapters we will

explore these foundations.

www.manharaa.com




CHAPTER 5

THE QUR’ANIC BASIS OF KHAN’S HERMENEUTIC

In the last chapter we explored Khan’s Foundations of Qur’anic Hermeneutic
(FQH). The title, FQH, implies for Khan that the Qur’an itself is the basis of these
foundations and not modern hermeneutic theory as applied to the Qur’an. That is, the
foundations rest upon certain Qur’anic concepts that become the basis of his hermeneutic
foundations. In this chapter we will explore Khan’s three key Qur’anic concepts that
seem to be at the base of the foundations. These are: 1) Continued creation and continued
guidance in the Qur’an, 2) How to derive guidance from the Qur’an, and 3) The concept

of kitab in the Qur’an.

Continued Creation and Guidance In The Qur’an

Khan sees Divine activity as described in the Qur’an as continued Creation and
continued Guidance.! To understand this basis of Khan’s hermeneutic, we will focus on
four areas and see them through the eyes of Khan: a) Creation and Guidance in the

Qur’an, b) God’s relationship with all Creation, ¢) God’s relationship with the human

! Khan, Reflections, 7.
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Creation, and d) The process of God’s interactive relationship manifestation in the real
world. The end result of this effort will be to demonstrate how Khan’s hermeneutic is

dynamic based on his Qur’anic understanding.

a) Creation and Guidance in the Qur’an

According to Khan, “The Qur’an explains that God has two-fold relationship with
His world: He creates as well as guides.” This means that God created in the past, He is
creating today and He will continue creating tomorrow; God guided His creation in the
past, He is guiding it today and He will continue guiding it tomorrow. Hence, Khan sees
the Divine activity of Creation and Guidance as a continuous cosmic phenomenon — the
modus operandi of God’s activity in its Qur’anic disclosure.*

For Khan, Q 87:1-3 provides God’s process of creation and guidance. Khan
translates these ayat: “1Glorify the name of your Lord, The Most High. 2 Who created
[khalaga] then He perfected [sawwa] (i.e., gave finishing touches). 3 And Who planned

,’5

[gaddara] and then guided [fahada].”” Q 87: 4-5 provides for Khan a concrete example

of this process in botanical world in the form of a pasture. Khan translates these ayat: “4

Z Khan, Reflections, 7; Khan also points to Q 20:50 to support his understanding.
% Khan, Reflections, 7.
* Ibid.

® Khan, An Exercise, 54.
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And Who brought out the pasturage. 5 So (through a step by step process), (God) turned
it into a black rubbish.”® Khan explains, “The whole world of khalaq (creation) and
’amr (governance) is glorifying God: Whatever God creates, God creates perfectly.
God has a plan for each object’s life journey and guides it accordingly.”’

From the above it can be said that for Khan, being God’s creation means going
through a process of birth, development, and death. To him, this is not an automatic
process but requires continuous guidance from God. Hence, Khan believes that Qur’anic
God has taken upon Himself to provide this guidance to His creation. This reading of

God’s responsibility as seen by Khan in the Qur’an plays an important role in Khan’s

hermeneutic, as we will discover shortly.

b) God’s Relationship with all Creation

If creation and guidance is God’s twofold relationship with His world, Khan asks,
does guidance has only one or more modes?® He understands that each creation has a

mode of guidance unique to its nature. Further, he sees an increasing complexity of

® Ibid., 57.
" 1bid.

8 1bid.
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guidance with increasing complexity in creation in the Qur’an.? He cites examples from
the Qur’an from astronomical, botanical, zoological and human worlds — all “follow the
laws prescribed for it by God.” In the astronomical world all “movements and changes
... are guided by God and every object, big or small, follows the path prescribed for it by
Him. And the same is true of the subatomic world.”** Khan sees botanical world
characterized by “growth/decay.” In the zoological world, as described in the Qur’an, he
finds the same processes, e.g. Q 16: 68-9.

When it comes to the human world, Khan finds human creation “an altogether
different domain” in comparison to the zoological world. He points to Q 23:14, “then We
made a clot (from) the drop, then We made bones (from) the lump, then We clothed the
bones (with) flesh, (and) then We (re)produced him as another creature [thumma ‘ansha
‘nahu khalqaan ‘akhara].”*? The reason for this wholly other being is pointed out by
Khan in Q 32:9, “then He fashioned him and breathed into him some of His spirit™** (wa
nafakha fihi min rizhihi). Khan calls this “another creature” a class of persons. According
to Khan, for “persons alone, religious beliefs which guide people’s moral conduct, make

sense.” '

° Khan, Reflections, 7.

' Ibid.

1 Khan, Reflections, 7; Khan points to Q 36: 37- 40 for astronomical world guidance.
12 Khan, Reflections, 7; Droge, Annotated, 221, trans.

3 Khan, Reflections, 7; Droge, Annotated, 272-73, trans.

1 Khan, An Exercise, 29-30; Khan believes that angels and jinn also belong to the class of
persons, An Exercise, 30.
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¢) Human Guidance

What is the nature of God’s guidance for the world of human persons in the
Qur’an, as Khan understands? According to Khan, “The specific mode of Divine
Guidance on this higher level has two phases: i) innate guidance and ii) revealed
guidance [the Qur’an].”™ Thus, besides the innate guidance given to humankind in a way
similar to all other creatures, a special form of guidance, only suitable for the humans, is
also given to them. For Khan, it is revealed worded guidance in Divine Words but in a
human language. Another aspect of this special guidance, according to Khan, is that as
opposed to the presence of a finite human prophet, textual guidance can continue
generation after generation.'® No one mortal human prophet can play this function unless
the prophets of God keep coming one after the other as was the case in the earlier stage of
God’s guidance in human history, e.g. the case of bani Isra il (the Children of Israel).
Further, Khan believes that Reveled Guidance in Divine Words (RGDW) is in Divine
Words, and that their interpretation is a human enterprise, by beings who are finite but
increasing in knowledge and life experience, and who have the capacity to derive
guidance from the same text in their changing and increasingly complex future
situations.'” We can sum up the above discussion by noting that Khan believes that at

certain stage of humankind’s moral and intellectual development, the responsibility of

1% Khan, Reflections, 7.
% 1hid., 9.

7 1bid.
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interpretation has fallen on the shoulders of human beings themselves, as God would not

appoint another prophet after Muhammad.

d) God’s Interactive Relationship’s Manifestation

If the Qur’anic God’s relationship and His guidance to His creation is continuous,
one may ask, how does this activity manifest itself in the human world? According to
Khan, God informs us in Q 7:54, “... Is it not (a fact) that to Him (belong) the creation
and the command [amr]...”*® This means that since Divine creative act is continuous,
therefore God’s command related to it is also continuous, in order to guide and manage
His creation. Khan then points to Surat al-Qadr where the event of sending down the
Qur’an was “a very significant item in Divine Planning.”*® For Khan, it was very
significant as it was not a onetime event. Rather, “The Night of Qadr still continues to
occur every lunar year, when angels bring to the human world fresh blessing (’amr) of
God to the Qur’anic Community.”?° Thus, Khan sees Qur’anic God not as a God sitting
in some corner waiting to announce the Day of Judgment and then takes the affairs of the
world in His own hands. For Khan, God will not be the King on the Day of Judgment but

He is the King ruling His creation today. Khan points to various Qur’anic verses to

'8 Droge, Annotated, 95, trans.
19 Khan, An Exercise, 29.

2 hid.
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support this point. For example Q 10:3, “Surely your Lord is God, who created the
heavens and the earth in six days. Then He sat down on the throne. He directs the (whole)
affair [yudabbaru amr]...;”® Q 32:5, “He directs the (whole) affair [yudabbaru amr]
from the sky to the earth ...;”?? and at another place, Q 65:12, “(It is) God who created
seven heavens, and of the earth a similar (humber) to them. The command descends
[yatanazzalo amr] between them, ...”?* Khan’s Qur’anic God is like a king sitting on his
throne; affairs are brought to his attention and he issues decrees to properly manage his
kingdom.**

Khan finds an interesting relationship between God’s guidance (huda) and
command (amr). In Q 7:54 he notices that creation (khalg) and command (amr) belong to
God. However, before that he also notes Q 20:50 that creation (khalq) and guidance
(huda or hidayah) also belong to God. From this Khan concludes, “hidayah (guidance) is
a part of amr (God’s governing or ruling the affairs), or one can say hidayah and >amr
are the same thing.”?

Khan’s above Qur’anic understandings seems to fit well with his hermeneutic

positions. For example, he considers Islamic thought an ongoing process of

understanding the Divine Text. It is an ongoing process as a new creation is taking place

%! Droge, Annotated, 124, trans.

% bid., 271.

% Ibid., 391.

% In one of my conversations with Khan, Khan explained that God created in six days. We are in
the seventh day in which God is governing. We will be judged on our overall performance on the eighth
day, the Day of Judgment.

% Khan, An Exercise, 28; Khan also points to another Qur’anic word gadr that for him implies
God’s planning — “as if God is making a blue print of what God is going to do” (An Exercise, 28). For

Khan gadr is used in two senses in the Qur’an: “1. ‘having power or ability to do something,” 2. “forming
estimates,” “having calculations,” “evaluating” or “judging” something (An Exercise, 28-9).
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at every moment and requires fresh guidance. For him the Divine Text has the ability,
being in a human language, to guide humankind in changing human situations and in
their increasing human knowledge as they encounter new problems and situations.
Further, for Khan, due to the individual’s need for guidance, it becomes necessary for
that individual to engage in understanding the text for himself or herself. Such
understanding for Khan needs to take place in the context of present situation of the

reader as God is directly guiding that situation through His presence via the Divine Text.

Qur’anic Human Episteme in Khan’s Hermeneutic

The question of human understanding, as seen by Khan in the Qur’an, through
external or biological sam -basar-fu 'ad and internal or spiritual sam -basar-fu 'ad was
discussed in the last chapter. The two forms of guidance are internal to every human
being. Khan calls them the phase one of the Divine Guidance.?® Similarly, in the last
chapter we discussed the relationship between the Qur’an and the Sunnah as two sources
of human guidance. He calls these two sources the phase two of the Divine Guidance. In
the following, we will try to understand the relation between the phase one and the phase

two of the Divine Guidance.

% Khan, Reflections, 7.
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For Khan, phase one knowledge is dynamic as humanity grows in its knowledge
of external world scientifically and through moral development religiously as time
advances.?” On the other hand, phase two knowledge is static as the words of the Qur’an
and the Sunnah of the Prophet remain the same. For Khan, when phase one guidance acts
upon phase two guidance, dynamic, fresh, and authentic guidance is generated.?® The
sources of the phase one guidance are inner and outer sam ‘-basar-fu 'ad. These sources
are humankind’ common heritage that are available to all. As being human sources, the
guidance generated by them could be correct, incorrect or partially correct. However, for
Khan the source of revelation, the Qur’an, and its practical application by Prophet
Muhammad,® the Sunnah, in his historic time, both are divine. Hence, Khan sees the
phase two guidance as more dependable due to the absence of human element in it that
can be fallible. It is therefore, for Khan, when guidance generated by human resources
agrees with the Divine guidance, authentic guidance comes into being.** The phase one
guidance is dynamic as it changes with development in human sciences, arts, and human

experience in the world, while phase two knowledge remains static. For Khan, in the

2 bid., 8.

% Please see Appendix IV, where I depict Khan’s understanding of fresh guidance derived from
all sources of knowledge schematically.

% Khan accepts Muslim belief that Prophet Muhammad was guided by the Divine when he
applied revelation to his socio-historic circumstances and hence all of what he said and did is free of any
mistake.

% An example of this process may suffice here. Since Khan does not provide an example, I will
speculate an example. In social sciences it is currently understood that humanity’s march towards
monotheism was gradual over time. As time passed, some sections of humanity (e.g. Jews, Christians, and
Muslims) reached the concept of monotheism. This human understanding (phase one guidance) contradicts
the Qur’an’s position (phase two guidance), according to which humanity was born in the light of
monotheism (Q 7:172). Hence for Khan, the phase one knowledge in this case is questionable and cannot
gain the status of authentic knowledge for a believer. This means that Muslim social scientists may perform
research based on the Qur’anic assumption as a starting point till proven wrong.
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absence of a prophet, humankind takes the center stage of generating and authenticating
their guidance. Therefore, Khan’s hermeneutic requires humankind to use their internal
resources, reason and spiritual assets on the Qur’an, make personal efforts to understand

it, and derive authentic Divine guidance to live life.

The Concept of Kitab

Khan’s concept of revelation, particularly the Qur’anic revelation, allows Khan to
take the hermeneutical positions that he takes.*! Khan’s understanding of the Qur’anic
revelation emerges through his understanding of the Qur’anic use of kizab and al-Kitab.*
In the following we will explore this concept.

For Khan the notion of kitab is directly related with his notion of the Prophetic
Movement, in that the Prophetic Movement was a step by step progressive process of
human guidance and hence it required progressive development of kutub (sing. kitab)
brought down through various prophets.®* However, Khan points out that the Qur’an uses

“the Book” (al-Kitab) for all books revealed to various messengers.>* Khan understands

%1 For example, his hermeneutic is dynamic. It is so as for him reality, creation, guidance,
understanding, interpretation, etc. all are dynamic.

%2 Khan points to “a very large number of occurrences of al-Kitab ” in the Qur’an and three
occurrences (Q 2:285/Q 4:136 / Q 66:12) of kutub for revealed books (An Exercise, 212).

% Khan, Reflections, 4.

* Khan, An Exercise, 38.
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this Qur’anic position by “treating these books as different editions of the same Divine
Book, and treating the Qur’an as its final edition.”* This is possible only when the
fundamental message of all “the Books” is the same. This message is identified by Khan
as there is no god but God.* This Qur’anic position is not new in the Muslim tradition.
Rather, it is foundational in Islam. What is new in Khan is that he treats every reading of
the Qur’an by the same reader as a new encounter with the Divine, as if it were a fresh
revelation for the current reader in the current moment.*” Such an understanding of the
Qur’an leads us to a Qur’an that is still in the process of revelation and not a fixed and
finished product, in front of us as a muskaf (a closed bounded book). This means for
Khan, the Qur’an is the point of contact between humankind and Divine. Its reading is a
communicative act. As one keeps on reading and reflecting, the Qur’an becomes a ladder
that leads closer and closer to God, Who is at the other end of the ladder.

Khan is not alone in the above conception of kitab in the Qur’an. In contemporary
western scholarship, Daniel Madigan in The Qur’ans Self-Image: Writing and Authority
in Islam’s Scripture38 also approaches the same concept. To him the Qur’anic use of the
word kitab is best described as a “writing” whose source is the writing activity of God in

an “active sense.”® Thus, for Madigan, “It is writing as process, rather than a writing that

* Ibid., 212.

% Khan, Reflections, 10.

¥ In Khan’s Qur’anic lectures I noticed that Khan treats the study of the Text as though he is
reading it for the first time, even though we might have studied it a day before. | was irritated at this
practice at first. Eventually, | asked him why he reads like this. His response was that each reading of the
Text is a new encounter with the Divine, as each created moment is a new expression of continuously
changing reality.

% Madigan, Self-Image, 182.

% 1hid.
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is a finished product of that process.”40 Further, he believes, “It [the Qur’an] does not
constitute the totality of God’s address to humanity as a bounded text, but rather plays a
role as the token of access to that totality and as the locus of continuing divine address.”**
The important question for us to ask both Khan and Madigan is: Is this conception
of kitab acknowledged in the Islamic tradition? Khan is silent on this issue, but Madigan
does address this question. According to him, “The Islamic tradition itself may be uneasy
about adopting such a reading as too radical a departure from the traditional approach.
However, there are several aspects of the tradition that implicitly support the position
advanced here.”** Madigan then recounts the implicit support in the Muslim tradition.
First, “even after the adoption of the muskaf, the orality of the Qur’an continues.”* One
example of this orality is the “context of scripture quoted orally is not provided by the
verses that would cluster around it if it were on a page, but by the situation that the
person quoting it is attempting to address.”** Second, the Qur’an is not structured as a

narrative in general. For Madigan this implies that we can take “the original context

tentative at best.”* Third, Muslims’ “preservation of the kitab ‘on the lips’ is seen as the

“ Ibid.

! Madigan, Self-Image, 182; Madigan points to Barbara Holdrege who sees Torah and Veda as
writing in process, (Self-Image, 7). Please see Barbara A. Holdrege, Veda and Torah: Transcending the
Textuality of Scripture (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996), 131-212; also Arij A. Roest
Crollius’s thesis on the Qur’an and Hindu scriptures “substantially” points to Madigan’s understanding of
kitab, according to Madigan, (Self-Image, xii). Ary A. Roest Crollius, Thus They Were Hearing: The Word
in the Experience of Revelation in Qur’an and Hindu Scripture (Documenta Missionalia 8, Rome:
Universita Gregoriana Editrice, 1974).

*2 Madigan, Self-Image, 183.

* 1bid., 184.

“ Ibid.

*® 1bid., 183.
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guarantee of continuing divine guidance.”* Fourth, the closeness of the relationship
between kitab and logos is significant. According to Madigan, “A few places in the
Qur’an seem to reveal an underlying presumption that kalima ‘word’ and kitab are
equivalent.”*’ He points to Q 8:68 with “eight occurrences of kalima” in exactly the same
construction as in Q 10:19.* The similar understanding of kizab by both scholars
emerged independently without knowing each other.

In conclusion, our discussion in this chapter identifies important Qur’anic basis of
Khan’s hermeneutic. One of the most fundamental basis, is Khan’s understanding of the
ontology of creation on a cosmic scale that requires guidance as Divine responsibility.
Khan in the Qur’an notes that the complexity of guidance increases as the complexity of
the creation increases. When this complexity in creation reaches humanity, it became
necessary that at the certain stage of humankind’s evolution, in Khan’s reading of the
Qur’an, a textual guidance in Divine words be provided that may be interpreted more
deeply with the increasing human knowledge and the growing social complexity of the
human situations. It is for this reason that for Khan a revelation in the Divine words in a
human language can maintain its purity for all future human careers as the text is fixed.
However, the interpretation of the Divine words remains a human enterprise, always
subject to change and better understood as the humans grow in their capabilities to

understand. For Khan, the availability of fresh guidance from a divinely worded

5 Ibid.
7 Ibid., 184.

8 Madigan, Self-lmage, 184; Madigan also points to Q 11:40, 110; 20:129; 23:27; 37:171; 41:45;
and 42:14.
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revelation is “thinking with human minds and for human beings; still maintaining our

loyalty to the Truth.”*
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CHAPTER 6

THE PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS OF KHAN’S HERMENEUTIC
REALITY, THOUGHT AND LANGUAGE

Besides the Qur’an, Khan’s philosophical insights are at the base of his
hermeneutic. In this chapter we will explore these insights mostly through his doctoral
dissertation, “The Thing-Event Distinction.” The dissertation was “submitted in partial
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Philosophy in
the Graduate College of the University of Illinois at Chicago, 1986.”* The dissertation is
a technical and philosophical paper written by a philosopher for fellow philosophers. It is
a philosophical “investigation into things and events of the external world only.”

For Khan, the external world consists of things, events® and relations between or
among them.* Khan takes this effort as he believes that if he clearly understands these
elements, he would understand the nature of Reality as well as how human epistemic
system works. These two discoveries have critical implications for his hermeneutic to
understand texts. Khan’s dissertation is strictly a philosophical discourse. There is no
mention of interpretation of texts or the Qur’an. However, the issues involved are

intimately related with the structure of our epistemic system, how it understands

anything, i.e. in the real world, the linguistic or textual world, and ideal world (the world

! Khan, Dissertation, Title page.
? 1bid., 16.

% Khan, Dissertation, 17; Khan is not concerned with mental events. His interest is in the events
that take place in the external world or the real world.

* Khan, Dissertation , 4.
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of our idea in our thought). In this chapter my effort is to relate Khan’s findings with his
hermeneutical positions to understand the Qur’an.

During this investigation at one point, Khan realizes that his analysis cannot
proceed further without dealing with language and thought.® Therefore, he attempts to
understand, “how our statements truly describe events, things, and other entities of the
world or fail to do so.”® Further, he tries to determine how far out thought succeeds or
does not succeed in getting hold of the things as they really are.”” Khan reaches the
conclusion that “our statements about the world, which concern the relations between
some entities [of the real world], may be about their mode of being [nouns] or mode of
becoming [verbs]. In the later case they may describe events just as in the former case
they describe states of affairs.”® Further, events are more concrete particulars then things
as things lack the dimension of time.? Due to habit of our mind, i.e. how language and
thought developed in parallel, we feel more comfortable with seeing reality as things,
instead of events. Thus, we fall into deception created by language and thought and

understand external world falsely or truly but never absolutely in the human world.*

® Ibid., 16

® Ibid.

" 1bid.

8 Ibid., “Abstract.”

® Khan, Dissertation , 26; Khan in order to understand the external world, first wants to establish
the most concrete particulars of the external world. He finds that external world consists of things and their
relations. But then he realizes things do not have the dimension of time whereas events do. Thus, in the
external world he only sees events. For example, an apple is an event from its birth to present history and

not something only located in space at the point of observation.

10 Khan, Dissertation, 20.
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Khan’s second philosophical insight relates to the limitations of our epistemic
system. During his investigation, how humankind understands anything* in the external
world™? he discovers that our epistemic system works within two limits: i) Reality cannot
be perceived as an integrated whole® but only as the sum of different aspects of the real
entity'* under study; ii) we can perceive only what we can think, anything that we cannot
think cannot be known to us.* The first limit is the lower bound of our epistemic system
and the second limit is its upper bound. Human understanding happens in between these
two limits. One implication of the first limit is that in understanding anything we can only
gain insights as we can never understand the integrated wholeness of the entities as they
exist in the external world. The implication of second limit is that our epistemic system
can go as far as we can think and not beyond. However, Khan finds that our capacity of
understanding keeps on increasing, i.e. our epistemic system is capable of increase. It

increases as our life experiences, developments in science, technology, humanities, and

I When Khan is trying to understand the reality of the external world, “anything” implies the
concrete particulars of that world. However, to complete his investigation, he finds linguistic existence as
well as the existences of the ideal world need to be considered. At this point anything implies the objects of
nature, the objects of language, and the objects of human thinking. To understand all existences of the three
worlds, humankind uses the same apparatus of understandings shared by humanity. According to Khan, it
is our common “treasure” that we use to understand anything. Thus, we can say for Khan, the process of
understanding scientifically or religiously in a philosophical sense is the same and limited by human
epistemic system.

12 Khan, Dissertation, 14.
B bid., 21.

14 By real entity Khan means existent that can become object of our thought (Dissertation, 4).
Thus, we can have entities of the real world, linguistic world, and ideal world. For an entity to exist in the
real world it is necessary that the entity exists without the presence of an observing mind (Dissertation, 4).
The linguistic entities are the entities that exist in the linguistic world, and ideal entities exist in our
thought. The last two entities cannot exist without the presence of a mind; for example, an apple in the real
world exits even if there were no humans. However, an apple as a textual or linguistic object exists in the
textual world and the apple exists as an ideal entity in the ideal world. However, both cannot exist without
the presence of a human mind (Dissertation, 4); see also Appendix V for the ontology of different
existences in the three worlds.

15 Khan, Dissertation, 4-5.
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our conceptual abilities increases.™® Thus as time passes, we understand same things
better. This implies that human understanding is a continuous, dynamic and ever
increasing process. As far as texts are concerned, one important implication of
understanding better in future is that the fixed text of the Qur’an can provide us perpetual
and fresh guidance.'” According to Khan, the essential meaning of the Qur’anic text
remains the same but we “discover new shades of meanings and develop newer depths of

understanding.”*®

In the following, let us continue exploring Khan’s philosophical ideas
and their implication for understanding texts, particularly, the Qur’an.

In teaching us his methodology of understanding the Qur’an, Khan keeps the
philosophical issues of understanding embedded in his explanations so that we pay all
attention to his methodology and not to his philosophy. The reason may be that Khan’s
common wo/man can get lost in the intricate discussions of philosophy and does not pay
attention to the learning of his methodology of understanding the Qur’an. While this
strategy keeps the reader’s focus on understanding the Qur’an, it creates problems for
those who want to understand the underlying theory of his methodology of understanding

the Qur’an. That is, why of his hermeneutic, in addition to what of his hermeneutic. For

such people underlying theory helps them to gain clarity and depth in Khan’s

16 Khan, Dissertation, 5, 22; Khan, “Authenticity,” 31, 34.

7 This is not discussed in the dissertation. | am applying the increasing capability of the epistemic
system’s implication to the Qur’an, as Khan considers the Qur’an to be the source of perpetual, fresh
guidance, and primary guidance for the current readers that we learned in the previous chapters of this
dissertation.

'8 Khan, “Authenticity,” 34; we can relate this to the scientific world also. When Newton’s
physical laws could not answer some new physical phenomenon, quantum physics emerged and it
explained the old as well as the new phenomenon. In doing so, Newton’s physics did not turn out to be
incorrect. It is only that we can explain Newton’s physics more deeply through quantum mechanics. We
realized that the scale of mass that Newton’s physics tackles does has quantum phenomenon, but it is so
negligible that we do not need to account for it.

www.manaraa.com



114

hermeneutic besides providing them an opportunity to evaluating his hermeneutic
critically.

As was pointed out previously, Khan’s starting point is “to seek conceptual clarity
concerning the entities of our common external world,”*® to discover how we understand
them. Khan sees the entities of the external world as consisting of “concrete particulars”
that are mutually related.?® Thus, for Khan, the whole universe as available to humankind
consists of only two things: concrete particulars and their relations. A concrete particular
for Khan is something that exists with or without the presence of a human mind.** Since,
concrete particulars are mutually related, if one can find a concrete particular that is
related to another concrete particular external to the human self, we are sure that it exists
in the real world. Thus, for Khan, a firm rule to find out if something exists in the real
world is to show that it has an external reference in the real world. If we cannot find such
external reference as is the case with the existences of the ideal world, i.e. the world of
ideas, and the textual world, the ideal world created by the words of the text only in our

thought.?? Khan has interest in the three worlds and their existences, i.e. their ontology, as

19 Khan, Dissertation, ii.
2 |bid., 4.
2 Ibid.

22 Khan, Dissertation, 3; a concrete example may suffice to explain the above existences of the real
world, the textual world, and the ideal world. Consider an apple on the table. The apple and the table, both
are concrete particulars of the real world according to Khan’s definition. However, they could be entities of
textual world in the sentence: “An apple is on the table.” Similarly, the apple and table can be the entities of
the ideal world, when we visualize an apple on the table. The issue is how do we know to which world the
apple and the table belong? According to Khan, if one can find an external relation between the apple and
the table, then we will know that it is an entity of the real world. Since apple and table are related such that
the apple is on top of the table and we can find an external reference “table,” we conclude that the apple
and the table are entities of the real world. In the textual world in the world of: “An apple on the table,”
apple and table exist only as textual entities. We can find a reference to how the apple and the table are
related in this textual world but we cannot find any external reference in the real world. The same is the
case in the ideal world. The idea of the apple and the table exists in our mind. A reference exists in the ideal
world but it is not an external reference outside our thought, hence it does not exist in the real world.
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these worlds are involved when we understand anything.?® Khan’s contention is that if we
do not pay attention to clearly mark the existences in the respective worlds, we fall in the
trap of misunderstanding. This we will explore in the following.

The entities of the real world, called concrete particulars, have qualitative and
quantitative aspects. Khan calls these aspects “abstract entities,” e.g. color, shape,
texture, number of entities, etc.?* In the case of our apple it is a concrete particular or an
entity of the real world. This entity must have external relations of space and time with
other entities of the real world, e.g. an apple is on the table, i.e. the apple and the table are
related externally such that the apple is on top of the table. The color, shape, taste,
weight, number of apples, etc. are the apple’s abstract entities for Khan. The abstract
entities have no independent existence outside the apple. The problem for Khan is that
our thought perceives, mistakenly, abstract entities as concrete particulars, i.e. our
thought thinks of something that is not a concrete particular of the external world but
gives it independent existence in the external world. The fact is that in the external world
the color, shape, number, etc. are integral whole that make the apple and cannot be
separated. However, our epistemic system cannot understand the integral wholeness of
the apple and breaks the unity of the apple into abstract entities and then puts these
abstract entities together in our mind to understand the reality of the apple. Khan calls

this the entitizing habit of our mind.?® There is nothing wrong with the entitizing process,
g g g

% Khan, Dissertation, “Abstract;” when we try to understand the real world, in our understanding
only the real world and ideal world interplay takes place; when we try to understand the textual or linguistic
world: the ideal world and the real world are involved to properly understand the text. The real world is
involved as we have to try out the insights in the real world and confirm if our insight was correct.

24 Khan, Dissertation, 2.

% 1hid., 31-2, 34.
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the problem arises when we forget and consider the abstract entities as the real entities of
the real world. One thing is sure, our thought and language has already deceived us to
correctly see the external reality.

Khan uses the above philosophical framework to understand Reality. In the above
framework, for Khan, the images of concrete particulars of the real world are mediated by
language symbols upon which thought acts to understand the external world.?® The
implication of this insight is clear: we perceive reality through the symbolic abstraction
of reality using language symbols in the ideal world.

Khan extends the above process to the understanding of linguistic symbols (texts).
For him, in understanding reality, the images of the real world are converted into
linguistic symbols whereas in understanding texts, we create mental images from the
symbols of the text.2” From this we can deduce an important implication for
understanding texts: in understanding texts the most delicate process is correctly
converting symbols of the text into true images. If we fail in correctly converting textual
symbols into mental images, we will misunderstand the text. It is for this reason, for
Khan, literary context is critical in understanding the Qur’an.?® For Khan correctly
converting textual symbols into mental images also requires that the situation in which
reading takes place also plays an important role. According to Khan, “it is the situation
which we face, which at times seems very pertinent to some ayat and therefore, in the

perspective of our situation this part of the Book enlightens us all the more.” For

% |bid., iii.
%" Ibid., iii; my emphasis.

%8 Khan, Reflections, 26; Khan points to Q 4:46; 5:13,41 where the Qur’an criticizes out of context
readings.
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correctly understanding the Qur’an, only the literary context of the Qur’an and current
socio-historic situation matters for Khan. Thus, for Khan all we are concretely left with is
the text in front of us and our current socio-historic situation, as these two are the only
environments fully available to us. This creates a problem for most Muslims today, as in
Muslim tafsir tradition almost always the meaning of words and ayat is first understood
in its first historical context, i.e. the context of the Prophet and his Companions. To Khan
this is a serious mistake to understand the Qur’an.?® He points out that in the case of
understanding the Qur’anic text, we have an additional benefit: the text of the Qur’an
explains itself and its symbols.*® Hence, in his effort to translate the textual symbols of
the Qur’an, Khan does not depend on historical philology, symbols as understood by the
first generation of readers, symbols understood by past readers from their culture, i.e.
tafsir, hadith, figh, Muslim history, religious tradition, or any other source to decipher the
symbols of the Qur’anic text, except the Qur’an and its internal use of symbols.** For
Khan, this puts the text at the forefront of our efforts to understand it. The deeper our
relationship with the text, the better we understand the unique symbols, styles, and the
ways of Qur’anic arguments. This requires our personal and individual involvement with

the text, what Khan calls understanding the Qur’an “with one’s own mind.”* The

2 Khan, Reflections, 12.
¥ Ibid., 17.

%1 Of course Khan considers these resources important (Reflections, 17) but only as our teachers.
According to him, we learn from them and move forward (Reflections, 25). For Khan, final and decisive
factor remains the text of the Qur’an (Reflections, 17) to which reader needs to have full loyalty. The
Qur’anic text is to be read “as a piece of classical Arabic literature” (“Authenticity,” 46). As far as the
Sunnah is concerned, for Khan, its authority lies when understood in the Prophet’s own socio-historic
context (Authenticity, 43-4), for us to understand how the Prophet deduced the practical implication of the
text for his time (Reflections, 8). For Khan, Hadith can never be placed parallel to the Qur’an
(“Authenticity,” 42).

%2 Khan, Reflections, 12.
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purpose of his methodology is to create higher skills and capacities to understand the
Qur’an in the reader. It requires our continuous and perpetual reading and reflection on
the Qur’anic text. Time and effort have to be spent by the reader himself/herself on trying
to understand the text.

Second, when symbols of the Qur’an explain themselves a greater number of
possible images of the Qur’anic textual world reduce to a smaller number of the images
of the Qur’anic world, i.e. we have reduction of possibilities to choose from.** Another
implication of using symbols as explained by the Qur’an itself is that there could be a
relatively objective debate about correctly choosing possible images based on the literary
context, grammar, and style of the Qur’an. That is why Khan considers that the collective
authentication of the interpretation is to be done by the Ummah as a whole by its scholars
when they “interact with each other sharing their own understanding, learning from each
other’s understanding and correcting each other.”%*

For Khan, the human epistemic system can only get insight into external reality
but can never know it as it is.® This is due to the habit of our mind that understands
external reality piecemeal and fails to grasp the integrated wholeness of the external
reality as we discussed earlier. That is, entities of the external world are “not given to our
thought in a single vision.”*® Due to this limit of our epistemic system, we can understand

correctly or incorrectly. However, this is not a cause for concern for Khan as he believes

% Khan believes that there are “immense” but “neither unlimited nor infinite” possibilities of
interpretation of the Qur’an exist (“Authenticity,” 44).

* Please see Appendix I, FQH, item number six.
% Khan, Dissertation, 1.

% 1bid., 21.
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that our epistemic system is a self-correcting system®” and that we eventually have a
possibility to arrive at correct understanding. Reaching correct understanding is therefore
a process. Hence, for Khan, we can know truth only as it opens in front of us over time.
Khan does not believe that the Absolute Truth can exist in the human world or that truth
can be known absolutely by humans,® though we tend to reach it closer and closer.

Khan points to another failure of our epistemic system. It sees external reality as
things and considers them to be the most concrete entities. However, for Khan things lack
the dimension of time, and hence they are less concrete than events.*® Events in the
external world take place in space-time continuum. It is not only the location but also the
extension of event in time that allows us to see the event. According to Khan, for a thing
to have no time dimension only means it does not exist. When something does not exist
without a time dimension and yet we falsely believe it to exist as a thing, it points to
another deception of our perception. We see a thing in its “mode of being” and forget its
full concrete existence in the “mode of becoming.”*® For example, a thing of the external
world like an apple is actually the history of all that happened to it at the point of
observation. The apple is never the same during this history. It is changing at each point
of time and hence it is an event. Thus, Khan concludes that the most concrete particulars
and therefore the most real entities of the universe are events. The implication is that if
the object under our study is dynamic then the understanding of the object also becomes

dynamic. This also applies in understanding the texts in their textual world.

37 Ibid., 20.
38 Ibid.
% Ibid, 26.

0 1bid., 29.
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Khan explains that when we see external reality as a thing, we see it in the mode
of being. When we see external reality as an event, we see it in the mode of becoming.*!
This has an important implication for Khan in terms of how we see change. In the mode
of being, a state of affair, change is not visible to us as we perceive a thing at the point of

time when we make observation and not through time. However, change is quite obvious

9942

99 ¢¢

in events. We see this change as “progress,” “growth,” “evolution,” and “development.
For Khan such a change requires “systematic gradual change” with a “sense of
direction.”*® There is something from the past remains while new elements emerge. For
hermeneutics, this means for Khan that we need to know the literary context as well as
the intention of the speaker in the text. The literary context provides existing situation in
the world of the text; the intention of the speaker** as available in the text, points to the
sense of direction. For Khan, in scripture the author of the text is available to the reader
as opposed to literature. The scripture’s author is not dead for a believer. In the Qur’an’s
perspective, Khan notes “a believer’s reading the Qur’an as well as a believer’s listening
to another person’s reading the Qur’an, is virtually his or her listening to what God is
saying to the believer.”* Therefore, for Khan along with the literary context, we need to

consider our reading of the Qur’an as a communication between the reader and God. This

is possible only when we consider our communication with God as a matter of personal

1 1bid., 36.
2 1bid., 38.
* bid.

* Since Khan in his understanding of the text cannot go outside the world of the text created by
the text, only that intention of the speaker can be known that the text itself tells.

> Khan, An Exercise, 2.
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experience.*® Thus, we simply cannot go with the apparent meaning of the linguistic
expressions. In Khan’s hermeneutic, this principle makes the literary context of the text
very important.

Coming back to the issue of seeing and creating change, change in a thing is only
a change of state.*” For Khan this change is not a real change as it has no direction or
intentionality. A thing has no movement as we see it in the mode of being. We always see
it as something static at that point of time, i.e. there is no duration in which the change
from one state to the other can be observed. This view of change has critical implication
for Khan in his hermeneutics. In the process of understanding a text, after gaining some
insights from the text in its textual world, we return to the real external world. In the real
world, our starting point is our current existing socio-historic situation we face.*® In order
to see a change, only existing situation is available to us fully and has to be our starting
point. From the insight of our reading, we then move in a purposeful direction where the
text points to. We can see and evaluate our change from where we started and to where
we travelled in the light of our textual insight.*® This requires that the Qur’an has to guide
us in our existing socio-historic situation. Khan believes that the Qur’an is a primary
guidance to us and to all future generations.®® Khan’s objection is that when we go to the

Prophet’s time to understand the Qur’anic text, it makes our reading of the text secondary

“ Ibid.

" Khan, Dissertation, 44.
8 Khan, Reflections, 27.

% Khan, Dissertation, 45.

%0 Khan, “Authenticity,” 41.
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and the primacy of the text exists only for the Prophet and his Companions.>* An
implication of the primacy of the Qur’anic text for current readers is that Khan’s
hermeneutic exists in the concreteness and particularity of human situations. In such
concreteness, universals do not exist in the real world. Khan sees universals in the real
world only as “similarities among the entities of the world.”* However, similarities are
neither concrete particles nor relations among them.>® Khan thus concludes, ““There are
universals’ may be a true belief concerning some entities of the world which are
themselves particulars; but it does not imply that there do exist in the external world
some entities [called universals] over and above these particulars.”®* The implication for
Khan’s hermeneutic is that we cannot go to the life situation of the Prophet and the
Companions and drive universals from that context and then try to implement the
universals in our current concrete situation.” It is the concreteness of life that drives the
engine of understanding and change for Khan. This is exactly what Khan finds in the
example of the Prophet. The Prophet’s starting point was his concrete human situation of
seventh-century Arabia. The Prophet read and understood the revelation in that situation
and then transformed himself, his people and social circumstances in the direction shown

by the revelation. That is why Khan considers it a serious mistake to read the Qur’an in

1 bid.
52 1hid., 3.

> Universals have no external reference in the real world. Thus, they are not existences of the real
world. They belong only in the textual or ideal worlds.

> Khan, “Authenticity,” 3.

% For example: Fazlur Rahman, Arkoun, and Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd all want to understand in the
first listener’s socio-historic situation, as we will learn in Chapter 7.
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the situation of the first generation in order to understand it correctly in our existing
situation.

Khan believes that our language helps to reinforce habits of our mind and thus
distorts reality.>’ Earlier we saw how external reality is an event but our thought is most
comfortable in seeing it as a thing. Our language allows this deception to continue. He
asks how our thought and language made it possible for us to see in both modes, i.e., the
mode of being and the mode of becoming. Khan believes that the “development of
thought and language might have been very much parallel to each other.”*® During this
development the most important object of our thought and language must have been
concrete particulars of the real world that surround us. The second stage of this
development might have been our dealing with abstract entities (e.g. the color of an
apple). The interlude with abstract entities must have given rise to the abstract nouns of
quality and quantity, i.e. adjectives. “Much like the way babies learn to use language,

% without the use of

primitive man might have used devices to convey simple sentences,
“is” and “the,” e.g. “apple sweet,” instead of “The apple is sweet.”® Further, prepositions
and conjunctions in our language play even more important roles. According to Khan,
prepositions relate the relationships of external world through these linguistic devices;®*

the conjunctions connect different points of the text. Khan always pays very close

% Khan, Reflections, 11.
% Khan, Dissertation, 42.
%8 Ibid., 30.

* 1bid.

% 1bid.

%1 1bid.
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attention to conjunctions in his reading of the text. Hence Khan believes there is one to
one correspondence in the development of thought and language.®® The implication for
Khan’s hermeneutic is that he wants us to pay special attention to nouns, verbs,
conjunctions, prepositions, etc. to construct our textual world in the ideal world of our
mind, as the text wants us to see. For example, when Khan encounters a noun or a verb,
in the case of a noun, he sees a more stable entity, i.e. seeing the entity at a point of time.
As opposed to noun, a verb wants our attention to notice change, i.e. seeing in the mode
of becoming. By doing this he wants to break the traps of language by crossing linguistic
threshold and see the textual world that the linguistic expression is trying to depict.®®

Language restricts our thought. Thought is more flexible than language.
Therefore, Khan suggests that we should take language less seriously to see what the text
is trying to show us beyond its symbols. That is, instead of very strict logical
constructions more intuition is needed to break the linguistic barrier as long as we remain
loyal to the text. In this way, we tend to be closer and closer to the actual reality but never
reach it. The lower limit of our epistemic system does not allow us, no matter what we
do, to see reality as an integral whole.

From the above discussion we can conclude that Khan’s hermeneutic has
important base in his philosophical reflection. He differentiates between the existences of
three worlds — the real world, the textual world and the ideal world — that help him to
understand reality. Existences and their relations in each world have different ontology.®*

He wants us to be careful in our understanding process. This requires us to remain aware

%2 1hid.
8 Ibid., 1.

® Please see Appendix V, “Worlds and Their Entities.”
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of entity existences and the consequences of existence in respective worlds when thinking
or analyzing the reality of the real world, the linguistic world and the ideal world. For
Khan, the three worlds are tools to understand the reality as it exists where thought and
language play an important role in correctly perceiving reality. The insights of the textual
world prepare us to bring change in our real world. However, to see a change, humankind
requires a starting point from which change can be measured to the point where change is
in the process of taking us. This starting point has to be the point of reading in terms of
space and time. Thus, for Khan, the Qur’an is fundamentally a primary guidance to the
current reader. His hermeneutic is an effort to authentically derive guidance from the
Qur’an, change our lives and the social order by the insights developed by reading the
text, as if it is just revealed for us in the concreteness of our existing socio-historic

circumstance.
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CHAPTER 7
20™ AND 21* CENTURY QUR’ANIC SCHOLARS AND KHAN

PLACING KHAN IN REFORM TRADITION

In this chapter we will consider two exegetes from the 20™ century, Muhammad
Shahrur (b. 1938, Syria) and Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988, Pakistan), and two exegetes from
the 21% century, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd (d. 2010, Egypt) and Mohammed Arkoun
(d.2010, Algeria), to place Khan’s hermeneutic in comparison to his contemporaries.
Like Khan, the four scholars are Muslims, raised in Muslim countries but who received
higher education and/or have taught in western countries. The analysis will show that
while all four scholars have made contributions to the study of Qur’anic hermeneutics,
Khan is radically different from them and more comprehensive in terms of the theory and
methodology of his Qur’anic hermeneutic.' The scholars would be discussed in

decreasing similarity to Khan’s hermeneutic.

Muhammad Shahrur

Muhammad Shahrur (b. 1938, Syria) was trained as a civil engineer. In 1959 he

went to Saratow, near Moscow, and studied civil engineering. There he encountered

! The question why there has emerged a need for a new hermeneutic to understand the Qur’an is
discussed in Appendix VI, “Classical Hermeneutics and Post-Enlightenment Qur’anic Hermeneutics.”
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Marxist philosophy that “taught him that any viable ideology needed a
fundamental concept of knowledge, that is, a theory about the human perception of things
that exists in objective reality.”* Later, he ensured that such a foundation is available in
his philosophical thought. He received his doctorate in 1972 in soil mechanics and
foundation engineering from the University College in Dublin. He then became professor
at the Faculty of Engineering, Damascus University, besides starting his engineering
business.? The case of Shahrur, “writer-engineer” (al-karib al-muhandis)® is important for
us as he reaches conclusions similar to Khan’s in many areas, though through a different
path. For example, like Khan he suggests that the Qur’an should be read as if it was
revealed last night.* However, there is a major shortcoming in his hermeneutic that we
do not find in Khan: the absence of personal ‘abd-Rabb (Man-God) relationship and
therefore, Shahrur’s concerns limited to the ethical aspects of the Qur’an. Andreas
Christmann explains, “Shahur follows Whitehead’s neo-Kantian idealism by stating that
the function of an idea is to serve the criteria by which humans judge the impressions
they perceive through their senses. Shahrur’s God is not the personal God of established
5

religion, but a manifestation of an idea that represents the foundation of all existence.”

Such a conception of the Qur’anic God is questionable but the application of his

! Andreas Christmann, The Qur’an, Morality and Critical Reason: The Essential Muhammad
Shahrur, trans., ed., and an Introduction by Andreas Christmann (Leiden: Brill, 2009), xx; henceforth,
Shahrur; the website: http://www.shahrour.org/ accessed Jan. 3, 2016, provides detailed information about
Shahrur and his works; his the most important work is: Al-Kitab wa’l-quran: Qira’a mu ‘asira (The Book
and The Qur'an: A Contemporary Reading) (Damascus: Dar al-Ahali’l-Nashr wa’l-Tawzi, 1990).

2 Christmann, Shahrur, xx.
% Ibid., xxi.
* Ibid., xvii.

® Christmann, Shahrur, xxix.
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mathematical structuralism, linguistic structuralism, and literary “textual pattern”
recognition in the Qur’anic text are major contributions to the field of Qur’anic
hermeneutics.

According to Christmann, Shahrur’s inspiration came from “his work as a natural
scientist and engineer” and not from “classical philosophical heritage” or “the exegetical

tradition of medieval Islam.”®

Hence, he was concerned with “absolute consistency
between the Qur’anic worldview and his own modern and rational experience of
reality.”’ Interestingly, it was mathematics that led him to the study of western
philosophy. Christmann informs us that his interlude with modern philosophy consisted
of reading two “mathematician-philosophers,” Alfred North Whitehead and Bertrand
Russell. Further, Shahrur’s “synthesis between Whitehead’s speculative philosophy,
German rationalist idealism, and the structuralism of his mathematical-engineering mind
has given his work its distinctive character among the work of other philosophical
thinkers.”® Like Khan, Shahrur considers the Qur’an a complete and clear book that does
not require extra-Qur’anic resources.’ In addition, like Khan, he believes that we live in a

post-prophetic era.'® Unlike Khan he considers that “philosophers, natural scientists,

lawyers, and the like” have succeeded the prophets of the prophetic era and

® Ibid., xxi.

" 1bid.

® 1bid., xxii.

® Christmann, Shahrur, xxxiii; Shahrur’s method of interpretation is “linguist-philosophical-
mathematical” that comes within and without the text of the Qur’an, i.e. like mathematical objects. Their
“knowledge cannot be gained by analyzing the isolated qualities of an entity, but only by searching for the
formal properties of a system entailed in algebraically closed communicative sets” (Shahrur, xxxiv). In

both cases Shahrur has to stay with the Qur’anic text only.

10 Christmann, Shahrur, xxxi.
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“sophisticated way of rational enquiry” by them can lead to understand the truth.'! For
Khan, on the other hand, the Qur’an is the point of contact between the Divine and the
individual where experiential communication between the two guides the philosopher,
the scientist, the engineer, the lawyer etc. as well as the common person.

For Shahrur the Qur’anic term al-iman represents its particularity of “historic
religion” and al-Islam represents its universality.*? Al-iman is “religion in its particular
ritual, legal, and cultural expression” whereas al-Islam is the universal “ethical religion”
“that must provide the motive for humankind’s intellectual and spiritual search, not
prayer and fasting.”*® Khan, on the other hand, resolved the issue of particularity and the
universality of the Qur’anic message through the notion of the concretization of the
Qur’an in each historic epoch. That is, the divine word remains the same but its
concretization is unique in each historic epoch due to increase in human knowledge,
conceptual development and technology. Thus, while Khan’s criticism is directed
towards incorrect methodologies for understanding the Qur’an, Shahrur directs the brunt
of his criticism towards “Salafi Islam” — a particular expression of understanding Islam.
Shahrur believes that the Salafi Islam looks “nostalgically backward to the time of
Muhammad, Salfi Islam is non-ethical al-iman that clouds people’s rational minds and
obscures their moral understanding of life. But ethical religion, al-Islam, is rational,

concerned with humankind’s future, and composed of human values that are intrinsic to

1 bid., xxxi.
12 1bid., xxviii-xxix.

3 1bid., xxix.
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human nature.”** It is in this way that Shahrur makes the Qur’anic message dynamic,
dealing with here and now. Like Khan, Shahrur sees Reality as a dynamic process. He
also uses the notion of “being,” a static existence in space only (Khan’s “thing”) as
opposed to “becoming,” a process in the making within space and time (Khan’s “event”).
Whereas Khan’s ontology is an event, Shahrur’s ontology is “tripartite” and consists of i)
“being (material existence),” ii) “progressing (time)” and iii) “becoming (change and

development).”*®

It is the element of becoming that introduces “purposeful and dynamic
progression of material existence, which Shahrur associates with the ethical religion of
al-Islam. For him, historical religion (al-7man), which has lost third dimension
[becoming] — by replacing ethics with blind ritualism ...”*® Though the distinction
between al-Islam and al-iman is Qur’anic, Shahrur sees the distinction between the two in
a new way. It is for this reason his newer insight into these two terms can be considered
an important contribution to the study of the Qur’an. It is interesting to note that Khan
reached the idea of dynamic textual interpretation through his philosophical insights
about the nature of Reality, whereas as Shahrur reaches similar idea through his
perception of how two basic textual terms are used in the Qur’an. Dynamic understanding
of the Qur’anic text makes the Qur’anic revelation relevant to the existing circumstances
by both scholars.

Shahrur’s another insight is that Allah’s Book has no “synonymity,” meaning that

any “two terms [of the Book] are neither semantically nor etymologically identical.”*’

“ Ibid.
' 1bid.
1 1bid.

7 1hid., xxi.
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The Qur’an being God’s book for Shahrur, it “is free from error and (human)
interpolation.” It is for this reason the Book should have not used al-Islam and al-iman to
represent one and the same thing. Thus, Shahrur wants to “identify the meaning of the
terms al-Islam and al-zman by locating them in the context in which they appear in the
Book. It will then immediately become clear that the traditional definitions of al-Islam*®
and al-zman do not make sense, and that those who insist on the old definitions actually
deviate from the Book.”™® Khan would agree with Shahrur that the Book has no
synonmity, which leads him to pay full attention to the Qur’anic words and the Qur’an’s
use of different terms that it itself defines.

Khan may disagree with Shahrur’s notion of al-Islam and al-iman as for Khan
“The Religion” is one but “the religions are many.”?° According to him, “The Religion is
the ‘Qur’anic ad-Din’ or the religion of the prophets of God — including Muhammad.

Abraham was the first person to name it ‘al-Islam’?

Instead of calling one Qur’anic
term ethical (al-Islam) and other Qur’anic term ritualistic (al-7man) as Shahrur would
have us believe, Khan uses the notion of the Prophetic Movement that is still continuing
but it is in post-prophetic stage, and thus points to a continuous process without any

discontinuity of ethics and ritual in the Qur’an.

18 For Shahrur, “Al-islam (religion in its general, ethical expression) is eternal, that is, an ideal
code of human action, valid forever and everywhere. Al-iman (religion in its particular ritual, legal, and
cultural expression) is contingent, that is, variably and differently realizing in the contemporary ‘here and

now’ the eternal ethical values of al-isiam” ( Shahrur, xxix).
19 Christmann, Shahrur, xxiii.
20 Khan, An Exercise, 212.

2 bid.
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In the above discussion, we can see many similarities between Khan and Shahrur
but how they get there is quite different. Shahrur sees the Islamic religion as an ethical
code, and misses the most important dimension of the Qur’an to which Khan points to:
the personal, living and growing relationship between the divine and the human through

the Qur’an.

Hamid Nasr Abu Zayd, Mohammed Arkoun and Fazlur Rahman

Katherine Vélker in her doctoral dissertation? critically evaluates Arkoun, Abu
Zayd, and Rahman and their proposals for Islamic reform. Volker finds the following
characteristics in their approach to understanding the Qur’an: 1) they are all
academicians; 2) they acknowledge the importance of the Quran to Islamic faith and
culture; 3) in their unique ways they all call for an intense engagement with the Quran; 4)
the engagement should not be overshadowed by reliance on i) traditional interpretation,
il) dependency on secondary Islamic sources, or iii) various instrumentalizations of the
Quran for the sake of ideological endeavors.? Interestingly, Khan also shares these
characteristics in his hermeneutic. Let us explore the three scholars individually in the

following.

22 Katharina Vélker, “Quran and Reform: Rahman, Arkoun, Abu Zayd,” doctoral Dissertation
(University of Otago, New Zealand, August, 2011); henceforth “Reform.”

2 v/olker, “Reform,” i.
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Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd: “Contextual Interpretation”

(al-gira’a al-siyaqiyya)

Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd (d. 2010)** was raised and educated in Egypt. He became
the Professor of Arabic Language and Literature at Cairo University. Due to controversy
created by his writings, in 1995 he had to flee Egypt and spend the rest of his life mostly
in the Netherlands. Yusuf Rahman in his doctoral dissertation® concludes that Abu Zayd
considers the Qur’an “a literary text, and as such it can be analyzed like any other literary
text without necessarily looking it from a religious perspective.”?® Zayd believes that it is
possible to reach the original meaning of the Text through understanding the Qur’an “in
the historical context of Arabia of the seventh century.”?” However, finding the original
meaning (ma ‘na) of the text is not sufficient, “but [it requires] to see its significance
(maghza), which is always changing, in the contemporary context.”?® Abu Zayd considers

the process of interpretation ““contextual interpretation’ (al-gira’a al-siyaqgiyya) that

% Abu Zayd’s most important work in Arabic is: Mafhiim al-Nass: Dirasah fi ‘Ulim al-Qur’an,
5" edition (The Concept of the Text: A Study of the Qur’anic Sciences) (Beirut: al-Markaz as-Saqafi al-
‘Arabi, 2000); also see Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Rethinking the Qur’an: Towards a Humanistic
Hermeneutics (Amsterdam: Humanistic University Press, 2004).

% yusuf Rahman, “The Hermeneutical Theory of Nasr Hamid Aba Zayd: An Analytical Study of
His Method of Interpreting the Qur’an,” doctoral Dissertation (Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill, Canada,
2001); henceforth “Analytical Study”; available at:
http://digitool.library.mcgill.ca/webclient/StreamGate?folder_id=0&dvs=1454414978042~129 last
accessed, Feb. 2, 2016.

% Rahman, “Analytical Study,” 248.
" 1bid.

2 bid.
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follows two steps: the first is to return (rujiz) to the meaning in its historical and cultural
context (tarikhiyyat al-dalala); and the second, to arrive at its significance (maghza) in
the present context.”” Abu Zayd justifies his arguments for contextual interpretation
through extra Qur’anic sources, e.g. tradition.*® Abu Zayd’s methodology of
interpretation is the same as late Dr. Fazlur Rahman’s double movement methodology,
I.e. going into the period of the Prophet, understanding the Text in that socio-historic
context and then applying it to our present context based on the insights gained by the
Prophet’s socio-historic context.*! To Khan this methodology is a serious mistake, as we
discussed previously.*> However, Abu Zayd’s emphasis on the literary character of the
Qur’an supports Khan’s insight into the Qur’an as a masterpiece of Arabic literature to be
understood as such.*

In terms of Abu Zayd’s contribution to the field of the Qur’anic hermeneutics,
Rahman notes in his dissertation that Abu Zayd’s notion of wahy (revelation) that it “was
directed to a human being (Muhammad) using a human language (Arabic language),”**

informs the importance of revelation’s human dimension.*® This dimension implies its

close relation to Arab culture and society,*® and hence the need to understand the Qur’an

% Ibid., 249.

* Ibid.

% Ibid.

%2 Khan, Reflections, 11.

¥ Khan, “Authenticity,” 44.

¥ Rahman, “Analytical Study,” 251.

% For Zayd, the revelation has a human dimension but he does not consider the text to be a human
product, “Analytical Study,” 113.

% Rahman, “Analytical Study,” 113.
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first in its original historic culture. Rahman further recognizes Abu Zayd’s contribution
of reintroducing the rational theology of Islam based on the “createdness of the
Qur’an.” According to Rahman, Abu Zayd reminded us that “historical research has to
be linked with the reality of the contemporary situation.”*® Khan would acknowledge and
appreciate Abu Zayd’s above contributions except Abu Zayd’s dependence on historical
research and the past theological controversies, e.g. the issue of the nature of the Qur’an
as created or uncreated. Khan considers such studies important for historical studies but

not for the understanding of the Qur’an to get guidance and to live our lives accordingly.

Mohammed Arkoun®®

Key to understanding Arkoun’s thought about the interpretation of the Qur’an is

his concept of the Qur’an. According to Volker, Arkoun’s approach is scientific, coming

%" Rahman, “Analytical Study,” 113; rational theology refers to the Mu‘tazilla theology instead of
Ash‘arite theology. Mu‘tazilla considered the Qur’an to be created, whereas for Ash‘arite the Qur’an was
uncreated. For a detailed discussion of this issue, please see: Khalid Blankinship, “The Early Creed,” in
Classical Islamic Theology, ed. Tim Winter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).

* Rahman, “Analytical Study,” 252.

% Mohammed Arkoun received his Ph.D. from Sorbonne University in Paris and became a
Professor of Islamic Thought in 1963. Originally from Algeria, he spent his adult life as a philosopher, a
Muslim intellectual and a faculty member at Sorbonne. Arkoun’s works are mostly in French. A very good
translation of his French work, Ouvertures sur I’Islam, in English, is by Robert D. Lee, Rethinking Islam:
Common Questions, Uncommon Answers (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1994). In Liberal Islam: A
Sourcebook edited by Charles Kurzman (Oxford: Oxford University Press: 1998), 205-221, provides a very
good summary of his work; also see Robert D. Lee, in Overcoming Tradition and Modernity: The Search
for Islamic Authenticity (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1977).
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from “an explicitly claimed anthropological viewpoint.”* His anthropological
viewpoint, Volker explains, leads Arkoun to subscribe to three notions, the belief that:
“the Quranic text is God’s words per se (ipsissima verba);” the word is preserved in a
heavenly tablet (al-law/ al-ma#kfiiz); the memories of the Prophet’s Companions were
exceptional, infallible and superhuman, that preserved the verses as communicated by the
Prophet.** Thus, for Arkoun the Qur’an in our hands today is a result of “complex genesis
of omittance, selection and marginalization of other different compilations.”** The
resulting destruction of Qur’anic material for Arkoun, according to Volker, was not due
to “divine intentions” but it was for other “practical, political, [and] social purposes.”*
For these reasons, VVolker suggests, it is difficult to know how many “original divine
words” are there in the Qur’an for Arkoun.* This understanding of the Qur’an would
certainly not be acceptable to Khan and hence a fundamental parting between the two
scholars in their methodologies of understanding the Qur’an.

Arkoun distinguishes between Qur’anic reality (fait quranique) and Islamic
reality (fait islamique) and admits three crucial transitions in the history of the Qur’an.*®
According to Volker, the first transition that Arkoun identifies is: “oral text evolution

within a multiple-parties discourse,”* i.e. a discursive situation existed that shaped the

0 \/6lker, “Reform,” 28.
‘L Vélker, “Reform,” 27.
“ Ibid.

“ 1bid., 28.

*“ Ibid., 28-9.

* Ibid., 32.

“® 1bid., 34.
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evolution of the oral text. Khan may not have issue with this transition but only up to the
life of the Prophet, as existing concrete reality at the time of revelation determined what
was to be revealed from the Qur’an. The second transition in the history of the Qur’an
was a shift in authority from orality to writing, i.e. the emergence of the Official Closed
Corpus (OCC),* Usman’s Mushaf. Khan’s hermeneutic does not care about this
transition, as Khan believes there was no transition from oral to written text. For him
what matters is the text in front of us today that requires interpretation to receive
guidance to live a life accordingly. Arkoun’s third transition is from the “authority of text
to [the] authority of interpretation.”*® Khan would very much agree to this transition. In a
way, Khan’s hermeneutic and its methodology forcefully works to regain the authority of
the Text back from its interpretations. That is why we find a statement like this from
Khan: “Neither considerations of occasions of revelations nor commentaries of earlier

»je no

people will be permitted to block the future growth of Qur’anic understanding,
one will be allowed to stand between God and the human. It seems Arkoun’s overall
concept of the Qur’an may be acceptable in the academy but not in Muslim discourse.
Hence, in general we find awareness of his thought very much absent in the larger
Muslim community.

Arkoun’s research into the history of the Qur’an demonstrates that the divine

element in the Qur’an is mixed with human element. Despite this conclusion, VVolker

points out that Arkoun “demands the researcher take seriously Muslims’ belief in the

" Ibid.
“® Ibid., 35.

* Khan, “Authenticity,” 38.
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divine source of revelation.” It is so as for Arkoun “the event of revelation is associated
with the establishment of a covenant (mithaq) ‘between God [and] humankind.””** This
leads Arkoun to suggest, “Revelation is not normative speech, which fell from heaven, to
force humankind to repeat forever the same rituals of obedience and action; it is a
suggestion to dedicate meaning to existence, which can be revised and interpreted in the
frame of the covenant freely sealed between God and humankind,”** and that is all what
matters. Through the notion of covenant, in Arkoun we find another effort to make the
static and fixed worded Qur’anic revelation once again dynamic and current to existing
human situation, an effort usually visible in most Post-Enlightenment Muslim Qur’anic
scholarship.>® This effort emerges due to Arkoun’s scientific, anthropological, and
philosophical rational.

We do not find a particular method of interpretation in Arkoun. “Arkoun’s aim is
first of all the deconstruction of conceptions and representations, which were generated
about the Quranic content in accordance to mythological consciousness, imaginaire,
episteme, and will to power.”** Besides informing us about the deconstruction of
interpretation, Arkoun also aims at establishing “a foundation for a reconstruction of
Islamic thought.”*® Vélker finds four “consequences” that result from his deconstruction:

first, “the liberation of the Quranic text from obsolete layers of thought;” second, “new

%0 volker, “Reform,” 64.

** Ibid., 64-5.

*2 Ibid., 66.

% For details of Post-Enlightenment Muslim Qur’anic scholarship, please see Appendix V1.
* volker, “Reform,” 143.

% |bid.
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perspectives on the Qur’an, closer to the original understanding and purpose of the
revelation;” third, “higher but not total objectivity;” fourth, “new meanings based on
knowledge derived from diverse disciplines,” such as sociology, history, archaeology,
and linguistics.”® In the absence of a methodology for interpreting the Qur’an, there are
important implications for Quranic interpretations from Arkoun’s deconstructions. Like
Zayd and Rahman, as we will shortly study, Arkoun also want us to understand the
Qur’an through “the first audience’s comprehension of the discourse,”’ that for Khan is a
grave mistake. Arkoun points to an important conclusion that we also find in Khan’s
hermeneutic that in the human world, claims to absolute truth and knowledge are not
possible.®

Arkoun envisions “the Qur’an as a linguistic space where several types of
discourse (Prophetic, legislative, narrative, sapiential) work simultaneously and intersect
each other. ... [Therefore,] the reading of the Qur’an requires us to join the three realms,
which are customarily explored separately by the specialists: linguists, historians, and
philosophers.”® This statement gives an important clue to understand how Arkoun
derives meaning from the text. For him, the meaning happens at the intersection of
language, history and philosophy. As opposed to Arkoun, Khan believes that the
possibility of meaning in a text happen at the intersection of the text, the reader, and the

existing situation.

% |bid.
5 Ibid., 144.
%8 |bid., 130.

% Ibid., 144; Vélker quoting Arkoun.
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Finally, we need to consider Arkoun’s approach to find the meaning of the words
of the Qur’an that may point us to his method of understanding the Qur’an. Arkoun
considers etymological analysis risky as it “does nothing more than investigate

%0 1t is risky for Arkoun, as it tends “to

‘etymologies of a semantically rich vocabulary.
rest content with partially or fossilized meanings that are only poorly related to the living
continuation of a no-longer extant language and society.”®* “Therefore, for Arkoun, we
need to go beyond etymologies and “look at how the Qur’anic text uses these terms.”®?
Khan would be delighted with this proposal as for Khan and Arkoun this allows “the
text’s meaning that is relevant for today’s horizons of comprehension.”®® However,
Arkoun does not give us “a clear account of how to understand these terms” as according
to Volker, “His overall project is more concerned about how scholarship did and ought to
deal with the term.”® This means for both, in the end, the Qur’an explains Qur’an and
that is the eventual guarantee of correctness of a word, term or ayat.®> What is Arkoun’s
attitude towards asbab an-nuzil material? Arkoun believes that “the semiotic structure
[...] underlines all Qur’anic statements” and for this reason the reconstruction of

Qur’anic seismological environment is helped by asbab an-nuziil.*® However, according

to Volker for Arkoun more is needed, e.g. “investigation of grammatical, rhetorical, and

80 \/6lker, “Reform,” 147.
*! 1bid.
%2 1bid.
% 1bid.
% 1bid.
% |bid.

% 1bid., 149.
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semantic aspects; the identification of addressee, addresser, protagonist, subject, and
object.”®” While Khan totally rejects the use of asbab an-nuzil data, Arkoun considers it
important but uses caution in its use. According to Arkoun, “One knows how the
collective concurrent memories were constructed during the first Islamic century and how
this mythological and ideological appropriation informed what was to become the
paradigm of the earthly history and the salvation history of the Muslim community.”®
From the above discussion, it is clear that in Arkoun we find a deep and
systematic thinker. His main contribution can be considered his deconstruction of Islamic
tradition. Though, he does not provide us a systematic methodology of interpretation, he
points to significant issues that need to be considered in our interpretative strategies.
Arkoun comes close to Khan in many of his suggestions but the element of personal

relationship with God, as a basis of interpretation and God’s responsibility to guide his

creature are completely absent.

Fazlur Rahman

Fazlur Rahman “was born and raised in the British Colonies that would later
become Pakistan. He embarked on an academic career that took him to graduate degrees

at Punjab University and Oxford and teaching positions in Islamic philosophy in England

8" Muhammad Arkoun, Islam: To Reform or to Subvert? (London: Sagi Essentials, 2007), 127.

88 Volker, “Reform,” 145.
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and Canada.”® In 1961 he returned to Pakistan and lead Central Institute of Islamic
Research, Karachi. Rahman’s modernist views earned him the name “the destroyer of
hadiths (traditions of the Prophet) because of his insistence on judging the weight of
hadith reports in light of the overall spirit of the Qur’an.”’® He moved to Chicago in 1968
at the University of Chicago as a Professor of Islamic Thought and remained there till his
death in 1988. Fredrick Mathewson Denny in 1989 wrote about Rahman, “I have never
met a Muslim scholar or other specialist on Islam who has not heard of Fazlur Rahman or
who is neutral about his contribution.””*

In “Roots of Islamic Neo-Fundamentalism,” Rahman asks, “What kind of man
does the Koran aim at producing? If this question can be successfully answered by
Muslims, all questions can be answered.”’? The answer to this question, according to
Rahman, is going back to the Qur’an. The purpose of the Qur’an Rahman finds is the
moral reform of man.”® That man should live a life after knowing God’s absolute moral
law. Thus, for Rahman, God and His moral law are the static and universal elements in
the revelation of the Qur’an, while the dynamic element is living life with an attitude of

tagwa (“reverential fear”).” It is this attitude that requires a person to live a life with the

remembrance of God and his/her accountability to Him. In other words, the purpose of

8 Kuraman, Liberal Islam, 304.
 Ibid.

™ Fredrick Mathewaon Denny, “Fazlur Rahman: Muslim Intellectual,” The Muslim World, vol.
79, number 2, April 1989, pp. 91-101.

"2 Rahman, “Roots of Islamic Neo-Fundamentalism,” in Change in the Muslim World, ed. P.
Stoddard (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1981), 23-39.

3 Ibid., 21.

™ Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1982), 155.
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God’s creation for humankind is to worship or service God through following the moral
law. This worship is left at the free will of humans.” The Qur’an helps in finding the
moral law. In Rahman like Khan we find once again the issue of static and the dynamic
elements in divine revelation. For Rahman, the moral law is static but its application in
the human life introduces a dynamic element. For Khan nothing is static — the Reality, the
Text, the reader and the human situation in which text is read.

Rahman acknowledges the historicity of the Qur’an but saves its universality
through the argument that since it has moral law, its message remains for all times to
come as the moral law of God does not change. The trick is to correctly understand the
moral law of the Qur’an from the Qur’an and its application in the current concrete
human situation. The ideal or the universal verses have the goal of establishing a just
society. Ideal according to Rahman is what “the believing community must strive for and
this striving incorporates development and change, not withdrawal into an imaginary ‘lost
paradise.””’® As opposed to Khan, Rahman is clear in pointing out the socio-historic
dimension of the Qur’an whereas Khan emphasizes individual personal relation with God
through the Qur’an. Volker informs, “overall Rahman prefers a logical arrangement of
verses that considers the inner relation of the texts, reflection and study on the
chronology of verses, and — most essentially — their socio-historical background.”” For
Khan chronological sequence of verses play no role in understanding the Qur’an. Rather,

it is a mistaken and even harmful approach.

™ Fazlur Rahman, Major Themes (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1980), 20.
® volker, “Reform,” 133.

™ bid.
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Rahman’s methodology of understanding the Qur’an requires to comprehend the
contingency of verses in the Prophet’s circumstance, filter out the essential message of
the Qur’an from this contingency and then apply it in the current situation’s social
requirements.”® This seems to be a logical suggestion. However, it is based on the
assumption that the essential feature of the Qur’an is its moral law through which
guidance for the human life is possible. Khan would object to such a conception of the
Qur’an. For him the Qur’an is essentially a book of guidance and not of law. Guidance
from the Qur’an is derived when the Qur’an becomes the source of communication
between the divine and the individual in a dynamic way in the personal life of the
individual. As we noted earlier, for this reason Khan considers Rahman’s and similar
approaches a serious mistake. It is a serious mistake for multiple reasons. First, based on
his philosophical reflection, for Khan, universal moral law exists only in an ideal world.
In real world only concrete particulars and their relations exist. Therefore, the
particularity of a situation may require overriding the application of general moral
principles in certain situations. Second, Rahman’s suggestion makes the Qur’an primary
for the Prophet and his Companions and secondary for all other readers. Whereas, Khan’s
Qur’anic God is guiding human beings a fresh at the present moment and hence the
Qur’an is seen as primary for each generation of readers. Third, dependence on asbab al-
nuzul material is unreliable and it mixes God’s word and human word for Khan, whereas
Rahman depends on asbab al-nuzil data to reach first context of the revelation. Fourth,
Rahman believes that the source of the Prophet’s revelation was divine but the words of
the revelation were that of the Prophet and hence human. Khan would not compromise on

this point as it is the foundation of his hermeneutic. It would not be an exaggeration then

8 1hid., 138.
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to conclude that Khan and Rahman are diagonally opposed in their hermeneutic to
interpret the Qur’an.”

One may ask what is the contribution of an eminent scholar like Rahman to the
field of Qur’anic hermeneutics? From Khan’s point of view not much if not negative.
From the perspective of the Qur’anic hermeneutic as it relates to Khan, we may find
Rahman’s work on the Sunnah and hadith very important. Rahman in his book, Islamic
Methodology in History, uses Muslim sources to show how the concept of the Sunnah
changed in the early years of Islam, especially in the time of Imam Shafi’i.%° The
reduction of the Sunnah as a dynamic concept to a static concept when textual evidence
only became the norm to determine the truthfulness of a tradition by Shafi’i made the
Qur’anic interpretation itself static. Though Khan does not go into historical analysis of
the Islamic tradition, he very clearly points out that as you increase the Sunnah content in
interpretation you make the interpretation more and more rigid and static in its meaning.®

Coming back to our overall assessment of the three scholars, Hamid Nasar Abu
Zayd, M. Arkoun and Fazlur Rahman, and we will add Shahrur in this group, we tend to
agree with Volker’s findings: 1) while in their declared methodology they commit not to
rely on traditional sources, they all are reliant on: i) tradition, ii) secondary Islamic
literature such as hadith, Sunna and sira and iii) religious discourse; 2) all have

innovative interpretative methods with shortcomings in their interpretation methods; 3)

" Fazalur Rahman and Khan were close friends and colleagues. Khan mentioned to me many of
his conversations they used to have over the years. Among them an important conversation was that
Rahman did not think much of hermeneutic. As a matter of fact, he despised it, according to Khan.

8 Fazlur Rahman, Islamic Methodology in History (Islamabad, Pakistan: Islamic Research
Institute, 3" reprint 1995), 23-4.

8 Khan, “Authenticity,” 37.
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they propose ways of understanding Islam as being significant to a contemporary world;
4) Rahman and Abu Zayd propose the possibility of living a Muslim life today while
successfully encountering challenges of modernity; 4) Arkoun’s ideas are more
concretely directed at a reform of thinking in Muslim and non-Muslim circles,
predominantly in the academy; 5) their scholarly dynamic is based on a philosophical
attitude, i.e. they all have a humanistic project; 6) all accounts stress the importance of
ethical norms; 7) these norms shall serve as a foundation for the reconciliation of cultures
that often seem fatally opposed; 8) they are bridge builders between so called Western
and Islamic thought; and 9) Zayd contribute to the spirit of solidarity amongst

civilizations.®

Placing Khan in the Post-Enlightenment Exegetical Tradition

From the above discussion, one fundamental difference between Khan and
Shahrou, Abu Zayd, Arkoun and Rahman stands out. In their reform efforts the four
scholars concentrate on the moral and ethical aspects of the Qur’anic revelation but they
tend to forget its spiritual message which is the personal relationship with God for Khan.
According to Khan, this relationship is the essence of “The Religion” and basis of
scriptural understanding. For example, Shahrur is the most closest to Khan among the

four scholars in his reasons and strategies to understand the Qur’anic text in many areas.

82 v/6lker, “Reform,” 181.
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His contribution is significant and original. However, his God becomes “a manifestation
of an idea” as for him “manifestation of an idea represents the foundation of all
existence.”®® Abu Zayd’s insight in seeing the Qur’an as a literary text and thus it should
be understood as such paying full attention to the literary context is significant from
Khan’s point of view. However, in terms of his socio-historic context he asks us to first
understand the Qur’an in its first socio-historic context that Khan considers a mistakem
approach. Arkoun has contributed significantly in the deconstruction of “conceptions”
and “representation” about the Qur’an and historical Islam like “mythological
consciousness,” “imaginaire,” episteme and “will to power.”®* However, in his scientific
and anthropological approach the Qur’an does not remain God’s word per se. Rahman
does not go as far as Arkoun in his conception of the Qur’an. He acknowledges the
revelation to be divine but for him its words become the words of a human prophet. All
scholars point to important insights but fail to provide and apply their methodologies
consistently to all or most of the issues involved in the Qur’anic interpretation. In this

aspect Khan seems to stand out in the 20™ and 21% century Muslim Qur’anic scholarship.

8 Christmann, Shahrur, xxix.
8 volker, “Reform,” 143.
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CHAPTER 8

EVALUATION AND CONCLUSION

In conclusion we may ask: what is Khan’s contribution to the field of Qur’anic
hermeneutics? His contribution can be identified under three broad categories of
understandings at the: 1) Qur’anic, 2) philosophical, and 3) textual levels. Let us
summarize our findings under these headings in the following. After this discussion we
will point to some shortcomings of his hermeneutic, followed by the future areas of

research, and this dissertation’s contribution to our understanding of Khan’s hermeneutic.

Understanding at the Qur’anic Level

The Qur’anic world that unfolds in front of Khan consists of a God Who has a
twofold relationship with His creature: He Creates and Guides; He is continuously
Creating and Guiding. This is the modus operandi (Sunnah) of the Qur’anic God’s
activity for Khan. For humanity to avail itself of this guidance, it is endowed with the
faculties of physical and spiritual sam “-basar-fi.’ad (hearing-sight-mind/heart). Physical
sam “-basar-fu’ad provides guidance at the horizontal level through science, technology,
and humanities; the spiritual sam “-basar-fu’ad provides guidance at the vertical level, in

the form of capacity to decipher the signs (ayat) in the physical universe and in the
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textual world of the Qur’an. Textual guidance in a human language is a special form of
guidance provided to humans alone that Khan calls Revealed Guidance in Divine Words
(RGDW). RGDW exists in its original form as the Qur’an, a book (mus/af: the Qur’anic
text as it exists today bounded between two covers in existing sequence) that is highly
organized and full of meaning in its existing sequence of compilation, according to Khan.
The mushaf is a primary source of guidance for the current readers. According to Khan,
the Qur’an in the form of a mugshaf was not suitable for the benefit of its first listeners
(The Prophet and his Companions) as the revelation was coming piecemeal, according to
the demands of the socio-historic situation. At any point of time, during the life of the
Prophet, the whole Qur’an was never available except close to his death. Hence, for the
Prophet and his Companions the sequence of revelation was primary. Since the sequence
of the Qur’anic revelation, according to Khan, was for its first listeners it was not saved
and is no longer available to anyone except on the basis of educated conjecture. The
primacy of guidance for the current readers of the Qur’an requires that the Qur’an
understood in their current circumstances, as if the revelation came for them just now. As
far as the particularity of the Prophet and his Companions’ situation is concerned, Khan
considers it as the most authentic demonstration of the concretization of the Qur’an in
their particular context. The Prophet and his Companions were educated by the moral
stories of earlier prophets and their nations. The current readers of the Qur’an have one
additional edifying story: the story of their own prophet, Muhammad, and his
Companions.

The Qur’an is to be understood through the Qur’an and by the Sunnah of the

Prophet. For Khan the Sunnah of the Prophet for current readers of the Qur’an is to read
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the Book, to perform spiritual purification, to transform their characters and their social
circumstances accordingly. The social circumstances are transformed by acting upon
God’s Commands by meeting the Commands’ practical implications in their socio-
historic circumstances with wisdom. A reader today is to follow this Sunnah of the
Prophet Muhammad. Certainly, the Prophet also taught believers through his Sunnah how
to perform the rituals of worship. The believers’ community today and in the future is
required to continue adherence to the rituals as taught by the Prophet.

Khan sees the Qur’anic God as acting in human history from the very beginning
to the present. God’s entrance into human history, according to Khan based on his
Qur’anic study, took place through select human persons called prophets. Each prophet
continued to follow the same message of God, as taught by Prophet Muhammad, but its
concretization was in their own particular socio-historic circumstances. In this regard,
Khan sees a gradual rise in the moral development of humanity through the prophets. For
him, each prophet developed a higher stage of moral development that served as the
starting point of the next prophet. Khan’s insight is that the process reached its
international phase with the coming of the Prophet Ibrahim. The change to international
phase required a generational continuity through the progeny of Ibrahim. Prophet
Muhammad is the last prophet of this progeny. Khan believes that after the death of
Prophet Muhammad, the moral, spiritual and social reforms of the prophets reached a
stage where it does not require the sending down of new prophets by God. Instead,
human scientific and conceptual developments with the textual guidance of the Qur’an
could generate reliable guidance to live life. The change of phase to the post-prophetic

period after Muhammad required RGDW to be preserved and made available to
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humanity. Khan’s essential point is that in the post-prophetic phase, humanity has to take
the responsibility for the interpretation of God’s words — both individually and
collectively — and bear its good or bad consequences.

Khan’s methodology of understanding the Qur’an requires that each believer
develop his/her personal relationship with the Book and try to understand the Book with
his/her own mind in the situation of his/her life. Readers of the Qur’an can find help from
tafsir and other materials. However, these resources should act only as teachers who help
us understand in such a way that their understandings do not become primary texts for us.
Instead, we learn from our teachers and move forward. Finally, the responsibility of
choosing and acting upon an interpretation is personal, and we will be questioned on the
Day of Judgment about it as to why we adopted certain interpretations. Khan considers
the Qur’an as a direct and personal communication from God to each human being. God
wants to guide human beings and makes us understand His communication when we
personally try to understand the Qur’an and put effort into it. For Khan, there could be
nobody else who can make us better understand the Qur’an then God Himself." In this
regard, Khan’s strategy seems to be to remove all barriers that block the way to getting
direct guidance from the Qur’an. For example, Khan demolishes all the principles of
understanding the Qur’an through Classical usul al-zafsir methodology except the
principle of understanding the Qur’an through the Qur’an, while keeping the practical
example of the Prophet in front of us. As far as the meanings of the Qur’anic words are

concerned, they emerge from within the Qur’an if we pay proper attention to the issues of

! Khan, Reflections, 25.
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nazm® and literary context. This happens when we continuously read and reflect on the
Qur’an. For Khan, understanding is a process that grows as we continue developing our
direct relationship with the Qur’an.

Khan considers the Qur’an as a masterpiece of Arabic literature and that it should
be understood as such. This implies that language takes center stage. Khan suggests that
every believer should learn Arabic sufficiently well to be able to understand the Qur’an
directly. However, his methodology takes into consideration if one does not know
Arabic. As a matter of fact, he believes studying the Qur’an by applying his methodology
may gradually produce language skills to directly understand the Qur’an. However,

personal and continuous effort is required.

Understanding at the Philosophical Level

Khan’s hermeneutic is based on event ontology and analytical philosophy. This
brings his philosophy down from heavenly speculation to the concrete realities of the
earthly human world. In this world, according to Khan, “we are humans, thinking with

human minds and for human beings.”

Khan’s ontology also grounds his metaphysics and
epistemology. His ontology informs us of the existence of a capable human being

endowed with all resources to live a meaningful life based on his study of the Qur’an. He

% Nazm for Khan implies the structural and thematic coherence of each individual surah, among
the adjacent groups of surahs and the Qur’an as a whole.

% Khan, Dissertation, iii.
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is less vocal about metaphysics but he has a lot to say about epistemology. In
epistemology he faces a fundamental question: how do we understand anything, i.e. what
is understanding itself, before we consider understanding texts.

Understanding for Khan is a process based on his philosophical reflection about
the nature of Reality. Understanding happens in the ideal world and is based on symbolic
manipulation by our thought. Language provides symbols for thought as well as a
medium of communication between two or more minds to understand each other. In his
Ph.D. dissertation, Khan argues that events are the most concrete particulars of the real
world. It is due to the shortcomings of our perceptual apparatus that we see Reality as a
static thing located in space. In reality the whole universe and everything in it is an event
that has a beginning and an end. No existence is possible without the dimension of time.
This means that if we say something exists without time, this only means that it does not
exist. If this is the case then understanding and interpretation also become processes for
Khan — processes that are continuous and dynamic as human knowledge and experience
in the world grows. Such an understanding of Reality — in the process of emergence —
makes truth also a process of self-revelation. While in the Divine World there can be one
absolute “Truth,” in the human world truth for a person and a community, as well as for
the whole of humanity, is a process of revelation that unfolds in the concrete and finite
particularities of human life. This makes Khan’s hermeneutic dynamic; and thus I have
spoken of his hermeneutic as a dynamic hermeneutic in this dissertation.

Another implication of Khan’s conception of Reality as dynamic unfolding is that
understanding takes place in a community. Following the philosopher Royce, due to the

finitude of human knowledge and existence, inquiry has a generational and communal
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component. Royce agrees with Paul Sanders Peirce, “Inquiry proceeds by way of
inference — that is, by a process of reasoning from premises or experiences to
conclusions. ... since inference is based on probability, no inference is secure except

when every possibility has been exhausted.”

This “implies that inquiry must be infinite
and also that it must be social,” as it takes time beyond a generation for its validation.
However, Royce did not consider Peirce’s dependence on hope to reach truth. Royce
requires that hope must be based on reality, i.e. “there must be an actual basis for finding

,76

truth in inquiry.” Since inquiry is always done by an individual, Royce believed that the

individual inquirer may have access to “eternal and infinite truth (though never fully

comprehended).””’

This is exactly what we find in Khan’s hermeneutic. Individual readers
of the Qur’an find their individual truth through the fullest satisfaction (itmi nan al-qalb)
of their hearts while the community of believers network, authenticate and negotiate
meaning as a continuous process over generations. Thus, the idea of authentication takes
place at two levels: at the level of the individual through his/her direct, personal, and
private relationship with God and at that of collective, communal negotiated meaning
among the community of believers, both taking the Qur’anic text as their base for
discourse. In case the personal and communal interpretations collide, it is the individual

who has to make a decision based on his consciousness and be responsible for the

consequences in the world and in the Hereafter for his/her decision. Hence, for Khan, all

* Trotter, On Royce, 76.
® 1bid.
® Ibid., 77.

" 1bid.
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human understanding and interpretation is thus subject to change and correction due to
human finitude, except the Prophet’s.

A final implication of Khan’s philosophical understanding of Reality is that
Reality exists as an integral whole. To understand it correctly, one cannot break Reality
into its aspects and then put all the aspects together in the human mind in order to see the
organic unity of Reality. The abstraction of Reality in the human mind makes it
impossible to see it as an organic whole. Thus, the lower limit of a human epistemic
system is its limitation to perceive Reality as it is, whereas its upper limit is the ideal
world, i.e. whatever the human mind can think. If something is beyond our thinking we
cannot grasp its reality. This implies that human understanding takes place within these
two bounds. The best we can do with our epistemic system is to get an insight into
Reality while failing to comprehend its organic unity. This process reaches its upper
bound with our capacities to think. The good news is that for Khan these capacities keep
on increasing in human beings, and hence our epistemic system keeps growing as time
passes. Hence, no understanding can be considered final. Due to the limitations of our
current perception and thinking abilities, we always fall short of grasping the truth as it is,

although we improve in this endeavor as time moves forward.
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Understanding at the Textual Level

According to Khan, the textual world exists between the real world and the ideal
world. Its existence in the real world is the paper, ink, and sound symbols, i.e. letters,
physically present in front of us materially. To understand it we create the textual world
through its symbols, i.e. through the words of the text in front of us. We then enter this
textual world and find relationships among textual existences. These existences can be
possible (an apple) or impossible (a square circle) existences of the real world. To
understand this textual world correctly, we have to believe both the possible and
impossible existences of the text to correctly understand the relationships among textual
existences. For example, if a textual world says that God exists, then the text could be
properly understood only by believing that God exists.® What kind of God exists is also
defined by the text. In our effort to understand the Reality of the text, we reach insights.
The point to note here is that insights must be based on the world created by the text. In
this step we do not evaluate the possibility or impossibility of the textual world in the real
world. This happens in the second step of Khan’s hermeneutic, when the insights gained
from the text are tied to our existing concrete human situation of here and now. The
insights act as guidance if we find that guidance is useful to live a meaningful life in this

world.

® This aspect of modern hermeneutic has opened door for the scholar and the believer to be on an
equal footing when it comes to understand a text in its textual world, i.e. both have to believe in the textual
world to understand it in its fullness. After understanding the text, the believer and the scholar can part
ways, as they consider its implications in their real worlds as true or false based on their evaluations and
experiences. It is for this reason that for Khan understanding the Qur’an is a collective human endeavor.
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The above discussion can be summarized as follows. When we try to understand
the real world, we convert images of the real world to language symbols of our thought,
though we fail fully to comprehend the organic unity of the images of the real world due
to the limitation of our epistemic system. Then we manipulate the symbols and gain
insights and not the absolute reality of the existences of the real world. The insights of
external real world help us to live a life. On the other hand, when we try to understand
texts, our starting point is the world of the text created by textual symbols. The symbols
create images at the second stage instead of starting point as was the case in
understanding the real world. We manipulate created images of the textual world to gain
insight about what the text is trying to show us. The key point is that the conversion of
textual symbols, the text’s words, to correct images is important as our analysis of the
images of the textual world depends on it. For Khan, variations in the creation of the
textual world can be controlled only by understanding the textual words through the text
and through its literary context. This requires developing relationship with the text. The
relationship with the text is generated by reading infinitum, especially in the case of
scriptures. As the relationship between the text and the reader grows and matures, the
reader finds deeper and deeper meanings and insights.® The truth of textual insights are
verified when we live according to these insights, and discover if they help or hinder
living a meaningful, productive and satisfied life. Thus, the truth of scripture, at an
individual level, turns out to be our subjective inner satisfaction for Khan. On the other

hand, for Khan, at the community level, the subjective meanings are argued,

° Does Khan take into consideration the socio-historic context when the word was first used, its
etymology, or other resources like tafsir, etc., in determining the meaning of a word in the text? It is
possible and likely as he considers all extra-Qur’anic sources as his teachers. Teachers can help but, for
Khan, the final decision is based on if the text and its literary contexts allow such meaning.
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authenticated and negotiated to reach community’s understanding of the text. There could
be clash in the subjective individual meaning and how the community understands a
certain text. However, Khan believes that the individual is finally responsible to his/her
consciousness in deciding the meaning for him/her. In the case of understanding the
Qur’an or scriptures in general, for a believer the Author of the Book is not dead. Hence,
prayer and a sincere desire to understand the text and then act upon it play an important
role in understanding the text, according to Khan.

Another aspect of Khan’s hermeneutic is that for Khan, like Farahi, a critical
factor in determining and controlling the meaning of the Qur’anic text is its nazm. This
nazm takes place at various levels, at the: 1) letter level (Khan emphasizes seeing and
touching the letters with one’s fingers), 2) ayah level, 3) surah level (bracketing the ayat
of the surah), 4) groups of adjacent surahs, and 5) overall nazm of the Qur’an. The
process is similar to performing a scientific analysis of a compound at various levels, e.g.,
as those of the elementary particle, the atom, the molecule, the element, and the
compound. Analysis at each level reveals different aspects of the compound. Similarly,
analysis at each textual level reveals different meanings that help us understanding the
text more deeply.

It is the conclusion of this dissertation that Khan provides a comprehensive and
consistent methodology of interpreting the Qur’an that is supported by a theory based on
his study of the Qur’an and philosophical reflection. However, from our modern
understanding of human discourse, it is now generally acknowledged that any human
discourse involves a power dimension. We find this dimension missing in Khan’s

hermeneutic. It is expected that in a human world, the powerful among the community of
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readers may influence the negotiated meaning. Another implication of the power
dimension on the interpretation of texts is that as power dynamics change other neglected
interpretations may gain importance. Hence, authenticated and negotiated meaning
continues to change with time. Khan reaches the same conclusion though for a different
reason. According to him, no human interpretation after the Prophet is final due to human
finitude.

As far as individual authentication of interpretation is concerned, Khan’s
hermeneutic considers every individual responsible for it individually. The burden of
authentication lies with the individual as s/he will face good or bad consequences
himself/herself in this world and before God in the Hereafter. While we do find
methodologies for the authentication of interpretation at individual and community level
in Khan’s hermeneutic, we do not find any solution at the highest political level, i.e. at
the level of a nation-state. Qur’anic interpretation has a close relationship with the
formation and implementation of law at the nation-state level in Muslim majority
countries. An agreed-upon interpretation at this level might not remain a suggestion for
good actions but can acquire the force of law in such societies.

In the final analysis, this dissertation suggests that Khan’s hermeneutic is a
paradigm change in the history of tafsir from its classical paradigm. We noted many
important contributions by the 20" and 21%-century Muslim scholars in the field of
Qur’anic hermeneutic. However, none of them reach Khan’s hermeneutic in its scope,
consistency and depth. Khan’s contribution to this field requires serious and further
research, criticism and evaluation of his methodologies and theoretical foundations. As

far as believers are concerned, they may pay heed to Khan’s desire for the education of
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Qur’an teachers and institutions where his and similar methodologies can be taught. Khan
believes doing authentic interpretation requires correct methodologies that need practice
and can be taught so that the Qur’anic Movement can progress as destined.

In general, Khan’s corpus answers the what of his hermeneutic but not the why of
his hermeneutic. One of the main contributions of this dissertation is to explain the why
of Khan’s hermeneutic in addition to a systematic presentation of his hermeneutic

methodology and theory.
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APPENDIX |
A SHORT BIOGRAPHY

OF MAULANA JALEEL AHSAN NADVI
(1913 -1981)

Maulana Jaleel Ahsan Nadvi was Irfan A. Khan’s primary teacher of the Qur’an
at Sanvi Darsgah held in Bilariyaganj that Khan attended from 1956-1958. Nadvi’s two
Qur’anic teachers who significantly influenced him were Maulana Amin Ahsan Islahi (d.
1997) and Maulana Akhtar Ahsan Islahi (d. 1958).2 Besides them there were many other
scholars of the Qur’an in a number of Indian madaris (schools) where he studied the
Qur’an and other classical Islamic subjects. Both Islahis were favorite and among one of
the best students of Maulana Hamiduddin Farahi (d. 1930). Thus, Nadvi firmly belongs to
the Farahi group of Qur’anic studies. This school’s particular characteristic is its
emphasis on nazm (the structural and thematic coherence of each individual surah, among
the adjacent groups of surahs and the Qur’an as a whole.) in the Qur’an. According to the
Farahi School, nazm holds the key to the meaning of the Qur’an and it is the final judge
of meaning.® Another defining characteristic of this school is its emphasis on very high

level of classical Arabic learning, including pre-Islamic Arabian Jahiliyyah poetry. Like

! Hayat-e-Nau, Bilariyaganj Oct.-Dec. 2012. Mudir [editor]: Anis Ahmad Madani, Jamaya al-
Flalah Bilariyaganj, Azam Garh, U.P. Golden Jubilee 50 years 1962-2012, Khasusi Ishat: Hamaray
Asatiza; also see http://jalilahsan.blogspot.com/2009/02/maulana-jalil-ahsan-nadvi.html accessed Aug. 8,
2015, posted by Afzal Usmani at 8:54 PM; all English translations of Hayat-e-Nau are mine.

% For more information about Akhtar Ahsan Islahi, please see http://www.hamid-uddin-
farahi.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=90&Itemid=78 accessed March 20, 2016.

3 Farahi, Majmu ‘ah, 29.
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Khan, Nadvi joined Jamaat-i-Islami Hind in its early days of its inception and held a

lifelong relationship with it.

Nadvi was born on January 25, 1913 in Karmaini, 25 km north of Azamgarh
district U.P. near Bilariyaganj. He belonged to a very poor family. His father, Aleem
Ullah bin Ameer Ali, was unlettered and worked as a farmer for a zamindar (land owner).
At age six or seven his father died because of plague (taoon). Before that Nadvi at age
four got polio that handicapped his right limbs. He remained handicapped for the rest of
his life.* In these difficult circumstances Nadvi started elementary school. By age ten he
had memorized the Qur’an, learned Persian and Arabic at Kanzal Uloom, Tanda, India.
At age ten he entered Daral Uloom Deoband. After completing studies at Deoband, he
went to Nadvatul Ulama, Lucknow, India to learn higher Arabic. Since then Nadvi had
taught in different madaris (religious schools) in India. In 1952 he joined Sanvi Darsgah
(Secondary School), established by Jamaat-e-Islami, India, at the request of Maulana
Maududi for select graduates of modern, English-speaking and secularly educated
university graduates. In this Darasgah they went through a specially prepared course of
Islamic studies for two years. Nadvi was the primary Qur’anic instructor of the Darsgah.
The Darsgah was established in Markaz (central office) Jamaat-e-Islami Hind in Rampur
in 1950 and ended in 1960.° Well known persons of the Jamaat like Dr. Fazal ur-Rahman
Faridey and Abdul Rasheed Usmai joined the Darasgah to study.® When the Darasgah

ended in 1960 Nadvi started teaching at Madrsatul Islah till 1962. He had to leave

* Madani, Hayat-e-Nau, 53.
5 Siddiqui, Ma ‘ashiat, 11.

® Siddiqui provides a detailed list of these persons, more than fifty in Ma ‘ashiat. Most of them
remained in touch throughout their careers till now.
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Madrsatul Islah when the madrasa (pl. madaris) retired all people who belonged to
Jamaat Islami. Finally, in 1964 he went to Madrasa Jamiatul Falah where he taught till

his death on July 8, 1981 at age 68 years.

According to Abdul Rab Athri Falahi,’

Jaleel lived a life of a m 'umin [believer] and an ‘arif [knower of reality]. His life

was extremely pious, dilkash [beautiful], and an example to be followed in life.

(...) Maulana was a great and unique scholar of the Qur’an. He enjoyed study of

the Qur’an. All his life the Qur’an was a particular subject of his reflection. Every

moment the Qur’an was under consideration. (...) His stature in the education and
the tafsir of the Qur’an was very high. Not only in the sub-continent but
throughout the Islamic world he was considered one of the greatest scholars of the

Qur’an.?

Nadvi often wrote articles in Zindagi Nau (Rampur), Zikra (Rampur), Hijab
(Rampur), Hayat-e-Nau (Azamgarh), Dawat (Delhi), Movement (Aligarh and Delhi), and
al-Iman (Deobund). All these articles have been put together soon to be published by
Jamaayat al-Falah.? In these articles we find Nadvi’s unique opinions about different ayat
and suwar of the Qur’an. According to A. Falahi, he “reflected [on the Qur’an] by
holding strongly to the words of the Qur’an.”*® One of his important contributions is
“Tadabar-e-Qur’an per ayk Nazar” [“A Glance at Tadabar-e-Qur’an ], completed up to

Surah al-‘Araf (7) ayah 149 and published in Muwad-e-Zindagi (Rampur, India, 1983-

4).ll In this work Nadvi made remarks and corrections on his former teacher, Amin

" He is one of the students of Nadvi. He wrote a long article on Nadvi in Hayat-e-Nau.
® Madani, Hayat-e-Nau, 20.

* Ibid., 21.

 Ibid., 22.

1 1bid.
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Ahsan Islahi’s fafsir of the Qur’an, Tadabur-e-Qur’an. Nadvi was also assigned by the
Jamaat to translate many of Mawlana Mawdudi’s introductory books into Arabic.

Nadvi was also a great scholar of hadith. He wrote two books on hadith in Urdu,
namely “Raah-i ‘Amal” and “Zaad-i Raah” where he translated the ahadith of the
Prophet (S.A.W.) very eloquently. Both books are very popular among the masses as
well as the scholars. For example, his book Zaad-i-Raah “achieved so much popularity
that more than fifty editions of the book have been published in India and Pakistan.”"?
Nadvi’s students of the Qur’an are spread all over the world. Some of his prominent
students are: Maulana Ajmal Ayub Islahi, Maulana Syed Hamid Ali, Maulana Abdul Bari

Shabnam Subhani, Maulana Malick Habib Ullah, Irfan A. Khan, Maulana Syed Abu Said

Abdi and Maulana Hamadi.*®

12 please see: http://jalilahsan.blogspot.com/2009/02/maulana-jalil-ahsan-nadvi.html accessed
Aug. 8, 2015, posted by Afzal Usmani at 8:54 PM.

3 Madani, Hayat-e-Nau, 26.
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Excerpt of Nadvi’s Interview

Hafizur Rahman Falahi interviewed Nadvi and published it in Hayat-e-Nau,
Bilariyaganj, consisting of ten pages. It is extensive and important for many reasons.** |
have translated one question from this interview that relates to Nadvi’s method of
understanding the Qur’an from himself. Following is the answer to the interview
question: “Mawlana! How should the students of the Qur’an study the Qur’an?”*

The answer to this question is that which Mawlana Akhtar Ahsan had given to a
similar question. It was like this: first of all the explanation of the difficult words
of the intended surah should be written down in a note book with the help of
linguistic books. Then understand it grammatically and solve difficult issues of its
composition. After that, the surah should be studied on your own establishing the
meaning of each verse. Then look into the tafasir whether any of the
mutagaddimeen [earlier scholars] had taken the same meaning. If no one had
taken that meaning then one should contemplate if there was any mistake in the
personally derived meaning. This is regarding the meaning of an ayah. After that
one has to see how far the sentences of the ayat in a surah are connected to each
other and how they are related. Then the surah should be read multiple times to
identify what is the most prominent thing in the surah. This is necessary to do
because, without it, it is difficult to confirm the central theme of the surah. And
the last thing one has to keep in mind is that the more the reader/slave is attached
to the Qur’an and his/her relationship with Allah is good, accordingly Allah the
Almighty would provide him/her the right understanding.

Another important and special reason for my love of the Qur’an was that I had
become a teacher at Madrasatul Islah fulfilling the desire of Mawlana Akhtar
Ahsan Islahi Marhum (deceased). As a special student of ‘Allamah Hamiduddin
Farahi, Mawlana Akhtar was a distinguished scholar of the Qur’an. His research
was very grand and his thinking was unique and he used to read the Qur’an with
much concentration/contemplation. Impressed by Mawlana | started benefitting
from him. His morning and evening sittings and discussions made me realize that

“ For example, his life, history of Jamaat-e-Islami, his methodology of understanding the Qur’an,
his critique of madaris, their shortcomings and what reforms are needed and other social issues of his early
and later time.

' Falahi, Hayat-e-Nau, 48.
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this is the real Qur’anic love. I could not gain much in this whole period though
just the tip of a thirsty bird became wet. Mawlana had now completed his
answer. ™

Based on what we have learned about Khan’s methodology of understanding, we
can see almost all of Nadvi’s methodology is same as Khan’s. Khan would have learned
and practiced this methodology during his two years stay at the Darasgah with him. Khan
often mentions that the Darasgah he was lucky as he had very good teacher of the Qur’an.
Probably for this reason, Khan believes that correct methodology can be taught but we

need to produce Qur’anic teachers first.

18 Madani, Hayat-e-Nau, 48-9.
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APPENDIX 11

ASSOCITATION FOR QUR’ANIC UNDERSTANDING

I_r_fa.n Ahmad Khan

Dhrector

Foundations of Ou’ranic Hermeneutics

Islamic Thought is an cngoing process of understanding the Divine Text

—What is most important, the students of the Cur’an have to keep at guard that they do
not mix up the human element with divine element in this process. While the oniginal text
1 divine all its understanding and interpretation is by the human mind and is therefore
human.

The Global Muslim Comnmmity Understands The Arabic Our’an through its direct touch
with it, affesh

__affesh, as if it is revealed today

__ Understanding it directly by going directly to the drabic Divine Words

We understand the Revealed Guidance in the Divine Words as we encounter changing
human situations

The developments in human knowledge and technology prepare us for a better
understanding of the Divine Bock.

Each believer as a reader of the Qhur’an authenticates its own understanding of the Quran
through making it as his'her own understanding — that is done by his/her own mind—
Even though the reader makes the best the use of all available resources.

However, The Ummah as a whole authenticates its Qhur’anic understanding, as its scholars
mteract with each other sharmg their own understanding, leaming from each others
understanding and comecting each other.

__What is important, as the collective understanding of the Char’an continues, the above
authentic progress in Islamic Thought is obtained as only a by-product of the abowve
mteraction among the Chr’anic Scholars. As is the case with scientific investigation, we
only aim at making our Qur’anic understanding free of mistakes.

However, there is only one place where Cur’amec Understanding is free of any mistake.
Because it is done imder Divine Supervision, by the choicest servant of God.
___As the Prophet continues his job, the Divine editing of it also continues.
How the principles of understanding the Sunnah are different from those of

ing the CQur’an?

3244 WEST 167™ STREET. MARFHAM / LIINGIS 60428 USA
PHONE.: (T0B) 596-5412. FAX: (T0E) 306-9260. E-MAIL.: irfanakhen 7@ yahoo. com.
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APPENDIX IV

DIVINE GUIDANCE AND ITS MODE OF ACTION

Phase |

Internal Guidance

DG1.1
Spiritual
Spiritual sbf (rih)

\ 4

—>

DG1.2

Intellectual
Physical sbf (biological)

Phase 11

External Guidance

DG2.1
The Qur’an
RGDW

A 4

)

DG2.2
The Sunnah
of the Prophet

A

Correction
under concrete
lived life experience

Fresh Guidgnce

A

Where ‘DG’ stands for Divine Guidance and sbf stands for sam -basar-fu 'ad (hearing-seeing-thinking/intuiting).

Above schematic shows how Khan sees generation of continuous fresh guidance

in constantly changing creation. When Phase | guidance acts upon Phase Il guidance new

guidance becomes available in the current concrete human situation. The new guidance

may require adjustment as it is applied in the human world. This adjustment takes place

by a corrective feedback path dynamically. This perpetual process continues refining

itself better and better, accommodating changes of new human situations, increases in

human knowledge, expansion of conceptual capabilities, and human experience in life.

Diagram by Tanveer Azmat

Based on Irfan A. Khan ideas of continuous Divine Guidance

Feb. 8, 2016.
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APPENDIX V

WORLDS AND THEIR ENTITIES

Unthinkables of the Universe

Universe
——

Real World Ideal World
Thinkables RW has only CP Everything in IW is an entity

A 4

IW consists of:
Possible existents

CP’s have aspects that Impossible existents
are non-entities: Linguistic existents
qualitative & Relations (R”)
quantitative Universals (U’)
Relations (R).

Textual World
Paper, ink, & |Linguistic symbols
letters

CP: Concrete particles are the most concrete entities of the real world. These always have external reference (external
to the observer) as concrete particles are mutually related.

Please note the following entities are not subject of Khan’s discussion:

Exceptions of Entities 1. We are not interested in psychological existents.
not included in our 2. We are not interested in subjective truths
discussion: 3. We are not interested in objective truths.

4. We are not interested in mathematical entities as they exist both in real world
and Ideal world.

Real World (RW): The world of concrete particulars that exist with or without human beings.

Textual World (TW): The world created by a text only in our mind. The existents of this world may
or may have existence in RW. It certainly has existence in IW.

Ideal World (IW): The world of our ideas. The existents of this world may or may have existence

in RW and/or TW.
Concrete Particulars (CP): The most concrete particulars of the RW are events, and not things.

According to Irfan A. Khan, the lower bound of our epistemic system is to grasp concrete particulars of the
real world, but we always fail to comprehend them fully as an integrated whole. We only perceive them in their
components (‘aspects’).

The upper limit of our epistemic system is that what we can think. If we cannot think about anything, we
cannot know it. The upper limit is not fixed, as it continues to expand with increases in our knowledge and conceptual
development.

Diagram by Tanveer Azmat
Based on Irfan A. Khan ideas of continuous Divine Guidance
Feb. 8, 2016.
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APPENDIX VI
CLASSICAL QUR’ANIC HERMENEUTICS AND POST-ENLIGHTENMENT

QUR’ANIC HERMENEUTICS

According to Bernard K. Freamon,* Qur’anic zafsir literature is the representative
of the Classical Qur’anic hermeneutics. That is, “it is the product of efforts of scholars
and exegetes concerned with understanding the meaning of the core Islamic text, the
Qur’an, and translating those understandings into interpretations of the text.”? Freamon
considers the rafsir literature of the first five hundred years as “canonical zafsir” that
“dominated the understanding of the meaning of the Qur’an.”® For him, the first “true”
classical work that is mostly agreed by scholars is Al-Tabari’s (d. 923) Jami’ al-bayan
‘an ta’wil ay al Qur’an.* According to him, the classical tradition includes five
categories: “narrative (aggadic), legal (halakhic), textual (masoretic), rhetorical, and
allegorical.”® Al-Tabari’s Jami is considered the epitome of zafsir bi-al-ma thur
(interpretation by tradition) as opposed to afsir bi-al-ra’y (interpretation by the opinion

“of the interpreter, more specifically his rational, theological, or philosophical analysis as

! Bernard K. Freamon, Professor of Law, “Some Reflections on Post-Enlightenment Qur’anic
Hermeneutics,” in Mich. State Law Rev. 1403, 2006; henceforth, “Some Reflections”; Freamon is the
Professor of Law and Director, Program for the Study of Law in the Middle East, Seton Hall Law School,
Seton University, Newark, NJ.

% Freamon, “Some Reflections,” 1410.

* Ibid., 1412.

* Ibid., 1411.

® Ibid., 1411, n. 23; John Wansbrough, Qur anic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural

Interpretation, Forward, Translations, and Expanded Notes by Andrew Rippen (New York: Prometheus
Books, 2004).
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applied to the text”).! Tafsir bi-al-ma thur depends “primarily upon the exegetical
tradition of the Prophet, his Companions, and the opinions offered by the early scholars
of hadith.”® However, even in the epitome tafsir bi-al-ma ‘thur, Tabari “often interjects

% Hence, Freamon concludes, there exists no pure zafsir bi-

his opinion on various points.
al-ma'thur except as a myth.* The implication is that the best we can say about any tafsir
bi-al-ma 'thur is the relative size of tafsir bi-al-ma thur and tafsir bi-al-ra’y content in a
particular tafsir.

Freamon informs that the methods used by the classical exegetes “included
grammatical, linguistic, syntactical, philological analysis, consideration of the
asbab al-nuzul (the circumstances in which a particular revelation was revealed), analysis
based on comparison with other verses in the Qur’an, and analysis of the prior
understandings of the revelation, including revelation from other Abrahamic faiths.”
Andrew Rippin points to an important aspect of this zafsir tradition that is generally
overlooked. For him, the tafsir “also functions simultaneously to adopt the text to the
present situation of the interpreter ..., [giving it] a very practical aspect of making the

text applicable to the faith and the way of life of the believers.”®

! Freamon, “Some Reflections,” 1411.

? Ibid., 1411.

% Ibid., 1411, n. 31; Andrew Rippin, Approaches to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur’an,
Andrew Rippin, ed. (New Jersey: Gorgias Press, 2012); The Blackwell Companion to the Qur’an, Andrew
Rippin, ed. (Wiley-Blackwell Publications, 2006).

*Walid Saleh in The Formation of the Classical Tafsir Tradition: The Qur’an Commentary of al-
Thaclabi (Leiden: Brill, 2004), henceforth Formation, considers the myth of tafsir bi-al-ma 'thur another
successful Sunni ploy “that has no basis in the genre itself,” 16.

® Freamon, “Some Reflections,” 1412.

® 1bid., n. 34.
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From the above, it can be concluded that at a practical level the classical tafsir
tradition was functional and provided guidance to the believers to live a pious life.
However, Walid Saleh points to an important aspect of the classical zafsir tradition that
becomes problematic for the Post-Enlightenment exegeses. He calls it the “genealogical”
nature of the classical 7afsir tradition.” By genealogy he means, “certain dialectical
relationship that each new commentary, and hence each exegete, had with the previous

% He notes the genealogical character was created “to add one’s

tradition as a whole.
voice to the pool of interpretations inherited.”® Thus, “even when a commentator
disagreed with the interpretations of a predecessor he nevertheless would not dismiss
them outright.”*° Similarly, if a commentator omitted some traditional material, it would
not mean much due to “the omnipresent availability of the whole tradition.”** Saleh
continues, “at certain intervals individual exegetes would cause major upheavals in the
tradition due to an emphasis on one of the many currents that constitute the tradition to
the exclusion of others, thereby attempting to reverse the encyclopedic nature of zafsir.”*?
However, it would fail to reverse the tafsir tradition due to its genealogical nature as “it

was impossible to oust any major component of the tradition after it had gained entry.”*?

" Saleh, Formation, 14.
® Ibid.
* Ibid.
19 I pid.
1 Ibid.
2 Ibid.

13 1bid.
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The result was, according to Saleh, that the doctrine of ijma‘ (consensus of scholars)**
allowed the collection of “conflicting interpretations.” Its impact on exegesis was that
“few interpretations became subject to an ijma ‘ and hence no unanimous meaning were
ever attached to them, each varied interpretation was true on its own. ...each of which
could be adduced as part of the meaning of the word of God without disrupting the notion
of the clarity of the Qur’an. This was a hemeneutical feat not to be belittled.”*®

One may ask what changed between the classical tafsir tradition period and the
Post-Enlightenment period that the classical zafsir could not provide guidance. Freamon
provides an important reason. He suggests that the strength and success of the classical
tafsir rested on the custodians of this tradition, i.e. the ‘ulama. They provided necessary
authority and authenticity. Freamon quotes D.B. MacDonald*® who describes “the ‘ulama
as canonists and theologians who ‘represented and voiced the Agreement of the Muslim
people, and that Agreement was the foundation of Islam.””*’ Not only the ‘ulama
controlled authenticity of interpretation but they also bore “the responsibility for ensuring
that Shria ... [is] correctly taught, recited, interpreted, and applied by believers,
including university teachers, religious and legal authorities, political leaders, and

members of the government.”*® Without the mechanics of ijma * that provided “coherent

14 Saleh believes that the doctrine of ijma ‘ was based on the notion that “the totality of the
Muslims when they agree on a matter accord it a divine status, since Muslims cannot agree on error”
(Formation, 17). Saleh concludes, all this took place under the umbrella of Sunnyism in “which many ideas
and doctrines coexisted” [so that the ummah maintains its unity] (Formation, 18).

1> Saleh, Formation , 18.

'® Freamon, “Some Reflections,” 1413; D.B. MacDonald, Ulama, in IIT E.J. Brill’s First
Encyclopedia of Islam 1913-1936, 994 (A.J. Wensinck et al., eds., photo reprint 1987, 1927).

1 Ereamon, “Some Reflections,” 1413.

18 1bid.
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hermeneutic” for tafsir, the classical Qur’anic hermeneutic “becomes a fragmented
collage of scattered, uncontrolled, illogical, and contradictory opinions, like many leaves
blowing in a strong wind.”*® Today, the role of ‘ulama “is nothing more than an
anachronistic ideal with absolutely no reference to the judicial reality in traditional
Muslim communities.”” Thus, the breakdown in the authority of the ‘u/ama, particularly
in the colonial period, that provided the centripetal force holding the whole interpretative
tradition together disappeared and business as usual in the classical zafsir tradition could
not be continued.

Professor Osman Bilen,” head of philosophy department at Dokuz Eylul
University, Izmir, Turkey, a respected scholar of Islamic and modern hermeneutics,
points out some other important short falls of the Classical Islamic hermeneutic from the
perspective of modern hermeneutic. He finds that classical hermeneutic is not conscious
of power relations, internal communal relations, and the role of tradition. Further, ‘ulama
constituted the community of interpreters. They were the standard of meaning. Their
methodology was initially based on the ijma ‘* of Companions only but then it got
extended to the ijma‘ of ‘ulama. They believed in the unity of meaning instead of the
multiplicity of meaning in texts. For them, the end result of interpretation was meaning,

i.e. once meaning is reached the truth (kagegah) is known. This means meaning and truth

19 1bid., 1415.
2 1bid., 1414.

#! professor Osman Bilen is trained in classical Islamic philosophy. Further, he revived his Ph.D.
from the Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C. in 2000. His Ph.D. dissertation was based on
the problem of relativism in Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics. A book based on this dissertation is
available: The Historicity of Understanding and the Problem of Relativism in Gadamer’s Philosophical
Hermeneutics (The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy: Washington, D.C., 2000). When | was
a visiting scholar at Dokuz Eylul University, in the winter of 2014, | gained above insights from Prof.
Bilen.
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were considered interchangeable. However, reaching meaning is a human endeavor that
may or may not lead to the truth. It is therefore that Classical Islamic hermeneutic is very
rich in determining meaning as finding truth. For Bilen the Classical Islamic hermeneutic
correctly informs the determination of ‘gida (creed) that requires the unity of meaning
but then it lacks multiplicity of meaning in social order. In Classical Islamic hermeneutic
faru’ (particulars) take precedence upon asul (principles). It does not differentiate
between understanding (fahmabh or fikar or tafheem) and what is understood (mafhoom or
ma ‘ni or -zukum). In short, classical exegetes were not aware of critical hermeneutic or
the role of interlocutors. Their hermeneutic was based on the hermeneutic of trust and not
on the hermeneutic of suspicion that we now believe, i.e. we cannot trust blindly
ourselves due to our subjectivities, or tradition as its formation involves history that is not
reliable unless proven otherwise.

In conclusion, it seems Freamon may be correct when he considers canonical
tafsir not helpful in approaching the issues of “freedom of expression, freedom of
conscience and belief, the emancipation of women, rights of religious, racial, and ethnic
minorities, war and jikad,” etc. in our present context.”> Hence, we find Muslim scholars
of the previous two centuries exploring other methodologies of interpretation that can

overcome these short comings.

22 Ereamon, “Some Reflections,” 1416.
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Post-Enlightenment Qur’anic Hermeneutics

The search for new hermeneutic that Freamon calls Post-Enlightenment,® he
finds in it some defining characteristics: 1) “it is the only form of tafsir that explicitly
seeks to interpret the Qur’an in the light of the challenges posed to Muslim societies by
the introduction of Enlightenment values and norms,” 2) “its development is somewhat
similar to the mode of textual interpretation that emerged in Post-Enlightenment
Protestant Biblical hermeneutics and perhaps in some aspects of philosophical
hermeneutics,” 3) “Both these hermeneutic traditions similarly emerged in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries,” 4) “Both sought to universalize the methodologies employed in
the interpretation of important religious and classical texts, while drawing benefits and
insights from Enlightenment and Post-Enlightenment ideas and approaches to human
understandings and the human sciences.”**

In the Muslim tradition, Freamon regards the “genesis” of Post-Enlightenment
tafsir with “well-known” and “much-commented-upon” scholars like Shah Wali Allah al
Dihlawi (d. 1762), Jamal al-Din al-Afgahni (d. 1897), Muhammad Abduh (d. 1905),
Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935), and Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898). Freamon notes

following “core” characteristics of this hermeneutic: 1) “to craft a ‘scientific’ exegesis of

the Qur’an,” 2) “to offer a ‘feminist’ reading of the text,” 3) “to read the Qur’an from a

%% By Post-Enlightenment Freamon means a “form of zafsir that explicitly seeks to interpret the
Qur’an in light of the challenges posed to Muslim societies by the introduction of Enlightenment values
and norms; values and norms that purport to be universalist, secular, and, in some cases, anti-religious or
anti-clerical” (“Some Reflections,” 1417-418).

24 Ereamon, “Some Reflections,” 1418.
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literary perspective or as a historical document,” 4) “to isolate and privilege particular
themes in the Qur’an,” 5) “and efforts by ‘Islamists’ to use the Qur’an as the basis for an
Islamic ideology that would be suitable for an Enlightenment-oriented focus.”?> We find
another group of Post-Enlightenment Qur’anic hermeneutic attempted by Muslim
scholars who had direct experience of living and getting educated in the western
universities. In this group we may include the most note able names such as: Hamid Nasr
Abu Zayd (d. 2010), Mohammed Arkoun (d. 2010), Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988),
Muhammad Shahrur (b. 1938, Syria), Abdulkarim Soroush (b. 1945, Iran), Arif Nehad
(b. 1962, Libya), Abdullah Saeed (Maldives), Abdullah Haleem (Egypt), Farid Ishaq (b.
1959, South Africa) and some others. For them the humanistic and ethical aspects of the
Qur’an take a center stage in their hermeneutic as we discussed in Chapter 7. Khan
belongs to this wave of Qur’anic scholars. He is concerned with the Post-Enlightenment
issues. However, he differs from all these scholars in that to him the spiritual aspect of
the Qur’an centered on humankind and God’s relationship with humanity drives all

aspects of his hermeneutic.

% bid., 1420.
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