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Note on Translation, Transliteration, and References

Translations of the Qur’anic passages belong to Yusuf Ali, and the translations of the sources are
mine, unless indicated otherwise. The Qur’anic verses are referred to as follows: Q. 15:13. The
first number refers to the chapter and the second to the verse. References to the hadiths found in
the canonical hadith collections are written according to the Concordance system, as in “Bukharf,
iman, 5.” The hadith sources are listed in the bibliography with their full bibliographic
information.

| have amended the transliteration system of IJMES (International Journal of Middle
East Studies) for Arabic names, titles and words in the text, footnotes and bibliography.
Diacritics are added to personal names, place names, and titles of books and articles. Well-
known Arabic terms, such as Qur’an, hadith, Sunnis etc. are not transliterated. Tafsir, Hadith,
and Kalam are capitalized if they refer to the Islamic sciences, but not if they are used in the
context of interpretation, Prophetic tradition, and speech. Arabic ibn is shortened to b. in the
tables. ‘Abd Allah is written as ‘Abdullah. In most cases, death years are given according to the
Gregorian calendar.

Harf al-ta rif (the definite article in Arabic) preceding the nisba (the relative adjective) is
omitted if the nisba is mentioned alone (e.g., Suyiti); it is retained if the full name is given (e.g.,
Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti). This rule is also applied in the footnotes and bibliography. Harf al-ta rif
preceding the names of a group is omitted (e.g., Mu‘tazila). It is retained in titles (e.g., al-
Ma’min, al-Aswad, al-Mu’ayyad). Harf al-ta rif preceding book titles and the names of the

Qur’anic chapters is kept (e.g., al-Burhan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an and al-Naml).
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Transliteration of Turkish names is written in Turkish script (e.g., the names of the
Ottoman sultans, Osman and Orhan). The names of Turkish scholars who authored their works in
Arabic are written in Arabic transliteration (e.g., Fanari, Tashkubrizada, Katib Chalab1). The
names of Turkish places are written in Turkish (e.g., Aksaray, Kayseri, and Kosedag). However,
the nisbas for the locations are transliterated according to Arabic script if the scholar who has the
nisba wrote in Arabic (e.g., Aqgsarayi, Qaysari).

| have followed the Chicago Manual of Style in formatting for the references and

bibliography.



INTRODUCTION

Muhammad ibn Hamza Shams al-Din al-Fanari (A.H. 751-834 / C.E. 1350-1431) was a notable
scholar who lived in Anatolia at a time when the Ottoman dynasty was on the rise, dominating
Western Anatolia and constantly expanding their territories, except for a brief interregnum
period of a decade after Timur defeated them in 1402. The time when Fanar1 lived coincided
with the extension of the Islamization and Turkization process in the region beyond Anatolia at
the hands of the Ottomans. The Turkoman principalities in Anatolia, known as Beyliks, still
existed, but it would not take them long to be swallowed by the Ottomans. Fanari relocated, first
for his education in his youth, and later, according to the changing political situation, until the
Ottomans became an unchallenged power. He finally established himself as an esteemed scholar

and bureaucrat in Bursa, the Ottoman capital.

Fanari contributed to the fields of Islamic jurisprudence, logic, and Arabic grammar
through his writings, but he is best remembered for his contributions to Akbari teaching. The
word Akbariyya (the Akbari School or Tradition), derived from Ibn al-‘Arabi’s (d. 1240) epithet
al-Shaykh al-akbar (the Greatest Master), has been used to refer to the writers who were
influenced by Ibn al-*Arab1’s Sufi doctrines. Fanari followed Sadr al-Din al-Qunawi’s (d. 1274)
interpretation of the School, which gave Ibn al-‘Arabi’s teachings a philosophical formulation,
and greatly contributed to Qunaw1’s being understood as the most prominent commentator on his
thinking. Fanari also contributed to the Akbari exegetical tradition with his Qur’anic

commentary on the al-Fatiha chapter titled “ ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan.”

Numerous studies have been devoted to the discussion of Sufi exegetical practice and to



the role of Sufi commentaries in classical Islam.! Within the genre of Sufi exegesis, the Qur’anic
commentaries produced by the Akbari School constitute an important phase in the history of Sufi
exegesis.2 Modern works on Ibn al-‘Arabi and his School are legion but only a few are dedicated
to the analysis of the Scriptural hermeneutics of the School. For example, Goldziher includes Ibn
al-‘Arabi in his Die Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung.® He finds that Ibn al-‘Arabi
reads his Sufi ideas, formed under the influence of Neo-Platonism, into the Qur’anic text.

Goldziher’s discussion is useful; however, the work he analyzes as Ibn al-‘ArabT’s Qur’anic

1 Some of them are the following: Siileyman Ates, Isari Tefsir Okulu (Istanbul: Yeni Ufuklar, 1998): After
discussing the religious legitimacy of Sufi interpretation, Ates introduces many Sufi commentaries, published or in
manuscript, in several phases. Kristin Zahra Sands, Sufi Commentaries on the Qur’an in Classical Islam (London;
New York: Routledge, 2006): Sands discusses both the theoretical aspects of classical Sufi exegesis and some
examples of the exegetical practices of Sufi commentators. She first focuses on the factors that helped Sufi
interpretation to emerge such as some Qur’anic verses and prophetic traditions that allow the possibility of multiple
layers of meaning in the Qur’an. Then she discusses the opinions of several medieval Muslim scholars in regard to
Sufi interpretation and the different methods of interpretation Sufis used. Finally, through some examples, she
shows how Sufi commentators interpreted the Qur’anic verses. This work is useful for seeing the general outline of
the questions and the themes in classical Sufi exegesis. Hussein Ali Akash, Die Sufische Koranauslegung.: Semantik
und Deutungsmechanismen der ISari-Exegese (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, c2006): Akash touches on early Sufi
commentaries, the methods of Sufi exegesis, and the arguments used by Sufis to justify their interpretations. In a
large portion of his work, he picks numerous Qur’anic words and explores how Sufis interpret them. He also
discusses some Sufi terms that are important in Sufi exegesis, such as ma ‘rifa, qalb, and dhawq. Mahmud Abd al-
Razzaq, al-Mu jam al-sifi: Awwal dirasa ‘amiqa fi al-usial al-Qur’aniyya li-I-mustalah al-sift (Jidda: Dar Majid
‘astr1 li-l-nashr wa-1-tawzi‘, 2004). Paul Nwyia, Exégese Coranique et Langage Mystique: Nouvel Essai sur le
Lexique Technique des Mystiques Musulmans (Beyrouth: Dar EI-Machreq Sarl Editeurs, 1991): Nwyia attempts to
show that the mystical terminology of the Sufis began to form in early Qur’anic exegesis. He reinforces his
argument with examples from early commentators, such as Mugqatil, al-Hakim al-Tirmidhi, Ja‘far al-Sadiq etc.;
Annabel Keeler and Sajjad Rizvi (ed.), The Spirit and the Letter: Approaches to the Esoteric Interpretation of the
Qur’an (London; New York: Oxford University Press, in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2016).
These are studies on Sufi exegesis in general. There are also research monographs on particular Sufi commentaries:
Gerhard Bowering, The Mystical Vision of Existence in Classical Islam, The Qur’anic Hermeneutics of the Sufi Sahl
at-Tustari (Berlin; New York: de Gruyter, 1980, c1979); Pierre Lory, Les Commentaires ésotériques du Coran
d’aprés ‘Abd ar-Razzaq al-Qashani (Paris: Les Deux Oceans, 1980); Annabel Keeler, Sufi Hermeneutics: The
Qur’an Commentary of Rashid al-Din Maybidi (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press; London: In
association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2006).

2 Gerhard Bowering who defines four phases in the history of Sufi exegesis, places the commentaries produced by
the School of Ibn al-‘Arabi in the third phase, which marks the period when the commentaries of the Sufi schools
were produced (from the seventh/thirteenth to the middle of the eighth/fourteenth century). Najm al-Din al-Kubra (d.
618/1221) and his followers, known as the Kubraw1 School, also contributed to the genre in this period. See Gerhard

Bowering, “The Qur’an Commentary of al-Sulami,” in Islamic Studies Presented to Charles J. Adams, ed. Wael B.
Hallag and Donald P. Little, (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 42-43.

3 Ignac Goldziher, Die Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung: An der Universitat Upsala gehaltene Olaus-
Petri-Vorlesungen (Leiden: Brill, 1920), 216-262.



commentary belongs, in fact, to ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani (d. 1330).*

Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi, a contemporary scholar of Qur’anic Studies, classifies
Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Qur’anic exegesis among “speculative (nazari) interpretations,” which he defines
as unjustifiable attempts by the Sufis to find support from the Qur’an for their pre-accepted
philosophical ideas, such as Wahdat al-wujiid. On the other hand, he approves of other Sufi
commentaries that he calls “spontaneous” (faydi) or “allusive” (ishari), because they may be

reconciled with apparent meanings sanctioned by a consensus of “exoteric” scholars.®

In his Falsafat al-za ‘wil, Nasr Hamid Abti Zayd, a contemporary Egyptian scholar of
Qur’anic hermeneutics, provides a more detailed analysis of lbn al-*Arabi’s exegetical thoughts.®
After discussing Ibn al-‘Arabi’s cosmological and anthropological doctrines in the first and
second parts of the work, he analyzes Ibn al-‘Arabi’s exegetical theory and his practices of
interpretation in the last part, which constitutes approximately one third of the work. Abt Zayd
argues that Ibn al-°Arabi establishes a connection among three fields —existence, human being,
and the Qur’an— on the basis of 7a 'wil, an interpretative methodology. Michel Chodkiewicz, one
of the most prominent scholars on Ibn al-‘Arabi, finds unfortunate Abt Zayd’s choice of the

word ta 'wil to refer to Ibn al-*Arabi’s exegetical method, probably under the influence of Henry

4 Qashant’s commentary was mistakenly ascribed to Ibn al-‘Arabi and published in the latter’s name. See ‘Abd al-
Razzaq al-Qashani, Tafsir Muhyt al-Din ibn al- ‘Arabi (Misr: Matba‘at Bilaq, 1283 [1867]). Goldziher analyzes the
commentary thinking it was authored by Ibn al-‘Arabi. For an analysis of Qashani’s commentary, see Pierre Lory,
Les Commentaires ésotériques du Coran d’aprés ‘Abd ar-Razzaq al-Qashani (Paris: Les Deux Oceans, 1980).

5 Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa-I-mufassiriin: Bahth tafsili ‘an nash at al-tafsir wa-tatawwuruh, wa-
alwanuh, wa-madhahibuh, ma ‘a ‘ard li-ashhar al-mufassirin, wa-tahlil kamil li-ahamm kutub al-tafsir, min ‘asr al-
Nabri ila ‘asrind al-hadir ([al-Qahira]: Dar al-Kutub al-haditha, 1976-1989), 2:339-352. Dhahabi also has a
monograph on Ibn al-‘Arabi’s exegetical methodology: Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi, Ibn al- ‘Arabt wa-tafsir al-
Qur’an (al-Qahira: Matba‘at al-Azhar, 1973).

6 Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Falsafat al-ta 'wil: Dirdsa fi ta'wil al-Qur’an ‘inda Muhyt al-Din ibn ‘Arabi (Bayrut,
Lubnan: Dar al-Tanwir, 1983).



Corbin, who introduces ta’wil as lbn al-‘Arabi’s method in the interpretation of the Qur’an.’

Chodkiewicz emphasizes that Ibn al-‘Arabi does not favor the word fa 'wil, which undermines
the literal meaning of the Qur’an. Instead of fa’wil, lbn al-‘Arabi prefers the word isharat
(allusions) to refer to his comments on the Qur’an. Chodkiewicz also criticizes Abli Zayd for
basing his arguments regarding Ibn al-‘Arabi’s exegetical principles on a work whose attribution
to al-Shaykh al-akbar is debated.® Chodkiewicz believes that Abii Zayd’s work, despite its
merits, has not extinguished the need for an in-depth study of Ibn al-‘Arab1’s thoughts on

interpretation of the Qur’an.’

We find information on FanarT in early sources written by his contemporaries, such as
Taqiyy al-Din al-Magqrizi (d. 1442), Ibn Hajar al-°Asqalani (d. 1449), Ibn Taghribirdi (d. 1470),
and ‘Al ibn Dawiid al-Sayrafi (d. 1494).1° Maqrizi and Ibn Hajar provide valuable, albeit brief,
eyewitness accounts of Fanari’s visit to Cairo in 1420. Ibn Hajar also reports that he received an
ijaza from FanarT in his handwriting on ‘Adud al-Din al-IjT’s (d. 1355) al-Mawagif, which Fanari
used to teach often.!! Jalal al-Din al-Suyiitt (d. 1505) reports on Fanari mostly from Ibn Hajar,

but also narrates some information from Muhyi al-Din al-Kafiyaji (d. 1474), his teacher and

7 See Henry Corbin, Alone With the Alone: Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1997), 49-50. The emphasis Corbin puts on fa 'wil, William C. Chittick believes, is “to imply that
Ibn al-‘Arabi leaned toward Shi‘ite beliefs.” See William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al- ‘Arabi’s
Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany: State University of New York, 1989), 199. Chittick rejects the claim of Shi‘ite
leanings in Ibn al-*Arabi. See ibid., 402, note:13.

8 It is Kitab Radd ma ‘ani al-ayat al-mutashabihat ila ma‘ani al-ayat al-muhkamat.

9 Michel Chodkiewicz, Review of the Falsafat al-ta 'wil: Dirdsa fi ta 'wil al-Qur’an ‘inda Muhyt al-Din ibn ‘Arabi,
by Nasr Hamid Abt Zayd, Studia Islamica 60 (1984): 177-180.

10 Ahmad ibn ‘Al1 al-Maqrizi, al-Sulitk li-ma ‘rifa duwal al-mulik (Bayrit: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1997), 7:8-9;
Ibn Hajar Ahmad ibn ‘Alt al-‘Asqalant, Inba’ al-ghumr bi-anba’ al- ‘umr (al-Qahira: al-Majlis al-A‘l1a li-1-shu’tin al-
Islamiyya, 2009-2011), 3:216-217 and 3:464-465; Abu al-Mahasin Yasuf ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi wa-I-
mustawfd ba ‘da al-wafi ([al-Qahira]: al-Hay’a al-‘Amma li-dar al-kutub, 1984-....), 10:40-41. al-Khatib al-Jawhari
‘All ibn Dawad al-Sayrafi, Nuzhat al-nufiis wa-l-abdan fi tawarikh al-zaman (al-Qahira: Matba‘at Dar al-kutub,
1970), 2:469. Maqrizi and Ibn Hajar write Shams al-Din’s epithet as “Ibn al-Fanari.”

11 ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465.



Fanar’s pupil.'? SuyiitT states that Kafiyaji used to talk about Fanari with extreme praise (kana
yubalighu fi al-thand ‘alayh jiddan).** Ahmad ibn Mustafa Tashkubrizada (d. 1561), who is the
most important source for the early Ottoman scholars, provides biographical data on Fanart’s life
that contains some inaccurate information.'* Later historians, biographers, and bibliographers

also gave a place to Fanari in their works.™®

A detailed biography of Fanart in Turkish, written by Hiiseyin Hiisameddin (d. 1939), a
contemporary Turkish historian, contains valuable information not found in the previous sources,
but the reader is cautioned not to rely on speculations he makes with no evidence.® In English,
Richard Cooper Repp has written the most extensive biography of Fanari, however, since he is
primarily interested in the history of the Ottoman institution of Shaykh al-Islam and Fanari’s

relationship with it, Repp provides no information about the scholar’s works or thoughts.!” In

12 Jalal al-Din al-Suyati, Bughyat al-wu ‘ah fi tabagat al-lughawiyyin wa-l-nuhah (al-Qahira: Matba‘at al-Sa‘ada,
1326 [1908]), 39.

13 Ibid.

14 Ahmad ibn Mustafa Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya fi ‘ulama’ al-Dawlat al- ‘Uthmaniyya (Bayrit:
Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1975), 17-21; Ahmad ibn Mustafa Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-sa ‘ada wa-misbah al-siyada fi
mawdii ‘at al- ‘ulim (Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2002), 2:109-111. I will point out inaccurate information
narrated by Tashkubrizada in chapter 1.

15 For example, see Mehmed Mecdi, Haddiku s-Sekdik: Terciime-i Sekaik-i Nu'maniyye (Istanbul: 1854), 47-53;
‘Abd al-Hayy ibn Ahmad ibn al-‘Imad, Shadharat al-dhahab fi akhbar man dhahab (Bayrit, Lubnan: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘ilmiyya, 1998), 7:341; Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Shawkani, al-Badr al-tali * bi-mahdsin man ba ‘da al-qarn al-sabi‘
(Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1998), 2:140-142; Muhammad ‘Abd al-Hayy al-Laknawi, Kitab al-Fawa’id al-
bahiyya fi tardjim al-Hanafiyya ([al-Qahira]: Ahmad N3jT al-Jamali wa-Muhammad Amin al-Khanji, [1906]), 166-
167; Ismail Belig, Guldeste-i riyaz-i irfan ve vefeyat-r danisveran-i nadiredan (Bursa: Hidavendigar Vilayeti
Matbaas1 [1884]), 239-244; Mehmed Sireyya, Sicill-i Osmani yahud Tezkire-i mesahi-i Osmaniye ([Istanbul]:
Matbaa-i Amire, 1308-1315 [1891-97]), 3:159; ‘Umar Rida Kahhala, Mu jam al-mu’allifin: Tarajim musannifi al-
kutub al- ‘Arabiyya (Bayriit: Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1993), 3:269-270; Mehmed Tahir, Osmanli Miiellifleri (Istanbul:
Matbaa-i Amire, [1914-1928]), 1:390-392.

16 Hiiseyin Hiisameddin, “Molla Fenari,” Tiirk Tarih Enciimeni Mecmuas: 18 (1926): 368-383 and “Molla Fenari,”
Tiirk Tarih Enciimeni Mecmuasi 19 (1928): 148-158. Richard Cooper Repp states, “...[M]uch of what he [Hiiseyin
Hiisameddin] says is ... based on little genuine historical evidence... and appears so speculative that it must be
treated with some caution.” See Richard Cooper Repp, The Miifti of Istanbul: A Study in the Development of the
Ottoman Learned Hierarchy (London: Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Published by Ithaca Press London for the Board of
the Faculty of Oriental Studies, Oxford University, 1986), 75.

17 Repp, The Mfti of Istanbul, 73-98.



addition, an article written by J. R. Walsh about Fenari-zada, the prominent family of scholars
and jurists, contains some brief information about Shams al-Din al-Fanari, the founder of the

family.!®

There are also numerous modern studies on Fanari in the Turkish language some of
which deal with Fanari’s thoughts concerning Qur’anic exegesis.!® Most of the Turkish studies
repeat the assertions that Fanari represented the Razian School of thought, he attempted to
synthesize Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s (d. 1209) metaphysics with 1bn al-‘Arabi’s, and he aimed at a
synthesis among Islamic theology, Islamic philosophy, and Islamic mysticism.?° These assertions
are partly based on Fanari’s pupilage under ‘Ala al-Din ‘Ali al-Aswad (d. 1397), and Jamal al-
Din al-Agsarayi (d.1370’s), who are said to have represented the Razian School in Anatolia.
Ismail Hakk: Uzuncarsili (d. 1977), a contemporary Turkish historian, seems to be the first to
have emphasized Fanari’s affiliation with the Razian School by pointing out that Fanari’s
scholarly lineage traces back to Razi through Agsarayl.? However, Fanari’s attendance at the

lectures of al-Aswad and Agsarayi, and even his teaching of the theological works of the Razian

18 J.R. Walsh, “Fenari-Zade,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com].

19 Hakk1 Aydin analyzes Fanari’s work on Islamic jurisprudence that is entitled Fusil al-bada’i‘ fi usil al-shara’i‘
in his Islam Hukuku ve Molla Fenari (Istanbul: Isaret Yayinlari, 1991). Recep Sehidoglu discusses Fanari’s thoughts
concerning the exegesis of the Qur’an and analyzes Fanari’s exegetical methods in an unpublished dissertation,
“Molla Fenari ve Tefsir Metodu” (PhD diss., Ankara University, 1992). Mustafa Askar discusses Fanari’s approach
to the Wahdat al-wujid in his Molla Fenari ve Vahdet-i Viicud Anlayisi (Ankara: Muradiye Kiiltiir Yayinlari, 1993).
Mehmet Cigek compares Fanarm’s thoughts on the Qur’an to Fazlur Rahman’s in his work entitled Gegmis ve
Giiniimiiz Algisinda Kur’an: Molla Fendri ve Fazlur Rahman Ornegi (Istanbul: Yedirenk, 2012). Betiil Giiler
discusses Fanari’s thoughts regarding ontology and epistemology in Molla Fendri’nin Varlik ve Bilgi Anlayisi
(istanbul: Insan Yaynlari, 2016).

In addition, a multi-language international symposium on FanarT was held in Turkey in 2009. For the proceedings,
see Tevfik Yucedogru et al. (ed.), Uluslararas: Molla Fenari Sempozyumu: International Symposium on Molla
Fanart (Bursa: 2009) (Bursa: Bursa Biiyiiksehir Belediyesi, 2010).

20 For example, Tahsin Gorgin states these claims in the entry he writes for Fanari’s thoughts in TDV Islam
Ansiklopedisi, an encyclopedia influential in research in Islamic Studies conducted in the Turkish language. Tahsin
Gorgiin, “Molla Fenari (Disiincesi)” in 7DV Islam Ansiklopedisi [www.islamansiklopedisi.info].

21 Ismail Hakk1 Uzuncarsili, Osmanli Devletinin [imiye Teskilat: (Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi: 1988), 76.
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School, which was usual in Ottoman madrasas until the 17" century, do not necessarily mean
that he was following this school in his theology. There is no study demonstrating that Fanart
adopted Razi’s theological and philosophical points of view and sought a synthesis of Razi’s and
Ibn al-°Arabi’s teachings. Apart from anything else, Kalam is not a field to which FanarT directed
his scholarly attention. The only theological work attributed to him is a super-commentary on
‘Adud al-Din al-IjT’s (d. 1355) theological treatise titled al-Mawagif, but it is not extant;
therefore, the most proper work where we can trace Fanari’s position in relation to Razi’s
theology would be his Qur’anic commentary, ‘Ayn al-a‘yan, in which he engages in long
theological discussions. In chapter 6, I elaborate on Fanari’s approach to some theological
subjects, in order to shed light on the question of his alleged attempt at synthesis between Razi

and Ibn al-¢Arabi.

This study examines Fanari’s Qur’an commentary with an aim to demonstrate how he
skillfully expresses Akbari ideas (mostly Qunawi’s) regarding Scriptural hermeneutics by
employing the terminology of the classical Islamic scholarly tradition. | argue that the
appropriation of Quinaw1’s hermeneutics led Fanari to question the nature and the authority of
Tafsir and eventually to develop an exegetical theory that emphasizes the multilayering of
Qur’anic meanings, including their esoteric sense, and the openness of the Qur’anic text to
endless attempts at interpretation, not just those interpretations based on traditional narrations.
He considers the multiple layers of Qur’anic meaning in connection with the hierarchical
structure of existence. At the level of esoteric sense, according to Fanari, the text encodes the
secrets of existence. To unveil these secrets, the task of the commentator involves not only
intellectual, but also spiritual, experience. In this regard, in Fanari’s commentary, the Qur’an
functions as an epistemological medium that connects Akbarian ontology to spirituality.

7



Regarding Fanari’s theological position, I argue that AkbarT ideas play a major role in forming

his theological conclusions, especially those concerning divine speech (kalam).

The study consists of six chapters. Chapter 1 is dedicated to Fanari’s biography and a
discussion of his works. Here, closely examining all of the material written on him in both the
primary and secondary literature, | try to paint an accurate portrait of the scholar. Chapter 2
contains a detailed description of Fanari’s commentary, ‘Ayn al-a‘yan, which forms the
backbone of my analysis. This chapter also discusses Fanari’s contribution to the debates on the
nature and the sources of Qur’anic exegesis as an Islamic discipline. Chapter 3 provides a
detailed analysis of the famous Prophetic tradition (hadith) that describes the Qur’an as having
four aspects. The evolution of the comments on this particular hadith through the centuries
epitomizes, in a sense, the historical stages of Sufi Qur’anic exegesis. Chapter 4 deals with the
theological traditions regarding the nature of Qur’anic revelation and attempts to contextualize
Fanari’s thinking in this respect. This chapter points to the theological roots of the differences
between the Akbaris and other traditions, in terms of their approach to the Qur’an and its
exegesis. Chapter 5 examines the Sufi theory of multilayered Qur’anic meaning and how Fanart
perceives and expands on it. This chapter also focuses on Fanari’s discussion of Tafsir as an
Islamic discipline. Chapter 6 discusses the outstanding characteristics of Fanari’s practice of
exegesis through examples from his ‘Ayn. In addition, a large portion of the Prologue
(Mugaddima) of the ‘Ayn in Arabic, which contains the important parts of the text to which |
frequently refer in this study, is appended at the end. | have constructed this edition from several
manuscripts, which I will introduce in chapter 2. The text is in a plain format, from which
references to the variant readings and citations are omitted; the page numbers of the published
version of the ‘Ayn are given between parentheses.
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CHAPTERI

(Fanari) was a man of good character and extreme generosity,
but he was being criticized because of his affiliation with 1bn al-
‘Arabt and that he used to teach Fusus al-hikam and lecture on
it.

Ibn Hajar al-°Asqalani

SHAMS AL-DIN AL-FANARI: LIFE AND WORKS

Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza (A.H. 751-834 / C.E. 1350-1431), better known as Mulla
Fanari (Molla Fenart in Turkish transliteration) lived in Anatolia during the rise of the Ottoman
Empire. After receiving his education from the madrasas of Anatolia and Egypt, he started his
career as a mudarris and then a gadi and eventually reached the highest rank in Ottoman
religious bureaucracy as a notable scholar. In this chapter, first I will provide a brief outline of
what happened in Anatolia before and during Fanari’s lifetime. Then I will attempt to depict the
biography of the scholar by examining the primary and secondary material written on him. While
discussing Fanari’s biography, I will place a special emphasis on two phenomena, the rikla
(travel for the sake of knowledge) and the madrasa, which played important roles in shaping the
learned class of the medieval ages, in order to shed some light on the context in which Fanar1

lived. I will also give information about Fanari’s works.



Brief Outline of the Historical Developments?!

Fanari spent most of his life in Anatolia. The region witnessed an enormous mobility of the
human population in the centuries preceding Fanari’s time. The westward migration of the
Muslims from Central Asia to Anatolia from the late 11" century on was one of the most
remarkable phenomena in the history of the region. Historians have regarded the defeat of the
Byzantine army in 1071 by Alparslan (r. 1063-1072), the sultan of the Great Seljuk Empire, at
the Battle of Manzikert, located in eastern Anatolia, as a historic moment for the Islamization
and Turkization of Anatolia. After this battle, there remained no obstacle in the path of endless

Turkoman migrations into Asia Minor.

After the Great Seljuk Empire collapsed, the Seljuk Sultanate of Rum, also known as the
Anatolian Seljukids, continued to rule Anatolia until 1243, when the Mongols defeated them at
the Battle of Kosedag. The Anatolian Seljukid dynasty survived another half century as a weak
subordinate state of the Mongol Ilkhanids and eventually was replaced by many Turkoman
principalities (beylik). The Mongol invasion of eastern and central Anatolia forced Turkish tribes
to migrate to western Anatolia. During the 14" century, the Ottomans, one of the Turkish beyliks
that had established themselves in western Anatolia, gradually expanded their territories at the
expense of the Byzantine Empire and the other rival beyliks, as the Ilkhanids lost their power and
disappeared in the first half of the 14" century. Fanari’s life span coincided with the rise of the
Ottomans under the rule of five sultans: Orhan Gazi (r. 1326-1362), Murad I (r. 1362-1389),

Bayezid I (the Thunderbolt) (r. 1389-1402), Mehmed | (r. 1413-1421), and Murad II (r. 1421-

1 This section is based on Halil Inalcik, The Ottoman Empire: The Classical Age, 1300-1600 (New York: Praeger
Publishers, [1973]).

10



1444 and 1446-1451). This period was also the time when the early Ottoman madrasas expanded

rapidly in Anatolia and Rumeli and the region witnessed an intense mobility of the learned class.

During the reign of the first three Ottoman sultans, Osman, Orhan, and Murad I,
northwestern Anatolia, with some large Byzantine cities such as Bursa and Iznik, fell to the
dynasty. The Ottoman army that passed to the European side and captured another big Byzantine
city, Edirne (Adrianople), began to conquer the Balkans. The Christian Balkan states assembled
Crusader armies to stop the Ottomans, but they failed. As all of these events were happening, we
see FanarT wandering in Anatolia and Egypt for the sake of his education and pursuing his early

career as a mudarris and a gadr.

Only the advance of Timur (r. 1370-1405), the powerful Mongol-Turkish sultan who
invaded a large territory that included Central Asia, Persia, and Eastern Anatolia, was able to
stop the expansion of the Ottoman dynasty in Anatolia and the Balkans. Timur’s decisive victory
against the Ottoman sultan Bayezid I the Thunderbolt at the Battle of Ankara in 1402 sent the
region into a decade-long chaos. As Bayezid’s sons were busy with the struggle for the throne,
the Turkish principalities that had been suppressed by the Ottomans reappeared. Bayezid’s
youngest son, Mehmed I, known as Celebi Mehmed, was finally able to put an end to the civil
war and reconsolidate the dynasty’s power after he defeated all of his rival brothers. During the
interregnum period (1402-1413) for the Ottomans, Fanari took refuge with the Karamanid
dynasty, another powerful principality that ruled central Anatolia. He returned to the Ottomans

again when Mehmed | restored stability in his realm.

After this brief interruption caused by Timur, the Ottomans regained power and resumed

their expansion under the rule of Sultan Murad II, who ascended the throne after Mehmed 1.
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Murad II focused on suppressing revolts, securing the Balkan front, and eliminating threats in
Central and East Anatolia. Fanar1 died in 1431 when Murad II was still on the throne; therefore,
he did not witness the momentous events that occurred during the following decades. Murad II’s
son, Mehmed Il the Conqueror (r. 1444-1446 and 1451-1481), completed the conquest of the
Balkans. His major achievement was the conquest of Constantinople, which marked the end of
the Byzantine Empire and the transition of the Ottoman dynasty into an empire. Mehmed 11 also
accomplished the unity of Anatolia by conquering the Empire of Trebizond, located on the
eastern coast of the Black Sea, and the Karamanid territory in Central Anatolia, and by defeating
Uzun Hasan (r. 1453-1478), the ruler of the Akkoyunlu Turkoman State, which occupied

present-day Eastern Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Azerbaijan.
Fanar?’s Life Story

Biographical sources point to the year A.H. 751 / C.E. 1350 as the year of Fanari’s birth. If we
follow two specific notes put down in two different manuscripts of Fanari’s ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan, we
get approximately the same year: One note registers the day he started writing the commentary
as the last day of his sixty-second year (Murad Molla, 136: 55-A.)2; the other note is the
colophon at the end of another manuscript, which indicates A.H. 814 / C.E. 1411 or 1412 (Atif

Efendi, 193: 255-A.).2

Where FanarT was born is not clear. Some sources mention a village named Fanar as his

place of origin, accepting his epithet fanari as a nisba to a place.* However, where this Fanar was

2 See Appendix- A, Figure- 3.
3 See Appendix- A, Figure- 4.
4 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 17; Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-sa ‘ada, 2:109.
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located is not certain in the sources; some point to Transoxania, while some locate it in

Anatolia.®

The epithet fanari has other possible meanings. Suyiti narrates that he heard from
Kafiyaji that fanari indicates an occupation because it denotes “lantern maker” or “lantern seller”
in old Turkish, whose speakers acquired the word fanar or fanar, which means “lantern,” from
the Greeks.® According to another story, when Shams al-Din’s grandfather came to Anatolia, he
was given a lantern as a gift, and then the family came to be known by the epithet “ibn al-
Fanari.”’ Another story has it that Shams al-Din was given this name after he gave an
ornamented lantern as a gift to Emir Sultan, a Sufi saint who settled in Bursa and became an

advisor and son-in-law of the Ottoman sultan, Bayezid 1.2

Fanari’s father, Nur al-Din Hamza ibn Muhammad, a Sufi allegedly affiliated with the
School of Ibn al-*Arabi, was anachronistically identified as a disciple of Sadr al-Din al-QuGnawi
(d. 1274) by Tashkubrizada.® Although this information is historically inaccurate, we may
assume that Fanari was introduced to Ibn al-*Arabi’s tasawwuf by his father, from whom Fanari
received his early education. It is told that Fanar first studied Qunaw1’s famous treatise Miftah

al-ghayb with his father during his early education.' If this is true, we may assume that Fanari

5 Stleyman Sa’deddin Mistakimzade, Mecelletii’'n-nisdb fi 'n-niseb ve’l-kiind ve’l-elkab (facsims.), (Ankara: T.C.
Kiiltiir Bakanlhig1 Yaymlari, 2000), 241; Belig, Giildeste, 239; Tahir, Osmanli Miiellifleri, 1:391; Ismail Hakki
Uzungarsili, Osmanli Devletinin IImiye Teskilati (Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi: 1988), 228.

6 Suyati, Bughyat al-wu ‘ah, 39. This should be Shams al-Din’s ancestor’s job, not his own occupation, because he
was a silk merchant. See Tashkubrizada, al-Shaga’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 19.

7 Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami‘ li-ahl al-qarn al-tasi‘ (Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘ilmiyya, 2003), 3: 115.

8 Tahir, Osmanl Miiellifleri, 1:391.
9 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaga’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 18.

10 Ibid. Fanari later wrote a commentary on this work with the title of Misbhah al-‘uns, on which detailed
information will be given later in this chapter.
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spent his childhood in a place of advanced religious education where a complicated text of

philosophical Sufism like the Mifiah would be studied at an early age.
Fanari’s madrasa education

Other than his studying under his father’s tutelage, we know little about Fanari’s early education.
The sources indicate that he attended several madrasas in Anatolia and Egypt for the sake of
knowledge. To well understand the context in which Fanari received his formal education, it
would be appropriate here to look at one of the most important Islamic institutions, the madrasa,

which has played a central role in Islamic education and scholarship, up to the recent past.!!

The madrasa was developed from the masjid, which provided religious education to
students, who could reside at the khans that later came to be adjacent to the masjid. Both the
masjid and the madrasa were established on the waqf, a trust set up in perpetuity for
philanthropic purposes. The expenses of the madrasa, including the salaries of teachers and staff
and the stipends of students, were drawn from the revenues of the endowed properties. In
principle, the rules of the waqf granted the institution total independence from its founder, as
observed in the example of the masjid. However, the madrasas remained under the control of

their founders and their descendants.*?

We see a rapid increase in the number of the madrasas in the Islamic world from the

eleventh century on. Although some older madrasas existed before,'® Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092),

11 For an overview of the institutions of learning in Islam with a special emphasis on the Islamic madrasa, see
George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges: Institutions of Learning in Islam and the West (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1981). Emphasizing the centrality of madrasas in Islamic education, Makdisi divides the other
institutions of learning into pre- and post-madrasa periods.

12 Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges, 27-28.
13 Mehmed Dag and Hifzirrahman R. Oymen, Islam Egitim Tarihi (Ankara: Milli Egitim Basimevi: 1974), 120-121.
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the grand vizier of the Great Seljuks, who founded the famous Nizamiyya madrasa network in
the cities controlled by the Seljuk Turks, has been recognized as the foremost name associated
with the madrasa. In Baghdad, the sultans, their relatives, and high officials established at least
24 madrasas for Shafi‘1, Hanafi, and Hanbalt schools during the period of the late eleventh and
twelfth centuries.** In foregoing centuries, rulers embraced the custom of founding madrasas in
their realms. Nir al-Din al-ZangT (r. 1146-1174) and Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi (r. 1174-1193) and
his successors built many madrasas in Syria and Egypt in the twelfth century, on the model of the
famous Nizamiyya madrasa in Baghdad.®™ By the time of the Mongol invasion in the mid-
thirteenth century, there were 90 active madrasas in Damascus alone, founded during the reign of
Salah al-Din and his successors.'® By the end of the fifteenth century, 128 madrasas had been
established for the service of the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence in Damascus.’ In Anatolia
also, the Anatolian Seljuks and Turkish principalities who ruled parts of Anatolia until the

advance of the Ottomans opened many madrasas in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.*®

14 Daphna Ephrat, A Learned Society in a Period of Transition: The Sunni “Ulama” of Eleventh Century Baghdad
(Albany: State University of New York Press, c2000), 25-29.

15 For an overview of the history of Muslim education from the seventh century to the thirteenth century, see
Ahmad Shalaby, History of Muslim Education (Karachi: Indus Publications, 1979). Shalaby provides a list of the
madrasas founded by Nizam al-Mulk, Nar al-Din al-ZangT, and the Ayyubids (r. 1171-1341). pp. 58-64.

16 Dominique Sourdel, “Réflexions sur la diffussion de la madrasa en Orient du xi au xiii siécle,” Revue des études
islamques 44 (1976): 175.

17 Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges, 312.

18 For the madrasas established in the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries in Anatolia by the Danishmend dynasty (r.
1071-1178), the Artukid dynasty (r. 11th century-12th century), the Anatolian Seljukids (r. 1077-1307), and the
Ilkhanid dynasty (r. 1256-1335), see Aptullah Kuran, Anadolu Medreseleri (Ankara: Ortadogu Teknik Universitesi,
1969). Kuran provides architectural analyses of forty-five surviving madrasa structures along with historical
information. The architectural features of the buildings give us valuable clues about social life in these madrasas.
For a general survey of madrasas built by Turkish principalities in Anatolia, see Metin S6zen, Anadolu Medreseleri:
Selguklu ve Beylikler Devri (Istanbul: istanbul Teknik Universitesi, Mimarlik Tarihi ve Rél6ve Kiirsiisii, 1970). For
the architectural structures erected by the Karamanids (r. 1250-1487), one of the most powerful Turkish
principalities that ruled south central Anatolia, see Osman Nuri Dulgerler, Karamanogullari Dénemi Mimarisi
(Ankara: Turk Tarih Kurumu, 2006). In a chapter reserved for institutions of education, the author discusses the
history and architectural features of the Karamanid madrasas (pp.104-140).
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What would be the possible motives behind the emergence of the madrasa? Early
scholars underlined the role of sectarian opposition in the creation of the madrasa.’® They had a
tendency to see the madrasa as an instrument of a Sunni alliance between the Seljuk sultanate
and the Abbasid caliphate against the Shi‘ite and/or the Mu‘tazilite doctrines. Others thought that
the madrasa was influenced by and transformed from, a Shi‘ite institution of learning, the dar al-
‘ilm, in order to replace it.2% In opposition to the idea of the madrasa’s being a public institution
set up for imposing Ash‘arism as an official ideology, George Makdisi emphasizes the political
factors that played a role in the establishment of thousands of masjid-khan complexes by Badr
ibn Hasanawayh (d. 1014), a Buwayhid governor, and of the madrasa network by Nizam al-
Mulk. Brilliant statesmen, Badr and Nizam generously supported the scholars and their schools
of law in return for the use of their scholarly influence on the masses for their political success. 2!
Montgomery Watt also sees a political motive behind the establishment of Nizamiyya madrasas.
The Seljuks aimed to increase their power through the ideological support of the Sunni ‘ulama’
and founding many madrasas in the chief cities was an important step to this end. The Sunni
‘ulama’ thus achieved the creation of an orthodox bureaucracy in the administration. %2
According to Richard Bulliet, who objects to those who explain the advance of the madrasas in
light of the Sunni revival,?® Nizam al-Mulk used the Nizamiyya madrasa as the primary
instrument to control the patricians. In other words, Nizam al-Mulk made the patricians

dependent upon the state by providing them with “patronage through the building of madrasas”

19 For a review and critique of the theories by Max van Berchem, Ignac Goldziher, and Youssef Eche, see Makdisi,
Rise of the Colleges, 292-311.

20 Makdisi, Rise of the Colleges, 305-311.

21 Ibid., 32.

22 Montgomery W. Watt, Islamic Political Thought (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), 74-75.
23 Richard W. Bulliet, Islam: The View from the Edge (New York: Columbia University Press, c1994), 148.
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in order to control them. 2* There are also scholars such as Ahmad Shalaby who point out factors
other than political ones in the emergence of madrasas. In Shalaby’s view, madrasas developed
naturally from the masjids. When the masjids became inadequate for education, the madrasas

came to be built.?®

There is another scholarly debate on the question of what was taught in the early
madrasas. Goldziher emphasizes the significance of the Ash‘arT theology in the curriculum of the
madrasas founded by Nizam al-Mulk. He even associates the victory of Ash‘arism over the
doctrines of the Mu‘tazila and Hanbalism with the Nizamiyya madrasas in which famous Ash‘ar1
representatives were appointed to teaching positions, he alleges, to teach Ash‘ari theology
publicly.?® Makdisi objects to Goldziher, saying that the only position in the Nizamiyya was that
of Islamic Law, because the madrasa was an institution established exclusively for the purpose of
teaching figh.2” Therefore, the primary Islamic discipline studied at the madrasa was figh, and the
other Islamic sciences were ancillaries. 2 Ash‘ari theology, which was opposed by the
traditionalists, was not taught officially in the Nizamiyya.?® After all, the term madrasa itself

implies its function, since the root of the term (d-r-s) and all its derivatives were used in terms

24 Richard W. Bulliet, The Patricians of Nishapur: A Study in Medieval Islamic Social History (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1972), 73. In the introduction, Bulliet explains who the “patricians” are. They are a social
class which the words “notables,” “dignitaries,” and “ ‘ulama ™ do not define properly. The word “patrician” denotes
“high social rank combined with local identification and loyalty.” (ix-X).

25 Shalaby, History of Muslim Education, 55. However, Ahmad Shalaby also asserts that the Seljuks mounted a
campaign to establish many madrasas in the Islamic world as “counter-propaganda” against “Shi‘ite heresy.” See
ibid., 57.

26 Ignéac Goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law (Vorlesungen ber den Islam), trans. Andras and
Ruth Hamori (Princeton: 1981), 104.

27 George Makdisi, “Muslim Institutions of Learning in Eleventh-Century Baghdad,” Bulletin of the School of
Oriental and African Studies 24 (01) (1961): 15. Also see Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges, 302-304.

28 Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges, 9.
29 Makdisi, “Muslim Institutions of Learning,” 47.
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related to figh.%® Therefore, in his opinion, the madrasa should be rendered as the “college of
law.” According to Tibawi, we do not exactly know the curriculum of the Nizamiyya and other
similar institutions; therefore, we cannot conclude that the teachers were prevented from
teaching other Islamic disciplines besides figh. However, the writings of madrasa teachers such
as Ghazzali can give us a hint about the variety of Islamic disciplines they might have taught in
the early madrasas.® Tibawi disagrees with Makdisi on depicting the masjid, the precursor of the
madrasa in the latter’s theory, as an institution where figh was exclusively taught.3? He points out
the fact that not only figh, but also the other sciences, and even arithmetic, were taught in early
educational institutions preceding the madrasa, such as the maktab and the majlis.®® He also
disagrees with the restriction of the term madrasa and its cognates to figh, pointing out their

other usages associated with different meanings.3

Early Ottoman madrasas®® are believed to have been built on the model of Seljuk
madrasas.* The first phase of the state before it became an empire was very productive in terms
of the establishment of new madrasas. During the rise of the Ottomans, except Osman I (r. 1299-

1326), the first ruler of the dynasty, the sultans were committed to founding madrasas in the

30 Ibid., 10-11.

31 A. L. Tibawi, “Origin and Character of al-madrasah,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 25
(1962): 227-229.

32 Ibid., 229.
33 Ibid., 226.
34 Ibid., 229, (Note: 4).

35 The term “early Ottoman” is used to connote the period from 1299, which is regarded as the birth year of the
Ottoman state, until the conquest of Istanbul by Sultan Mehmed Il the Conqueror (r. 1444-1446 and 1451-1481) in
1453.

36 A. Adnan Adwvar, La Science chez les Turcs Ottomans (Paris: G.P. Maisonneuve, 1939), 8; A. Adnan Adivar,
Osmanl Tiirklerinde Ilim (Istanbul: Maarif matbaasi, 1943), 2.
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cities they conquered in both Anatolia and Rumeli.” Not only the sultans, but also high officials
and wealthy individuals, made generous donations to start new madrasas. As a result, eighty-four
madrasas were established in Ottoman-controlled territories after Osman Gazi, during the reign
of the next five Ottoman sultans (Orhan, Murad I, Bayezid I, Mehmed I, and Murad II). Fifty-

three of these madrasas were built in Anatolia, twenty-nine in Rumeli, and two in Jerusalem.®

When Orhan Gazi (r. 1326-1362) established the first Ottoman madrasa in the town of
Iznik (Nicea), he appointed Dawiid al-QaysarT (d. 1350 or 1351) as the first mudarris.®® Qaysar,
who received his education in Anatolia and Egypt, was a disciple of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani
(d. 1329). Becoming a follower of Ibn al-°Arabi’s teaching through Qashani, Qaysari produced
several important works on Sufism, including a commentary on the Fusis al-hikam.*® Qaysar,
who taught at the first madrasa, and Fanari, who afterwards established himself in the Ottoman

religious bureaucracy, are considered two prominent names among those who were primary

37 There are numerous works on the Ottoman madrasa. For a study of the history of the Ottoman madrasa, see
Ismail Hakki Uzungarsili, Osmanli Devletinin Ilmiye Teskilati (Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi: 1988).
Uzungarsili discusses not only the madrasa but also some important institutions such as the offices of qada and
shaykh al-Islam in his work. For an overview of the Ottoman madrasa in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, see
Cahit Baltaci, XV. XVI. Aswrlarda Osmanli Medreseleri: Teskilat-Tarih (Istanbul: 1976). Utilizing extensive
materials, Baltac1 provides details about the madrasas that were in operation in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
For an overview on the madrasas from the beginning of the Ottomans to the conquest of Istanbul, see Mustafa Bilge,
Ik Osmanli Medreseleri (istanbul: Edebiyat Fakiiltesi, 1984). Drawing on deeds of trust (wagqfiyya) and other
historical documents found in the Ottoman archives, Bilge provides detailed information about the administration,
curriculum, and teachers of the madrasas. For an architectural analysis of the early madrasas, see Yekta Demiralp,
Erken Dénem Osmanli Medreseleri (1300-1500) (Ankara: Kiiltiir Bakanlig1 Yayinlari, 1999). Demiralp discusses 36
madrasas that were built between 1300 and 1500 and have survived. He also points out the differences from an
architectural perspective between them and pre-Ottoman madrasas. In addition, H. Gl provides a chronological list
of madrasas, ranging from the Anatolian Seljuks to Sultan Siileyman the Lawgiver and brief information for each in
his work entitled Osmanli Medreselerinde Egitim ve Bunlarin Arasimda Darul Hadislerin Yeri (Ankara: 1997). He
dedicates one part of his work to a special type of Ottoman madrasa, the Dar al-Hadith.

38 Ekmeleddin Thsanoglu, “Osmanli Medrese Geleneginin Dogusu,” Belleten LXV1: 247 (2002): 849-903.
39 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa 'iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 8.

40 For Qaysari, see Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 8; Tahir, Osmanli Miiellifleri, 1:67-69; Kahhala,
Mu jam al-mu’allifin, 1:702.
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contributors to the spread of lbn al-‘Arabi’s teachings in the Ottoman territories,*! but no
satisfactory study has been presented to show whether or how Akbari teaching impacted the

Ottoman madrasa education.

As is the case with the curriculum of the Nizamiyya madrasas, it is not clear what courses
were taught and what books were studied in the early Ottoman madrasas. *> Adivar, a
contemporary scholar who wrote on scientific developments in the Ottomans, assumes that
Arabic and ancillary studies related to it held an important place in the early Ottoman madrasa,
considering that the Ottomans followed the example of previous madrasas. He assumes that logic
and mathematics were studied, in addition to religious sciences such as Figh and Kalam.*® In
contrast to the ambiguity about the curriculum of the early Ottoman madrasa, the sources provide
detailed information about the curriculum in the later Ottoman madrasas, from the 16" century
on, which covered both the classical Islamic sciences, such as Tafsir, Hadith, Figh and Kalam,
and ancillary disciplines, including linguistics and logic.** The scholars whose books were most
studied were al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjani (d. 1413), Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazani (d. 1390) and Ibn

al-Hajib (d. 1249).%

Back to Fanari, the sources indicate that he studied under Kamal al-Din Muhammad ibn
Muhammad al-Ma‘arri (d. ?), ‘Ala al-Din ‘Alt al-Aswad (d. 1397), and Jamal al-Din al-Agsarayi

(d. 1370s).%® Hiiseyin Hiisameddin states that Kamal al-Din al-Ma‘arrT was mudarris at Bursa.*’

41 Uzungarsili, Osmanli Devletinin Iimiye Teskilat, 228-229.
42 Adwvar, Osmanli Tiirklerinde Ilim, 2-3; Demiralp, Erken Dénem Osmanli Medreseleri, 7.
43 Adwar, Osmanl: Tiirklerinde Ilim, 3.

44 Uzungarsili, Osmanli Devletinin Ilmiye Teskilat:, 20-31; Demiralp, Erken Donem Osmanli Medreseleri, 8; Bilge,
[k Osmanli Medreseleri, 40-63.

45 Bilge, 1lk Osmanly Medreseleri, 43.
46 ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3: 464,
47 Hiiseyin Hiisameddin, “Molla Fenari,” Tiirk Tarih Enciimeni Mecmuast 18 (1926): 370.
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Since al-Aswad was the mudarris of the Iznik madrasa established by Sultan Orhan, which is
known as the first madrasa of the Ottoman dynasty,*® it means that Fanari changed his location
from Bursa to Iznik to attend al-Aswad’s lessons. As we understand from his works, al-Aswad
invested his scholarly interest mostly in the field of figh.*® Having fallen into disagreement with
al-Aswad, Fanarl left the Iznik madrasa and went to attend the lectures of Jamal al-Din al-
Agsaray1.>® According to Tashkubrizada, Aqsarayl was teaching at the Zincirli Madrasa located
at Aksaray ruled by Karamanids.>! However, Hiisameddin asserts that AgsarayT was in Amasya,
located in mid-north Anatolia, by the time Fanari heard from him.>? Neither Aksaray nor Amasya
fell under the control of the Ottomans until the 1390s. In 1392, its local ruler peacefully
surrendered Amasya to Bayezid 1. In 1397, the same Bayezid conquered the Karamanid lands.

This means FanarT left Ottoman territory to meet Agsarayi.

When Fanart attended Aqsaray1’s lectures is not clear. Ibn Hajar states that Fanarl was
twenty when he traveled to Egypt after listening to Agsarayl.>® According to Tashkubrizada,
Fanari went to Egypt in company with al-Sayyid al-Sharif (‘Alt ibn Muhammad) al-Jurjant (d.

1413), the famous scholar who later established himself in Timur’s court.>® When we read

48 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 9.

49 For the biography of ‘Ala al-Din al-Aswad, see Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqad’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 9; Laknawi, al-
Fawa’id al-bahiyya, 116-117; Tahir, Osmanli Miiellifleri, 1:351, 352; Kahhala, Mu jam al-mu’allifin, 2:383.

50 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 9. For Agsarayi, see Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 14-
15; Tahir, Osmanli Miiellifleri, 1:265-266; Kahhala, Mu jam al-mu’allifin, 3:627; Irene Mélikof, “Diamél al-Din

Aksarayi,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com].
51 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa 'iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 15.

52 Hiisameddin, ‘“Molla Fenari,” (18:1926), 370. M¢élikoff, the writer of the entry for Aqsarayi, says that
Hiisameddin derives this information from an unreliable source. Repp agrees with Mélikoff. See Repp, The Mfti of
Istanbul, 76-77.

53 ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465.

54 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 15. For Jurjani, see Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami‘, 5:292; Shawkani, al-
Badr al-fali‘, 1:333-334; Laknawi, al-Fawa’id al-bahiyya, 125-137; Kahhala, Mu jam al-mu’allifin, 2:515-516;
Arthur S. Tritton, “al- Djurdjani,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com].
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Tashkubrizada’s account along with Jurjani’s biography, we have the following story: Jurjani set
out from Herat in 1368 for Egypt to hear from Muhammad ibn Mubarakshah (d. ca. 1380s), upon
the advice of the old Qutb al-Din al-Razi al-Tahtani (d. 1364). On his way to Egypt, he spent
some time in Anatolia; he wanted to meet Aqgsarayi, but the latter died just before Jurjani’s
arrival. Instead of Agsarayi, Jurjani met Fanari in Karaman.® Then the two went to Egypt
together and studied under Akmal al-Din al-Babarti (d. 1384). Jurjant stayed at least four years in
Egypt, visited Constantinople in 1374, and upon his return from his travels to Egypt in 1377, was
appointed mudarris in Shiraz. According to this scenario, Agsarayi should have died before
1370. However, the existence of evidence that AgsarayT was alive after 1372,% and the fact that
the association of Jurjani with Fanari was mentioned by only Tashkubrizada, casts doubt upon
the story. After carefully investigating all the information about Fanari’s travel to Egypt, Repp

concludes,

...one cannot then determine with any certainty the date of his journey to Egypt since it is
impossible to assert confidently which of the seemingly contradictory facts or sets of
facts — Ibn Hajar’s statement that he made the journey in 778 [1377], TaskOpriizade’s
statement that he went in company with Seyyid Serif [Jurjani], Taskopriizade’s
association of Seyyid Serif’s arrival in Karaman with Cemaleddin Aksarayi’s death, and
so on — deserves most weight, though perhaps the specific nature of Ibn Hajar’s date
argues in its favour while, equally, the slight suspicion which always attaches to attempts
to associate great figures of the past argues against the association of Molla Fenari and
Seyyid Serif.%’

55 Tritton, who states that Jurjani studied under Fanarl when he came to Karaman, is obviously mistaken. See
Tritton, “al-Djurdjani.”

56 Repp, The Mufti of Istanbul, 79.
57 Ibid.
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Agsarayl was a prominent Turkish scholar in Anatolia who was known as the great-
grandson of the famous Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. According to the sources, Aqsarayi was admitted
to the position of tadris at the Zincirli Madrasa at Aksaray after memorizing Abu Nasr Isma‘il
ibn Hammad al-Jawhari’s (d. ca. 1003) lexicographical work in Arabic entitled al-Sizah. The
sources also report that he classified his students according to their grade levels. He taught those
in the first class while walking from his house to the madrasa. He gave a lecture to those in the
second class at the courtyard of the madrasa. He finally met those in the third class in the hall of
the madrasa.®® Fanari, since he was young, was one of those in the second class.”® Agsarayt’s
works consist of a moral treatise and commentaries on theological, jurisprudential, and

grammatical works.

Agsarayi, like al-Aswad, is said to have represented the Razian School of thought in
Anatolia.®’ It seems that Fanari’s so-called affiliation with the Razian School is based on his
pupilage under Agsarayi and al-Aswad. The Razian School is believed to have achieved a
reconciliation of philosophy and theology. After Razi, theological problems came to be discussed
with the terminology and worldview of Islamic philosophy influenced by the ancient Greek

philosophy.
Fanari’s first journey to Egypt for education

Whether he went with Jurjani or not is unclear, but Fanari certainly made a journey to Egypt, one

of the most important centers of learning of the time. He studied under Akmal al-Din al-Babarti,

58 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 15.
59 Ibid.
60 Uzungarsili, Osmanli Devletinin Ilmiye Teskilat, 76.
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a scholar who migrated from abroad and taught in Egypt.®! Babarti is said to have been at that
time a prominent scholar of Hanafi jurisprudence and Maturidi theology. Ibn Hajar recounts
from Ibn Khaldiin (d. 1406) that Babarti used to believe in the Wakdat al-wujiid (madhhab al-
wahda).%? Although no work among Babarti’s writings is about Wakdat al-wujid or lon al-
‘ArabT’s teachings, we should consider the testimony of Ibn Khaldin, who knew Babarti
personally and exchanged ideas with him,% as strong evidence of Babarti’s sympathy for Ibn al-
‘Arabt’s thoughts. If it is true that Babartt was influenced by Ibn al-‘Arabi, Fanar1’s study under
him would be more meaningful. We may assume, in this case, that the intellectual interests of the
two perfectly overlapped, as being both Hanafi and Akbari, and that Fanari found favorable
ground for cultivating Sufi ideas at his young age under the tutelage of such an eminent figure as
Babarti. Along with Fanari, some other well-known names from Anatolia, such as Shaykh Badr
al-Din ibn Qadi Simawna (ex. 1420), the celebrated poet Taj al-Din Ibrahim, known as Ahmadi
(d. 1413), and the famous physician Haji Pasha (d. 1424(?)) were also part of Babarti’s circle.
Indeed, it was common among young Muslim scholars from all over the world, including

Anatolia, to come to study at the prestigious madrasas of Egypt under Mamluk rule.%

Fanari’s travels among the Muslim cities for education and for pursuing his career reflect

a common custom widely practiced at the time, as the rizla, a journey undertaken by the seeker

61 For Babarti, see Ibn Hajar Ahmad ibn ‘Ali al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina fi a‘yan al-mi’a al-thamina
(Haydarabad: Matba‘at Majlis Da’irat al-Ma‘arif, 1929-1931), 4:250-251; ‘Asqalani, /nba’ al-ghumr, 1:298; al-
Qasim ibn ‘Abdullah Ibn Qutlabugha, 74j al-tarajim fi tabaqat al-Hanafiyya (Baghdad: Maktabat al-Mathanna,
1962), 66; Suyuti, Bughyat al-wu ‘@h, 103; Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-sa‘dda, 2:243-244; Laknawi, al-Fawa’id al-
bahiyya, 195-199; Tahir, Osmanl Miiellifleri, 1: 221-222; Kahhala, Mu jam al-mu’allifin, 3:699.

62 ‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina, 4: 250.

63 Ibn Khaldan, The Mugaddimah: An Introduction to History, trans. Franz Rosenthal (New York: Pantheon Books,
€1958), 2:229.

64 For the mobility of students, scholars, mystics, merchants, pilgrims, etc. between the Ottoman and the Mamluk
lands, see Cihan Yiksel Muslu, The Ottomans and the Mamluks: The Imperial Diplomacy and Warfare in the
Islamic World (London, New York: 1.B. Tauris, 2014).
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of knowledge, was an important reality in the lives of medieval Muslim scholars. Travel has
perhaps been one of the most familiar notions to Muslims since the beginning of Islam. The
Prophet himself and many of his townsmen were merchants who traveled to trade centers. The
first travels and emigrations (hijra) for religious purposes to Abyssinia and Medina came after
the oppression the early Muslims encountered in Mecca. When forced emigration ended with
Islam’s final victory in Arabia, travel lost no importance in Muslims’ life because the obligation
of pilgrimage (kajj) as one of the pillars of Islam made journeying a religious duty for every
economically capable male and female. But when the term rikla is mentioned, what first comes
to mind is neither hijra nor 4ajj, but “travel in search of knowledge” (al-rikla fi ralab al- ilm), a
concept associated with the Islamic science of Hadith that refers to the journey undertaken by the
hadith compilers to obtain or to authenticate prophetic traditions.®® The alleged hadith that urged
Muslims to seek knowledge, even if it were to be found in China, has been taken as a motto that
encouraged widespread travel for the collection of traditions throughout the first centuries of

Islam.

Although the riZla with the intention of collecting prophetic traditions is regarded to have
ceased after the eleventh century when the major compilations of the hadiths and the madrasas
became widespread,® travels of the scholars in the Islamic world never ended for several
reasons. Ross E. Dunn identifies the following three purposes of travel commonly seen in the

learned class of the late medieval age: to make pilgrimage, to study in the madrasas located in

65 For a famous medieval work dedicated to rikla travels for hadiths made by the companions and the later
generations, see Khatib al-Baghdadi, Al-Rikla fi ralab al-hadith (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1975).

66 Ibrahim Hatipoglu, “Rihle,” in TDV Islam Ansiklopedisi [www.islamansiklopedisi.info].
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the Islamic centers, and to visit Sufi saints.%” He further points out another social phenomenon
that played a role in the mobility of the learned during the expansion of Islam in the Middle
Ages, as seen in the case of Ibn Battuta: the need for “the literate frontiersman.”®® As new lands
were conquered and new Muslim settlements were established in the frontiers of the Muslim
world, in such places as Anatolia, literate specialists were needed who could run Islamic
institutions and contribute to the Islamization of the land. For the rulers of conquered lands
distant from the centers of Islam, the recruitment of scholars was needed to consolidate their
political power by both Islamizing non-Muslim subjects and winning political legitimacy in the
eyes of Muslim subjects.®® Marshall G. S. Hodgson points out this demand for literate specialists
in the cosmopolitan lands of Islam, saying, “Always wherever there were numerous Muslims,
there arose a demand for various sorts of Muslim specialists.”’® Many learned men responded to

this call, hoping to seize new opportunities.

However, Dunn also notes the mediocre quality of the scholars who travelled to the
frontiers in the fourteenth century.” The insecurity of the frontiers might have been a factor that
dissuaded the distinguished erudite from settling in these lands. Carl Petry, who demonstrated

that very few notables located in Egypt and Syria travelled beyond the Mamliik territories in the

67 Ross E. Dunn, “International Migrations in the Later Middle Period: The Case of Ibn Battuta,” in Golden Roads:
Migration, Pilgrimage and Travel in Mediaeval and Modern Islam, ed. lan Richard Netton (Richmond [England]:
Curzon Press, 1993), 76.

68 Ibid., 76.
69 Ibid., 77-78.

70 Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Volume 2, The Expansion of Islam in the Middle Periods
Conscience and History in a World Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 540.

71 Dunn, “International Migrations,” 82.
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fifteenth century, concluded that the Mamluk rulers provided internal security for their subjects

and that the learned elite preferred this security rather than emigrating to less secure lands.”?

The great Muslim traveler Ibn Battuta (d. 1377), who wandered in Anatolia and visited
several Turkish principalities, including the Ottomans during the 1330s, witnessed a remarkable
social dynamism in the developing cultural and commercial centers. Scholars and merchants
would circulate in these centers, at the ready for any opportunity. In his RiZla, Ibn Battuta makes
mention of the scholars and Sufis who came to this land from different parts of the Muslim
world,”® and he himself also took advantage of the environment in which Turkish rulers (beys)
showed Muslim scholars great respect, and so he was able to acquire wealth. Ross Dunn
describes the attitude of the beys, with their eagerness for “approval as legitimate and respectable

Muslim rulers.”’*

Like the rulers of other principalities, Ottoman rulers tried to attract scholars who would
serve in their land. Among those who accepted appointments were some eminent names such as
Dawud al-Qaysari (d. 1350 or 1351), Majd al-Din al-Firtizabadi (d. 1415), Abu al-Khayr
Muhammad al-Jazari (d. 1429), Shams al-Din al-Fanari (d. 1431), Fakhr al-Din al-‘Ajami (d.

1460), and ‘Ala al-Din ‘Alf al-Tast (d. 1481).” However, not all of the scholars who served

72 Carl F. Petry, “Travel Patterns of Medieval Notables in the Near East,” Studia Islamica 62 (1985): 84.
73 See Ibn Battuta, Riklat Ibn Battiita (Bayrit: Dar Sadir, 1964), 284-331.

74 Ross E. Dunn, The Adventures of Ibn Battuta: A Muslim Traveler of the 14th Century (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1989), 153. Among the Turkish beys, Orhan Bey of the Ottomans stands out in Ibn Battuta’s
narrative; he seems to draw attention to the promising future of the Ottomans. See Ibn Batuta, Riklat Ibn Battita,
308.

75 Tashkubrizada’s al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, which is the most important source for the Ottoman scholars,
includes biographies of these scholars.
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during the reign of the early sultans were loyal to the Ottomans.”® It seems that the wandering
scholars were hesitant to stay permanently in the Ottoman land until the dynasty proved to be
stable and powerful by eliminating their rival principalities in Anatolia and expanding their

territories beyond Anatolia; this was not fully realized until the sixteenth century.
Fanari’s return to Anatolia

Fanari probably returned to the Ottoman lands when Murad I (r. 1362-1389) was still on the
throne. He arrived in Bursa where he was appointed a mudarris at the Madrasa of Manastir,
which was converted from a Christian church by Orhan (r. 1326-1362).”” When Fanari became a
mudarris and how long he served at this position are uncertain.”® He must have been found
successful in his career of professorship at the madrasa, since he was promoted to the post of
gadri (judge) in Bursa.”® According to Hiisameddin, Fanari was appointed gadr in 1394, when he
was 44, following upon a controversy between the grand vizier and the religious officers that
resulted in the dismissal of the previous judge during the rule of Bayezid I the Thunderbolt (r.
1389-1402).8% Ibn Taghribirdi uses the title gadr al-qudat (chief gadr) in Fanari’s entry. He also
emphasizes that FanarT undertook three offices, teaching at the madrasa (tadris), juristconsulting

(ifta”), and judgeship (gada’).8! Tashkubrizada repeats the same information.®? Repp believes

76 Firtizabadi, Jazari, and TasT left the Ottoman land. Fanari spent a part of his life in the Karamanid territory and
turned again to the service of the Ottomans.

77 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa 'iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 18.
78 For a discussion of Fanari’s return to Anatolia, see Repp, The Mufti of Istanbul, 79-80.
79 ‘Asqalant, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465.

80 Hiisameddin, “Molla Fenari,” (18:1926), 372-375. For a discussion of Fanari’s appointment as gadi, see Repp,
The Mfti of Istanbul, 82-83.

81 Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:40.
82 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 18.
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that FanarT did not take on these tasks concomitantly when he arrived in Bursa. Rather, he would

have been appointed gadi and mufit later in his life, after he served as a mudarris for a while.®

The sources include stories that reveal the high esteem shown to Fanari by the rulers
during his service as a gadi. For example, Tashkubrizada reports that FanarT rejected Sultan
Bayezid’s testimony in court on account of the latter’s failing to attend congregational prayers in
the mosque. Bayezid, who suffered deep regret, built a mosque next to his palace and never quit

praying in congregation.?
Fanartin Konya

Fanart held the post of chief judge in Bursa for a while, then left the Ottomans and settled in
Konya, which was ruled by the Karamanids.®® According to Tashkubrizada, the reason behind
this relocation was a disagreement between him and the Ottoman Sultan, Bayezid 1.8 However,
modern historians such as Hiisameddin and Uzungarsili insist that Fanart’s service as a gadi
extended until 1402, when the Ottomans were decisively defeated by Timur’s army at the Battle
of Ankara. FanarT was among the notables of Bursa who were captured when Timur invaded and
sacked the city, and who were eventually released.®” Timur restored the Anatolian principalities
that had been suppressed by the Ottomans, including the Karamanids, which was one of the most

powerful principalities that ruled south-central Anatolia. After Timur released Mehmed Bey, the

83 Repp, The Miifti of Istanbul, 79. For a discussion of whether Fanari united these posts at the same time, see ibid.,
79-82.

84 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 19.
85 ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465; Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-saft, 10:40.
86 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 19.

87 Hiisameddin, “Molla Fenari,” (18:1926), 376-377; Ismail Hakki Uzuncarsili, Osmanli Tarihi: Kurulustan
Istanbul’un Fethine Kadar (Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi, 1947), 1: 169; Uzungarsili, Osmanli Devietinin
flmiye Teskilat, 165.
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ruler of the Karamanid dynasty, who was being held captive by the Ottomans in Bursa, Fanari
migrated with him to Konya, the Karamanid capital in central Anatolia.®® Fanari stayed in Konya
under the patronage of Mehmed Bey during the interregnum period of the Ottomans. Mehmed
Bey treated him with great respect and designated a considerable amount of money to be paid
daily to FanarT and his students.®® During his stay in Konya, Fanar was occupied in teaching and
giving fatwa.®® He also authored his ‘Ayn al-a‘yan, a Qur’anic commentary on the al-Fatiha
chapter. In the preface of the ‘4yn, Fanart includes a dedication of the work to Mehmed Bey,
accompanied by remarks and poetry that contain hyperbolic praise for the latter.®* It seems that

Fanar was still in the Karamanid territory in 1416.9
Fanari in Bursa again

Mehmed | (Celebi) (r. 1413-1421), one of Bayezid’s sons, ended the civil war that lasted for 11
years by defeating his rival brothers. While Celebi Mehmed was busy fighting against his rival
brother, Celebi Miisa, in Rumeli, the European part of the Ottoman state, Mehmed Bey the
Karamanid besieged Bursa and destroyed its outskirts in 1413.%% Celebi Mehmed, who thereupon
attacked and defeated the Karamanids in 1415, returned to Bursa with the sovereignty of new

lands in central Anatolia surrendered by the Karamanids. Mehmed also took Fanari to Bursa.®*
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Repp concludes that Fanart “returned to the Ottoman lands some time within or shortly after
Sha‘ban 820/September-October 1417,”% after deliberating upon the campaigns that occurred
between the Ottomans and Karamanids and considering other historical evidence, such as official
documents signed by Fanari when he was in Konya.% FanarT was welcomed with great respect
and honor in Bursa and was appointed as mudarris and gadi again.®” lbn Hajar describes how the

Ottomans received Fanari when he came back to Bursa:

When the Karamanids were defeated by the Ottomans in the war between them, Ottoman
Sultan took Shaykh Shams al-Din (al-Fanari) to Bursa and entrusted him with the judgeship
of his country. Henceforward, he (FanarT) gained a great deal of prestige (irtafa ‘a qadruhi)
and reached the highest rank (al-marall al-a ‘1a) in the sight of [the Sultan]. He (the Sultan)
then entrusted him with managing all affairs (al-umiir kullaha) so that he (Fanari) became

like a vizier. His reputation further increased, as his merits became well known.%

Ibn Taghribirdi also mentions how Fanari enjoyed a great deal of respect when he returned to

Bursa after the Ottomans defeated the Karamanids:

Having been insistently requested, (Fanari) returned to his homeland after the Ottoman
Sultan treated him with enormous gifts and excessive respect. Fanari undertook the
judgeship of Bursa again. He became the notable and even the administrator (mudabbir) of
the (Ottoman) lands.®

Sultan Bayezid I, the scholar returned to Bursa at the request of the Sultan who regretted having caused him to
leave. Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa ’ig al-nu ‘maniyya, 19.

95 Repp, The Mfti of Istanbul, 86.
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Fanari’s visit to Egypt

Mehmed | dealt with revolts breaking out in Anatolia and Rumeli under his rival brothers, with
Turkoman principalities, and with other ethnic elements during his entire reign. One such revolt
was the well-known rebellion led by Shaykh Badr al-Din ibn Qadi Simawna, Fanari’s fellow
pupil when he was in Egypt, which disturbed Western Anatolia. Badr al-Din was a prominent
scholar on Islamic jurisprudence and was influenced by lbn al-*Arabr’s teaching.?® He was
captured and executed in 1420 as a rebellious heretic. In the meantime, Fanari set out on
pilgrimage in 1419 through Syria.'®* According to Hiisameddin, in Cairo, Fanari met Shaykh
Zayn al-Din Muhammad al-Khafi (or al-Khawafi) (d. 1435), founder of the Zayniyya order,
which was based in Central Asia, and accompanied al-Khafi in his travel on pilgrimage.'°? When
Fanari was in Jerusalem on his way back from Arabia, Sayf al-Din al-Mu’ayyad (r. 1412-1421),
the Mamluk sultan of Egypt, invited him to Cairo in order to ask him for news about the
Ottomans. Fanari arrived in Cairo in 1420.1% The Sultan, who treated him very hospitably,

poured gifts on him.1% Ibn Hajar describes Fanari’s reception at the Sultan’s court as follows:

He (Fanari) came on Thursday, the day when the Prophet’s birthday [was celebrated],
after he was invited repeatedly. He did not arrive until the evening. [When he came,
Sultan al-Muayyad] let him sit below Ibn al-Dayri, the shaykh of his Court. Then al-
Mu’ayyad gestured them (the attendees) to talk on a scholarly matter and they started

100 For Badr al-Din, see Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 33-34; Tahir, Osmanli Miiellifleri, 1:39-40;
Hans J. Kissling, “Badr al-Din ibn Kadi Samawna,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd ed. Brill Online
[www.brillonline.com].

101 Maqrizi, al-Suliik, 7: 8.

102 Hiisameddin, “Molla Fenari,” (18:1926), 383. Hiisameddin does not cite any source for this information. For a
discussion of this information, see Repp, The Mifti of Istanbul, 90-91. Tashkubrizada mentions that Fanari
corresponded with ‘Abd al-Latif al-Maqdisi, the successor of Zayn al-Din al-Khafi, and includes the complimentary
poems the two exchanged. Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqga’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 19-20.

103 Magqrizi, al-Suliik, 7:8; ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465; Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:40.
104 Maqrizi, al-Sulitk, 7:8.
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talking but FanarT said nothing. He (FanarT) entered the Court again after the night prayer.

The story of the Prophet’s birthday was recited. Then fruitful discussions took place

between Fanari [and scholars].1%®

Ibn Hajar also records an interesting anecdote about Fanart’s visit to Cairo:

He (Fanari) was a man of good character and extreme generosity, but he was being
criticized because of his affiliation with Ibn al-‘Arab1 and that he used to teach Fusis al-
hikam and lecture on it. When he came to Cairo, he displayed nothing about [his interest
in 1bn al-‘Arabi’s teaching]. He performed pilgrimage in the year of 822 (1419). When he
came back, Sultan al-Mu’ayyad invited him, and Fanari arrived in Cairo and met its
notables. He made no remark about the above-mentioned teaching [of Ibn al-‘Arabi],
which might be criticized. Some who respected him requested him to keep silent on this

issue.106

Ibn Taghribirdt also mentions how Fanari’s affiliation with Ibn al-‘Arab1’s school occupied the
Egyptians’ agenda. He recounts that Fanari, when he came to Cairo, did not debate with the local
scholars, and this caused a rumor among the people. Some, including Ibn Taghribirdi, interpreted
Fanari’s refraining as his condescension (faraffu ‘), whereas others asserted that he wanted to
avoid unfavorable situations because of his attachment to Ibn al-*Arabi.}?” Ibn Hajar’s and Ibn
Taghribird’s words give us a hint about the Egyptian scholars’ opinion regarding Ibn al-‘Arabi.
In such an environment, Fanari normally made no mention of al-Shaykh al-akbar and his school,
but he had a chance, during his visit to Egypt, to teach his own works,' to give lectures on

Islamic law,*® and to have a debate with the Egyptian scholars on Arabic grammar.t*

105 ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:216.

106 Ibid., 3:465. This passage is from Fanar1’s entry by Ibn Hajar.
107 Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:40-41.

108 Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-saft, 10:41.

109 Maqrizi, al-Sulitk, 7:9.

110 Mustafa ibn ‘Abdullah Katib Chalabi, Kashf al-zuniin ‘an asami al-kutub wa-I-funiin (Bayrit: Dar al-Fikr,
1982), 1:223.
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After a two-week stay, FanarT left Cairo in great splendor and with plenty of valuable
presents both from the Sultan and the statesmen.!!! Ibn Hajar reports on Fanari’s departure from
Cairo, with the Mamlik envoy carrying a letter from the Sultan to the Ottoman Sultan. Other
than describing how the Egyptians showed respect to Fanari when they wished him a safe
journey, 1bn Hajar, interestingly, emphasizes again how Fanari successfully hid his attachment to
Ibn al-Arabi and left Cairo without causing any scandal: “He (Fanari) concealed his fondness
for 1bn al-Arabi and that he occupied people with the Fusizs and other writings [of 1bn al-* Arabi]
in his country. He stayed in Cairo during this time until he set out safe and sound with no

enervation but respect.”*!2 On his way to Anatolia, Fanari visited Jerusalem.*®

Fanart’s appointment as the mufti of Bursa and his death

According to Hiisameddin, Fanart returned to the Ottoman lands in 1420 after his pilgrimage and
visit to Egypt, after the rebellion allegedly led by Badr al-Din was suppressed.t** It is told in the
historical sources that Fanari was appointed as the mufir of Bursa in the time of Sultan Murad I1
(r. 1421-44 and 1446-51).1> Many Ottoman historians, following Sa‘deddin Miistakimzade (d.
1787), an 18" century-Ottoman biographer, took this to mean that Fanari became the first Shaykh

al-Islam.*® Repp emphasizes that Miistakimzade depends on Tashkubrizada, who writes that

111 Maqrizi, al-Sulik, 7:8-9. According to Ibn Hajar, Fanart stayed in Cairo for one and a half months. ‘Asqalant,
Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:216.

112 ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:217.
113 ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465; Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-sa ‘ada, 2:125.
114 Hiisameddin, “Molla Fenari,” (19:1928), 150.
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115 Repp, The Mifti of Istanbul, 73-74. For a detailed analysis of the reports about Fanari’s appointment as “mufii”
in the historical sources, see ibid., 91-92. For a discussion of the origin and the functions of the post of the mufif in
its early phase in the Ottoman state, see ibid., 111-124.

116 Repp, “Shaykh al-Islam (in the Ottoman Empire),” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd ed. Brill Online
[www.brillonline.com].

34



Mulla Fanari was “mufii in the Ottoman lands (al-mamlaka al-‘Uthmaniyya).”'’ Not only
Tashkubrizada but also the Egyptian historians Ibn Hajar and Ibn Taghribirdi use terminology
that implies that Fanari reached the highest bureaucratic rank in religious authority, without
specifically associating this with his appointment as “mufi1.” For example, Ibn Hajar states that
the Ottoman Sultan “entrusted Fanari with the judgeship of his lands (qada’ mamlakatih),” then
“with managing all affairs (al-umir kullah@).”*'® Ibn Taghribirdi says that Fanari became “the
administrator (mudabbir) of the [Ottoman] lands.”'!® In spite of the fact that neither the term
Shaykh al-Islam was used as a bureaucratic title, nor a post equivalent to this rank was clearly
defined during Fanari’s time, it seems that he took some of the functions of this “later-to-be-
established” office upon himself.'?® He did not even have time, as Tashkubrizada writes, to
collect his many drafts into books because he was overwhelmingly occupied with lecturing
(dars), issuing fatwa, and judging (gada’).'?* Regarding the question “Was Fanari the first
Ottoman Shaykh al-Islam?” Repp concludes that Murad II’s conscious policy to create “a

religious authority alongside of the secular power” was partly realized in Fanar1.!??

Near to his death, Fanari suffered temporary blindness in his eyes, about which
Tashkubrizada tells some hagiographical stories:'?® When Fanari learned of a tradition that states

that the body of a pious person of knowledge never decays under the ground if he lives in

117 Repp, “Shaykh al-Islam.” Ottomans used the terms “Mufti of Istanbul” (after the conquest) and “Shaykh al-
Islam” interchangeably; the usage of the former was popular in earlier centuries whereas the latter gained popularity
from the 18th century on. See Repp, “Shaykh al-Islam”; Uzungarsili, Osmanli Devletinin IImiye Teskilati, 174-175.

118 “Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465.
119 Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:41.

120 The duties of the Shaykh al-Isiam, although not clearly defined, included serving as head of the ‘ulama’, giving
religious advice to the Sultan, issuing fatwa etc. See Repp, “Shaykh al-Islam.”

121 Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-sa ‘ada, 2:110; Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 18.
122 Repp, The Mufti of Istanbul, 123-124.
123 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 20-21.
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accordance with his knowledge, he wondered about his late teacher, ‘Ala al-Din al-Aswad. He
dug up al-Aswad’s grave and witnessed that the deceased body remained just as it had been
when it was buried, despite a long passage of time. Then Fanari lost his sight as heard a
mysterious voice saying, “Did you have to see it to believe it? May your eyes go blind!” Another
story tells that when FanarT went blind, the vizier Hac1 Ivaz Pasa (d. 1428), one of his foes, said
he hoped to lead Fanar?’s funeral prayer. When he heard what Ivaz said, Fanarl wished to be
cured and to lead the funeral prayer for Ivaz. Then, Fanari’s sight was recovered and Ivaz, who
was blinded by the Sultan as a punishment, died before Fanari. It was Fanari who performed

Ivaz’s funeral prayer.'?*

Ibn Hajar reports that FanarT went on pilgrimage to express his thankfulness to God for
his recovery in 1430.1% A little later, after he returned to Bursa, he died in the Spring of 1431.12°

He was buried in Bursa in the graveyard of the mosque built by him.!?’
Fanar?’s Works

As a versatile scholar, Fanari produced works in several fields. Ibn Hajar describes Fanari as a
sage in reference to his expertise in Arabic grammar, lexicology in rhetoric (Ma ‘ani), style of
speech in rhetoric (Bayan), and methods of reciting the Qur’an (Qira ’at).*® Many biographers

also emphasize his expertise in both rational (‘aq/) and religious (nagli) sciences. Brockelmann

124 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 20. Ibn Hajar also mentions Fanari’s blindness without telling the
details of the story. ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465.

125 ‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465. Ibn Taghribirdi also reports Fanari’s second pilgrimage but does not refer to
his blindness. See Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safz, 10:41.

126 Historical and biographical sources give different dates for Fanari’s death. For an assessment of them, see Repp,
The Mfti of Istanbul, 93-97.

127 Tashkubrizada, al-Shaqa’iq al-nu ‘maniyya, 19; Belig, Glldeste, 241; Tahir, Osmanli Miiellifleri, 1:390.
128 ‘Asqalant, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465.
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and Baghdadr attribute more than twenty works to him.'?® However, his authorship for some of
these works may not be authentic. In addition, the same work is sometimes called with different
titles.*® Here, 1 will first introduce the works of Fanari that exist in print, all of which were

written in Arabic. Then | will list the works attributed to him in the sources.
Asas al-tasrif

This is a short treatise on morphology in Arabic (sarf). Muhammad Shah, Fanari’s son, wrote a

commentary on it.*3! It was published with the title Asas a/-Sarf in 2008.1%

‘Ayn al-a ‘yan: Tafsir Sirat al-Fatiha

This is Fanari’s Qur’an commentary on the al-Fatika. The next chapter of this study will provide
a detailed description of the ‘Ayn.

al-Fawa’id al-Fanariyya: Sharh al-Isaghiijt

This is a commentary on Athir al-Din al-Abhar?’s (d. 1264) famous treatise on logic, al-Isaghiij,
which is “an adaptation of the Isagoge of Porphyry.”!3® FanarT states in the introduction that he

completed his commentary between morning and sunset on the same day. Therefore, the work

129 Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur: Zweite den Supplementbéanden angepasste Auflage
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1943-1949), 2:303-4; Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur: Supplementband
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1936-1942), 2:328-9; Isma‘il Basha al-Baghdadi, Hadiyyat al- ‘arifin: Asma’ al-mu’allifin wa-
athar al-musannifin (Istanbul: Wakalat al-Ma‘arif al-jalila fi matba‘atiha, 1951-1955), 2:188-1809.

130 In a recent study, Kadir Gombeyaz attempts to identify the authentic works of Fanari. See Kadir Gombeyaz,
“Molla Fenari’ye Nispet Edilen Eserlerde Aidiyet Problemi ve Molla Fenari Bibliyografyasi,” in Uluslararasi Molla
Fenar? Sempozyumu: International Symposium on Molla Fanari, ed. Tevfik Yucedogru et al. (Bursa: Bursa
Biiyiiksehir Belediyesi, 2010). Gombeyaz concludes that FanarT certainly authored 11 works. Eight works attributed
to him are non-extant. His authorship is doubtful for 15 works and not true for 19 works. Gombeyaz restricts his
study to the libraries located in Turkey only; therefore, one should treat some of his conclusions with caution.

131 Mustafa ibn ‘Abdullah Katib Chalabi, Kashf al-zunin ‘an asami al-kutub wa-I-funiin (Bayrat: Dar al-Fikr,
1982), 1:74.

132 Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Asas al-Sarf (al-Qahira: Dar Bayan al-‘Arabi, 2008).

133 Carl Brockelmann, “al-Abhari,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com].
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has been known as Yak-rizi (diurnal) in the Indian Muslim territories.'®** Fanari’s commentary
gained a great reputation and was taught in the Ottoman madrasas. Numerous glosses on it were
written, two of which became popular: Ahmad ibn Mahmiid ibn Khadir’s (d. 1543) Qawl Azmad
and Burhan al-Din al-Bulghari’s al-Fardid al-Burhaniyya.*®® al-Fawa’id has been published
many times in Turkey.!%® Because of this prestigious work, Fanari is considered “a highly

influential teacher of logic.”*¥’

al-Fawa’id, following AbharT’s al-Isaghiji, deals with subjects of classical logic, which
are examined in four main sections: mabadr (principles) and magasid (goals) of each one of the
divisions of knowledge, namely, tasawwur (conception) and tasdig (assent). It is notable that
Fanari, in this commentary and his other writings related to logic, embraces the Avicennian

tradition in logic.!3®
Fusil al-bada’i” fi usil al-shard’i’

Fanari’s prominence in Islamic Law was acknowledged to the extent that he was called “al-Imam

al-a zam of his land.”*® The Fusal, which is a lengthy work on Islamic legal theory (Usil al-

134 Laknawi, al-Fawa 'id al-bahiyya, 167.

135 Mehmet Yalar lists 14 glosses on al-Fawaid mentioned in the bibliographical sources. See Mehmet Yalar,
“Molla Fenari’nin Isdguci Serhi ve Sark Medrese Gelenegindeki Yeri,” in Uluslararasi Molla Fenari Sempozyumu:
International Symposium on Molla Fanari, ed. Tevfik Yucedogru et al. (Bursa: Bursa Biiyiiksehir Belediyesi, 2010),
566-568. This number would be much higher with the manuscripts in the libraries not listed in the sources.

136 One of the editions is Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Fenari (Istanbul: Dersaadet: [1857-
1858]). The most recent edition was published along with Abhari’s al-Isaghiji and Ahmad ibn Mahmiid’s Qawl
Ahmad: Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Al-Fawa’id al-Fanariyya (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘ilmiyya, 2014).

137 Nicholas Rescher, The Development of Arabic Logic (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1964), 226.

138 Some modern scholars point out that Fanari followed the Avicennian tradition in logic. See Khaled El-
Rouayheb, Relational Syllogisms and the History of Arabic Logic, 900-1900 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 82-83; Ahmet
Kayacik, “Islam Mantik Geleneginde Fenari’nin Yeri,” in Uluslararas: Molla Fenari Sempozyumu: International
Symposium on Molla Fanart, ed. Tevfik Yucedogru et al. (Bursa: Bursa Biiytiksehir Belediyesi, 2010), 329-335.

139 Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:41.
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figh), is one of Fanari’s works that justifies this claim. It is said that Fanari completed the Fusi/
in thirty years.?® There are some manuscripts in the libraries of Turkey that were copied while
Fanari was still alive.!*! In addition, the Fusi/ was published first in 1872 in Istanbul,**? then in
2006 in Beirut.!** The Ottoman scholars esteemed the Fusil, and several commentaries were
written on it,244 but it was not studied as a textbook in the Ottoman madrasas,* probably

because of its size and complexity.

The Fusil consists of two major sections. In the first section, whose title is Fatiha, Fanari
describes Islamic legal theory and its function, subjects, and sources. The second section, entitled
Marlab, contains two prologues (mugaddima), two chapters (magsad), and one epilogue
(khatima). The first prologue gives information about essential and secondary proofs (dalil) of
the Law. The second prologue is reserved for the explanation of logical, linguistic, and
jurisprudential principles. The first chapter discusses the four fundamental indicators of Islamic
law: the Qur’an, prophetic tradition, consensus, and analogy. The second chapter explains
conflicts relating to the indicators and their solutions. The epilogue is about ijtihad (the

derivation of legal opinions from the sources of the Law).

Fanari includes many opinions from different Islamic jurisprudential and theological

schools in his discussions in the Fusil. The works to which he most frequently resorts are Hanaft

140 Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, 3:465; Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Manhal al-safi, 10:41.
141 Gombeyaz, “Molla Fenari’ye Nispet Edilen Eserlerde Aidiyet Problemi,” 478.

142 Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Fusiil al-bada’i‘ fi usil al-shara’i (Istanbul: Seyh Yahya
Matbaasi, 1289 [1872]). 2 volumes.

143 Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Fusia/ al-bada’i* fi usil al-shara’i‘ (Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘ilmiyya, 2006). 2 volumes.

144 Recep Cici, “Molla Fenari’nin Osmanli Hukuk Disiincesindeki Yeri,” in Uluslararasi Molla Fenari

Sempozyumu: International Symposium on Molla Fanari, ed. Tevfik Yucedogru et al. (Bursa: Bursa Biiyiiksehir
Belediyesi, 2010), 245.

145 Ibid., 249.
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Fakhr al-Islam al-Bazdawi’s (d. 1089) al-Usi/, ‘Abdullah ibn Ahmad al-Nasafi’s (d. 1310) al-
Manar, Shafi‘l Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1’s (d. 1209) al-Ma#ksil, and Maliki Ibn al-Hajib’s (d. 1249)
al-Mukhtasar. Tashkubrizada emphasizes that Fanar brings these sources from different schools
together.#® Fanari generally defends the Hanafi viewpoint after citing and discussing other

opinions about the debated subjects of Islamic jurisprudence.

Misbah al-uns bayn al-ma ‘qil wa-l-mashhiid fi sharh Miftah ghayb al-jam* wa-l-wujid Ii-1-

Qinawt

This is a long commentary on Qiinaw1’s Mifiah al-ghayb in Arabic.**” The Mifiah, which focuses
on metaphysics, is considered Qunawi’s key work. It has been subjected to at least nine
commentaries in Arabic and Persian, most of which were written in Turkey and were taught to
advanced students in the madrasas of Iran, along with Fanari’s Misbah.'*® In addition to there
being numerous manuscripts in the libraries, the Mishah was published several times in Iran,
together with the text of the Miftah.1*® One of the editions edited by Muhammad Khajaw1 also

contains six super-commentaries written by Persian writers, including Ayatollah Khomeini (d.

146 Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-sa ‘ada, 2:110.

147 It is approximately five times as the size of the Mifiah.

148 William C. Chittick, “Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishak ibn Muhammad ibn Yunus al-Ktnawi,” in
Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com]; William C. Chittick, “The Last Will and
Testament of Ibn ‘Arabi’s Foremost Disciple and Some Notes on its Author,” Sophia Perennis 4:1 (1978): 48; Resat
Ongéren, “Miftahu’l-gayb,” in TDV Islam Ansiklopedisi [www.islamansiklopedisi.info].

149 Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Qtnawi and Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Miftah al-
ghayb and Shariuhia Misbah al-uns ([Tihran]: Mawla, 1995 [1st printing], 2005 or 2006 [2nd printing] and 2009
[3rd printing]); Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Misbah al-uns fi sharh Miftah ghayb al-Jam ‘ wa-I-
wujiid Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq Qunavi (Tihran: Intisharat-i Fajr, 1905 or 1906 [1st printing], 1985 [2nd
printing]).
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1989).1%0 Khajawt has also translated the Misbah into Persian.’>! There are some other studies on

the Misbah in English and Turkish.12

The Misbah roughly deals with Qtnawian epistemology, ontology, and metaphysical
anthropology. FanarT arranges his commentary in seven chapters. In the introduction (Fatiha), he
discusses the categories and the nature of knowledge and the status of spiritual knowledge
among the rational and religious sciences. The preliminary section (tamhid) is an explanation of
the Creator’s relationship with Creation, despite His absolute unity in His essence. The first main
section (al-fasl al-awwal) discusses the connection between the divine essence and the divine
attributes. The second section (al-fasl al-thani) explains the relationship between the divine
names and the realities of things (a ‘yan). The epilogue (khatima) contains a very long and
detailed discussion of the ontological levels and God’s manifestations. Another section, entitled
al-Bab, discusses general principles for understanding God’s relationship with the levels of
Creation. The last section of the book (khatimat al-kitab) is reserved for an explanation of the
reality of the human being, the purpose of his existence and the attributes of the Perfect Man (al-

Insan al-kamil).

When commenting on the Mifiah, Fanari cites and quotes philosophers, theological

schools, and Sufi and non-Sufi writers, especially Ibn al-°Arabi and his followers, such as Sa‘id

150 Khomeini’s super-commentary was published separately: Ruhollah Khomeini, Ta ‘ligat ‘ala Sharh Fusus al-
hikam wa-Misbah al-uns (Qum: 1989-1990).

151 Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Tarjuma-yi Misbah al-uns-i Hamza Fanari ya paymand-i
istidlal wa-shuhiid dar kashf-i asrar-i wujiid (Translated by Muhammad Khajawi. [Tihran]: Mawla, 1995).

152 Alan Godlas, “Molla FanarT and the Misbah al-uns: The Commentator and the Perfect Man,” in Uluslararasi
Molla Fenari Sempozyumu: International Symposium on Molla Fanari, ed. Tevfik Yucedogru et al. (Bursa: Bursa
Biiyiiksehir Belediyesi, 2010). In this paper, Godlas discusses how Fanari approaches the concept of al-Insan al-
kamil (the Perfect Man) in his commentary. Muammer Iskenderoglu, Molla Fendri'de Tasavwuf Metafizigi:
Misbahu’I-Uns Uzerine Bir Inceleme (Istanbul: Degisim Yaynlari, 2016). In this work, the writer analyzes Fanari’s
thoughts on the metaphysics of Sufism in the Misbah.
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al-Din Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Farghant (d. ca. 1300), Muayyid al-Din al-Jandi (d. ca. 1300),
and ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani (d. 1330). He also makes frequent references to Qtinaw1’s other

works.
Risala fi al-Tasawwuf

In this short treatise, Fanari explains and comments on a famous quatrain, which reads as
follows: “We were lofty letters not yet pronounced, latent in the highest peaks of the hills. | was
you in Him, and we were you and you were He and the whole is He in Him—ask those who have
attained.”*>® The quatrain has been attributed to lbn al-*Arabi.’> The libraries of Turkey have
numerous manuscripts of the Risala. In addition, Muhammad Khajawi published this work in

Iran along with its Persian translation.>

Although this is a very short booklet,'*® it contains a concise explanation of the basics of
AkbarT ontology. Fanarl offers ten preliminaries in order to understand the poem. He provides
short passages on the realities of things in divine knowledge (a ‘yvan thabita), on the relationship

between things and their realities, on multiplicity out of unity, on ontological levels (kadarat), on

153 “Kunna hurafan ‘aliyat lam nuqal, muta ‘alligatin fi dhura a‘la al-qulal. Ana anta fih, wa-naknu anta, wa-anta
ha, wa-l-kull fi huwa hi, fa-sal ‘an man wasal. > Translation is Annemarie Schimmel’s. See Annemarie Schimmel,
“Calligraphy and Sufism in Ottoman Turkey,” in The Dervish Lodge: Architecture, Art, and Sufism in Ottoman
Turkey, ed. Raymond Lifchez (California: University of California Press, 1992), 244.

154 It is attributed to Shaykh al-akbar in the title of the published version of Fanari’s treatise (See the following
note). | have found the poem nowhere in any of lbn al-‘Arabi’s works but it was attributed to him by some other
eminent names, such as ‘Abd al-Karim al-Jili (d. 1365 or 1366), al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjani (d. 1413), and ‘Abd
al-Ghant al-Nabulust (d. 1731). See ‘Abd al-Karim ibn Ibrahim al-Jili, al-Insan al-Kamil fi ma ‘rifat al-awakhir wa-
l-awa’il (al-Qahira: Maktabat al-Thaqgafat al-diniyya, 2004), 1:161 (Jili records only the first verse); ‘Al ibn
Muhammad al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjani, al-7a rifat (Bayrit: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1983), 86 (Jurjani records
the first half); ‘Abd al-Ghani ibn Isma‘il al-Nabulusi, Tahrik al-iglid fi fath bab al-tawhid (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘ilmiyya, 2012), 80. In addition, the quatrain is found in ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani’s al-Istilahat al-Sifiyya
(Calcutta: [publisher not identified], 1845). Qashani attributes it to the “Shaykh” without identifying him (p. 36).
155 Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, Tarjuma wa-matn-i shark-i ruba 7-i Shaykh-i Akbar Muhr al-
Din A ‘rabr, trans. Muhammad Khajawi (Tihran: Mawla, 1991 [1st printing] and 2007 [2nd printing]).

156 The text has only 12 pages in Khajawi’s edition.
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absolute and specific divine manifestations, on the meaning of Creation, etc. After presenting

these principles in most of the work, he does not need to say much to comment on the quatrain.
Works attributed to Fanart*™’

1. Asami al-funiin: A list of the sciences written in verse. Muhammad Shah, Fanari’s son,

commented on it.1%8

2. As’ilat al-‘allama: A riddle poem that consists of 20 stanzas on Islamic sciences. It is told
that Fanari completed the poem in one day. Muhammad Shah wrote his answers to his

father’s riddles in 20 stanzas.'®®

3. Ta'liga ‘ala Istilahat al-Sifiyya: Annotations to ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashant’s (d. 1330)

Istilahat al-Sifiyya, an important work on Sufi terminology.1®°

4. Sharh al-Usal: A commentary on Fakhr al-Islam al-Bazdawi’s (d. 1089) work on

theoretical jurisprudence titled al-Usi/. Fanari commented only on the prologue. 6!

5. Nuzhat al-nazar bayna al-insha’ wa-l-khabar: This is a treatise written by ‘Ala al-Din al-
Bukhari on a debate Fanari had with Egyptian scholars when he visited Egypt. The
debate was about whether the phrase al-kamdu li-llah (“Praise is due to Allah”) was

ikhbart (declarative) or insha’t (imperative). Fanari defended the second opinion, on

which some Egyptian scholars, including Kamal al-Din Ibn al-Humam (d. 1457), agreed

157 This section is based on Mustafa ibn ‘Abdullah Katib Chalabi, Kashf al-zuniin ‘an asami al-kutub wa-I-funiin
(Bayrat: Dar al-Fikr, 1982).

158 Katib Chalabi, Kashf al-zuniin, 1:75.

159 Ibid., 1:92.

160 Ibid., 1:107.

161 Ibid., 1:113.
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with him. Some others, including ‘Ala al-Din al-Bukhari, the writer of the Nuzhat,

opposed Fanari.1%2

6. Risala ‘ald ta’'wil al-ahadith: A commentary on Prophetic traditions.®® Qiinaw1 also
commented on selected traditions from his Sufi perspective under the title Shari al-

arba ‘in hadithan.*%*

7. Sharh Talkhis Jami‘ al-kabir fi al-Furii. A commentary on Sadr al-Din al-Khilat’s (d.
1254) Talkhis, an abridgment of Jami ‘ al-kabir.t% Jami* al-kabir is an important work on
Hanafi jurisprudence written by Muhammad Hasan al-Shaybani (d. 805), a prominent

disciple of Abii Hanifa.

8. Hashiya ‘ala Kanz al-ma‘ani: A super-commentary on Burhan al-Din al-Ja‘barT’s (d.
1332) Kanz al-ma ‘ant, which is a commentary on Hirz al-'amani wa-wajh al-tahant, Abu
Muhammad Qasim al-Shatib1’s (d. 1194) famous ode on seven methods of recitation,

which is also known as al-Sharibiyya.'%®

9. Risala fi Rijal al-ghayb.'®

10. al-Risdla al-qudsiyya.®®

162 Ibid., 1:223.
163 Ibid., 1:335.

164 Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Qunawi, Shark al-arba‘in hadithan: Kashf asrar al-mushtamila ‘ald
nafa’is al-hukm al-Sifiyya (Bayrit: Kitab Nashirtin, 2013).

165 Ibid., 1:472.
166 Ibid., 1:646.
167 Ibid., 1:867.
168 Ibid., 1:882.
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11. Hashiya ‘ala Sharh al-Shamsiyya: A super-commentary on Qutb al-Din al-Razi al-
Tahtani’s (d. 1364) commentary on al-Shamsiyya, a famous treatise on logic by Najm al-

Din al-Qazwini, who was also known as al-Katibi (d. 1276).1°

12. ‘Awisat al-afkar fi ikhtiyar uli al-absar: A small work that contains questions about the

metaphysical sciences to test students.’

13. Shark al-Fara‘id: A commentary on al-Fara ‘id al-Sirajiyya, a standard jurisprudential
text on the law of inheritance written by Siraj al-Din Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-

Sajawandi (d. 1023), a Hanafi jurist.}*

14. Sharh al-Fawa’id al-Ghiyathiyya: A commentary on ‘Adud al-Din al-IjT’s (d. 1355)
abridgment of a part of Miftah al- ‘uliim addressed to the rhetorical sciences, prepared by

Siraj al-Din al-Sakkaki (1229) with the title al-Fawa ’id 1"

15. Murshid al-musalli: A treatise encouraging people to perform special prayers on Islamic

feast nights.1’3

16. Hashiya ‘ala al-Daw’: A super-commentary on Taj al-Din Muhammad ibn Muhammad
al-Isfarayini’s (d. 1285) al-Daw’. al-Daw’ is an abridgement of al-Miftah by Isfarayini,
which is a commentary on Nasir al-Din al-Mutarrizi’s (d. 1213) al-Misbah, a treatise on

Arabic grammar (nahw).t’*

169 Ibid., 2:1063.
170 Ibid., 2:1180.

171 Ibid., 2:1249.
172 Ibid., 2:1299.
173 Ibid., 2:1655.
174 1bid., 2:1709.
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17. Mugaddimat al-salah: An introductory treatise on ritual prayers. According to
Tashkubrizada, who commented on the treatise, FanarT wrote it but Katib Chalab1 states

that it has also been attributed to other writers.1’

18. Sharh Jawahir al-Kalam: A commentary on ‘Adud al-Din al-Iji’s Jawahir al-Kalam,
which is an abridgement of al-Mawagif by the same author, one of the most famous

works on Islamic theology.1"

175 Ibid., 2:1802.
176 Ibid., 2:1894.
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CHAPTERII

[Inthe ‘Ayn al-a‘yan, Fanari] integrated the
religious sciences with the Sufi teachings.!
Tashkubrizada

‘AYN AL-A‘YAN: TAFSIR AL-FATIHA
‘Ayn al-a ‘yan® is Fanar’s commentary on the first chapter of the Qur’an: the al-Fatiha. Fanari’s
exposition can be seen as part of a popular Sufi tradition, similar to an AkbarT commentary on
the al-Fatiha authored by Quinawi.? This tradition was perhaps rooted in the belief that the whole
Qur’an was summarized in the al-Fatiha. Fanari quotes a statement attributed to Hasan ibn ‘All
(d. 670) that expresses this belief. According to Hasan, God has placed the knowledge of all the
Scriptures in the Qur’an, then the knowledge of the whole Qur’an in the al-Fatiha. Therefore,
“whoever knows the interpretation of the al-Fatiha knows the interpretation of all the Holy
Scriptures.” This chapter will describe the outstanding manuscripts of the ‘4yn and its content,

and discuss Fanari’s impact on the Qur’anic Studies.

1 Tashkubrizada, Miftah al-sa ‘ada, 2:109.
2 This title may mean many things. The most appropriate translation would be “the water spring of the notables.”

3 Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Qunawi, [ jaz al-bayan fi ta'wil Umm al-Qur’an, ed. ‘Ata, ‘Abd al-Qadir
Ahmad, ([al-Qahira]: Dar al-Kutub al-haditha [1969]).

4 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 8.
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Manuscripts and Published Version

Numerous manuscripts of the ‘4yn are found in the libraries of Turkey and abroad.® It is believed
that two of them (Murad Molla: 136 and Mahmud Pasa: 9), which can be found in the
Siileymaniye Library, are an autographed copy and a draft copy by Fanart. On the title page of
the Mahmud Pasa manuscript, a note written with a different script states that Fanari himself
wrote it. This text really looks like a draft copy with many corrections, scratched out lines, and
additions in the margins.® The text is neither pointed nor vowelized. At the end, there is no

information concerning the date or the scribe. This copy is composed of 149 leaves.

The Murad Molla manuscript was written by two different scribes. A note found on the
first page states that FanarT wrote the second part, which is the commentary after the prologue.
The script of this second part is the same as that in the Mahmud Pasa manuscript.” According to
a note in the margin of page 51, where the transition occurs, Fanari started writing the
commentary section on his 63" birthday.® The text with no pointing or vowelization also has
corrections and additions, but not as heavy as those in the Mahmud Pasa manuscript. A couple of
pages at the end, under the title “Khdatimat al-khatima” (final remarks of the epilogue), are
missing. On the last page, neither the date nor the name of the scribe is given. This version has

218 pages.

5 For its manuscripts in Turkish libraries, see www.yazmalar.gov.tr. For other manuscripts, see Brockelmann, GAL,
2:303 and Brockelmann, Supp., 2:328.

6 See Appendix- A, Figure- 5.
7 See Appendix- A, Figure- 6.
8 See Appendix- A, Figure- 3.
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Another manuscript worth mentioning is found in the Atif Efendi Library with the
catalogue number 193. This copy was written in an outstandingly beautiful handwriting.® Black
and red ink were used. Significant parts of the text, such as the headings and Qur’anic verses, are
written in red ink. The beginnings of passages and important statements are also highlighted with
red. The text is composed of 255 leaves, and it is fully pointed and often vowelized. On the title
page, there is a statement in Ottoman that Fanari himself wrote the text, but the script differs so
much from the previous ones discussed here that we cannot consider these two styles of
handwriting to belong to the same person. As a matter of fact, we find no name of the scribe at
the end. In addition, the fact that some hadiths and statements quoted from Suyiti (d.1505) were
recorded on the cover page in the same handwriting indicates that the text was written well after
Fanar1’s time. The text ends with a colophonic poem, where the year of A.H. 814 / C.E. 1411 or
1412 is hinted at with the word “dayd,” whose numerical value is 814, and the numeral is also
written under the word.2° This must have been the date when the ‘4yn was authored, not when

this specific text was copied.

After closely investigating these three manuscripts, | propose the following as the most
plausible conclusion: Fanart produced the Mahmud Pasa manuscript as a draft copy when he was
in Konya under Karamanid patronage. As we know that Fanari wrote the ‘4yn when he was in
Konya and dedicated it to Karamanid Mehmed Bey,!! the date A.H. 814 / C.E. 1411 or 1412
seems valid. The Murad Molla manuscript looks like an attempt to produce a fair copy of the

Mahmud Pasa manuscript, because crossed-out passages in the latter were omitted in the former.

9 See Appendix- A, Figure- 7.
10 See Appendix- A, Figure- 4.
11 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 3.
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FanarT must have had the first 51 pages written by a scribe. Occasional additions in the margins
indicate that Fanart reviewed the text and dictated the additions. From the fiftieth page on, Fanart
himself continued to edit the text. What attracts attention is that the size of the additions in the
margins strikingly increases in the part written by Fanari. This clearly shows that he still
meditated and worked on the text. For an unknown reason, Fanari stopped writing a couple of
pages before the end. Later, an unknown scribe wrote the Atif Efendi manuscript. This is a
studied and very carefully written text, with minimal errors. The copyist’s effort to make the text
as correct and readable as possible is noticeable. Important parts of the text such as Qur’anic
verses, hadiths, poems, and proper names, as well as infrequent words and grammatically critical
components of the sentences, are vowelized. The copyist probably constructed this manuscript

based on the draft and on other copies.

‘Ayn al-a‘yan was also published in Istanbul in 1907,*2 in an edition consisting of 376
densely typeset pages. However, it contains a lot of errors, poor punctuation, and misleading
subdivisions. Some parts are misprinted so badly that they are undecipherable and impossible to

understand. The manuscripts that formed the basis of this edition are not identified.!3
Dedication

Fanari dedicated the ‘Ayn to the Karamanid ruler Mehmed Bey (r. 1402-1419 and 1421-1423),
who was the son of ‘Alaaddin Bey (r. 1361-1398), one of the most successful Karamanid sultans,
who enlarged his territories in Central Anatolia. However, his relentless struggle against the

Ottomans cost him his life when he was executed in 1398. The Ottoman sultan Bayezid the

12 Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, ‘dyn al-a ‘yan: Tafsir al-Fatiha (Istanbul: Rifat Bey Matbaast,
1325 [1907]).

13 See Appendix- A, Figure- 8. I am working to construct a reliable text of the ‘Ayn based on the above-mentioned
three manuscripts, and | hope to publish its critical edition soon.
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Thunderbolt, who invaded all the Karamanid territories, imprisoned Mehmed and his brother
after their father’s execution. When Timur defeated the Ottomans, he reinstated the Karamanid
sovereignty and made Mehmed the ruler. Mehmed Bey enjoyed rulership in central Anatolia for
a while, but he, like his father, did not give up fighting against Ottomans, who regained their

power. Finally, he lost his life in a battle in 1423.14

In his preface to the ‘Ayn, Fanari bestows an excessive amount of praise on Mehmed

Bey. In a poem, he introduces Mehmed Bey as follows:

A king who is of so lofty rank that you consider even the bright stars worthless...
A matchless lion among his opponents when the kings call to battle...

He has an inherent eloquence thanks to which the religion of the Powerful Exalted One
becomes sublime.

[O Sultan!] There is nobody loving (you) like me, you have no alike in terms of beauty;
thus, both of us have become the epitome [of love and beauty].

As if only for your love do | exist. As if your love exists only for me.

Sultan, the son of the Sultan, Muhammad ibn sa‘id al-shahid ‘Ala al-Din Beg ibn
Karaman.®

It is very interesting that Fanari identifies Mehmed Bey’s father, ‘Alaaddin, executed by the
Ottomans, as a martyr (shahid) deserving of heaven (sa id). It seems Fanari did not have to
retract his dedication when he returned to Ottoman patronage, nor were the expressions of praise

for an enemy of the Ottomans censored in the manuscripts afterwards.
Content

Considering that the al-Fatiha is only seven short verses, ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan amounts to a fairly large

partial commentary of 376 pages in its published version. It consists of two parts, a prologue and

14 For a brief history of the Karamanids, see Faruk Stimer, “Karaman-Oghullari,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd
ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com].

15 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 3.
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a commentary on the al-Fatiha. The first part makes up 90 pages of the work and is divided into
four chapters. The commentary that follows in the second half of the work contains standard
hermeneutic discussions of language, ritual practices, narratives, theology, and so forth, as well

as Sufi exegesis grounded in allusion (ishara).
The Prologue

Fanart presents a very long prologue before starting to interpret the Qur’an. This prologue, as a
matter of fact, can be considered an independent study of the methodology of Qur’anic exegesis,
in which he explains what he thinks of what Tafsir should be. According to Fanari, it is

important to establish a paradigm before engaging in exegesis. He states:

It is essential on the one who wants to have a good grasp of the truths of Tafsir through a

careful examination to give precedence to the knowledge of its comprehensive definition

(hadduh), then to the knowledge of the need for it (al- iaja ilayh) through being aware of

its exalted virtues (fadluh), then to the knowledge of its subject (mawdi ‘uh) [i.e. the

Qur’an] on whose specific features (ahwaluh al-khassa) comprehensive discussions are

made, then to the knowledge of its dependence (istimdaduh) on any other indispensible

science.1

The first chapter of the Prologue (al-bab al-awwal) consists of seven sections (fusi/).}’ In
the first section (al-fasl al-awwal), reserved for a discussion of the definition of Tafsir, Fanari
discusses the meaning and value of Qur’anic exegesis, as well as its status among the Islamic
sciences. This discussion is noteworthy given the context of the ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan. 1t was written in

the period when several important works on ‘ulim al-Qur’an were completed, including

Zarkashi’s (d. 1392) al-Burhan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an and Suyitt’s (d. 1505) al-Itgan fi ‘ulum al-

16 Ibid., 4.
17 Ibid., 4-16.
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Qur’an. Although not as comprehensive as either of these, the ‘Ayn distinguishes itself as a work
that questions the nature and the authority of Qur’anic exegesis. Here, Fanari, after criticizing
previous definitions made by Qutb al-Din al-Razi al-Tahtani (d. 1364) and Mas‘td ibn ‘Umar
Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazani (d. 1390), proposes his own definition: “Tafsir is the knowledge of the
states of God’s speech in terms of its Qur’anness and in terms of its indication to God’s intention
that is known or assumed according to the human capacity.”*® When explaining his definition, he
argues that Tafsir lacks universal principles and should not be considered a science (‘ilm) like,
for example, Usal al-figh (theoretical jurisprudence). Another point he wants to emphasize is that
most comments produced in Tafsir are inconclusive (zanni). A detailed analysis of Fanari’s
argument and his criticism of the other definitions will be provided in the fifth chapter of this

study.

The second and the third sections of the first chapter of the Prologue are on the classical
debates over the distinction between fafsir and ta 'wil, two methods of Qur’anic exegesis. Fanari
takes the former as a method of interpretation based on narration (riwaya) and the latter as one
based on rational investigation (diraya), including esoteric cognition.!® The differences between
ta’wil and tafsir, permissibility of ta’wil, the scriptural factors necessitating the use of this
method, and the level of certainty of the exegetical outcomes acquired by ta 'wil are the subjects
Fanari deals with. Fanari’s understanding of ta 'wil is important because he bases the legitimacy
of the Sufi esoteric interpretation on the indispensability of ta 'wil as an exegetical method. I will
discuss in detail, in chapter 5, Fanari’s arguments and the motives that led him to his conclusions

on this subject.

18 Ibid., 5.
19 Ibid., 5 and 89.
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In the fourth section (al-fasl al-rabi‘) of the first chapter of the Prologue, Fanari
introduces the readers to the fourfold exegetical theory on which he bases the interpretational
practice he displays in the ‘Ayn. The starting point of this fourfold theory is the famous prophetic
tradition that announces four aspects of the Qur’anic message (see chapter 3 for a detailed
analysis). Besides discussing the interpretations of the tradition by Baghawt (d. 1117) and
Qunawi (d. 1274), Fanar1 also shows how to put the theory in practice using as an example the

basmala, the first verse of the Qur’an.

The al-bab al-awwal ends with an epilogue (khatimat al-bab) after relatively short fifth
and sixth sections that briefly mention the obligatory status (fard kifaya: a religious obligation
which, when done by some, absolves the rest) of undertaking interpretation of the Qur’an, and
the most prominent names among the companions (sakaba) and followers (¢abi ‘in) who stand
out in Qur’anic exegesis. The epilogue of the chapter explores various aspects of comprehension
(idrak) in the light of Avicenna’s ideas. After a brief discussion of idrak, explanations of several
dozens of terms associated with “‘i/m” (knowledge) such as shu %r, tasawwur, hifz, tadhakkur,
ma ‘rifa, fahm, figh etc., are paraphrased from Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s (d. 1209) Qur’an

commentary.?°

In the second chapter (al-bab al-thani) of the Prologue, Fanari first emphasizes the
virtues of Tafsir as an Islamic discipline and discusses the need that people feel for it. Then he
explains the importance of knowledge (‘i/m) by commenting on several verses of the Qur’an,
prophetic traditions, and statements of religious authorities regarding the virtues of knowledge.

In these pages, he presents interesting commentaries on the prophetic traditions regarding the

20 Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-Razi, Mafatih al-ghayb (Bayrit: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2000), 2:187-
191
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virtues of knowledge, which reflect his Akbart ideas. For example, on the hadith that reads,
“Whoever follows a path through which he seeks knowledge, Allah lets him in one of the paths

to Paradise. Angels put their wings down out of respect for a knowledge seeker...” he comments:

Following the path of knowledge is rewarded with the path of Paradise because the
follower of the path of knowledge is intentioned, in his pursuit, to the [ontological levels
of] divine names and attributes (al-asma’ wa-l-sifat) named as jabarat and malakiit,
higher and lower [levels respectively]. When “the day that all secrets will be made
manifest” (Q. 86:6) comes, it will appear that this path has been the path of Paradise and

he has walked on the wings of angels.

This comment is based on the idea that knowledge sought by a person in this life is associated
with divine knowledge, as everything is a manifestation of divine names and attributes. As an
essential attribute, divine knowledge precedes the other attributes and names and becomes their
source. Therefore, the wayfarer who aims at this level through his pursuit of knowledge will
attain Paradise, where divine names and attributes perfectly manifest. This connection between
the two worlds through knowledge (‘ilm) is real, not metaphorical according to Fanari, like what
the rest of the hadith says about knowledge seekers’ walking on angels’ wings. This is real;

however, it will become manifest only in the hereafter.

The discussion regarding the categories of the religious sciences in this chapter is quite
important because it demonstrates Fanari’s understanding of esoteric knowledge. This chapter
also includes an explanation of the virtues of the Qur’an, of its recitation, and of those who

attach themselves to it.

The third chapter of the Prologue (al-bab al-thalith) finds Fanari defining the Qur’an as a
scripture and demonstrating the insufficiency of other current understandings of it. This chapter
is reserved for the discussion of various topics relating to the interpretation of the Qur’an,
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including revelation (wahy), the coming down of revelation (inzal), variant readings (gira’at),
and the miraculousness of the Qur’an (i%az). He also analyzes historical accounts of the
compilation of the Qur’an, lists the names of the Qur’an, and discusses the structural parts of the
Qur’anic text. He reserves the last long discussion for the subject of abrogation (naskh) in the

Qur’an.

The fourth and the last chapter of the Prologue (al-bab al-rabi®) first argues how the
linguistic and semantic features of the Qur’an necessitate interpretation of the Qur’an based on
other than narrated reports. What follows is that an interpreter should be very well acquainted
with linguistic and religious sciences to be able to interpret the Qur’anic text thoroughly.
Drawing mostly on al-Raghib al-Isfahani (d. 1108 or 1109),%! Fanari lists sixteen sciences that a
commentator needs to know, divided into three categories: (1) linguistic sciences, (2) intellectual
sciences, and (3) God-given knowledge.?? (In chapter 5, I will attempt to explain his intention in

categorizing the sciences.)
Commentary

After discussing the questions and the themes of Qur’anic exegesis in a lengthy prologue, which
constitutes approximately one fourth of the ‘4yn, FanarT introduces the methodology he will use
in the rest of the work, in his commentary on the al-Fatiha chapter.?® He explains the al-Fatiha
piece by piece (fasl). At the beginning of each piece, he discusses how the phrases to be

interpreted are perfectly suited to their places in the text (husn mawdi ‘). Fanari’s explanation

21 Abt al-Qasim Husayn ibn Muhammad al-Raghib al-Isfahani, Mugaddima jami* al-tafasiv: Ma ‘a Tafsir al-Fatiha
wa-matali * al-Baqara (Kuwait: Dar al-Da‘wa, 1984), 94-96.

22 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 86-87.
23 Ibid., 88-89.
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regarding the position of the isti ‘adha, an Arabic phrase that reads in English “I seek refuge in
Allah from Satan the accursed” with which the recitation of the Qur’an should be started, is a
good example.?* He mentions the debates between the majority of scholars, who required
pronouncing the formula before reciting the Qur’an, and others, including Ibrahim al-Nakha‘T (d.
717), Muhammad ibn Sirin (d. 728), and Dawid al-lsfahant (d. 883), who did not. One of the
arguments the minority presented was that to take refuge with God after recitation is more
reasonable, and that is why the last two chapters of the Qur’an, called al-Mu ‘awwidhatan (“two
chapters of refuge”), are placed at the end.® After refuting their arguments, Fanari ends his
words with a quotation from Abii Hafs Najm al-Din al-Nasafi (d. 1142):2° “Qur’anic recitation is
opened with the refuge (isti ‘adha) and closed with the chapters of refuge (mu ‘awwidhatan) and

in this way [by supplicating at the beginning and end], protection is hoped between them.”?’

Linguistic analysis follows the discussion of /iusn mawdi‘. Fanari investigates four

aspects within the scope of linguistic analysis:

First are the variant recitations transmitted by consensus of the reporters under the title of
qira’a. However, not every commentary piece (fasl) includes the gira’a section because variant
recitations are not transmitted for every verse of the Qur’an. The al-Fatiha chapter, for example,

has a few gira’a cases, one of which is a well-known debate regarding whether the divine name

24 1bid., 90. The isti ‘adha in Arabic is as follows: 4 tudhu billah min al-Shaytan al-rajim. This is not a verse from
the Qur’an, but its utterance is enjoined by Q. 16:98 before Qur’anic recitations: “When thou dost read the Qur'an,
seek Allah’s protection from Satan the rejected one.” Therefore, the isti ‘Gdha has been an inseparable part of the
Qur’anic text and starting Qur’anic commentary with the interpretation of the phrase has been a custom in the Tafsir
literature.

25 They are al-Falaq (ch. 113) and al-Nas (ch. 114), two consecutive short chapters both beginning with the phrase,
“Say: I seek refuge with the Lord.”

26 Nasafi’s commentary entitled al-Taysir fi al-tafsir is one of Fanari’s major sources. It has not been published.

27 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 90.
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in the fourth verse should be recited as malik or malik. FanarT lists the arguments of both sides
and provides short explanations.?® That he is contented with citing the opinions without
mentioning his own position does not escape notice. This is probably because he straddles his
attachment to the Hanafi School, which prefers reciting it as malik, and to QGnawi, who favors

malik.2°

Second, the sections FanarT calls lugha have lengthy passages reserved for the lexicology
and morphology of Qur’anic words. He includes many opinions for each word of the isti ‘adha
regarding its etymology, which leads him to set forth different possible meanings according to
different verbal roots.®® Here, he also engages in a long discussion, in which he explores ideas
regarding whether the divine name Allah is derivative or non-derivative. Those who consider the
name Allah derivative suggest several verbal roots for the name, including a-I-h, w-I-h, and I-w-h
with their variant meanings. Fanari also mentions the assertion that the name Allah came from
the Hebrew or Syriac word Laha.*! He rejects the idea, drawing on al-Raghib al-lsfahani and
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. Another etymological idea he mentions suggests that the name Allah
evolved in time. First, it was Hiz, which referred to the Divine, and it gradually turned in to Allah
with additional letters.3? After discussing all the opinions that aim to explain the root of the name
Allah, Fanari offers a comprehensive meaning that reflects these different ideas, in a passage

beautifully written with the use of assonances:

28 Ibid., 205-207.

29 Qunawi, [ jaz al-bayan, 326.
30 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 91-98.

31 Ibid, 96.

32 Ibid., 97.
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The meaning is “I take refuge with the One who is worshipped by mankind (anam),
exalted away from doubts (awham), concealed from understandings (afham), known by
divine revelation (i ‘lam), about whose attributes the minds (afham) are perplexed and
through whose worship the bodies (ajsam) find peace; the hearts of elite and common

(‘awamm) are excited about Him; passage of nights and days (ayyam) is in His disposal;

glory be to Him, Sovereign, Great, and All-knowing (‘Allam).”*

Third, the section entitled i ‘rab is where Fanari discusses the grammatical details of the
text he comments on, and fourth, rhetorical subtleties deduced from the text are taken up in the
sections entitled bayan. In the commentary on the isti ‘adha, Fanari addresses such questions as
these: Is the sentence of the isti‘adha ikhbart (declarative) or insha’t (imperative)? How does
taking the phrase in either way make it colorful and rich in meaning? Why does the isti ‘@dha not
begin with the name Allah before the verb? Why “taking refuge with Allah,” rather than the
other names of God? In answering the last question, FanarT categorizes “taking refuge” according
to its relation to the divine actions (af*aliyya), attributes (sifatiyya), and essence (dhatiyya). The
first is the believer’s request to God to make him strive to attain God’s pleasure. The second is
the believer’s consciousness of devoting pleasure to God. The last is the essence of all and the
state of advanced wayfarers who have reached the highest level of spirituality (muntahis). Since

the name Allah is the most comprehensive divine name, it refers to all categories of the

isti ‘adha.’*

After the linguistic analysis, Fanari records narratives about the text under the titles of
Tafsir and Hadith. The former is the section in which he cites comments narrated from previous

authorities. It mostly includes prophetic statements uttered about the text under discussion. The

33 Ibid., 97.
34 Ibid., 108.
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Tafsir sections in the ‘Ayn and what Fanar includes in them are actually congruent with his
opinion regarding the tafsir-ta’wil distinction. As we will see in the fifth chapter, Fanari
considers zafsir to be comments transmitted from the Prophet and the early generations, and
ta’wil as interpretation based on rational inquiry, including spiritual cognition. The Hadith
section also contains the prophetic traditions about the text. For example, Fanari lists several

hadiths related to the isti ‘Gdha and provides explanations, some of which reflect Sufi teachings.®®

Fanar then starts to discuss religious matters relating to the phrases or verses under
interpretation. These discussions can be considered to fall within the scope of ¢a 'wil and are
categorized under several subtitles: “Kalam,” “Ahkam,” “Haqa’ig,” and “Ma ‘arif.” The section
“Kalam” contains theological subjects evoked by the Qur’anic phrases under interpretation.
Regarding the isti‘adha, Fanari discusses the following questions: What is the theological
meaning of “taking refuge” from Satan? How does Satan deceive if taking refuge from him is
possible? Does “taking refuge” mean accepting that Satan has spiritual power like God? How do
Islamic sects such as the Mu‘tazila and Jabriyya approach Satan’s deception and taking refuge
from him? Apart from anything else, what is the nature of Satan and his deception?3® Fanari
prioritizes Akbari teachings in regard to theological disputes. In the sixth chapter, I will

demonstrate how he explains these theological problems through Akbarf ideas.

Theoretical and practical jurisprudential matters are investigated under the title “Ahkam.”
These sections give Fanari an opportunity to show his full grasp of jurisprudential subjects. For
instance, when discussing the opinions of various scholars and jurisprudential schools about

whether the oral pronunciation of the isti‘adha is obligatory before every separate Qur’anic

35 Ibid., 110-111.
36 Ibid., 111-112.
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recitation, Fanart demonstrates very well how theoretical principles produce different practical
jurisprudential results:*” According to ‘Ata’ ibn Abi Rabah (d. 732), a prominent scholar in the
follower generation (tabi in), whenever a separate Qur’anic recitation is performed, the isti ‘adha
should be repeated because of the divine command found in Q. 16:98 which reads, “When you
recite the Qur’an, take refuge with Allah from Satan the rejected one.” Fanart associates ‘Ata’’s
opinion with the principle that “if a legal judgment is based on derivatives of a word, the root of
the word reveals the reason of the judgment.” Since the divine command is based on a derivative
(gira’a: recitation) mentioned in the verse, repetition of the formula of the isti ‘adha is required
when recitation is repeated. However, Fanari and the majority believe that what Q. 16:98

suggests is no more than supererogation.

What remains are the mystical subtleties, Sufi teachings, and moral values in separate
sections entitled “Haqa’iq” (truths), “Ma ‘arif” (gnosis), and “Tadhkir” (remembrance). In the
Haga’ig sections, Fanarm mainly interprets the Qur’anic text and hadiths related to the text
according to the theory of maratib al-ma ‘na (multiple layers of meaning), which he bases on the
hadith that speaks of the four aspects of Qur’anic meaning. His Hagd’ig comments aim to
explore graduated spiritual depths in accordance with the hierarchical Akbari ontology through
the text. (An analysis of this theory can be found in chapter 5, and examples of this fourfold
exegetical practice in chapter 6.) The Ma ‘arif sections also contain Sufi ideas, which Fanari cites
from various sources. The difference between Hagda'ig and Ma‘arif is not always clear.
However, the former seems to be exclusively dedicated to Akbart teachings, whereas the latter
pertains to general Sufi ideas, including those of the Akbaris. For example, Fanart states that just

as the unpurified cannot touch the paper on which the names of God are written, the hearts of the

37 Ibid., 121-122.
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lovers that contain God’s love should be cleansed from the impurity of carnal desires. This must
be preceded by purification with divine guidance, which is the isti ‘adha. The “Tadhkir” section
contains affecting poignant anecdotes, hagiographical stories, and witty remarks quoted mostly

from Raz1’s commentary.

In the commentary section, Fanari frequently cites well-known commentators such as
Mahmitd ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144), Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209), al-Husayn ibn
Mas‘td al-Baghawi (d. 1117), ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar al-Baydaw1 (d. 1286), Abi Mansiir al-
Maturidi (d. 944), Aba Hafs Najm al-Din al-Nasafi (d. 1142), al-Raghib al-Isfahani (d. 1108 or
1109) and other authorities. However, the references he makes to Qtinawi dominate the ‘Ayn to
the extent that it includes a considerable proportion of Qunaw1’s commentary, [ jaz al-bayan. In
this regard, Fanari prioritizes Qunaw1’s Qur’anic comments and attempts to make his own
comments in a similar fashion. Thus, the ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan can be considered, albeit not a super-
commentary, an essential source that enormously contributes to making Qunawi’s / jaz al-bayan
easier to understand, just as Fanari’s Misbah al-uns is the most important commentary on

Qunawt’s Mifiah al-ghayb.
In the commentary section of the ‘4yn, the following points are observed:

1. Most of the discussions are loosely connected to the text being interpreted. Fanari very
often uses the Qur’anic phrases as a pretext for raising different points. In this sense, the ‘Ayn
goes beyond being a commentary and looks like a book of grammar or theology or Islamic law
in its many pages. For example, Fanari devotes a lengthy discussion to the etymology of the

names Allah and Satan (Shayzan) when commenting on the isti ‘@dha.>® He also explains, in very

38 Ibid., 93-97 and 97-98.
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long passages, the grammatical cases of the Arabic prepositions min and ba’, which respectively
mean from/than and with/by in English.3® These details can be considered valuable linguistic

information, but most are irrelevant to the interpretation.

In the same way, FanarT starts to discuss various indirectly related topics along with the
jurisprudential and theological aspects of the text. For example, he goes into delicate
jurisprudential details about the isti ‘@dha, such as whether it is obligatory to recite the isti ‘aGdha
before separate Qur’anic readings, whether it should be pronounced out loud or silently in ritual
prayers, whether it should be considered annexed to Qur’anic recitation or to the prayer, and
correspondingly, in what circle of the prayer it is required, and so forth. Not only does Fanar1
give information in these pages, but also he analyzes various opinions and refutes some of them,
as if he is authoring a work on figh. In a similar way, the word Shayzan in the isti ‘adha leads him
into many theological discussions on topics such as the wisdom behind Satan’s creation and his
leading humans astray, disputes among Islamic sects about human freewill and predestination,
the nature of Satan and the angels, and their difference etc.*® These theological details are not
directly germane to the text, but Fanari brings them into discussion for two reasons. First, he
mostly follows Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s commentary in outlining the theological discussions in the
‘Ayn. Therefore, he includes what Razi discusses in his commentary. Second, Fanari obviously
aims to work around to the Akbari points he wants to emphasize in the theological sections
through the specific questions and the themes Razi raises in his commentary. In the sixth chapter,
I will show through examples how Fanari leads up to Akbar1 metaphysics through his discussion

of the theological debates.

39 Ibid., 99-105.
40 Ibid., 112-120.
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2. Fanar1 always wants to emphasize Sufi teachings in his commentary. He reserves the
sections he calls “Haqdiq”, “Ma ‘arif” and “Tadhkir” for Sufi subjects. He also very often jumps
to Sufi doctrines, especially to Akbart teachings, when discussing linguistic, structural, and even
jurisprudential aspects of the verses. Linguistic possibilities in the Arabic language provide many
opportunities for Fanari to lead up to Sufi themes. Regarding the etymology of the name Allah,
he explores the idea that the verb I-w-h, which is considered one of the verbs from which the
name Allah was derived, has two opposite meanings: to hide oneself (iitajaba) and to be
illuminated (istanara). Fanari bases a Sufi lesson on this contrariness, using a metaphor. He
states that if the sun never set, we would not know what light is. Likewise, since God, at any
moment without interruption, grants existence to everything that exists (mawjudat), He stays
concealed from the eyes of the intellect like a never-setting sun. This is the meaning of God’s
being both illuminated and hidden.*! In another linguistic discussion on the preposition ba’,
Fanari leads up to a Sufi theme, saying,

The function of every preposition is to associate the verb with the noun. If this meaning
of connection is valid for every preposition, it is [more suitably] valid for the preposition
ba’. Regarding this [meaning of connection], it is said that all the knowledge of the four
sacred Scriptures is in the Qur’an; all the knowledge of the Qur’an is in the chapter al-
Fatiha; the knowledge of the al-Fatiha is in the basmala, and the letter 5@’ contains all
this knowledge. “For the goal from this knowledge” [as Razi says] in the Tafsir al-kabir,

“is to link the servant to God and the letter b@’ connects them.””*?

Fanari uses not only linguistic but also jurisprudential details to open Sufi discussions.

For example, he associates the religious obligation of the utterance of the isti ‘@dha to one of the

41 Ibid., 94-95.
42 Ibid., 99.
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most famous Sufi concepts, the idea that one should turn away from anything other than God

(ma siwa Allah).®

3. In the jurisprudential discussions in the ‘Ayn, Fanari supports the Hanafi viewpoints.
For example, he reserves pages for the discussion of whether the basmala should be considered
the first verse of the al-Fatiha chapter and whether it was repeatedly revealed at the beginning of
each chapter. Different opinions among the jurisprudential schools about the basmala resulted in
variant practices among them, such as whether it should be pronounced out loud or silently
before the al-Fatiha in ritual prayers and whether it should be recited or not before the other
chapters. After mentioning opposing arguments and the evidence for them, Fanart explains and
defends the Hanafi viewpoint, which considers the basmala to be a part of neither the al-Fatiha
nor the other chapters, but an individual verse that was revealed to the Prophet and placed at the
beginning of each chapter to separate them.** Another disagreement among the jurisprudential
schools occurred about whether the recitation of the al-Fatiha chapter is obligatory (fard) in
ritual prayers. The Hanafis do not consider its recitation to be obligatory; the recitation of any
portion of the Qur’an suffices, according to them. Here, Fanari lists points of criticism against
the Hanafis made by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi of the Shafi‘T School and responds to them one by

one.*

4. In the theological sections, Fanarm mostly cites from Razi’s commentary to summarize
theological discussions. However, he heavily criticizes Razi’s conclusions about problematic

issues among Islamic theological schools such as predestination (gadar) and denomination

43 Ibid., 122.
44 Ibid., 150-153.
45 Ibid., 194-195.
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(tasmiya).*® Therefore, it would not be right to identify FanarT as a follower of Ash‘arT doctrines
or of Razi. He even opposes Maturidi, although he is a Hanafi, regarding some theological

debates, such as the audibility of God’s speech (which I will touch on in chapter 4).
Fanar?’s Impact on Qur’anic Studies

It seems that FanarT made an impact on discussions of Qur’anic studies regarding the nature and
the authority of Tafsir as an Islamic discipline. His ideas entered the discussions through several
channels, one of which was Muhyt al-Din al-Kafiyaji (d. 1474), Fanari’s student who established
himself in the Egyptian Mamluk madrasas as a leading scholar and who was a prolific writer on
many religious and non-religious subjects.*” One of Kafiyaj1’s treatises, al-Taysir fi gawa ‘id ‘ilm
al-Tafsir, which was on the Qur’anic sciences, won recognition as one of the early examples of
this genre.*® Kafiyaji does not cite Fanari in his al-Taysir, but he evidently follows the latter’s
line of argumentation in many places. A large part of the treatise obviously summarizes or
paraphrases from the ‘Ayn. The difference that Kafiyaji displays in the Taysir is his discussion of
the principles of Tafsir, because he believes that Tafsir has principles (gawa ‘id), unlike Fanari,
and he explains, albeit unsatisfactorily, these principles.*® However, we would not be wrong to
suggest that Fanari influenced him even in the originality he manifested. Fanari’s emphatic

insistence on the lack of principles and methodologies in Tafsir probably prompted Kafiyaji to

46 See chapter 6.

47 For Kafiyaji, see Franz Rosenthal, “Kafiyadji,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. Brill Online
[www.brillonline.com].

48 The most recent publication of al-Taysir is the following: MuhyT al-Din Muhammad ibn Sulayman al-Kafiyaji,
al-Taysir fi qawa'‘id ‘ilm al-Tafsir, ed. Mustafa Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi (al-Qahira: Maktabat al-Qudsi,
1998). Kafiyaj1 believed that he was not preceded by anyone in presenting a work in this class but Suyiitt states that
his teacher, Kafiyaji, was not aware of Zarkashi’s al-Burhan and Bulqini’s Mawagi‘ al- ‘ulim before al-Taysir. See
Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti, Bughyat al-wu ‘@h, 48. Suyiti also wrote one of the most important works in the field entitled
al-ftqan fi ‘ulum al-Qur’an.

49 Muhyt al-Din Muhammad ibn Sulayman al-Kafiyaji, al-Taysir fi gawa ‘id ‘ilm al-Tafsir (al-Qahira: Maktabat al-
Qudsi, 1998), 30.
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attempt to identify these principles and methodologies. As a result, al-Taysir was treated with

admiration; however, Kafiyaji’s heavy dependence on the ‘4yn has remained unnoticed.

One of the items Kafiyaji took from the ‘4yn was the definition of Tafsir. He formulated
the following statement by actually integrating two definitions made by Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazani
and Fanari, both of which are discussed in the ‘Ayn:>° “[Tafsir is] a science in which the states of
God’s speech are investigated, commensurate with the human capacity, in terms of their
indication to the divine intention.” This definition won great popularity, especially in modern
works of Qur’anic studies.®! However, since Kafiyaji did not discuss the parts of the definition,
as Fanari did, the latter’s intention —by including the detail “human capacity”— to point out that
commentators only “presume” to know God’s intention in most cases was not fully apprehended

in the later works.

In addition, Kafiyaji adopted the list of the sciences that was to be employed in exegesis
of the Qur’an, itemized first by al-Raghib al-lsfahani and then expanded to sixteen sciences by
Fanari, with minor differences.®® Kafiyaji’s list, which enumerates fifteen sciences, became

widespread after being included by Suyiiti, along with explanations, in his famous al-/tgan.>

50 In the fifth chapter of my study, I discuss Fanari’s definition of Tafsir and his criticism of other definitions
including Taftazani’s.

51 It seems that Muhammad ‘Ali Salama (d. 1942), one of the contemporary Azharite professors, was the first to
popularize the definition among Egyptian scholars. See Muhammad ‘All Salama, Manhaj al-furqan fi ‘ulim al-
Qur’an (al-Qahira: Dar Nahdat Misr, 2004), 2:6. Then Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Zurqani (d. 1948) analyzed the
definition in his Manahil. See Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Zurqani, Manahil al-‘irfan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an ([al-
Qahira]: Dar Ihya’ al-kutub al-‘Arabiyya: ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1943), 1:471-472. Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabt
(d. 1977), former Egyptian minister and shaykh of al-Azhar, known by his important work, al-Tafsir wa-I-
mufassirin, also discussed the definition. See Muhammad Husayn Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa-l-mufassivin: Bahth tafsilt
‘an nash’at al-tafsir wa-tatawwuruh, wa-alwanuh, wa-madhahibuh, ma‘a ‘ard li-ashhar al-mufassirin ([al-Qahira]:
Dar al-Kutub al-haditha, 1976-1989), 1:15.

52 Kafiyaji, al-Taysir, 27-29.

53 Jalal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suytti, al-Itgan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an (al-Qahira: al-Hay’at al-Misriyya al-‘amma
li-I-kutub, 1974), 4:213-216. Many writers have cited the same list from Suytiti. For example, see Tashkubrizada,
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The list also contains the God-inspired knowledge (‘ilm al-mawhiba) that Fanari calls ‘Ilm al-
haqa’ig. By this, he obviously means (as will be discussed in the fifth chapter) esoteric mystical
knowledge. However, Suyiti treats ‘i/m al-mawhiba as ordinary piety. Being at pains to explain
this inclusion of God-given knowledge among the other sciences “accessible” to human effort,
Suytti underlines the importance of pious practices to understanding the Qur’an more
thoroughly. In the pages that follow, he completely rules out esoteric interpretation and quotes
antithetical, and even anathematizing, opinions against Sufi esoteric exegesis. Suytti’s efforts to
isolate the ‘ilm al-mawhiba from Sufi esoteric knowledge did not escape the notice of Abu al-
Thana al-Aliisi (d. 1854), a notable thinker and commentator who was the mufti in Ottoman
Baghdad. He states that ‘i/m al-mawhiba is for the cognizance of esoteric secrets (al-asrar), not

for seeking to explain the textual meanings of the Qur’an.>

FanarT’s ideas also found a way into scholarship through Katib Chalabi (d. 1657), the
great Ottoman historian, bibliographer and geographer. In his monumental bibliographical
dictionary, Kashf al-zuniin, Katib Chalabi places Fanari’s explanations of the definition of Tafsir
at the beginning of the section he reserves for ‘7im al-Tafsir, accentuating the importance of the
discussion.> After a long quotation, he refers readers who want to learn the subtleties of the
science of Tafsir to the ‘Ayn. Siddiq Hasan Khan al-Qannawji (d. 1890), an Indian scholar and
statesman who is considered one of the founders of the reformist Ahl-i Hadith movement in

India, includes the same discussion in his Abjad al- ‘ulzzm, an encyclopedic work on sciences and

Miftah al-sa‘ada, 2:82-84; Muhammad A‘l1a ibn ‘All al-Tahanawi, Kashshaf istilahat al-funiin (Bayriit, Lubnan: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1998), 1:34-37; Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa-l-mufassiriun, 1:265.

54 Mahmiid ibn ‘Abdullah al-Aliist, Rith al-ma ‘ani fi tafsir al-Qur'an al- ‘Azim wa-I-sab ‘ al-mathani (al-Qahira: Dar
al-Hadith, 2005), 1:7.

55 Katib Chalabi, Kashf al-zuniin, 1:427-428.
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outstanding representatives of these sciences in the history of Islam.®® He also approvingly

mentions Fanart’s definition in the introduction to his voluminous Qur’anic commentary, Fath

al-bayan.®’

56 Muhammad Siddiq Hasan al-Qannawji, Abjad al- ‘ulim (Dimashq: Wizarat al-Thaqafa wa-l-irshad al-qawmi,
1978), 2:176-178.

57 Muhammad Siddiq Hasan al-Qannawji, Fath al-bayan fi maqasid al-Qur’an (al-Qahira: ‘Abd al-Muhyt ‘Al
Mabhfuz, 1965-), 1:7.
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CHAPTER 1l

The Qur’an is sent down on seven letters. For every
verse of it, there are outward and inward [meanings].
For every letter, there is a limit. For every limit, there is
a point of transendency.

Prophet Muhammad

THE HADITH OF
“ZAHR - BATN — HADD - MATLA¢/ MUTTALA®”
A famous tradition attributed to the Prophet in the Hadith literature speaks of four aspects of the
Qur’an: zahr, ba, hadd and matla /muttala‘ (henceforth abbreviated, ZBHM).! Sufi writers
generally cling to this hadith to justify esotericism in the interpretation of the Qur’an; therefore,
the so-called “layers of Qur’anic meaning” cannot be discussed without mention of this tradition.
Non-Sufi scholars, on the other hand, interpret the hadith in a way that provides no justification
for the Sufi understanding of the esoteric sense. Thus, interpretation of the hadith differs among
the different Islamic traditions. AkbarT Sufis assign more specific and deeper meanings to the
hadith. Fanari, for example, accepts the four notions spoken of by the hadith as a framework for
a great part of his commentary. The hadith plays a primary role in his explanations of scriptural
hermeneutics, the nature of divine speech, Qur’anic exegesis, and even epistemology. In the
chapters that follow, I will analyze how Fanari employs the hadith in his work when building his
theories and how he enacts these theories in his Qur’anic exegesis, but first, it would be better to

establish the place of the hadith of ZBHM within classical Islamic scholarship. Therefore, in this

1 A version of the hadith reads as follows: “Unzila al-Qur’an ‘ala sab‘at ahruf. Li-kull harf minha zahr wa-batn.
Wa-li-kull harf hadd. Wa-li-kull hadd muttala‘.”
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chapter, 1 will discuss the notions of the hadith, its various versions, its weight of authenticity,

and the comments on it made by Sufi and non-Sufi scholars.
The Words of the Hadith

The meaning of the hadith is ambiguous. The word zahr (%) literally means “the back™ in
English,? and basn (k) means “the belly” or “abdomen.”® However, as regards the hadith, they
are understood to be the literal meaning of the Qur’an and the meaning not apparent in the text
but deduced through interpretation respectively, as we will see in the comments below.
Sometimes, when zahr and basn are used together in a sentence, as seen in some Arabic idioms,
contrary meanings are emphasized, such as the contrariness of internal and external or up and
down.* The word hadd (4>) has many denotations in the dictionary, some of which are
prevention, prohibition, punishment, and a limit or boundary.® The word CUa.a can be read as both
matla‘ and mugtala‘.® As is discussed below, commentators on the hadith have read and
interpreted the word in both ways. Both forms are derived from the Arabic verb ¢-I-‘a (b),
which takes on various meanings according to the different subjects and objects associated with
it, such as the rising of the sun or moon, or of a star, or the appearance of a thing, such as the

tooth of a child or new growth on a plant. It can also mean to ascend a mountain, to come forth,

2 See Edward William Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon (London: Williams and Norgate, 1863), 5:1927-1928.
3 Ibid., 1:220.

4 There are several idioms in which zahr and batn are mentioned. For instance, Lane translates “Tagallaba zahran
li-batn™ as follows: “It turned over and over, or upside down, (lit. back for belly) as a serpent does upon ground
heated by the sun.” He also translates “qalabtu al-arda zahran li-batn” as ““I turned the earth over, upside-down.”
Ibid., 5:1927-1928.

5 For all the meanings of hadd, see Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, 2:525.
6 For the possibility of both readings, see Majd al-Din al-Mubarak ibn Muhammad 1bn al-Athtr, al-Nihaya fi gharib
al-hadith wa-1-athar (al-Qahira: Dar Thya al-kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 1963), 3:132.
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to arrive, etc.” Marla‘ is rendered as the place and the time of the rising of the sun, a place to
ascend a mountain, and the beginning of an ode in poetry.® Mutala * can mean a place of ascent,
an elevated place overlooking a lower place, and the way to perform an affair.® This polysemy of

the terms manifests as various interpretations of the hadith, as we will see below.
Variants of the Hadith

The hadith is found in many hadith collections other than the “nine books” (al-Kutub al-zis ‘a),
which are considered the most reliable hadith sources. There are various versions of the hadith,
which differ in their texts (matn) and chains of transmission (isnad). The earliest sources contain
the version transmitted by al-Hasan al-Basr1 (d. 728) directly from the Prophet, skipping the
narrator at the level of the first generation (marfii‘). ‘Abdullah ibn al-Mubarak (d. 797) records
the following version of the hadith on the authority of Hasan in his Kitab al-Zuhd: “There is no
verse in the Book of God but has zahr and basn. For every hadd there is matla ‘/muttala ' In
his work Fada'’il al-Qur’an, al-Qasim ibn Sallam (d. 837) provides two different chains of
narration for the following statement, which is slightly different from what ‘Abdullah ibn al-
Mubarak reported: “God did not reveal any verse but it has zahr and basn. Every letter (harf) is a
hadd, and every hadd is a matla ‘/muttala‘”t! In addition, ‘Abd al-Razzaq ibn Hammam al-

San‘ani (d. 827) relates the statement as made by al-Hasan al-Basr1 not by the Prophet:

7 Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon, 5:1867-1868.

8 Ibid., 5:1870.

9 Ibid.

10 ‘Abdullah ibn al-Mubarak al-Marwazi, Kitab al-zuhd wa-I-raga’ig (Bayrtt: Muassasat al-Risala, 1971), 23.
11 al-Qasim ibn Sallam al-Haraw1, Kitab Fada il al-Qur’an (Dimashq: Dar Ibn Kathir, 1995), 97-98.
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Do not make the Qur’an your headrest [do not abandon reciting it]! By (God) who has

my soul, it [the Qur’an memorized by heart] is much more prone to flee [to be forgotten]

than a tied camel in her resting place. By (God) who has my soul, there is no verse in it

but has zahr and basn, and there is no letter in it but has sadd. For every hadd, there is a

matla ‘Imuttala

Table-1 below illustrates the chains of the early narrators of the hadith, transmitted on the

authority of al-Hasan al-Basr:

The Prophet The Prophet The Prophet
ZBHM ZBHM ZBHM
[\ ZBHM v v
al-Hasan al-Basr1 al-Hasan al-Basr1 al-Hasan al-Basi1 al-Hasan al-Basi1
v v v v
Hisham b. Hassan Hisham b. Hassan v ‘Alib. Zayd
v v v v
‘Abd al-Wahhab v Mubarak b. Fadala Hammad b. Salama
v v v v
Nu‘aym v Hajjaj Hajjaj
v v v v
‘Abdullah b. al- ‘Abd al-Razzaq b. Al-Qasim b. Sallam (I) Al-Qasim b. Sallam (I)
Mubarak Hammam

Table- 1: Chains of narrators of the hadith, transmitted on the authority of al-Hasan al-Basri

The hadith was also reported on the authority of ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘td (d. 653). Several
variants of this version are found in the available sources, with different texts and chains of
narrators. In one of the variants, kadd and mat/a ‘/muttala‘ are missing from the text: “The
Qur’an was sent down on seven letters (sab ‘at ahruf). For every verse of it, are there zahr and

barn.” Abii Bakr al-Bazzar (d. 905),'® Abii Ya‘la al-Mawsili (d. 919),'* Abii Ja‘far al-Tahawi (d.

12 ‘Abd al-Razzaq ibn Hammam al-San‘ani, a/-Musannaf ([S.1.]: al-Majlis al-‘Ilmi; Bayrit: al-Maktab al-Islami,
1970-1972), 3:358.

13 Abt Bakr Ahmad ibn ‘Amr al-Bazzar, al-Bahr al-zakhkhar al-ma ‘raf bi-Musnad al-Bazzar (Madina: Maktabat
al-‘Ulam wa-I-hikam, 2003), 5:441-442.

14 Abu Ya‘la Ahmad ibn ‘Ali al-Mawsili, Musnad Abt Ya‘la al-Mawsili (Dimashq: Dar al-Ma’mun li-I-turath,
1987), 9:278.
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933),° and Ibn Hibban (d. 965)'° include this version with slight differences in the chains of
transmission. Abil al-Qasim al-Tabarani (d. 970) transmits the same hadith with a considerable

difference in its chain,’’ as seen in the Table-2 below:

The Prophet The Prophet The Prophet The Prophet The Prophet
7B 7B 7B 7B 7B
N v ¥ ¥ ¥

‘Abdullah b. Mas‘iid

‘Abdullah b. Mas‘uid
v

‘Abdullah b. Mas‘td
v

‘Abdullah b. Mas‘td
v

‘Abdullah b. Mas‘td
v

Abi al-Ahwas Abi al-Ahwas Abu al-Ahwas Abu al-Ahwas Abu al-Ahwas
v Vv Vv Vv v
Abii Ishaq [ Abii Ishaq Abii Ishaq Ibn Abt al-Hudhay!
v Vv v Vv
Muhammad b. Ajlan \Z Muhammad b. Ajlan | Muhammad b. Ajlan Wasil b. Hayyan
Vv \ Vv Vv
Sulayman b. Bilal Sulayman b. Bilal Sulayman b. Bilal Sulayman b. Bilal Mughira
v Vv v v Vv
7 Brother of 7 Brother of Jarir b. ‘Abd al-Hamid
Ibn Ab1 Uways Ibn Ab1 Uways
¥ v Vv
Ibn Abi Uways Ibn Abi Uways Ibn Abi Uways Ibn Abi Uways Al-Fayd b. Wathiq
Vv Vv v Vv Vv
Ayyib b. fulaymz’m Sahl b. fanjala Ayyib b. fulayman Ishaq b.¢ Suwayd Ahmad 3 Yahya
Muhammad al-Bukhari Abu Ya‘la (1) Ibrahim b. Abt Dawid ‘Umar b. Muhammad Tabarani (1)
Vv v Vv
Al-Bazzar Tahawi (1) Ibn Hibban

Table- 2: Chains of narrators of the hadith, transmitted on the authority of ‘Abdullah-1

Tabarani narrates another variant of the hadith as ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘id’s own statement
through two chains. In this version, zahr and basn are missing: “Truly, there is no letter in the
Qur’an but has hadd. For every hadd, there is matla Imuttala ‘'8 The narrators of this version

are shown in the Table-3 below:

15 Abu Ja‘far Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Tahawi, Sharh mushkil al-athar (Bayrat: Muassasat al-Risala, 1994), 8:87.
16 Abu Hatim Muhammad Ibn Hibban, Sahih Ibn Hibban (Bayrit: Muassasat al-Risala, 1984), 1:242-243.

17 Abi al-Qasim Sulayman ibn Ahmad al-Tabarani, al-Mu jam al-kabir ([Baghdad]: Thya’ al-Turath al-Islami,
1984), 10:106. In Tabarani, the hadith is preceded by the following addition: “If I were to have an intimate friend
(khalil) among people, I would have chosen Abti Bakr, but your companion (I) is God’s intimate friend.”

18 Tabarani, al-Mu ‘jam al-kabir, 9:136.
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‘Abdullah b. Mas‘ud ‘Abdullah b. Mas‘ud
HM HM
Vv Vv
Abi al-Ahwas Abt al-Ahwas
Vv Vv
Salama b. Kuhayl Salama b. Kuhay!l
Vv Vv
Sufyan Shu‘ba
Vv Vv
Muhammad b. Yasuf al-Firyabt ‘Amr b. Mazriiq
Vv v
‘Abdullah b. Muhammad Yisuf al-Qadi
Vv Vv
Tabarani (IT) Tabarani (IIT)

Table- 3: Chains of narrators of the hadith, transmitted on the authority of ‘Abdullah-2

Yet another version, by Abu Abi Ya‘la al-Mawsil1,*° Ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 923),%° Abi
Ja‘far al-Tahawi,?! and Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Sulami (d. 1021),2? has all four notions in
it: “The Qur’an is sent down on seven letters. For every verse of it, there are zahr and basn. For

every letter, there is a sadd. For every hadd, there is a matla ‘Imuttala‘.” Table-4 below shows

the chains of narrators for this version.

The Prophet The Prophet The Prophet The Prophet The Prophet
ZBHM ZBHM ZBHM ZBHM ZBHM
Vv Vv Vv v Vv
‘Abdulléh¢b. Mas‘ad ‘Abdulléh*b. Mas‘td ‘Abdulléh¢b. Mas‘ad ‘Abdulléhwb. Mas‘ad ‘Abdullﬁh@b. Mas‘ad
Abi al-Ahwas Abii al-Ahwas Abi al-Ahwas Abi al-Ahwas Abi al-Ahwas
v v Vv v Vv
Ibn Abi al-Hudhayl Unknown Ibrahim al-Hajari Ibn Abi al-Hudhayl | Tbn Abi al-Hudhayl
Vv Vv Vv v Vv
Wasil b. Hayyan Wasil b. Hayyan Sufyan Wasil b. Hayyan Wasil b. Hayyan
Vv v Vv Vv Vv

Table- 4: Chains of narrators of the hadith, transmitted on the authority of ‘Abdullah-3

19 Mawsili, Musnad Abt Ya'la al-Mawsili, 9:80. In Abt Ya‘la’s report, the hadith is preceded by the same addition
as in Tabarant: “If I were to have an intimate friend (khalil) among people, I would have chosen Aba Bakr, but your

companion (I) is God’s intimate friend.”

20 Aba Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Tafsir al-Tabari: Jami* al-bayan ‘an ta’wil ay al-Qur’an (Riyad: Dar

‘Alam al-kutub, 2003), 1:22.
21 Tahawi, Sharh mushkil al-athar, 8:109.

22 Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Sulami, Haqa’ig al-tafsir: Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Aziz (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-

‘ilmiyya, 1421 [2001]), 1:21.
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Mughira Mughira Mihran Mughira v
¥V Vv v v v

Abii Ya‘la (IT) | Jarirb. ‘Abd al-Hamid \Z Jarir b. ‘Abd al-Hamid | Jarir b. ‘Abd al-Hamid
v v v v

Muhammad b. Humayd | Muhammad b. Humayd Misa b. Harlin Ishaq b. Ibrahim

v \2 v v

Tabari (I) Tabari (I) Yahya b;Uthmén Muhammid b. Ishaq

Yahya b. ‘Abd al-Hamid | ‘Abdullah b. Muhammad
v v
Fahd b. iulaymﬁn Sulami
Tahawi (I1)

Table- 4 continued

In addition, Abt Nu‘aym al-Isfahani (d. 1038) ascribes a similar statement to Ibn Mas‘td
with an entirely different chain of narrators: ““Abdullah ibn Mas‘ad said, ‘The Qur’an was truly
sent down on seven letters. There is no letter in it but has zahr and basn. Truly ‘Al ibn Abi Talib

has knowledge of zahir and batin’."%

Sulamt also reports from ‘Alf ibn Abi Talib a statement that speaks of the same four
aspects of the Qur’an and their interpretation. The entire chain of narrators is omitted from this

report:

‘Al ibn Ab1 Talib said, “There is no verse [in the Qur’an] but has four meanings
(ma‘ani): zahir, batin, hadd, and magla ‘/muttala ‘. Zahir is the recitation (tilawa); batin is
the understanding (fahm); kadd is the literal expression (‘ibara) and allusion (ishara), as
well as the judgments of lawful and unlawful; mazla ‘/muttala “ is [what God] intends the

servant [to do] with [the verse].”?*

In evaluating the versions of the hadith, the following points are worth considering.

Technical weaknesses in the version of the hadith on the authority of al-Hasan al-Basri raise

23 Abii Nu‘aym Ahmad ibn ‘Abdullah al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-awliya’ wa-tabagat al-asfiya’ (Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘ilmiyya, 2007), 1:105.

24 Sulami, Haqa'’iq al-tafsir, 1:22-23.
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some doubts about its reliability. The omission of a narrator at the level of the companions
makes the authenticity of the hadith questionable. In addition, ascription of the text not to the
Prophet but to al-Hasan al-Basr1 in the Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq reinforces doubts about its
authenticity. Regarding the Ibn Mas‘td version, there are ambiguities in the chains of narrators
and discrepancies in the text. The ‘Al1 ibn Ab1 Talib version is the weakest among the three
because it lacks the entire chain of narrators, besides the fact that it is not narrated as a hadith of
the Prophet.?® The major canonical hadith compilations include none of the three versions.
However, if we ignore the thorny issues about the narrators and the ambiguities in the text and
focus on the content narrated by the early authorities, such as ‘Abdullah ibn al-Mubarak, al-
Qasim ibn Sallam and ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani, and its wide dispersion in later sources, it is
tempting to not so easily disregard the hadith as unreliable. Some medieval and contemporary
hadith critics, such as Nir al-Din al-Haythami (d. 1405), Shu‘ayb al-Arna’at, and Husayn Asad,
take a favorable tone about the authenticity of some variants of the hadith transmitted on the
authority of Ibn Mas‘@id.?® That being said, the discussions regarding authenticity are of little
importance for the current study because the fact remains that the notions contained in the hadith
were in very early circulation in Islamic sources, and the Sufis employed them to reinforce their

idea of multilayered Qur’anic meaning.

25 Bowering, who questions the authenticity of ‘Ali’s authorship of this statement, suggests that “Sulami does in
fact quote Tustari, not ‘Ali.” See Gerhard Bowering, The Mystical Vision of Existence in Classical Islam: The
Qur’anic Hermeneutics of the Sufi Sahl at-Tustari (d. 283/896) (Berlin, New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1980), 140.

26 See Nur al-Din ‘Alf ibn AbT Bakr al-Haythami, Majma ‘ al-zawa’id wa-manba’ al-Fawa 'id (Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Arabi, 1982), 7:152; Tahawi, Sharh mushkil al-athar, 8:87, note: 1; Ibn Hibban, Sahih Ibn Hibban, 1:243, note:
1.
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Interpretations of the Hadith

It is possible to find many interpretations of the hadith in the sources, but here I will present
selected comments. The earliest comments we read in the sources show confusion among the
commentators regarding the notions mentioned in the hadith. They try to resolve ambiguities by
focusing on the literal meanings of the words in Arabic. For example, according to one comment
ascribed by al-Qasim ibn Sallam to al-Hasan al-Basri, zahr is the outward meaning (zahir) of the
Qur’an, and bayn is the secret meaning (sirr). Hadd is the passage (%arf) that contains knowledge
of goodness and evil (‘ilm al-khayr wa-l-sharr), while matla /muttala‘ pertains to religious
commands and prohibitions (al-amr wa-I-nahy).? In another report narrated by al-Qasim ibn
Sallam, al-Hasan al-Basr1 was asked about may/a * after he quoted the hadith. In his reply, he said,
“A group of people, who will practice it [fadd?], emerges” (yatlu ‘u gawmun ya ‘malin bih). As
seen, Hasan’s comments do not help much to resolve the uncertainty. Noting the peculiarity of
what Hasan said about mayla‘, Ibn Sallam associated the former’s comment with the following
statement attributed to ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘tid: “There is no letter or verse [in the Qur’an] but a
group of people have practiced it (‘amila bihd) or a group of people will practice it.”?® Therefore,
what seems to follow from Hasan’s explanation is that zadd denotes the actions learned from the
Qur’an, and may/a‘ indicates the putting into practice of those actions. Al-Qasim ibn Sallam
objects to this interpretation of Hasan, emphasizing that this usage of marla * is unknown in the

Arabic language. He renders the term matla /muttala“ as the “place where something comes

27 Harawi, Kitab Fada’il al-Qur’an, 98.

28 al-Qasim ibn Sallam al-Harawi, Gharib al-hadith (Haydarabad, al-Dakkan: Matba‘at Majlis Da’irat al-Ma‘arif al-
‘Uthmaniyya, 1964), 2:12. Mawardi presents Ibn Mas‘id’s statement as the explanation of zahr and bam.
Accordingly, what has been practiced is zahr, and what will be practiced is bam. See ‘All ibn Muhammad al-
Mawardi, al-Nukat wa-I-‘uyin: Tafsir al-Mawardr (Bayrit: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya: Mu’assasat al-Kutub al-
thaqafiyya, [1992]), 1:41.
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from” (ma’ta@). Thus, according to him, this word refers to the source (al-ma 'ta wa-1-mis ‘ad) of

the Qur’anic knowledge.?®

‘Abdullah ibn al-Mubarak notes that he heard some commentators on this hadith who
understood zahr as the apparent meaning (zahir) and basn as the hidden interpretation (tafsir
khaftyy). Muttala “ means an outcome of the examination of the Qur’anic text by people who will
continue to deduce different meanings generation after generation until the end of the world.
However, according to him, this method of interpretation is prohibited. Only the Prophetic
tradition (Sunna) can interpret the Qur’an. Taking this into account, by “hidden interpretation”
he seems to mean a connotation assigned to the text that is acquired through a narrated
interpretation, not through reasoning. 3 Tahawi also emphasizes the hidden aspect of
interpretation stating that zahr refers to the meaning that is disclosed (zahara) and basn to the

meaning that remains hidden (basana).®

According to another comment mentioned by al-Qasim ibn Sallam, zahr is the text of the
Qur’an (lafz), and bas is its interpretation (ta 'wil).®? Note that early scholars used the term
ta’'wil with the same meaning as tafsir, interpretation of the Qur’an based on narration. However,
what Ibn Sallam presents as the soundest interpretation of zahr and bagn is another opinion: In
Qur’anic stories of nations destroyed in the past, such as ‘Ad and Thamiid, descriptions of their

wrongdoings and punishment are zahr. The morals of the stories, namely the lessons the readers

29 Harawi, Gharib al-hadith, 2:12. Mawardi also mentions an anonymous explanation for matla /muttala‘“ that
evokes Ibn Sallam’s opinion: “For every ambiguous point in the laws (akkam), there is mustala‘ through which
knowledge of (laws) is attained and the aim of (laws) is understood.” See Mawardi, al-Nukat wa-I- ‘uyin, 1:42.

30 ‘Abdullah ibn al-Mubarak, Kitab al-zuhd wa-l-raga’iq, 23.
31 Tahawi, Sharh mushkil al-athar, 8:88.

32 Harawi, Gharib al-hadith, 2:13. Mawardi attributes the same comment to Jahiz (d. 869), the famous Mu‘tazilt
master of Arabic literature. See Mawardi, al-Nukat wa-I- ‘uyin, 1:41.
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get from these narratives, are ban.®® In this regard, Ibn Sallam relates zahr and bagn exclusively

to the Qur’anic narratives.

In respect to zahr and bagn, al-Harith al-Muhasibi (d. 857) thinks like the previous
commentators, saying that zahr is the verbal expression of the Qur’anic text (tilawa), and ban is
its interpretation (¢za 'wil). He understands 4#add as the last limit of understanding of the Qur’an.
Matla Imurtala“ thereby becomes “encroaching beyond the limit with excessiveness and
transgression.” 3 Therefore, Muhasibi, like ‘Abdullah ibn al-Mubarak, does not consider

mayla ‘/muttala “ to be something within the bounds of legitimate interpretation.

Sahl ibn ‘Abdullah al-TustarT (d. 896) also interprets the hadith of ZBHM, but does so
without stating that he is commenting on the hadith. The parallel between his interpretation and

the aforementioned explanation ascribed to ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib by Sulami is worth noting:

Every verse of the Qur’an has four senses: an outward (zakir) and an inward (batin), a
limit (khadd) and a point of transcendency (magla ). The outward sense is the recitation,
and the inward sense is the understanding (fahm) of the verse; the limit defines what is
lawful and unlawful, and the point of transcendency is the heart’s place of elevation
(ishraf) [from which it beholds] the intended meaning, as an understanding from God,
Mighty and Majestic is He (fighan min Allah ‘azza wa jalla). The outward knowledge [of
the Qur’an] is a knowledge [accessible to the] generality (‘amm); whereas the
understanding of its inner meaning and its intended meaning is [for] a select few
(khass).>®

Ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 923) agrees that zahr and basn embody the outward aspect of the

Qur’an, which appeared in its recitation (¢tilawa) and its interpretation (fa 'wil) (which was hidden

33 Ibid.
34 al-Harith ibn Asad al-Muhasibi, Fahm al-Qur’an wa-ma ‘anih (Bayrit: Dar al-Kindi, Dar al-Fikr, 1978), 328.

35 Sahl ibn ‘Abdullah al-Tustarl, Tafsir al-Tustart, trans. Annabel Keeler and Ali Keeler (Louisville, KY: Fons
Vitae; Amman, Jordan: Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought, 2011), 2.

80



before), respectively. Hadd is specific to the legal aspect of the verses, denoting religiously
lawful and unlawful things (kalal and haram). In connection with this interpretation of jadd,
muttala ‘ refers to the otherworldly reward and punishment that one will experience (yastali ‘u) in
the hereafter according to one’s compliance with or disobedience of religious law.® Therefore,
Tabar1 identifies only two levels of interpretation in this hadith. He associates the other two
notions with the legal content of the Qur’an and with the otherworldly consequences that follow

from this legal content.

Abi Hamid al-Ghazzali (d. 1111) cites the hadith several times in his famous laya’ and
Mishkat al-anwar when he defends esoteric exegesis. ¥ He does not provide a direct
interpretation of the hadith but he reveals that he understands zahr as exoteric interpretation
(tafsir) and basn as esoteric interpretation in his commentary on Q. 20:12, which recounts the
divine address to Moses: “Verily | am thy Lord! Therefore (in My presence) put off thy shoes!”
According to Ghazzali, Moses extrapolated two meanings from this divine command: the
removal of his shoes, which is the apparent meaning (zahir), and the renunciation of the both this
world and afterlife, which is the esoteric meaning (batin). Ghazzali criticizes both the literalists
and the esotericists, who obstinately insisted on an exclusive choice between apparent and
hidden meanings. However, the best path is to consider both types of meaning without ignoring
either of them, as Moses complied with both commands.® Ghazzal’s silence about sadd and

muttala * does not escape notice.

36 Tabari, Tafsir al-Tabart, 1:67.

37 For example, see Aba Hamid Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Ghazzali, Mishkat al-anwar (al-Qahira: al-Dar al-
Qawmiyya li-1-tiba‘a wa-l-nashr, 1964), 73; Abi Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazzali, lhya’ ‘ulim al-Din (Bayrat: Dar
al-Ma‘rifa, [19--7]), 1:289.

38 Ghazzali, Mishkat al-anwar, 73.
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Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi (d. 1234) also provides a discussion on the hadith in his
famous Kitab ‘Awarif al-ma‘arif. It seems that he renders zahr as tafsir (interpretation by
tradition) and basn as 7a'wil, in its sense of ascribing to the text one of the possible meanings
concurrent with the Qur’an and Prophetic tradition. Suhrawardi understands matla ‘/muttala “ as a
special knowledge granted by God. As the Sufi makes spiritual progress through asceticism and
the isolation of the heart from things other than God (ma siwa’ Allah), he attains this special
knowledge about each verse of the Qur’an. As long as the Sufi continues to engage in spiritual
practices, he keeps receiving new understandings about the verses. However, according to
Suhrawardi, mugtala“ is not restricted to the bestowal of confidential knowledge on the Sufi.
Another aspect of mutzala “ is the Sufi’s spiritual experience of witnessing (shuhiud) the One who
speaks (God) in each verse of the Qur’an. Since, as God’s speech, the Qur’an is one of the
attributes of God, manifestations (zajalli) from God consistently occur when one recites or listens
to the Qur’an. Suhrawardi draws on the following statement, which he ascribes to Ja“far al-Sadiq
(d. 765): “God manifests in His speech [the Qur’an] for His servants, but they do not see Him.”
“Muttala‘ is advancement,” Suhrawardi adds, “from the verbal form of speech (kalam) to
witnessing the Speaker (Mutakallim: God).” Hadd becomes, in this case, the border that

separates the speech from the Speaker.®

‘Ala al-Dawla al-Simnant (d. 1336) understands the four notions of the hadith as four
levels of meaning in the Qur’an and associates them with the four realms of existence. Jamal J.
Elias presents Simnani’s scheme as follows: “The exoteric dimension of the Qur’an [zahir]

relates to the Human Realm [nasiit], the esoteric level [barin] to the secrets of the Realm of

39 ‘Umar ibn Muhammad Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi, Kitab ‘Awarif al-ma‘arif (Bayrut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi,
1966), 25-26.
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Sovereignty [malakiit], the limit [kadd] of the Qur'an to the Realm of Omnipotence [jabarit],
and the point of ascent [muzala ‘] to the Realm of Divinity [/ahiit].” *° According to Simnan, the
method of interpretation differs according to the level. The exoteric dimension relies on the
external sense, whereas the esoteric dimension relies on inspiration. The limit is the dimension
where a qualified commentator presents his comments only with divine permission. The point of
ascent should not be subjected to commenting at all.*! Simnani seems to be influenced by Ibn al-

‘Arabi, who explained the hadith with the ontological levels a century ago, as we will see below.
Interpretation of the hadith in Akbart writers

In Akbari writings, we find interpretations of the hadith that are similar to those discussed above.
For example, ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani (d.1330), one of Ibn al-‘Arabr’s commentators,
mentions the hadith in the introduction to his Qur’anic commentary.*> He apparently adopts
SuhrawardT’s interpretation:

I understand that zahr refers to tafsir [interpretation by the apparent meaning] and basn to
ta’wil [interpretation by the hidden meaning]. Hadd means [the limit] where
understanding can reach regarding the meaning of the speech; muzala‘ is where to one
ascends from (the kadd) and experiences (yasrali‘) the witnessing (shuhiid) of the All-

knowing Sovereign (God).*

Like Suhrawardi, Qashani cites the statements attributed to Ja‘far al-Sadiq to reinforce his

interpretation. He obviously understands tza 'wil as interpretation by mystical knowledge (kashf),

40 Jamal J. Elias, The Throne Carrier of God: The Life and Thought of ‘Ala’ ad-Dawla as-Simnani (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1995), 108.

41 Ibid.
42 ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani, Tafsir Muhyt al-Din ibn al-‘Arabi (Egypt: Matba‘at Bilaq, 1283 [1867]), 3-4.
43 Ibid., 3-4.
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although it generally refers to interpretation by reason.** He emphasizes that he will pay attention
only to the barn and mugrala“ aspects in his commentary without discussing the zahr and sadd. In
this regard, his commentary appears as an example of a wholly esoteric exegesis of the Qur’an.
However, in Qashani’s commentary, the reader does not distinguish any difference between basn
and muzzala‘.

Dawud al-QaysarT (d. 1350 or 1351), Qashani’s student and another commentator on Ibn
al-*Arabi, asserts that zahr is what is understood from the outward form of the expression, and
basn is about understanding (fahm and figh). Hadd is the limit of understanding. It seems that
Qaysari considers #add as a limit for the exoteric people, not everyone, because he does not
assess mugrala® as a forbidden field for commentators, as Muhasibi does. Mugrala® is “what
proceeds from the complete unveiling (al-kashf al-ku//7) and the manifestations of divine names,
attributes and essence [available] for the notable saints.”* In this regard, Qaysari takes the hadith

as a description of the twofold dimensions of Qur’anic exegesis, exoteric and esoteric.

Although the interpretations of the hadith offered by Qashani and Qaysari among the
Akbari writers do not sound original, we see that Ibn al-‘Arabi assigns deeper meanings to the
hadith by associating it with the hierarchical ontological order he theorizes in regard to existence.
Hence, the most striking aspect of his interpretation is the parallelism he establishes between the

levels of Qur’anic meaning and existence:

There is not a thing but has external (zahir), internal (batin) [aspects], limit (kadd), and
transcendency (mugala®). Zahir is what you see as its physical form (siaratuh). Batin is

what you understand as something that sustains (yumsik) the physical form. Hadd is what

44 Pierre Lory, Les Commentaires ésotériques du Coran d’aprés ‘Abd ar-Razzaq al-Qashani (Paris: Les Deux
Oceans, 1980), 10-11.

45 Dawud ibn Mahmud al-Qaysari, Shark Taiyyat Ibn al-Farid al-kubra (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2004),
164.
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distinguishes (yumayyiz) it from others. And muzzala‘ is what makes you comprehend its

[reality] if you are able to unveil it (kashf). Whatever you do not unveil, you cannot

comprehend its muzrala‘.*®

The statement is unclear. Considering Ibn al-‘Arabi’s other comment on the hadith, to be
mentioned below, and Qunaw1’s and Fanari’s further explanations, it would not be wrong to
suggest that he means the correspondences of an existing thing in the other ontological realms. In
other words, the hadith is taken by Ibn al-*Arabi as pointing not only to the layers of meaning in
the Qur’an, but also to the stages of existence lined up between its origin and the physical world
in a way similar to the Neo-platonic concept of emanation. In this sense, muzrala‘, for example,
seems to refer to the realm of the divine names. Since everything is the appearance of the divine
names in the physical world, these names are, in fact, the essences or the realities of the physical

forms. Therefore, unveiling (kashf) is the ability to see the reality of appearances.

Ibn al-‘Arabi also classifies the saints (#ijal: lit. men) according to the quadripartite
system offered by the hadith. His classification is in line with the ontological system he bases on
the hadith, because to each category he ascribes a different disposal (tasarruf) of spiritual
authority in different realms. Accordingly, the “men of outside” (rijal al-zahir) have authority in
the visible world (‘@lam al-mulk wa-l-shahada); the “men of inside” (rijal al-batin) have
authority in the invisible world of spirits (‘alam al-ghayb wa-l-malakiit); the “men of the limit”
(rijal al-hadd) have authority in the interval world (‘alam al-barzakh wa-l-jabarit). As for the
“men of transcendency” (rijal al-muttala ), they are the greatest of all saints who have authority

in the realm of the divine names.*’ It seems lbn al-*Arabi categorizes the spiritual authority here

46 Muhyi al-Din Ibn al-‘Arabi, a/-Futihat al-Makkiyya (al-Jumhiariyya al-Yamaniyya: Wizarat al-Thaqafa, 2010),
12:281.

47 Tbn al-‘Arabi, al-Futiihat al-Makkiyya, 1:549-551.
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according to both ontological and epistemological levels. In other words, the men in a certain
category have an influence on the subjects of the related realm, while having knowledge about
that realm. For example, the spiritual influence (himma) of the rijal al-batin enables celestial
spirits (arwah al-kawakib) to descend. They can also discover esoteric secrets of the sacred
scriptures and know the language of the invisible world and the principles of the letters. The rijal
al-muyrala‘ excel all others in their influence on things because they are at the highest spiritual
level.®® They have the greatest authority among the saints for they are connected to the divine

names, which are the sources of everything.

According to Nasr Hamid Abt Zayd (d. 2010), a contemporary scholar of Qur’anic
studies, Ibn al-‘Arabi makes the hadith under discussion the foundation of his ontology by
imagining four distinct ontological levels: (1) zahir: the perceptible universe (‘alam al-shahada),
(2) batin: the unseen universe (‘alam al-ghayb), (3) hadd: the interval universe (‘alam al-
barzakh), and (4) muzzala‘: the universe of the divine names (‘@lam al-asma’).* It is true that Ion
al-*Arabi offered numerous versions of these hierarchical levels in his writings, and subsequent
scholars have made various attempts to provide their own variously named and numbered levels
following him. Thus, the subject of the “ontological levels,” known with the term “the divine

presences” (al-hadarat al-ilahiyya), has become one of the most famous teachings of the School

48 Ibid., 1:550-551.

49 Nasr Hamid Abt Zayd, Falsafat al-ta 'wil: Dirasa fi ta ' wil al-Qur’an ‘inda Muhyt al-Din Ibn ‘Arabi (Bayrit,
Lubnan: Dar al-Tanwir, 1993), 277.
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of Ibn al-*Arabi.®® The number of the levels is sometimes increased to five, six, or seven in the

AkbarT writings.>!

However, on what basis does Ibn al-‘Arabi use a hadith that announces the four aspects
of the Qur’an to define ontological levels? According to him, all existing things (mawyjidat) are
God’s words, just as the Qur’an is also His words. He associates this idea with the Qur’anic
concept of God’s (verbal) command: “Be!” (Kun!). God’s breath (nafas al-Rakman) is another
notion frequently used by Ibn al-‘Arabi to define all of existence as God’s words. Accordingly,
every existing thing appears as the result of God’s breath. Since Ibn al-‘Arabt takes all of
existence to be the words of God, he does not find it unsuitable to apply the hadith of ZBHM to
existence. As a result, he defines existence within the framework of a quadripartite system.
However, he does not develop an exegetical system based on the parallels between the hadith
and ontology or spirituality. Instead, Qiinawl and Fanari, as we will see in the following
chapters, attempted to present a coherent exegetical system that would use the hadith as a

practical tool to link ontology to spirituality.
Evaluation of the comments

Regarding the comments on the hadith of ZBHM, three observations can be made. First, all the
commentators understand the notions zahr and basn in a similar way; the former indicates the
literal rendering of the text, and the latter points to the meaning that is not apparent in the text,
but which can be deduced either through a narrated or a reasoned interpretation, or through

esoteric knowledge. ‘Al1 ibn Abi Talib, in Sulami’s report, and Sufi commentators, such as

50 William C. Chittick, “The Five Divine Presences: From Al-Qunawi to Al-Qaysari,” The Muslim World 72
(1982): 107.

51 Ibid., 107-128; Ahmed Avni Konuk, Fusisu'l-hikem Terciime ve Serhi (Istanbul: Marmara Universitesi Ilahiyat
Fakiiltesi Vakfi, 1999), 10.
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Tustari, Suhrawardi, and Qashani, seem to ascribe to basn the meaning of esoteric exegesis,
which is similarly represented in Sufi terminology. The other explanations of basn can simply be

stated as the usual interpretation of the text, a description acceptable to non-Sufi scholars.

Second, the hadith of ZBHM links zahr to basn and sadd to mag/a ‘muttala ‘, but none of
the versions of the hadith establishes a connection between the first and the second pairs.>?
Taking this detail into account, the aforementioned non-Sufi commentators emphasize the
obvious relevance between zahr and basn but do not treat the four notions as interrelated parts
that inform a fourfold exegetical theory. Conversely, this distinction between the two pairs does
not appear in the Sufis’ comments. For example, Muhasibt and Ghazzali cite the hadith as
follows: “For every verse of the Book of God, there are zahr, basn, hadd and matla Imuttala ‘>
TustarT and Sulam1 (through the statement he ascribes to ‘Al1) also present the four notions as the
four meanings of the Qur’anic verses without paying attention to the line of separation drawn by
the hadith between these notions. However, Muhasibi does not assign any significant place to
hadd and matla Imurtala “ because he discards this pair from his exegetical methodology by
defining the former as an indicator of the limit of understanding and the latter as an unlawful
attempt at interpretation. Although TustarT speaks of a fourfold sense, as Bowering observes, he
differentiates only a twofold meaning that is a literal and hidden sense in practice, and he
combines zahr and hadd on the one hand, and bam and marla Imuttala‘ on the other.%

According to Bowering, Ja‘far al-Sadiq and other Sufis who make mention of the four meanings

52 See Gerhard Bowering, The Mystical Vision, 140.
53 Muhasibi, Fahm al-Qur’an, 328; Ghazzali, Mishkat al-anwar, 73; Ghazzali, Thya’ ulim al-din, 1:289.

54 Bowering, The Mystical Vision, 141; Gerhard Béwering, “Scriptural Senses in Medieval Stfi Qur’an Exegesis,”
in With Reverence for the Word: Medieval Scriptural Exegesis in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, ed. Jane
Dammen McAuliffe, Barry D. Walfish, and Joseph W. Goering (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press,
2003), 352.
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in their Qur’anic exegesis also do not employ this fourfold pattern in their works. He states, “In
fact, there is not a single Qur’anic verse or keynote to which the fourfold pattern has been
applied in a rigorous fashion.”* Bowering’s conclusion may be true for the early Sufi
commentators, such as Ja‘far, Tustari, and Sulami, but FanarT significantly uses the notions of the

hadith and develops a fourfold system in his commentary, following Sadr al-Din al-Qtinawi.

Third, we observe a semantic evolution in the chronology of the interpretations of the
hadith. In the beginning, the hadith was understood as a simple description of the Qur’anic text
as having both apparent and non-apparent meanings. However, the non-apparent aspect did not
refer to exegesis by reason or by mystical knowledge. As we saw in ‘Abdullah ibn al-Mubarak’s
statement, the early scholars were worried about attempts to interpret the Qur’an that were not
founded on tradition. In later comments, fa 'wil emerged as the meaning of bagn. Sufis, of course,
understood ta 'wil as esoteric interpretation by mystical knowledge. Suhrawardi took a further
step by associating hadith with mystical experience of witnessing God through the Qur’anic text.
In Ibn al-‘Arab1’s writings, the hadith became the direct and concise expression of his thought,
probably because the words of the hadith sound favorable for Ibn al-‘Arabi, who adopted a

hierarchy of spirituality and of ontology between visible and invisible worlds.

55 Bowering, “Scriptural Senses,” 352.
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CHAPTER IV

[Divine speech] emanates from the level of the Real
(Haqgq) and reaches us as colored by the effect of
the five essential ontological presences.

Sadr al-Din al-Qiinaw1

NATURE OF DIVINE SPEECH (KALAM)

The nature of divine speech (kalam) was the subject of one of the most important debates on
Islamic theology that occupied the early centuries of Islamic history. Fanari discusses the subject
in the Mugaddima of the ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan, especially in the consecutive sections he reserves for the
concepts of wahy (revelation), inzal (the bringing down of the Qur’an) and i jaz al-Qur’an (the
miraculousness of the Qur’an). In these sections, Fanari’s primary concern is the ontology of
divine speech; he focuses on how it transforms into different forms. Thus, he makes an effort to
reinforce the idea that the Qur’an exists in a hierarchy of ontological stages. In this chapter, first
| summarize the opinions of the Islamic schools regarding divine speech because it is important
to know them to understand where Fanart stands. God’s speech as a theological problem is, of
course, a huge subject. Therefore, I will confine myself to raising some specific points that can
help us understand what Fanari is trying to do in his work. Then, I show how Fanari imagines
ontological levels in divine speech, in light of Qiinaw1, who also theorizes about similar levels in
existence. In their discussion, the hadith of ZBHM plays a central role. I also discuss how Fanari
supports the idea of ontological levels in divine speech when explaining the Qur’anic concepts of

wahy, inzal, and i jaz.

90



Divine Speech in Islamic Schools

There are many verses in the Qur’an that state that God spoke to his creatures, including human
prophets. Most of these verses can be interpreted as not necessarily indicating a direct
conversation, but some of them, such as Q. 4:164% and Q. 7:143,2 have been understood as
explicitly stating that God spoke directly to Moses; however, how this address was realized has
been interpreted differently. Q. 42:513 also takes on specific importance, explaining how God
speaks to humans. Muslim theological schools differed in their understandings of the nature of
divine speech during the early centuries of Islamic history. Whether or not God’s speech was an
eternal divine attribute and, if it was accepted as such, how it manifested in the limited transient
world were topics at the center of the debates. The problem of heavenly and earthly forms of the

Qur’an, related to the problem of divine speech, was also discussed.*

Ja‘d b. Dirham (ex. 743) and Jahm b. Safwan (ex. 746) appear in the sources as the first
notable theologians who systematically tried to propagate the idea of the createdness of the

Qur’an (khalq al-Qur’an).’ It is reported that Jahm denied that God actually spoke, claiming that

1 “Of some messengers We have already told thee the story; of others We have not; and to Moses Allah spoke direct
[Wa-kallama Allah Miisa taklima].”

2 “When Moses came to the place appointed by Us, and his Lord addressed him [Kallamahii Rabbuhii]...”

3 “It is not fitting for a man that Allah should speak to him except by inspiration [waay], or from behind a veil, or by
the sending of a messenger to reveal, with Allah’s permission, what Allah wills: for He is Most High, Most Wise.”

4 For the summary of the opinions of the Islamic theological schools on the divine speech, see Arthur S. Tritton,
“The Speech of God,” Studia Islamica 36 (1972): 5-22; Louis Gardet, “Kalam,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2d ed.
Brill Online. [www.brillonline.com]; Margaretha T. Heemskerk, “Speech,” in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an.
[www.brillonline.com]. For a detailed analysis of the theological debates on divine speech and the Qur’an, see Harry
Austryn Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976), 235-303.

5 We read the ideas attributed to Jahm and his alleged theological school, called Jahmiyya, from works by
traditionalist opponents, such as Ahmad ibn Hanbal’s al-Radd ‘ala al-Zanadiga wa-1-Jahmiyya and Darim1’s Kitab
al-Radd ‘ala al-Jahmiyya, and by the Sunni theologians, such as Ash‘ari’s Magalat and al-Ibana. On Jahm b.
Safwan, see Montgomery Watt, “Djahm b. Safwan,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2d ed. Brill Online
[www.brillonline.com]. For Jahmiyya, see Montgomery Watt, “Djahmiyya,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2d ed. Brill
Online [www.brillonline.com]. For a discussion of the ideas attributed to Jahm, see Wilferd Madelung, “The Origins
of the Controversy Concerning the Creation of the Qur’an,” in Religious Schools and Sects in Medieval Islam
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He communicated through the sound He created outside Himself. God communicated to Moses
in this way by creating the sound of talk.® The motivation of the doctrine presented by Jahm is
obvious, according to Madelung: “God, being different from his creation in every respect, cannot
be described with any of the attributes that apply to man.”” The Jahmiyya was portrayed in the
sources as a theological group that denied the existence of eternal divine attributes, including

speech.®

The Mu‘tazilites also denied the existence of an eternal attribute of speech subsisting in
God and believed that God speaks by creating speech outside.® The Mu‘tazilites’ assertions
regarding the createdness of the Qur’an was due to their primary doctrine of negation of the
“eternal divine attributes of the Essence.”'? They insisted on denying such eternal attributes in
order to rule out the conclusion that there are multiple eternal entities besides God’s essence,
which would damage the most important Islamic teaching, which is the unity of God (tawhid).
Mu‘tazilite theologians tried to explain God’s qualities and acts without approving the existence
of any distinct attribute in Him; they said, “God is knowing, powerful, living through Himself

(bi-nafsihi), and not through a knowledge, a power and a life.”*! This principle results in a denial

(London: Variorum Reprints, 1985); Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 264-267.
6 Madelung, “The Origins.”

7 Ibid. According to Wolfson, the early theological debates on the divine attributes among Muslims were caused by
the controversy between Muslims and Christians over the Trinity doctrine. See: Wolfson, The Philosophy of the
Kalam, 235-244.

8 Watt, “Djahmiyya.”

9 Ash‘arT reports many opinions attributed to the Mu‘tazili theologians. According to these reports, all the
theologians of this school agree on the createdness of the divine speech but disagree on the details. See Abu al-
Hasan ‘Al1 ibn Isma‘ll al-Ash‘ari, Kitab Magqgalat al-Islamiyyin wa-ikhtilaf al-musallin (Visbadin: Dar al-Nashr
Franz Shtaynir, 1963), 191-194.

10 For brief explanations of the Mu‘tazila’s theses, see Daniel Gimaret, “Mu‘tazila,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2d
ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com].

11 Ibid.
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of divine speech as an eternal attribute and an acceptance of the view that the Qur’an had been
created.'? According to al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1025), the great Mu‘tazili theologian,® speech
is one of God’s acts that God generates not in Himself, but outside. Since it is generated and not
subsisting with God, it is not eternal. Spoken words or written text are “not speech, but only a
sign of speech once spoken.”'* Thus, God communicates through speech He creates in an earthly

substrate, as it occurred when God spoke to Moses from the burning bush.*®

Early traditionalist ‘ulama’ and traditionists (muhaddithiin) were opposed to these ideas
declared by the Mu‘tazila and the so-called Jahmiyya. Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 855), who rigorously
refused the Jahmite and Mu‘tazilite theses and wrote refutations against them, was the champion
of the traditionalist opposition.'® Madelung argues that the traditionalist view evolved over
time.'” In the beginning, they denied the view that the Qur’an was created, but they did not

generally mention the eternity of the Qur’an.'® Some placed the Qur’an between God and

12 This teaching became the official policy during the reign of the Abbasid caliph al-Ma’miin (r. 813-833) and was
applied by his two successors. During this period, called the Miina (inquisition, trial or persecution), scholars were
tested and forced to accept the doctrine of the “created Qur’an.” See: Martin Hinds, “Mihna,” in Encyclopaedia of
Islam. 2d ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com].

13 For an extensive survey and detailed analysis of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s speculative theology, see J.R.T.M. Peters,
God’s Created Speech: A Study in the Speculative Theology of the Mu ‘tazili Qddi 1-Qudat Abl I-Hasan ‘Abd al-
Jabbar bn Ahmad al-Hamaddni (Leiden: Brill, 1976).

14 Ibid., 417. Another theological sect known as the Karramiyya also believed that the attribute of speech is not
eternal but, unlike the Mu‘tazila, they held that God produces the speech within Himself. See Gardet, “Kalam.”
They affirmed the idea that God is subject to uneternal accidents, including willing and speaking. See Clifford E.
Bosworth, “Karramiyya,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2d ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com].

15 Josef Van Ess, “Verbal Inspiration?” in The Qur’an as Text, ed. Stefan Wild (Leiden; New York: E.J. Brill,
1996), 181.

16 Ahmad ibn Hanbal was portrayed in the Sunni sources as one of the scholars who resisted the official order to
accept the doctrine of the creation of the Qur’an during the Mihna period. He was imprisoned due to his refusal. See
Henri Laoust, “Ahmad ibn Hanbal,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2d ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com].

17 Madelung states, “The traditional denial that the Koran was created, rather than spoken, by God thus was turned
into a positive thesis, that of the eternity of the Koran.” Madelung, “The Origins.”

18 The traditionalist position regarding the eternity of the Qur’an during the pro-Mihna period is ambiguous.
Opinions both affirming and denying the eternity of the Qur’an are reported in the sources. See Madelung, “The
Origins.”
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creation by declaring that the Qur’an was neither the Creator nor creation. However, the
traditional standpoint turned, in time, into the adoption of the doctrine of “eternal speech” and
the “uncreated Qur’an.”!® That the early discussions about the nature of the Qur’an referred
neither to the Lawh makfiiz (the preserved tablet) nor the Umm al-kitab (the heavenly Scripture)
supports this thesis. Although what Ahmad b. Hanbal thought about the uncreatedness of the
pronunciation of the Qur’an is not clear, as contradictory statements were attributed to him, his
followers became certain that the Prophet received “verbal inspiration”; namely, the exact words
of God came down on him.?° They went even further, saying the pronunciation (lafz) of the
Qur’an is uncreated.?* Thus the Hanbalis saw no problem maintaining that God’s eternal speech
is composite in nature, containing words and sound,?? in spite of the Sunni theologians, who
required that the speech be simple and indivisible. Later, the Hanbali Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328)
argued that divine speech was directed by the divine will, so that God spoke whenever He
wanted to speak and in whatever language He wanted to use.?® According to him, the Arabic
expression of the Qur’an is the exact words of God when recited, but the voice belongs to the
reciter and is created. It is heresy to deny that God speaks using words and sound. Ibn Taymiyya
emphasizes that affirming the uncreatedness of the Qur’an does not mean accepting its eternity.

In other words, since God spoke the Qur’an, it is not created; however, it is not eternal either,

19 Ibid.

20 Ess, “Verbal Inspiration?”, 183. Wolfson calls this view the “inlibration” of pre-existent divine speech, drawing
an analogy to the Christian controversy over the beliefs of Christ’s incarnation and His two natures, man and divine.
See Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 246.

21 Ess, “Verbal Inspiration?”, 184.
22 Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 248-254.

23 For a summary of Ibn Taymiyya’s thoughts regarding divine speech, see Tritton, “The Speech of God.” For an
analysis of them, see Henri Laoust, Essai sur les doctrines sociales et politiques de Taki-d-Din Ahmad B. Taimiya,
(Cairo: 1939); Madelung, “The Origins.”
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because it was spoken in time.?* As regards the last detail, Ibn Taymiyya seems to try to solve
the problem of accepting the eternity of composite things such as words or sound, which is a

widespread criticism raised against the Hanbalis.?®

Sunni theologians generally position themselves between the Mu‘tazila and the Hanbalis
by affirming two forms of God’s speech: one is eternal and the other is the created expression of
eternal speech. They use various terms to denote the eternal heavenly form, such as al-ma ‘na
qaim bi-1-Dhat (the entity that subsists with God’s essence), al-kalam al-gadim (the eternal
speech), al-Qur’an al-gadim (the eternal Qur’an), and al-kalam al-nafst (the inner speech). In
this way, they go counter to the Mu‘tazila, which disapproves of the existence of any eternal
entity besides God’s essence. ‘Abdullah ibn Kullab (d. 854), who is considered a forerunner of
Ash‘ari, describes God’s speech as His divine attribute, which inheres in Him, one, simple and
indivisible.?® Subsequent Sunni theologians agree with him on this description of the speech as a
divine attribute. They also distinguish themselves from the Hanbali standpoint by accepting the
expression of the Qur’an as created. Ibn Kullab taught that the text of the Qur’an is not uncreated
like its heavenly prototype, “rather it is only an expression ( ‘ibara) of God’s speech, its created

phonetical form.”?” Like Ibn Kullab, prominent Maturidi and Ash‘ari scholars such as Abii al-

24 Madelung, “The Origins.”

25 For example, Taftazani states in his commentary on al- ‘Agaid al-Nasafiyya, “It should not be said that the Qur’an
(the book) is uncreated in order not to call to mind that (the book) formed by sound and words is eternal, just as the
Hanbalis assert because of their ignorance or obstinacy.” Mas‘Qd ibn ‘Umar al-Taftazani, Sharh al-‘Aqa’id al-
Nasafiyya fi usil al-din wa- ‘ilm al-kalam (Dimashq: Wizarat al-Thaqafa wa-1-Irshad al-Qawmi, 1974), 56.

26 Tritton, “The Speech of God.” For an analysis of the statements attributed to Ibn Kullab, see Wolfson, The
Philosophy of the Kalam, 248-251.

27 Ess, “Verbal Inspiration?”, 182.
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Yusr al-Bazdawi (d. 1100), Abii Muti® Makhal al-Nasafi (d. 930), and Abt Hamid al-Ghazzali

(d. 1111) did not affirm the uncreatedness of expression (lafz).?

The idea of the pre-existence of the Qur’an before the Creation, on which Muslims have a
consensus, is based on several verses from the Qur’an. Q. 56:77-78 states, “This is indeed a
Qur’an Most Honorable, in Book well-guarded (Kitab maknin).” Q. 43:3-4 states, “We have
made it a Qur’an in Arabic, that ye may be able to understand (and learn wisdom). And verily, it
is in the Mother of the Book (Umm al-Kitab), in Our Presence, high (in dignity), full of
wisdom.” “The well-guarded Book™ and “the Mother of the Book” have generally been called
the Law/ mahfiiz in the Islamic religious vocabulary, which is also mentioned in the Qur’an,
85:22: “Nay, this is a Glorious Qur’an, (Inscribed) in a Tablet Preserved (Law/ makfiiz)!” The
Preserved Tablet is believed to have contained the pre-existing heavenly copy of the Qur’an and

the record of all the divine predestinations. Some hadiths describe the Tablet as creation.?®

There are different opinions on whether the pre-existent heavenly copy of the Qur’an in
the Law# is created or uncreated. Generally, the Hanbalis and their followers among the Sunni
theologians believe in its uncreatedness. However, the belief that God created His speech on the
Lawh makfiiz seems to be a prevalent idea among the Mu‘tazili theologians.®® Ash‘ari attributes

the idea of the created Qur’an in the Law/h to Ja‘far b. Harb (d. 850), Ja‘far b. Mubashshir (d.

28 Ibid., 185. Wolfson shows that Ash‘ar’’s opinion regarding the eternity of the expressions of the Qur’an is
ambiguous. According to his statements in al-/bana, Ash‘ar appears to have thought like Ibn Hanbal on this issue.
However, according to the statements attributed to him by Shahrastani, Ash‘ari sounds just like Ibn Kullab.
Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 254-257.

29 For the Lawh mahfiiz, see Arent J. Wensinck and Clifford E. Bosworth, “Lawh,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2d
ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com]. Wolfson argues that the belief in a pre-existent but created Qur’an was
revised to a belief in the pre-existent uncreated Qur’an. He assumes that the pre-existent created Qur’an was
modeled after the Jewish belief in the pre-existent created Torah. He also assumes that this early version of the
Muslim view was not initially considered heretical. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 238-241 and 264-265.

30 Some of them, such as Abi Ishaq al-Nazzam (d. 835-845) and Mu‘ammar ibn ‘Abbad (d. 830), are reported to
have believed that God created His word outside the Lawh. See Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 274-278.
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848-9), and Abii al-Hudhayl al-*Allaf (d. ca. 841), early leading theologians.®! Later Mu‘tazili
scholars such as al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar®? and Mahmiid b. ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144)% also
adopted the same idea. The Sunni theologians are generally silent about the eternity of the pre-
existent Qur’an in the Lawh,3 but Abi al-Yusr al-Bazdawi, a prominent Maturidi mutakallim,
concludes that the text of the Qur’an is an expression of the eternal divine speech “created” by
God in the Lawh mahfiiz, or in the Angel.® Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209), the celebrated
theologian from the Ash‘ariyya, also accepts the idea that God communicates his will by creating
“sound” in a locus outside Himself or by writing in the Lawh.% In this sense, the Sunni
theologians from the Schools of Ash‘ariyya and Maturidiyya come closer to the Mu‘tazila by
accepting the idea that God creates something to express His speech outside, although they

depart from them by affirming the existence of eternal divine attribute of speech.

All of these assertions regarding divine speech resulted in different understandings of

how Qur’anic revelation was sent down. The Qur’an uses the term inzal in many verses to denote

31 Ash‘ari, Kitab Magalat, 597-600.

32 Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar uses the consensus of Muslims regarding the existence of the heavenly form of the Qur’an in
the Law/ to justify the Mu‘tazili doctrine of the creation of the Qur’an. See ‘Abd al-Jabbar ibn Ahmad al-
Asadabadi, al-Muhit bi-I-taklif ([al-Qahira]: al-Dar al-Misriyya li-l-ta’lif wa-I-tarjama, 1965), 324-325. See also
Peters, God’s Created Speech, 394.

33 Zamakhsharf states, “[God speaks] by creating the speech that sounds in some physical objects or He creates it as
a writing in the Law/.” See Mahmiid ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari, a/-Kashshaf ‘an haqa’iq ghawamid al-tanzil wa-
‘uyian al-aqawil fi wujith al-ta 'wil, (al-Riyad: Maktabat al-‘Ubaykan, 1998), 2:501.

34 Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 288.
35 Abt al-Yusr Muhammad al-Bazdawi, Usi/ al-Din (al-Qahira: al-Maktabat al-Azhariyya li-I-turath: 2003), 68.

36 Razi mentions three possibilities when he explains how the Angel seizes the eternal speech of God: (1) God
creates the abilities of “hearing” (sam‘) and “verbalizing” (‘ibara) in the Angel; (2) God creates a writing that
expresses the speech in the Lawj, so that the Angel reads and memorizes it; or (3) God creates a sound that
expresses speech in certain physical objects, so that the Angel grasps it. See Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-
Razi, Mafatih al-ghayb (Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2000), 2:30. In addition, see Fakhr al-Din Muhammad
ibn ‘Umar al-Razi, Asas al-taqdis (Misr: Matba‘at Kurdistan al-‘ilmiyya, 1328 [1910]), 130. Goldziher, who argues
that the Mu’tazila influenced Razi in certain respects, presents this as an example for his argument. See Ignac
Goldziher, “Aus Der Theologie Des Fachr Al-Din Al-Razi,” Der Islam: Zeitschrift Fir Geschichte Und Kultur Des
Islamischen Orients 3 (1912): 213.
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the descension of revelation.®” Two verses among them shaped the Sunni understanding
regarding the phases of inzal: Q. 2:185 states that the Qur’an was sent down (unzila) in the
month of Ramadan. Q. 97:1 specifies the day when the Qur’an was revealed, saying, “We have
indeed revealed this (Message) in the Night of Power (Laylat al-Qadr).” Having consensus on
the fact that the Night of Power is in the month of Ramadan,®® Muslims have generally taken
these two verses to refer to the same reality. However, scholars presented different opinions on
how this inzal came true at this specific time. Badr al-Din al-Zarkashi (d. 1392) summarizes the
ideas in his famous al-Burhan fi ‘ulum al-Qur’an, according to which the majority of Sunni
scholars believe that the Qur’an was first sent down to the worldly heaven (Sama’ al-dunya)
entire in the Laylat al-Qadr, and then its smaller portions were revealed to the Prophet during the
twenty odd years of his prophethood. Others assert that once a year during the twenty odd years,
a part of the Qur’an was sent down to the worldly heaven in the Laylat al-Qadr. During each
year, smaller parts of that yearly Qur’anic share were revealed to the Prophet, as required by the
occasion. In addition, other scholars think that revelation was initiated in the Laylat al-Qadr and

then continued to come down sporadically.®

Another part of the problem is how the revelation was transferred to the Prophet, either
from the Law/ makfiiz or from the worldly heaven. What is clear from the Qur’anic exposition is
that the Angel functioned as an intermediary conveying the divine revelation, and the whole

Muslim umma accepts the agency of the Angel in the process. According to the Mu‘tazila, the

37 For the semantic analysis of the terms inzal, nuzial and tanzil, see: Stefan Wild, “We Have Sent Down to Thee the
Book with the Truth: Spatial and Temporal Implications of the Qur’anic Concepts of Nuzil, Tanzil, and Inzal,” in
The Qur’an as Text, ed. Stefan Wild, (Leiden; New York: E.J. Brill, 199), 137-153.

38 The Qur’an is silent about what night the Laylat al-Qadr is but there are hadiths telling that it is found in the
Month of Ramadan.

39 Badr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Abdullah al-Zarkashi, al-Burhan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an ([al-Qahira]: Dar Ihya’ al-
kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 1957-1958), 1:228-229.
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word that the Angel conveyed was “created in him during the act of revelation.”*® However,
Sunni scholars hold different opinions, which Zarkashi and Suyiiti (d. 1505) summarize as
follows:*! (1) The Angel Gabriel brought down both the meaning (ma ‘na) and the words. This
means that he carried the pre-existent form (ma ‘na) that is equivalent to the actual words of the
Qur’an. According to this scenario, the Angel simply memorized the Qur’an from the Lawh
mahkfiiz and delivered it to the Prophet; (2) The Angel received only the ma ‘na, and knowing
what it corresponded to in the Arabic language, verbalized this meaning in Arabic and conveyed
it to the Prophet; (3) The Angel delivered only the ma ‘na, and the Prophet verbalized it in

Arabic.

The first opinion, to the effect that what came into existence in the Law# is identical to
what the Prophet recited as the Qur’an, refers to the Hanbali view that the Angel brought down
God’s exact words. In this sense, the reciter pronounced exactly what God pronounced in
eternity. The Ash’ar followers of Ibn Kullab adopt the second opinion*? and the same view is
attributed to Maturidi who asserts that “God gave His commands to Gabriel in mental speech and
he passed them on to Muhammad in Arabic.”*® The third opinion is found in the view that
belongs to Ibn Kullab, who is said to have believed that the expressions of the Qur’an were
created by the recital. ** Najm al-Din al-Nasafi (d. 1142) from the Maturidiyya and his

commentator, Mas‘@id b. ‘Umar Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazani (d. 1390) also agree with this view.*®

40 Ess, “Verbal Inspiration?”, 181.

41 Zarkashi, al-Burhan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an, 1:229-230; Suyuti, al-Itgan fi ‘uliam al-Qur’an, 1:157-158.
42 Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 290.

43 Tritton, “The Speech of God.”

44 Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, 249-250.

45 Ibid., 290.
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The second and the third opinions can be understood as suggesting that wording of the Qur’an
belongs to either the Angel or the Prophet, but I think their primary aim is to emphasize the
difference between the forms of divine speech, one in the Law/ and one after it, because the
Angel and the Prophet are depicted here as “mediators,” converting the meaning into the words

rather than freely producing the words.

The idea of the Prophet’s receiving a revelation in the form of a “non-verbalized entity”
carried by an Angel, who is a “non-human spiritual being,” also raises another problem: How is
it possible for a human prophet to encounter an angel to receive something alien to human

nature? Some suggest the following solution:

[In the process of] coming down [of the revelation] are there two ways: First, the Prophet
is stripped of his human form, [acquires] an angelic form and receives [the revelation]
from Gabriel. Second, the Angel transforms into a human form [when conveying the

revelation] and the Prophet receives. The first way is more difficult [on the Prophet].*®
Divine Speech in Fanart

Fanar1 was evidently well acquainted with the medieval thinking regarding divine speech
discussed above, as we find many references to it in the ‘Ayn. It is also obvious that he followed
QunawT’s view on the subject, explaining the process of revelation as a gradual manifestation of
God through the divine name Mutakallim (Speaker). Ibn al-‘Arabi extensively talks about the
ontological levels of existence (maratib al-wujiid) in his works, but he does not present a
systematic doctrine. Chittick asserts that Qunaw1 is the first Akbarian writer to systematize the

ontological levels.*’ In his system, there are “five presences”: divine, spiritual, imaginal, sensory,

46 Zarkashi, al-Burhan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an, 1:229. Suyuti, al-Itqan fi ‘uliam al-Qur’an, 1:156.

47 William C. Chittick, “The five divine presences: From al-Qtnawi to al-Qaysari,” The Muslim World 72 (1982):
109.
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and all-comprehensive human levels.*® Qiinawi imagines similar ontological levels in the divine
speech, drawing on the hadith of ZBHM. As we discussed earlier in Chapter 2, Ibn al-‘Arabi
uses the hadith of ZBHM to express his ideas regarding the ontology of existence, but neither
links it to the ontological levels of divine speech nor develops an exegetical system for the
notions mentioned in the hadith. These two tasks fell to Qunawi. Fanari provides a further
explanation of Qunawi, with obvious efforts to situate the latter’s philosophical-sounding ideas
in mainstream Islamic scholarship. Therefore, Fanari’s originality lies in the fact that he

discusses the subject in the context of the ‘ulizm al-Qur’an (the Qur’anic sciences).
The hadith of ZBHM and the ontology of divine speech

Qunaw1 presents the systematic view of the Akbariyya on divine speech and its revelation in his
1'jaz al-bayan, a partial Qur’anic commentary on the al-Fatiha chapter. As a matter of fact, the
most outstanding feature of the /%az al-bayan is that the commentary is centered on the
ontological theories of the school and especially on the five ontological levels (al-kadarat al-

khams). He explicitly states,

As one of the primary comprehensive divine attributes, which encapsulate all the levels
of clarity (maratib al-idah wa-l-ifsah), divine speech emanates (sadara) from the
presence of the Real (Haqq) and reaches us as colored (munsabighan) by the effect
(hukm) of the five essential presences (al-hadarat al-khams al-asliyya) [i.e., it traverses

the five ontological levels].*°

Qunawi then explains these levels through the notions of the hadith of ZBHM. Zahr represents

the furthest point in the manifestation (zuhir) of divine speech, which corresponds to sensible

48 Ibid., 115.

49 Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Qunawi, [ jaz al-bayan fi ta’wil Umm al-Qur’an, ed. ‘Ata, ‘Abd al-Qadir
Ahmad, ([al-Qahira]: Dar al-Kutub al-haditha [1969]), 377-378.
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forms (al-suwar al-mahksisa) in existence. He seems to mean that zahr is the physical form of
divine speech that we call the Qur’an. Divine speech also has another and deeper form that
resembles heavenly spirits (al-arwah al-qudsiyya), which are hidden from the eyes. Qiinawi
understands bagn as indicating this level. Hadd is the intervening level, both between zahr and
basn and between basn and may/a /mugtala’. Tt pertains to the intervening world (‘a@lam al-
mithal), which distinguishes between the visible and invisible worlds. Matla /muttala “ refers to
the level in which the other three levels have their origin. This is the level of the divine names,°
because the names are the essence of everything. According to Quinaw, all these levels, in fact,
are stages where the divine attribute of speech (kalam) and the divine name of the Speaker
(Mutakallim) manifest. In other words, these levels are different forms of the same reality.
Qunawt also coins another word inspired by the hadith to include this ultimate reality and to
culminate number of the ontological levels: ma ba‘da al-muttala‘ (what is beyond
transcendency).®® This refers to the attribute of divine speech, which is beyond the divine names.
Qunawi understands this divine speech as having no being apart from the divine essence (dhat),
which means that the divine attribute of kalam is the same, in a sense, as the essence.® Fanari
explains the term ma ba‘da al-muttala‘ as pertinent to the first manifestation of the divine
essence.>® Considering what QiinawT and Fanari said together, we can conclude that ma ba ‘da al-
muytala“ refers to the first ontological level that differentiated from the essence, not to the
absolute divine oneness. As a matter of fact, the absolute oneness is not the subject of human

knowledge in AkbarT metaphysics.

50 Ibid., 378.
51 Ibid., 498.
52 Ibid., 378.
53 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 10.
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In another place, Qiinaw1 again mentions the stages that divine speech passes through.
Here, we notice three stages: (a) divine essence, called ghayb (unknown), (b) divine knowledge
(the “level of divine names,” or “the Cloud,” or “the divine breath™), (c) and the one who is

spoken to.

Since all manifestations of names, attributes and others, are veils on their reality (‘asl),
which neither manifests nor becomes distinguishable except by means of a determiner
(mu ‘ayyin), speech (kalam) as an attribute is also a veil on the Speaker (Mutakallim) with
regard to that it is an outcome (nisbat) of His divine knowledge ( ilmihi al-dhati). Speech
attributed to God is the divine manifestation (tajalli) from His unknown [realm]
(ghaybihi), then from the presence of the divine knowledge in the Cloud (‘ama’), which
is the breath of All-Compassionate (al-nafas al-Razmani) and the station (manzil) where
other levels and realities appear (ta‘ayyun). The effect (hukm) of this manifestation
appears through the [divine] deliberate inclination (al-tawajjuh al-iradr) to creating (ijad)
or speaking (khizab)... then the aforementioned effect passes from the aforesaid station of
the breath of God which is the level of divine names to the one spoken to (mukharab) by

means of a deliberate assigning and a natural ability of receiving.>*

Thus, the Qur’an emerges from the divine attribute of speech (kalam) and follows from the
divine name, Speaker (Mutakallim), just as all existence unfolds from God’s names and
attributes. However, this process is initiated by God’s deliberate action, which is an inclination
(tawajjuh) that is willed (iradi) rather than an action without cause or reason. It seems that, with
this detail, Qinawi hopes to avoid falling into the position of the philosophers who see existence
as a causeless overflowing of the Divine. As a result, the words of the Qur’an we recite are only

the manifestation of divine speech at the level of the perceptible world.>®

54 Qunawni, / jaz al-bayan, 178.
55 Ibid., 104.

103



The problem of divine speech/human language

Fanari contributes to the subject by commenting on Qunawi and quoting and discussing the
opinions of other non-Sufi classical authorities, such as Baghawi (d. 1117), Zamakhshart (d.
1144), al-Qadi ‘Iyad (d. 1149), Baydawi (d. 1286), etc. It is notable that he tries to find a ground
where he can position the AkbarT theory of Qur’anic ontology within the mainstream of Sunni
theology. This intention is obvious, for example, in his discussion of wahy (revelation) in the

‘Ayn.

Fanarf first cites Zamakhshari’s comments on Q. 42:51, the verse that explains the means
of communication God uses with humans, saying, “It is not fitting for a man that Allah should
speak to him except by inspiration [wahy], or from behind a veil, or by the sending of a
messenger to reveal, with Allah’s permission, what Allah wills: for He is Most High, Most
Wise.” ZamakhsharT discerns from the verse three sorts of divine communication: (a) Wahy, (b)
speaking from behind a veil (min wara’ hijab), and (c) sending the message via messengers
(irsal al-rasil).>® Defining wahy as “secret speech done abruptly” (kalam khafiyy fi sur‘a),>’ he
understands this first type as “the inspiration (i/kam) and putting [something] in the heart [when
awake] or when sleeping as He (God) inspired Moses’ mother and Abraham to sacrifice his
child.”®® The second type (i.e., min wara’ hijab) means that God “makes His speech heard by

creating it [emphasis is mine] in some objects without that the hearer sees the speaker; for (God)

56 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 5:421.

57 Sur‘a seems to mean an untimeless transfer or occurrence of revelation. Khafiyy also seems to imply that
inspiration occurs without an intermediary, such as sounds or words. Fanari agrees with this definition of wahy,
which was mentioned by ZamakhsharT and repeated by Baydaw.

58 Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 5:421.
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Himself cannot be seen.”®® This resembles a king speaking from behind a curtain, whose voice is
heard but whose body is not seen. In this way, God speaks to the angels and spoke to Moses. The
third way (i.e., irsal al-rasil) is God’s communicating His message by sending an angel; divine
revelation came to all the prophets in this way, expect Moses’ direct conversation with God.
“Sending messengers” may also mean that God appoints prophets among the people, who will
speak to them in their own language. So the first interpretation of irsal al-rasil speaks of God’s
inspiration to the prophets by the agency of the angel; the second interpretation is that God

speaks to humanity through the mouths of prophets.®°

There are two important details in Zamakhshari’s comment. First, he asserts that God
creates sound when He speaks directly, as in the burning bush story told in the Scriptures.
Second, he takes the Qur’anic expression “behind a veil” as proof of the impossibility of God’s
being seen. He reinforces the idea of God’s invisibility through several narratives, which clearly
state that neither Moses nor Muhammad saw God.®* Thus, following the school he is affiliated
with, the Mu‘tazila, Zamakhshari disconfirms two beliefs here: “God can be seen” and “God’s

actual voice can be heard.”

Fanari criticizes Zamakhshari, who, in his opinion, understates the experience of Moses
told in the Qur’an. According to Fanari, what Moses heard was God’s voice (al-muhtaf bih: an
address through calling out with the voice), not something created.®? The idea that “God’s eternal

speech can be heard” is attributed to the Ash‘ariyya.®® However, Abii Mansiir al-Maturidi (d.

59 Ibid.

60 Ibid.

61 Ibid., 5:421-422.

62 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 44.

63 Tritton, “The Speech of God.”
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944) denies the audibility of God’s speech, a point on which Fakhr al-Din Razi agrees.®* That
Fanari runs up against Maturidi on this particular issue, although he is a Hanafi, shows that he
selects opinions from among the schools in accordance with his AkbarT priorities. In addition, his

opposition to Razi casts doubt on the claim that he is a follower of the Razian School.

But why does Fanari so persistently object to the assertion that the divine voice Moses
heard (or the divine revelation the prophets received, in a more general sense) was only the
“sound” God created? Would the idea of created sound not be favorable for Fanari, who
imagines ontological levels for the Qur’an similar to those of existence so that the created sound
would correspond to created things? It should be noted that what FanarT discusses here is divine
speech before it penetrates the human realm and is “forged” into human language not the
“spoken” Scripture because it is obviously created according to him because of its
compositeness.®® In order to emphasize the extraordinariness of the voice Moses heard, Fanari
mentions a narrative telling that Moses heard God’s voice from “all directions” (min jami*
Jjihatih).®® He also adds that some commentators interpret “the veil” (hijab) as an obstacle that
prevents one from comprehending the nature of the speech. It does not mean something that
filters divine speech to created sound. Thus, one of Fanari’s purposes is, obviously, to reject the

Mu‘tazili doctrine of the createdness of divine speech.

64 According to Maturidi, God spoke to Moses through a sound He created. Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-
Maturidi, Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Azim, al-musammd Ta'wildat ahl al-Sunna (Bayriit: Mu’assasat al-Risala, 2004),
2:281. Razi says that eternal speech cannot be heard in this world (al-an). Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-
Razi, Kitab Muhassal afkar al-mutagaddimin wa-l-muta’akhkhivin min al- ‘ulama’ wa-l-mutakallimin ([al-Qahira]:
al-Matba‘at al-Husayniyya al-Misriyya, [1905]), 134-135.

65 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 43.

66 Some commentators, including Zamakhshar and Baydawi also quote this report. See Zamakhshari, a/-Kashshaf,
2:501; ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar al-Baydawi, Tafsir al-Baydawi al-musammad Anwar al-tanzil wa-asrar al-ta’wil
(Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2006), 1:358. Baydawi uses this report to reinforce the Ash‘ari view that Moses
heard God’s eternal speech.
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I believe Fanari also aims, with his criticism against Zamakhshari, to object to the
common Mu‘tazili idea that the divine names should not be taken as real, that they are just
metaphors.®” By means of metaphorical interpretation, not only are the Mu‘tazilite theologians
able to negate all the divine attributes assigned to God in the Qur’an, but also to reduce divine
speech to being a creation. However, for an Akbari like Fanari, to take these names as
unmetaphorical is critically important. Since Akbaris explain everything in existence as the
manifestation of the divine names, Fanari could not gloss over the problem he saw in
Zamakhsharm’s comment. Therefore, he also wants to emphasize here the Akbari theory that the
multiplicity in existence is caused by diversity of the divine names. Revelation is a manifestation
of the divine attribute of “speaking,” not of “creating.” If we take revelation as only something
created by God, we would have to ignore the divine name, Speaker. FanarT underlines this point,
stating, “The claim that it [revelation] is the sound God creates in something, besides absurdity

with no proof, contradicts God’s being actual ‘Speaker’ (Mutakallim).”%8

Fanari also criticizes Zamakhshari for disregarding the direct conversation (mushafaha)
between God and the Prophet Muhammad that is believed to have taken place on the occasion of
Muhammad’s Night Journey (Mi raj). He cites several narratives that describe the Prophet’s
journey and comments on the Qur’anic chapter al-Najm from the famous al-Shifa’ by al-Qadi

‘Iyad, all of which are in consensus that God spoke directly to the Prophet on the Night of

67 For example, the Mu‘tazili Ma‘mar (early 3rd/9th century) says that Mutakallim means “maker of speech in
others.” According to Abt ‘Alf al-Jubba’1 (d. 915-6), the Mu‘tazili teacher of Aba al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari, Mutakallim
means “giver of speech.” Al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar says both reason and Scripture urge us to understand Mutakallim
as “maker of speech.” See Tritton, “The Speech of God.”

68 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 44.
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Mi ‘raj.®® Fanari also seems to agree with ‘Iyad, who understands waky in the verse under
discussion as a “face-to-face conversation” (al-mushafaha ma‘a al-mushahada), because this
wahy should be something other than inspiration “behind a veil” or “through an intermediary,”

which are mentioned elsewhere in the verse.”®

The discussion reaches a critical point after Fanar reveals his disagreement with the idea
that God speaks by creating: What is the nature of divine speech? Since speech consists of
sounds that are composite in nature and subject to change (i.e., not eternal), how can it be
compatible with God, to whom neither compositeness nor change can be assigned? In answering
this question, FanarT begins by quoting ‘Abdullah b. ‘Umar al-Baydawt (d. 1286), the celebrated
commentator. Baydawi offers the following distinction: “What issues (al-sadir) from God is not
like what happens from us. The divine revelation is a sudden (bi-sur‘a) and hidden (khafiyy)
speech. It is a sudden (dafiyy) appearance (tamaththul: taking the form) that is not composite in
nature.”’! Fanari takes this statement of Baydawi as emphasizing the decisive difference between
human speech and divine speech and then underlines the following point: Divine speech is not

comparable to human speech. Moreover, there are several types of speech. Fanari states,

This [revelation] is like the meanings taking the appearance of the imaginal images

(suwar khayaliyya) that contain parts (ajza’) freed from chronological order (min ghayr

69 al-Qadi ‘lyad ibn Miisa, al-Shifa’ bi-ta rif hugitg al-Mustafa (al-Qahira: Matba‘at ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1977),
1:267-273.

70 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 44-45; ‘Iyad, al-Shifa’, 1:268.

71 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 45. Fanarm makes some additions and alterations to Baydawi’s statement. This is what Baydawi
actually says: “[Wahy is] hidden speech. It is perceived through a sudden formation (zamthil). Its nature is not
composite of sounds that are subject to constant changes.” Baydawi, Tafsir al-Baydawt, 2:367. Note that the first
sentence quoted by Fanari, “What issues from God is not like what happens from us,” is missing from Baydawi.

72 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 45.

108



tagaddum wa-ta 'akhkhur). ® Since the imaginal (khayali) speech is not like the
perceptible (hissi) one, it would also not be like the mental (‘aqli) or the spiritual

(ma ‘nawi) speeches for sure.

It is essential to remember here that in AkbarT metaphysics, the imaginal world (khayal) is an
ontological level, and it represents an intervening or connecting stage between the levels of
existence. Just as the khayal, the stages of “hissi,” “‘aqlt,” and “ma‘nawi” indicate the
hierarchical levels of existence discussed earlier. By drawing attention to the differences between
them, Fanari implies that divine revelation passes through a similar sequence of stages until it
takes the form of Scriptures in different languages, as in the Arabic Qur’an, for example. Thus,
the dilemma of the “One/many,” which is the main concern of the Akbari ontology, becomes
here the dilemma of “God’s speech/human language.” The composite nature of Qur’anic
language appears in actuality at the level of sensible speech (verbal expression of the Qur’an),
while the same composite condition exists potentially at the level of imagination. Likewise, the
plurality of creation potentially appears in the intervening stage (‘a@lam al-khayal, barzakh)

between the level of the divine essence (the absolute oneness) and the level of divine attributes.

What is striking in Fanari’s explanations is not his repetition of the analogy between
divine revelation and existence, but his juxtaposition of the classical scholarship and Akbart
terminology. By doing this, he seems to imply that his school offers an explanation similar to the
opinions in the classical scholarship when trying to understand the characteristics of divine
speech. To this end, he quotes Baydawi, with a curious addition that gives a certain direction to
the statement. Baydawi clearly does not mean to accept the ontological stages of divine speech,

but Fanari employs his explanations regarding divine revelation in a way that would support

73 With the phrase “without any chronological order,” he seems to imply “the potentiality” (not actuality) of these
parts.
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Fanari’s Akbari theories. He also closes the section on the nature of divine speech with a
quotation from Muhammad b. Idris al-Shafi‘Tt (d. 820): “Uneternity (hudiith) is in utterance
(talaffuz) not in word (lafz).”’* In this way, he carefully wraps up the Akbari view with the Sunni

understanding by mentioning Baydawrt at the beginning and Shafi‘1 at the end.
The Theory of Connections (Muta ‘allagat)

In addition to the different types of speech, Fanari explains the transformation of speech from a
non-composite nature to a composite state, drawing on Quinawi. Accordingly, divine speech is
one of the manifestations (sira) of divine knowledge (‘i/m). This manifestation originates with
the coincidence of two divine attributes, the will (irada) and the power (qudra). Every divine
attribute is possessed of absolute singularity (akadiyya) in respect to its relationship with the
divine essence (dhat); however, the attributes accommodate plurality because of the connections
they have with existence. Likewise, the compositeness of divine speech is imaginary (i ‘tibart:
theoretical) and is due to the multitude of connections it has. It resembles the state of an eye with
a plurality of sight. This plurality is caused by the multitude of objects seen and their connections
with the eye.” FanarT implies that the “connection” between God and the receiver, i.e., the
human prophets, gives the divine revelation “compositeness.” In other words, God’s speech is
substantiated into language, which human beings can understand, although it was “something
else” before. What make the Scripture Syriac, Hebrew or Arabic are these connections with

collocutors. Divine speech is eternal and free from the restrictions of time and space, like the

74 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 45. BukharT also makes the same distinction between lafz and talaffuz in his Kitab Khalg al-af“al.
“The word (lafz) is different from the pronunciation of it (talaffuz). For, when you pronounce the word Allah, Allah
(Himself) is definitely not your pronunciation.” Muhammad ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari, Kitab Khalg al-af“al (al-Riyad:
Dar al-Ma‘arif al-Su‘didiyya, 1978), 1:108. This statement got BukharT into trouble in locales where the Hanbalis
were predominant. See Ess, “Verbal Inspiration?”, 184-185.

75 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 45.
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divine essence. However, in respect to the stages it dwells in (hisst, khayalt, aqlt, and ma ‘nawi),

it becomes uneternal.’®

This means that all prophets are connected to the same reality when they receive
revelation, namely, the divine attribute of speaking, but the same divine attribute manifests
differently in each of them. At this point, one may ask what makes a prophet different from any
other prophet. Akbaris associate the individual differences of the prophets with the effects of the
divine names, not with the different socio-historical contexts that shape individual characteristic
features, as we would do. FanarT touches on this subject when discussing the miraculousness of
the Qur’an (i jaz). He first cites from Firtizabadi (d. 1415), the great lexicographer contemporary
with Fanari, following opinion on the Prophet Muhammad’s miracles: Whatever miracle was
given to the other prophets, a similar miracle of every kind was witnessed being performed by
the Prophet Muhammad.”” According to Fanari, these miracles of the Prophet are narrated
through ahad reports but Qiinawi provides decisive rational arguments (al-barahin al-haqiqiyya
wa-I-‘agliyya) to reinforce the reliability of these reports in his book al-Fukik.’® Qtinawi
explains there how each prophet is the locus of manifestation (mazhar) for a certain divine name,
and his prophethood originates from and depends on God (al-FHaqq) through that particular
divine name. Since the divine names vary in their comprehensiveness and their effects (zukm) in
existence, their places of manifestations (the prophets in this case) differ in their ranks and

abilities. There is no difference between the prophets from the standpoint that all of them are

76 Ibid.

77 Muhammad ibn Ya‘qub al-Firtzabadi, Basa ir dhawt al-tamyiz fi lata’if al-Kitab al- ‘Aziz (al-Qahira: [1964-...]),
1:67.

78 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 62. See: Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Qunawi, al-Fukik fi asrar mustanadat hikam al-
Fusis (Bayrat: Kitab Nashirtn, 2013), 117-126. Qunawi’s al-Fukik is a commentary on Ibn al-‘Arab1’s Fusus al-
hikam. FanarT cites extensively from the last section of the al-Fukik on the Prophet Muhammad.
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endowed with prophethood (risala), which relies on the same divine Reality (al-Haqq); Q.
2:285"° points to this fact. However, they are different because of the variety of the divine names
through which they are connected to the divine Reality, and Q. 2:2538% refers to this fact. That is
why the miracles given to the prophets are distinct. The more comprehensive divine name a
prophet is connected to, the greater the variety of miracles he can perform. For example, while
fire, staff, tree, water, stone, etc. were placed in Moses’ service when he performed miracles,
only the wind was at Hd’s disposal. The Prophet Muhammad is subject to the manifestations of
all the divine names because he is the first manifestation of the divine essence (al-ta ‘ayyun al-
awwal). Therefore, he is capable of all types of miracles seen in the other prophets. Since speech
(kalam), as a form of the divine knowledge ( ‘ilm), is the reason for the appearance of everything
in existence and affects both this world and the next, the greatest miracle of the Prophet
Muhammad, namely the Qur’an, appeared as the outcome of speech. The universality of the
message that Prophet Muhammad brought, in contrast to locality of other prophetic messages, is
also pertinent to his rank, which is the most comprehensively associated with all the divine

names.

We understand from FanarT’s summary of Qiuinawi that the prophets acquire different
natures due to their connections to particular divine names, as the places of the manifestations of
these names. In return, the miracles they perform appear distinctive because of their different
natures, as does the divine revelation they receive, because it is the manifestation of the name
Mutakallim. This idea, as a matter of fact, is coherent with the AkbarT ontological theory that the

absolute singular being, i.e., the divine essence, manifests itself as multiplicity, first potentially

79 “We make no distinction between one and another of His messengers...”

80 “Those messengers We endowed with gifts, some above others...”
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in the divine realm and then actually in physical existence. Divine names bestow on every thing

its distinctive characteristics.
Inzal

Fanari discusses the notion of inzal in the ‘Ayn. Apparently, he is well informed about the
classical discussions of inzal. Since the term concerns the movement of revelation from the
Source to the receiver, he focuses on the elements that play a role in the process, namely, the
Angel who brings the revelation down and the Law/ mahfiiz, where the heavenly form of the
Qur’an is believed to have appeared. As would be expected from Fanari, who believes that
divine speech gradually manifests itself at ontological levels, he argues that God creates his
speech neither in the Angel nor in the Law/. Here, | will provide some examples to show how

Fanart explains his way of thinking through the details.

Fanari opens the section he reserves for inzal with a quote from Qutb al-Din al-Razi al-
Tahtant (d. 1364), a scholar well known for his works on logic. Tahtani summarizes the possible

meanings of inzal and how different theological schools have understood it, saying,%!

The literal meanings of inzal are to set [something or somebody] in a place (fwa’) or to
move something down. Neither meanings turn out to be true about “speech” (kalam) so
that it is used in a figurative meaning (majaz). Some say, “[The heavenly form of] the
Qur’an is an “entity” (ma ‘na) that exists eternally with the divine essence (ga’im bi-dhat
Allah) and its inzal is God’s creating (7jad) the words and the letters that express that
meaning in the Tablet preserving God’s decrees (Lawh makfiiz). Some say, “[The origin
of] the Qur’an is the words (alfaz) and its inzal is to make them appear (ithbat) in the
Lawh mahfiiz.” This definition is proper because of its compatibility with both literal

meanings. The meaning of inzal can be to put it in appearance (ithbar) in the worldly

81 FanarT quotes the passage from Tahtani’s super-commentary on ZamakhsharT’s al-Kashshaf, entitled Hashiya
‘ald al-Kashshaf, which has not been published. See Fanari, ‘Ayn, 46. Suyitl also quotes the same passage. See
Suytfl, al-Itqan, 1:165. 1 translate the passage from Suyutl.
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heaven (al-sama’ al-dunya) after making it appear in the Law/ mahfiiz, which is coherent
with the second [literal] meaning. The meaning of inzal of the Scriptures to the prophets
is that the Angel spiritually seizes them (talaqquf rihani) from God or memorizes them

(hifz) from the Law/ mahfiiz, brings them down and delivers them [to the prophets].

Tahtani emphasizes here that the literal renderings of inzal are not suitable to use in reference to
“speech” (kalam), because speech is not a “placeable” or “moveable” object. In this case, the
metaphorical meaning should be meant. Naturally, when an abstract meaning is juxtaposed with
a physical movement, metaphor is inevitable, so the reason for assigning a metaphorical meaning
to the notion is obvious. After quoting Tahtani, Fanari seizes the opportunity to lead up to what
he wants to emphasize. According to him, the truest meaning among the possible renderings of
inzal that Tahtant mentions is that God sends down “someone” who carries the speech. Fanarl
finds this interpretation more appropriate than that of “forming the speech” (ithbat) somewhere

else.8?

To reinforce his opinion that inzal refers to the Angel’s carrying the speech, Fanari
reminds the reader that the famous hadith narrated by ‘Aisha, which describes how the Prophet
receives divine revelation, mentions nothing about the creation of speech, either in the Lawh
madfiiz or in the worldly heaven. In this hadith, included by Bukhari, the Prophet is reported to
have stated, “Sometimes, (the revelation) comes to me sounding like ringing of a bell, which is
the most difficult (of all revelations) on me. (When this state) goes away from me, | grasp what

he says.”®® Regarding the sound like a ringing bell that the Prophet hears, Fanari cites Khattabt,®*

82 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 47.

83 In the rest of the hadith, the Prophet is reported to have added, “Sometimes the Angel appears in the form of a
man and speaks to me and | understand what he says.” Bukhari, bad’ al-wahy, 2.

84 Hamd ibn Muhammad al-Khattabi, 4 ‘lam al-Hadith fi sharh Sahth al-Bukhari (Makka: al-Mamlakat al-
‘Arabiyya al-Sa‘fidiyya, Jami‘at Umm al-Qura, Ma‘had al-Buhth al-‘ilmiyya wa-ihya’ al-turath al-Islami, Markaz
Thya’ al-turath al-Islami, 1988), 1:121.
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the earliest commentator of Sahih al-Bukhari, describing it as “a repeated (mutatabi*)® sound
that the Prophet hears. The Prophet does not surely comprehend when it first comes to his ears
but tries to understand it (yatafahham) and to be sure about it (yastathbit). He eventually seizes it
(yatalaggaf) and comprehends it.” Fanari implies that what the Prophet experiences during the
revelatory process concerns the transformation of divine speech to human language. Thus, this
hadith, which refers to direct revelation from God, does not support the Mu‘tazila’s claim that

the speech was created either in the Angel or in the Lawh mahfiiz.%

That Fanari accepts the eternal heavenly form of divine speech (al-ma ‘na ga’im bi-l-
dhat) while he rejects the creation of speech in the Angel or the Tablet has several implications.
First, by disapproving of the idea of intermediate created forms of divine speech, Fanart
considers only two ways for revelation to come down (inzal): (1) God’s direct inspiration (ilham)
to the Prophet’s heart and (2) God’s inspiring the Angel and then the Angel’s inspiring the
Prophet, or the Angel’s communicating to the Prophet after appearing in a human form
(tamaththul).®” As a matter of fact, Fanari categorizes all the incidents reported in the Hadith
literature when the Prophet receives revelation and every one of them refers either to direct
revelation to the Prophet or to indirect revelation by the agency of the Angel.® Second,
according to Fanari, the agency of the Angel in the process of revelation does not mean that the
Angel carries something created that can be physically picked up and delivered.® In this regard,

he is careful in his word preferences to eliminate this idea. For example, he emphasizes the

85 “Mutadarak” (seized as one after another) in Khattabi.
86 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 47.

87 Ibid.

88 Ibid., 45-46.

89 Ibid., 47.
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words “spiritual seizure” of speech (talaqquf rithani) that Tahtani uses. He understands this
expression as referring to God’s inspiring the Angel not creating words, which according to him
is the Sunni standpoint.*® This suggests that the Angel does not transport the letters of the speech
but rather employs a transformed form of divine speech, or the spiritual counterpart of it that
manifests in their (angelic) ontological level in a way that is suitable with its nature to exist and
to be internalized. We should remember here that angels are beings that inhabit the spiritual level
of existence (‘alam al-arwah: world of the spirits), according to the AkbarT ontology.®! Third, if
an angel functions as an intermediary in the process of revelation, thanks to its spiritual nature,
how would a human prophet receive this spiritual-natured revelation? Here, Fanari uses the idea
we mentioned earlier, which is that either the Angel acquires a human nature or the Prophet
gains an angelic character to make the reception of the revelation possible. Note that both ways
require an angelic intercession, which means that divine speech must traverse a certain
ontological level inhabited by spiritual entities. Therefore, a certain form of divine speech must

be carried by either an angel or an angelized human.

Tahtant also mentions the debate about the nature of the heavenly form of the speech in
the Law/. Sunni Ash‘arT and Maturidi theologians in general are silent about whether the speech
in the Law/ is created or not. The Mu‘tazila in general and some Sunni theologians, such as
Bazdawi and Razi, hold the opinion that God actually creates in the Law/ the expression of
eternal speech. Their difference is that Bazdawi and Razi accept the heavenly eternal form of

speech before its creation in the Law/. The Hanbalis think that it is the words of the Qur’an that

90 Ibid., 47. However, there is no Sunni consensus on this. As we mentioned earlier, according to Bazdawi from the
Maturidiyya and Razi from the Ash‘ariyya, God creates the expression of His speech in the Lawh, in the Angel, or in
something else.

91 Chittick, “The Five Divine Presences,” 112.
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subsist with the divine Essence, so that God transfers them as they are to the Law/. It seems that
Fanari disagrees with both opinions. We already mentioned that he rejects the creation of speech
in the Tablet. He also rejects the identity of speech in the Tablet with its eternal form subsisting

with God. He includes an interesting discussion to underline this point:

Fanari cites the contemporary renowned scholar, Mas‘dd b. ‘Umar Sa‘d al-Din al-
Taftazant (d. 1390), stating that ZamakhsharT must have interpreted the inzal literally as meaning
to make one carry the actual words of the speech in spoken or written form (hamil huriifih).
Otherwise, if this process of inzal were taken metaphorically, by considering it, for example, as
“revealed” or “created” in the Lawh makfiiz,% it would not indicate the createdness of the
Qur’an, which would contradict the Mu‘tazili doctrine that Zamakhshari follows.®* Fanari
objects to Taftazani, basically saying that the latter is not right in his criticism against the
Mu‘tazila because, according to this school, both the Law/ makfiiz and whatever manifests in it
would be considered uneternal (kadith). However, Taftazani does not discuss the eternity of what
manifests in the Law/. His concern is to point to Zamakhshari’s inconsistency by rejecting the
uncreatedness of divine speech on one hand, but accepting its inzal to the Law/ and then to the
worldly heaven on the other. In other words, Taftazani tries to emphasize the difference between
eternal speech (al-kalam al-nafsi) and its manifestation in the Law/. He means to say that every
interpretation that leads to a distinction of the two forms of divine speech would mean approval
of an “entity” that differs from its manifestation in the Law/, and that would amount to accepting

the eternity of that entity. Thus, this interpretation would not support the discourse on the

92 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 47.

93 Note that ZamakhsharT accepts both the creation of speech in the Lawh and its inzal to the worldly heaven. See:
Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, 2:501 and 6:409.

94 Fanarf cites this statement from Taftazani’s super-commentary on Zamakhshari’s al-Kashshaf. This work has not
been published, so that we depend on FanarT’s citation for our comments.
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createdness of divine speech. However, Fanari focuses on whether the manifestation of divine
speech in the Law# is eternal or not. According to him, uneternal status of the speech would
originate “not by unconditional manifestation (izk@r mutlag) but by its manifestation in
composite form (mu allaf); no doubt, compositeness is the indication of uneternity.”® The

manifestation of speech in the Law#, since it is composite, is not eternal.

Thus, Fanari rejects both points of view, that the manifestation in the Law/ should be
regarded as (a) identical to the al-kalam al-nafsi, the eternal reality of divine speech, or (b)
created. In this regard, Fanari departs from both the Hanbalis and their followers, who believe in
the eternity of speech on the Tablet (i.e., its sameness with the divine attribute of speech that
subsists with the essence) and the Mu‘tazila and their Sunni affirmers, such as Bazdaw1 and
Razi, who believe in the creation of speech on the Tablet. This leaves only one option to him:
what appears in the Law/k is an intermediate form of speech that manifests at a different
ontological level. As a matter of fact, the Law/ makfiiz is one of the ontological stages in the
Akbari terminology.®® That is why Fanari criticizes Taftazani, I presume, because the latter’s

objection seemingly leads to an affirmation of the creation of divine speech in the Law/.

Fanari’s admission that the heavenly form of the Qur’an in the Law/ is not created, in
spite of the prophetic traditions that describe the Law# as created, is a critical move that unveils
his preference among the schools of thoughts. Akbaris interpret creation as a gradual divine
manifestation, so that their worldview is not dualistic, that is, not restricted to a Creator-creation

dichotomy. It means that there are intermediate forms between the levels of the Creator and the

95 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 48.

96 Su‘ad Hakim, al-Mu jam al-Safi: al-Hikma fi hudid al-kalima (Bayrat: Dar Nadra, 1981), 996; Chittick, “The
Five Divine Presences,” 126 (note: 26). For an explanation of the Law} as one of the divine manifestations and its
relationship with spiritual beings and angels, see Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Qinawl and Muhammad ibn
Hamza al-Fanari, Miftah al-ghayb and sharhuhu Misbah al-uns ([Tihran]: Mawla, 2005 or 2006), 391-408.
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creation. That is why FanarT does not feel obligated to define the Law/ and what manifests there
as created. He also does not have to equate the manifestation of divine speech in the Law/ with
the divine attribute of speech that is indivisible and eternal. In this regard, his Akbart background

grants Fanart this flexibility.
The Qur’an: A physical manifestation of divine speech

Fanart defines the Qur’an as a form of divine speech expressed in Arabic along with its divinely
intended meaning, which was passed down to the Prophet. We will discus in the next chapter his
definition of the Qur’an at length and how he employs the definition to reinforce his exegetical
thinking. The definition is also in keeping with the ideas he embraces regarding the ontological
levels of divine speech. The Qur’an is the manifestation of divine speech in the physical world
according to Fanari, so that he takes pains to tailor the definition in such a way as to not go

beyond this meaning.

According to Fanari, the definition of the Qur’an must refer only to what manifested
through the Prophet as “the Qur’an,” but should not include the eternal speech.®” In this regard,
Fanari criticizes other definitions that do not seem to offer complete exclusivity because of the
terms they use, such as nuzil (coming down), which associate them with eternal speech or the
Angel’s recitation. For example, defining the Qur’an as “al-kalam al-munzal” (divine speech that
is sent down) does not adequately emphasize the completeness of the revelatory process.®® In his
opinion, disassociating the definition from eternal speech is much more fitting to the limitations

of our knowledge, because human beings cannot define an eternal concept that is beyond their

97 FanarT emphasizes the difference by calling this eternal form al-Qur’an al-gadim (eternal Qur’an). See: Fanari,
‘Ayn, 42-43.

98 Ibid., 43.
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limited knowledge; they can define only what they comprehend. Therefore, the eternal form of
speech that is beyond human capacity should not be subjected to definition. In this respect,
Fanari is extremely sensitive in his wording when defining the Qur’an. For example, he prefers
saying “tahaqquq nuzilih” (the coming down of the Qur’an has been complete) to restrict the

definition to only what manifested in the Prophet.

One may question whether Fanari contradicts himself by saying that the Arabic
expression of the Qur’an (nazmuhit al- ‘Arabi) came down to the Prophet, because he accepts the
eternal, non-verbal form of divine speech and constantly highlights the different stages of
speech, as we discussed at length above. I think he does not intend to say that it was the actual
words in the Arabic language delivered to the Prophet. Rather, he emphasizes here that the
revelatory process has been completed by the manifestation of the expression. In addition, since
the previous forms of divine speech before its manifestation in the Arabic language already
encapsulate this verbal form, it would not be incorrect to say that the Arabic expression came
down to the Prophet. According to the theory embraced by Fanari, divine speech could have
been manifested in a different language —Persian, for example— if the context had been different;
however, what we call the Qur’an is the manifestation of divine speech specifically in Arabic.

Fanari points out this fact, saying,

[In the definition,] with our word ‘the Arabic expression (of the Qur’an)’, [we intend] to
exclude (from the definition) the recitation in the Persian language since some consider it
permissible. For, the revelation has been complete as regards to its Arabic expression,

which can be substituted by Persian according to Abii Hanifa because of evidence.*®

99 Ibid., 42.
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Abii Hanifa considers the permissibility of reciting the Qur’an in Persian in the ritual prayers.
However, recitation in Persian is not the Qur’an, the physical manifestation of divine speech, and

this must be indicated in the definition according to Fanari.

With the same detail (takaqqug nuzilih), Fanari intends to differentiate between the
Prophet’s recitation and the Angel Gabriel’s recitation.’® It seems that, in his definition, he
wants to exclude the Angel’s recitation during revelation because it was not the Qur’an, the
physical form of divine speech that appeared in human language. He also disapproves of the use
of the words gira’a (recitation), kitaba (writing down) and naql bi-l-zawatur (transmission by a
general consensus of reports) because they disregard what had been recited as the Qur’an before

it was written or transmitted through tawatur.

This oversensitivity in regard to this definition should not seem odd. Definitions are
important and should be made carefully, according to Fanari, a medieval scholar who embraced
Avristotelian logic. The most crucial aspect of a definition is that it should include every member
of the group that it frames and exclude anything that does not belong to the group. Hence, Fanart
attempts to provide an inclusive definition for the Qur’an that covers what it means to cover,
which is the Qur’an recited by the Prophet. In this way, he stresses his ideas about ontological
levels of divine speech by differentiating different modes of the speech and disconnecting what

he defines as the Qur’an from its preceding forms before manifesting in the Prophet.

100 Ibid., 42-43.
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CHAPTER YV

If I clearly mention the levels of meaning in any place, | do not exceed
the four because these are the principles of the meanings. For what is
comprehended is either perceptible, which would be zahr, or spiritual,
which would be batn, or metaphysical and nominal [i.e., pertaining to
the divine names], which would be muttala‘, or imaginal, which would be
hadd. These are the levels according to the five divine presences. As for
divine absolute unity, it would be beyond transcendency. Allah knows the
best.

Shams al-Din al-Fanari

SCRIPTURAL HERMENEUTICS IN FANARI:

LAYERS OF QUR’ANIC MEANING

Fanari, following the Sufi writers before him, reads the Qur’an as a text that has an esoteric
meaning besides its literal meaning. However, the simple dichotomy of esoteric and exoteric
meanings in Qur’anic interpretation, which is common in Sufi hermeneutics, does not adequately
explain Fanari’s exegetical approach. He embraces a fourfold interpretational movement based
on the hadith of ZBHM. Thus, the most outstanding feature of Fanari’s commentary is his
emphasis on “the layers of meaning” (or “maratib al-ma ‘na” as he puts it) that include, but are
not reducible to, esoteric meaning. This chapter discusses how Fanari comes to the conclusion
that the Qur’an contains different layers of meaning and how he argues that a human being is
capable of deciphering those layers. Before addressing this, however, it is pertinent to discern
how the idea of reading the Qur’anic text in a non-literal manner appeared and developed in Sufi

writings and how non-Sufi scholars reacted to it.
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Layers of Qur’anic Meaning in Sufi Writings

The idea that Qur’anic interpretation cannot be reduced to its literal sense because it contains
hidden meanings beneath its outward expression has stood out in many Sufi writings since the
early period of Sufism. According to Sufi hermeneutics, the esoteric meaning is not accessible to
everyone; only the spiritually elite can detect the inner sense of the Qur’an. One of the ecarliest
explicit expressions of these ideas found in Sufi writings is perhaps the following statement

ascribed to Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 765)*:

The Book of God has four things: literal expression (‘ibara), allusion (ishara), subtleties
(lazaif) and the deepest realities (haga’iq). The literal expression is for the commonalty
(‘awamm); the allusion is for the elite (khawass); the subtleties are for the friends [of

God] (awliya’); and the deepest realities are for the prophets (anbiya’).?

If the attribution of this statement to Ja‘far is correct,® we may conclude that the essentials of

Sufi hermeneutics were in circulation very early in the Islamic world. We discern two basic

1 Ja‘far al-Sadiq’s comments on the Qur’an were recorded by ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 1021) in the latter’s
Haqa’ig al-Tafsir, a compilation of early Sufi Qur’anic comments. Paul Nwyia published a critical edition of
Ja‘far’s comments based on three manuscripts of Sulami’s Haqa’ig: Paul Nwyia, “Le Tafsir Mistique attribute a
Ga‘far Sadiq” Melanges de [’Université Saint-Joseph 43 (1968):181-230. Michael A. Sells translated some passages
from Nwyia’s edition with annotations: Michael A. Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism: Sufi, Qur’an, Mi ‘raj, Poetic and
Theological Writings (New York: Paulist Press, 1996), 75-89. Farhana Mayer published an annotated translation of
Nwyia’s edition into English in full: Ja‘far al-Sadiq, Spiritual Gems: The Mystical Qur’an Commentary Ascribed to
Ja ‘far al-Sadiq as contained in Sulami’s Haqa'iq al-Tafsir from the text of Nwyia, trans. Farhana Mayer (Lousville:
Fons Vitae, 2011).

2 Ja‘far al-Sadiq, Spiritual Gems, 1.

3 Ibn Taymiyya firmly rejects the attribution of the comments included by Sulami to Ja‘far. He believes that the
Shi‘is fabricated these comments. See Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Halim Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii ‘ al-fatawa ([Misr]: Dar al-
Wafa, 2005), 35:183-184; Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Halim Ibn Taymiyya, Kitab Minhaj al-Sunna al-nabawiyya fi naqd
kalam al-Shi‘a wa-1-Qadariyya (Misr: Al-Matba‘at al-Amiriyya, 1322 [1904]), 4:146; Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Halim
Ibn Taymiyya, Bughyat al-murtad al-ma‘rifa bi-l-sab ‘iniyya li-l-Imam Ibn Taymiyya (Bayrit: Dar al-Fikr al-
‘Arabi), 99. Nwyia also discusses the issue of authenticity. See Nwyia, “Le Tafsir Mistique,” 181-185. Mayer notes
that the vocabulary of some of the comments attributed to Ja‘far indicate an early date, but some terms seem to
belong to later centuries. See Farhana Mayer, introduction to Spiritual Gems: The Mystical Qur’an Commentary
Ascribed to Ja‘far al-Sadiq as contained in Sulami’s Haqa'’iq al-Tafsir from the text of Nwyia, by Ja‘far al-Sadiq
(Lousville: Fons Vitae, 2011), xxii-xxv. Gerhard Bowering concludes that “The items included in the Hagaig on
Ja‘far al-Sadiq’s authority may be understood as reflecting third/ninth and fourth/tenth century Sufi terms and ideas
that echo certain fundamental notions of Ja‘far al-Sadiq, yet are stripped of any specifically Shi‘ite coloring.” See
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premises of Sufi hermeneutics in this short statement. First, Qur’anic meaning has supplementary
layers other than the apparent one, which Ja‘far listed as four. Subsequent Sufi commentators
also used the terms ishara, lata’if and haqga’ig for their esoteric interpretations. Second, people
are not equal in understanding the layers of the Qur’anic meaning. Thus, the dichotomy of
‘awamm and khawass (common and elite), which stands as one of the central notions in Sufism,

is recognized in the Sufi interpretation of the Qur’an.

After Ja‘far, the distinctions between zahir and batin and between ‘awamm and khawass
continued to be emphasized in subsequent Sufi commentaries. For example, Sahl b. ‘Abdullah
al-Tustari (d. 896) is one of the early Sufis who speaks of the layers of Qur’anic meaning in his
commentary, which is arguably the earliest extant Sufi commentary attributed to a single
commentator.* He persistently underlines the distinction between outward and inner meanings
(zahir and batin) of Qur’anic verses in his commentary, especially in his introduction.® For
example, he states, “Truly God has not taken as a friend (wali) one of Muhammad’s nation
(umma) without teaching them the Qur’an either in its outward (zahir) or inner (batin) aspects.”
When TustarT was asked what the inner aspect was, he replied, “That is its understanding (fahm);

996

and it is its understanding that is intended.”® According to Tustari, God guides some people

Gerhard Bowering, “The Qur’an commentary of al-Sulami,” in Islamic Studies presented to Charles J. Adams, ed.
Wael b. Hallag and Donald P. Little (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 55. Even though the authorship of Ja‘far cannot be
ascertained, these comments still belong to the early phase of Sufism and are fundamental to the matter.

4 Tustart did not compose the Tafsir, but his pupils collected his comments on the Qur’an. For a detailed discussion
on TustarT and his commentary, see Gerhard Bowering, The Mystical Vision of Existence in Classical Islam: The
Qur’anic Hermeneutics of the Sufi Sahl at-Tustari (d. 283/896) (Berlin, New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1980).
Michael A. Sells translated and annotated some parts from Tustari’s Tafsir in his Early Islamic Mysticism (pp. 89-
96). Annabel and Ali Keeler translated the Tafsir al-Tustart in full with annotations and an introduction: Sahl ibn
‘Abdullah al-Tustari, Tafsir al-Tustart, trans. Annabel Keeler and Ali Keeler (Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae; Amman,
Jordan: Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought, 2011).

5 Tustard, Tafsir, 2-9.
6 Ibid., 7.
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(those who are rooted in knowledge) and discloses His mysteries to them. These people are
capable of producing the truest interpretations of the Qur’an, unadulterated by whims or set
arguments.’ Not only does TustarT consider speaking of the inner meaning as legitimate, but also
he identifies himself as one of those who were divinely taught by God; therefore, he has the
rightful authority to esoterically interpret the Qur’an.® He states, “I have been granted wisdom
(hikma) and [a knowledge of] the unseen (ghayb) which | was taught from the unseen of His

secret (min ghaybi sirrihi), and thus He sufficed me from the need for all other knowledge.”®

At the heart of the discussion regarding the distinction of zahir/batin and
‘awamm/khawass in Qur’anic interpretation lies the question of whether an individual or a group
has access to confidential knowledge granted by God. As we see in Ja‘far’s and TustarT’s
statements, Sufis believe in this kind of knowledge. The subsequent Sufi writers provide some
examples when discussing the possibility of confidential knowledge. For example, Abti Nasr al-
Sarraj (d. 988) replies to the objection that the Prophet has never allotted any special knowledge
exclusively to anybody by recalling the famous hadith in which the Prophet is reported to have
said to his companions, “If you knew what I knew, you would have laughed less but wept more.”
He also identifies reports indicating that the Prophet entrusted confidential information to some

of his companions, such as Hudhayfa ibn al-Yaman and ‘Alf ibn Abi Talib.2° According to

7 Ibid., 41.

8 When Tustari esoterically interprets the Qur’anic text, he assigns non-literal meanings to the letters and the words,
like Ja‘far. Annabel Keeler notes that TustarT often juxtaposes exoteric and esoteric interpretations. When revealing
the esoteric meaning, he uses metaphorical or allegorical interpretation. He also discusses “the spiritual or ethical
significance of a word mentioned in a verse” and sometimes expresses his mystical thoughts on the pretext of the
“Qur’anic keynotes.” See Annabel Keeler, introduction to Tafsir al-Tustari, by Sahl ibn ‘Abdullah al-Tustart
(Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae; Amman, Jordan: Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought, 2011.), xxviii — Xxix.

9 Tustari, Tafsir, 14.
10 Abt Nasr ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Ali al-Sarraj, al-Luma * (Misr [al-Qahira]: Dar al-Kutub al-haditha; Baghdad: Maktabat
al-Mithanna, 1960), 38, 455-456.
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another tradition cited by ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 1021), ‘Ali ibn Abt Talib declared that
he was given an understanding (fahm) of the Qur’an when he was asked whether he received any
revelation other than the Qur’an from the Prophet. Apparently, Sulami takes the “understanding”
in this report to indicate esoteric interpretation.'* When commenting on Q. 5:67, the verse that
states that God commanded the Prophet to announce all of what God revealed to him, Sulam1
distinguishes between the knowledge the Prophet had received to announce to all and the

knowledge he kept hidden:

Some interpreted [this verse as it follows]: [O Prophet!] Announce what has been
revealed to you from your Lord, but do not announce what we made private for you from
the station of unveiling (kashf) and witnessing (mushahada) because they cannot endure
even listening to the load of sights of [spiritual] pleasures and the manifestation of [the

divine] attributes that you have endured carrying.*2

Sufis keep bringing up some features of the Qur’anic text to reinforce the idea of the
“hidden meanings” of the Qur’an, such as the mysterious isolated letters (al-hurif al-muqatta ‘a)
found at the beginning of 29 chapters of the Qur’an. Like many traditional Qur’anic
commentaries, early Sufi exegetical works contain attempts to explain these letters, which do not
literally mean anything. For example, Ja‘far asserts that these letters “are allusions to the [divine]
onliness, singularity, and permanence, and to the [Self-] existence of the Truth in Himself,
having no need of anything other than Himself.”*® According to Tustari, the combination of the

Arabic letters, alif, lam, and mim is a name of God, or they stand for some of His divine

11 Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Sulami, Haqa'’iq al-tafsir: Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Aziz (Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub al-
“ilmiyya, 1421 [20017), 1:20.

12 Ibid., 1:182.
13 Ja‘far al-Sadiq, Spiritual Gems, 17.
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attributes.'* According to a comment by ‘Abd al-Karim al-Qushayri (d.1072 or 1073), these
letters refer to the devotional and spiritual responsibilities of a servant.'® Thus, interpretations of
the huriif by Sufi commentators vary, but they have a common point: they treat these letters as

cryptic messages, as divine secrets in the Qur’an.

Sufi commentators esoterically read not only the isolated letters but also the letters of full
words as exemplified by the interpretation of the basmala, the first verse of the Qur’an. They
assign different meanings to the first three letters of the basmala —ba’, mim, and sin— which
literally reads “in the name.” Comments of this kind were extensively recorded in Sufi

commentaries.'® The following comments made by Ja‘far are a typical example:

[Concerning the word] bism, Ja‘far b. Muhammad said: The [letter] ba’ is His eternal
subsistence (baga uh); the sin is for His names (asma 'uh), and the mim is His sovereignty
(mulkuh). The faith of the believer is his recollection of His eternal subsistence, and the
service of the [spiritual] seeker is his recollection of His names, while the extinction of

the sage from the kingdom is through its King.

He also said: [The word] bism [has] three letters: ba’, sin, and mim. The ba’ is the gate
(bab) of prophethood; the sin is the secret (sirr) of prophethood which the Prophet
confided to the elite of his community, and the mim is the kingdom (mamlakah) of faith

which embraces the white and the black.’

Another argument used by Sufis to support the basic tenets of their hermeneutics is the

idea that the Qur’an is the source of limitless knowledge; therefore, the meaning of the verses

14 Tustart, Tafsir, 12.

15 ‘Abd al-Karim ibn Hawazin al-Qushayri, Lata’if al-isharat: Tafsir Sifi kamil li-I-Qur’an al-Karim (al-Qahira:
Dar al-Katib al-‘Arabi, [1968]), 1:64.

16 For example, see Tustari, Tafsir, 8; Sulami, Haqa 'iq al-tafsir, 1:24-26; Qushayri, Lata if al-isharat, 1:56. Sulami
even records a hadith, although with reservation, that interprets the letters of the basmala separately. According to

this tradition, the Prophet is reported to have stated, “The letter ba’ (means) His (God’s) magnificence (baha’); sin
His exaltedness (sana’), and mim His glory (majd).”

17 Ja‘far al-Sadiq, Spiritual Gems, 3-5. TustarT offers a similar interpretation for the letters of the basmala, ba’, sin,
and mim. See Tustari, Tafsir, 8.
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cannot be reduced to only the literal meaning. This idea is based on several verses of the Qur’an,
on Prophetic traditions, and on the theological doctrine of the Qur’an’s eternity. After quoting
the last part of Q. 16:89, which states that the Qur’an contains explanations of everything,'® al-
Sarraj states that this verse indicates, “Beneath each letter of the Book of God, there are many
(subjects) of understanding (fahm) stored for the qualified according to their lots from this
(understanding).”® According to him, verses 6:38,%° 36:12,2! and 15:2122 reinforce the same
idea. Al-Sarraj also cites several hadiths that state that the Qur’an is a source of inexhaustible
lessons and knowledge. In one hadith the Prophet is reported to have stated, “The Qur’an is
God’s strong rope. Its wonders are never exhausted” (La tanqadi ‘aja’ibuh). In another report,
‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘iid said, “The knowledge of the past and the future generations is contained
in the Qur’an.” In addition to these verses and hadiths, Tustarm grounds the idea of the
inexhaustibility of Qur’anic knowledge on the Sunni doctrine that the Qur’an is the eternal

speech of God. When commenting on Q. 18:109,% TustarT states,

His Book is part of His knowledge, and if a servant was given a thousand ways of
understanding each letter of the Qur’an, he would not reach the end of God’s knowledge

within it. This is because it is His pre-eternal speech, and His speech is one of His

18 “And We have sent down to thee the Book explaining all things, a Guide, a Mercy, and Glad Tidings to
Muslims.”

19 al-Sarraj, al-Luma ‘, 106.
20 “Nothing have we omitted from the Book, and they (all) shall be gathered to their Lord in the end.”

21 “Verily We shall give life to the dead, and We record that which they send before and that which they leave
behind, and of all things have We taken account in a clear Book (of evidence).”

22 “And there is not a thing but its (sources and) treasures (inexhaustible) are with Us; but We only send down
thereof in due and ascertainable measures.”

23 “Say: If the ocean were ink (wherewith to write out) the words of my Lord, sooner would the ocean be exhausted
than would the words of my Lord, even if we added another ocean like it, for its aid.”
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attributes, and there is no end to any of His attributes just as He has no end. All that can

be comprehended of His speech is as much as He opens to the hearts of His friends.?*
Criticism of the idea of “hidden meanings” in the Qur’an

Although Sufis believe in the possibility of reading the Qur’anic text in a non-literal manner,
non-Sufi Sunni scholars approach esoteric interpretation with considerable reserve. When
Sulami’s compilation of Sufi comments on the Qur’an appeared, many scholars met this
commentary with resentment while many others exuberantly celebrated it.>® For example, ‘All
ibn Ahmad al-Wahidi (d. 1075), a renowned medieval Qur’anic commentator, fiercely objected
to Sulam1’s work, saying, “Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami compiled the Haga 'iq al-tafsir. If he
believed (i ‘tagada) that this was tafsir, he would be an infidel (kafara).”?® According to lbn al-
Jawzi (d. 1200), a prominent Hanbali traditionist and jurist, the comments on the Qur’an Sulami
collected in his Tafsir were without foundation in Islamic sciences;?’ the commentary was full of
statements that amount to infidelity, error, or nonsense.?® Ion al-Jawzi cited a report identifying
Sulami as an unreliable narrator who fabricated traditions in favor of Sufism.?® Ibn Taymiyya (d.
1328) also questioned Sulami’s commentary and his other writings, although he admired the

latter’s piety. According to Ibn Taymiyya, Sulami, as a commentator, lacked the qualification of

24 Tustar1, Tafsir, 118.

25 Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, a renowned medieval historian and traditionist, records how scholars and
rulers welcomed Sulami’s work with great admiration. He also records negative opinions about the work. Dhahab1’s
following statement very well summarizes people’s mixed feelings about the commentary: “Some leading scholars
(a’imma) considered this (work) heresy (zandaga) of the Batiniyya, while some others considered it wisdom ( ‘irfan)
and truth (hagiqa).” Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’ (Bayrut: Mu’assasat al-Risala,
1982-1983), 17:252.

26 ‘Uthman ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn al-Salah, Fatawa Ibn al-Salah (al-Qahira: Maktabat 1bn Taymiyya, 1980) 35;
Zarkashi, al-Burhan fi ‘ulium al-Qur’an, 2:171.

27 Abu al-Faraj Ibn al-Jawzi, Talbis Iblis (Bayrit: Dar al-Fikr li-lI-tiba‘a wa-I-nashr, 2001), 148.
28 Ibid., 294.
29 Ibid., 148.
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scholarly discretion to distinguish between sound and unsound information; therefore, his
writings were unreliable.®® He also criticized Sulami for his inclusion of the comments ascribed
to Ja‘far al-Sadiq in the Haga'iqg al-tafsir. These comments were, Ibn Taymiyya asserted, no
more than blatant lies fabricated and attributed to Ja‘far by Shi‘ts.3!According to Muhammad ibn
Ahmad al-Dhahabi (d. 1348), Sulami’s Haqa 'iq al-tafsir contained the groundless opinions®? and
comments of heretics (Batiniyya).*®

Sulami’s Haga ig was not the only Sufi commentary criticized by other scholars. Non-
Sufi scholars find the Sufi exegesis problematic for the following reasons: Sufis generally do not
have scriptural or intellectual proof for their Qur’anic comments. Their assertions that the Qur’an
has secrets and that they can discover these secrets with the aid of special knowledge granted by
God are not acceptable because God revealed the Qur’an as a message that had no mystery in it,
and no one is granted confidential knowledge. In this regard, the Sufi exegesis resembles the
BatinT mode of interpretation.

Non-Sufi scholars generally do not consider Sufi comments on the Qur’an as tafsir,
sound interpretation of the Qur’an. These comments, they think, should be regarded only as the
meanings Sufis feel when they recite the Qur’an.3* According to Ibn al-Salah (d. 1246), for

example, the Sufis’ words are not fafsir; they are only utterances similar (nazir) to the Qur’anic

verses.®® lbn Taymiyya, who provides a lengthy discussion on the Sufi exegesis, divides esoteric

30 Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Halim Ibn Taymiyya, Talkhis Kitab al-Istighatha al-ma ‘rif bi-l-Radd ‘ala al-Bakri (al-
Madina: Maktabat al-Ghuraba’ al-athariyya, 1996), 1:59, 1:73.

31 See the note 3 above.

32 Dhahabi, Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’, 17:252.

33 Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Tadhkirat al-fuffaz (Bayrit: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1998), 3:166.
34 Zarkashi, al-Burhan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an, 2:170; Suytti, al-ltgan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an, 4:223.

35 Ibn al-Salah, Fatawa, 35.
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interpretations into two categories: (a) groundless comments that have no evidence to prove that
they are true (for this category, he gives examples from commentaries of the Batiniyya) and (b)
Comments whose meanings are sound but irrelevant to the particular verses. He asserts that Sufi
commentaries are full of these kinds of comments, which Sufis call isharat (allusions). These
allusions resemble what the jurists (fugaha’) call giyas (analogy); therefore, they can be either
sound or fallacious in their indication. If any comment on the Qur’an does not correspond to the
apparent meanings of the Qur’an and the Sunna, it must be rejected. Moreover, to claim that God
intends these allusions, lbn Taymiyya emphasizes, would be a bald lie about God.%

The discussion of the Sufi exegesis is directly associated, in fact, with the question of the
legitimate source of knowledge in Qur’anic interpretation. There are different approaches to this
question among the Tafsir traditions, but it can be said that “esoteric knowledge” (‘ilm batin) did
not receive unconditional recognition by non-Sufi scholars as a source of knowledge. Therefore,
the Sufi claim that they had guidance from special knowledge from God in their Qur’anic
exegesis was not welcomed with open arms by other scholars, especially by those who saw
transmitted traditions as the only sound means of Qur’anic interpretation, such as Ibn al-Jawzi
and Ibn Taymiyya. For instance, Ibn al-Jawzi, who vigorously attacked Sufi interpretation,
emphasized that Sufi commentators deviated from the sound way of exegesis, which was based
on transmitted knowledge.®” Ibn Taymiyya also rejected the outcomes of esoteric knowledge

when they were inconsistent with the apparent meaning of the text, contradicted it, or claimed to

36 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmi ‘ fatawa, 13:240-243.

37 Ibn al-Jawzi, Talbis Iblis, 293 and 295. For the summary of Ibn al-Jawzi’s criticism against Sufi interpretation,
see Kristin Zahra Sands, Sifi Commentaries on the Qur’an in Classical Islam (London; New York: Routledge,
2006), 50-55.
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add extra knowledge not contained in it,*® although he approached with leniency the idea of
esoteric knowledge granted by God because of devotional, spiritual, or intellectual efforts.®
However, according to Ibn Taymiyya, the Prophet neither taught esoteric knowledge that speaks
differently from exoteric knowledge nor gave anyone exclusive access to knowledge hidden
from others. For example, the Prophet entrusted no one among his companions with a secret that
he intended to conceal from the others. However, some companions who had deeper
comprehension than others were able to understand what had been said more thoroughly.* In
addition, the Qur’an explicitly states that the Prophet conveyed the divine message to people
clearly.*! Ibn Taymiyya also persistently argued that the Qur’an could not contain a secret that is
not known to anybody. It cannot be said that God revealed an unknown message to anybody,
including the Prophet, or that scholars rooted in knowledge (al-rasikhiin) may not know the
interpretation of a Qur’anic verse,* for the aim of speech is to be understood, and expressing
incomprehensible words is an exercise in futility, which is unthinkable about God.** As a result,
in Ibn Taymiyya’s opinion, the entire Qur’an is capable of being comprehended, but there may

be verses whose interpretation is inscrutable for some because of ambiguities in their expressions

38 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii‘ fatawa, 13:236.

39 Ibid., 13:245-247. For the summary of Ibn Taymiyya’s criticism against Sufi interpretation, see Sands, Sufi
Commentaries, 50-56.

40 lbn Taymiyya, Majmii ‘ fatawa, 13:252. 1bn Taymiyya interprets the examples mentioned by Sufis to support the
idea that the Prophet taught hidden knowledge differently. For example, ‘Ali’s statement that he was given fahm
(understanding) does not necessarily mean that he knew hidden knowledge; rather it refers to the ability to
understand the Qur’an correctly. See Ibn Taymiyya, Majmi ‘ fatawa, 13:244-245. The names of the hypocrites told
by the Prophet to Hudhayfa as a secret have nothing to do with the religious principles. If we are to count this secret
as “esoteric knowledge,” this knowledge is then compatible with exoteric knowledge, as the Qur’an describes the
attributes of hypaocrites in detail. See Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii ‘ fatawa, 13:254-255.

41 lbn Taymiyya, Majmii ‘ fatawa, 13:264-265.
42 Ibid., 17:390.
43 Ibid., 17:397.
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and meanings and because of inadequate investigation on the part of the commentator.** He also
made remarks about the traditions regarding the comprehensibility of the whole Qur’an and of
each verse.”® Accordingly, there is no verse in the Qur’an on which the Prophet, the companions,
and the next Muslim generation (zabi ‘in) have not commented.*®

The critics of Sufi exegesis, who disapproved the idea of the existence of secrets in the
Qur’an and of the discovery of these secrets by selected people drawing on confidential
knowledge, also drew attention to the resemblance between Sufi and BatinT ways of exegesis.
For example, Ibn al-Jawzi, after discussing some examples of Sufi exegesis, concluded that there
was no difference between them and BatinT Qur’anic comments.*” According to Ibn al-Salah, one
who claimed these comments to be tafsir of the Qur’an would be doing the same thing as Batinis
do.”® Ibn Taymiyya also criticized the Qur’anic comments of those whom he identified as
esoteric Sufis (Batiniyyat al-Siifiyya)®® including Ghazzali.>® He saw no difference between them
and Batini rafsir.®! Additionally, Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi stated that Sulami’s
Haga'iq al-tafsir contained Batinis’ heresies.>
It is generally observed that Sufis were careful not to challenge the precedence of the

apparent meaning in their interpretation.>® Against the accusations that they resembled the

44 1bid., 17:399-400.

45 lbid., 17:391 and 17:406-407.

46 lbid., 17:397.

47 1bn al-Jawzi, Talbis Iblis, 149, 294.

48 Zarkashi, al-Burhan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an, 2:171.

49 lbn Taymiyya, Majmii ‘ fatawa, 13:238.

50 Ibid., 5:550, 13:238.

51 Ibid., 5:551, 13:359-360, 13:236-238.

52 Dhahabi, Siyar a ‘lam al-nubala’, 17:252; Dhahabi, Tadhkirat al-fuffaz, 3:166.

53 Muhammad ibn al-Husayn al-Sulami, Tabagat al- Sifiyya (al-Qahira: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1953), 78, 231.
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Batinis, Sufis defended themselves by accentuating the differences between their fafsir and that
of the Batinis’. Ibn ‘Ata’-Allah al-Iskandari (d. 1309), for instance, explained that Sufis do not
disregard the apparent meaning, as the Batinis do. According to him, the Qur’an includes both
external and inner meanings, and the Sufi fafsir is “not turning away from [the external
meaning]. It would have been turning away [from the external sense] if they said ‘there is no
meaning at all except this [inner sense we tell].” But they do not say this.”>* Abii Hamid al-

Ghazzali (d. 1111) points out this difference when providing an esoteric comment on a hadith:
The Prophet said, “Angels do not enter a house in which there is a dog.” The heart is also a
house; it is the halting place of the angels, the location of their traces, and their site of

settling. Bad moral qualities, such as anger, lust, grudge, jealousy, haughtiness, conceit and

the like are barking dogs. How then shall the angels enter while it is full of dogs?
After this interpretation Ghazzali adds,

I am not saying that the word “house” means heart and the word “dog” means anger and
other blameworthy qualities. But | am saying there is a hint [in the hadith] to that
[interpretation]. There is a difference between leaving aside the apparent meaning in favor of
esoteric sense and deducing an esoteric interpretation from the words while approving the
literal meaning. This subtle point is where Batinis depart [from the orthodox way]. This is the

method of interpretation by allusion (i #ibar), which is the way of the learned and the pious.>®

Esoteric interpretation according to Ibn al- ‘Arabi and Qinawt

Ibn al-‘Arabi and his followers agree with other Sufis on the idea that people can deduce new
meanings from the Qur’an through spiritual concentration, aside from exoteric denotations based
on the obvious sense of Qur’anic exposition, on transmitted knowledge or on rational inquiry.

When Ibn al-‘Arabi explains his manner of interpretation, he uses allusion (ishara) as some other

54 Ibn ‘Ata’-Allah al-IskandarT, Lata 'if al-minan (al-Qahira: s. n., 1974), 248-249.
55 Abt Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazzali, Thya’ ‘uliim al-Din (Bayrat: Dar al-Ma‘rifa, [19--7]), 1:49.
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Sufis do, such as Abii Nasr al-Sarraj and al-Qasim al-Qushayri.>® According to Ibn al-*Arabi,
allusion is also how God speaks in the Qur’an:

...God had the power to state explicitly the interpretations (fa’awwul) of the Folk of
Allah in His Book, yet He did not do that. On the contrary, He inserted into those divine
words, which descend in the language of the common people the sciences of the
meanings of election, which He allows His servants to understand when He opens up the

eye of understanding, which He has provided for them.>’

Therefore, the Sufis who employ allusion when commenting on a verse actually imitate God.
Although the method of allusion based on kashf (mystical knowledge through unveiling) is the
soundest way of interpreting the Qur’an, Sufis do not call their comments a rafsir. The reason,
according to Ibn al-*Arabi, is that Sufis want to avoid the accusations of exoteric scholars, just as
Mary resorted to allusion when faced with the people’s condemnation as is told in the Qur’an.*®
Ibn al-‘Arabi’s answer to one who would ask why the religion contains secrets and the
language of the religion uses allusions is that people differ according to their intellectual and
spiritual capabilities so that the Prophet revealed to the common people only what they could
comprehend in order not to alienate them. Otherwise the common people would have

misunderstood and dared to deny the prophetic message. Prominent companions acted similarly,

as referred to by Ibn al-‘Arabi. For example, Abii Hurayra said, “If | disclosed it [the secrets],

56 For translated passages from Ibn al-‘Arabi’s writings regarding his method of interpretation, see William C.
Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al- ‘Arabi’s Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany, N.Y.: State University
of New York Press, 1989), 231-252. For a summary of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s interpretation, see Sands, Siifi Commentaries,
39-41. For more detailed discussion of the subject, see Nasr Hamid Aba Zayd, Falsafat al-ta 'wil: Dirasa fi ta 'wil al-
Qur’an ‘inda Muhyt al-Din Ibn ‘Arabi (Bayriit, Lubnan: Dar al-Tanwir, 1993).

57 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, 247. In addition, for more regarding how and why the Qur’an employs
allusion according to Ibn al-‘Arabi, see Abl Zayd, Falsafat al-ta 'wil, 266-275.

58 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, 247.
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my neck would have been cut.” Ibn ‘Abbas talked similarly saying, “If I explained it, I would
have been a heretic who should be stoned in your opinion.”>®

Ibn al-‘Arabi also justifies commentary by allusion based on narrative reports from the
Prophet’s life and statements made by his companions. For example, the Prophet, who was
preparing to make an agreement with the Meccan polytheists in Hudaybiyya, interpreted the
name of the envoy of the opposing party, Suhayl, as auspicious, suggesting that advantageous
consequences would result from the agreement, alluding to the verbal root of the name which is
“s-h-I” meaning “to become easy” in Arabic.%°

According to Ibn al-‘Arabi, the source of esoteric knowledge is divine. God reveals an
understanding of the Qur’an to the hearts of the elite just as He revealed the books to His
prophets.5! However, the person who wants to be the recipient of this knowledge should be
prepared by means of spiritual efforts such as ascetic practices, spiritual purification, and freeing
oneself from worldly attachments.®? Ion al-‘Arabi identifies the real inheritors of the Prophet
referred to in the prophetic traditions®® as the enlightened Sufis.%* The difference between the
prophets and these is that the latter do not bring a new law (skart‘a) nor change any rule of the

law, but they understand and interpret it in the truest way with divine assistance.®® The real

inheritors of the Prophet can even verify the soundness of a weak hadith or the weakness of a

59 Ibn al-‘Arabi, Kitab Khatm al-wilaya: ‘Anqa’ mughrib fi ma'rifa khatm al-awliya’ wa-shams al-Maghrib
(Dimashq: Dar al-Mada, 2004), 60; Abtu Zayd, Falsafat al-ta 'wil, 271.

60 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, 249-250.
61 Ibid., 248.
62 Ibid., 245.

63 The most famous hadiths about this subject are the following: “The scholars are the inheritors of the prophets”
and “The scholars of my nation are like the prophets of the People of Israel.”

64 Abil Zayd, Falsafat al-ta 'wil, 242.
65 Ibid., 243.
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sound hadith by means of God-given knowledge.® Ibn al-‘Arabi links exoteric scholars’
disapproval of esoteric interpretation to their judgment that knowledge comes only through
learning. “But they are wrong,” he states, “in their belief that God does not teach him who is not
a messenger or a prophet.”®’

Sadr al-Din al-Qtinawi, Ibn al-‘Arabi’s most prominent student, describes divine speech
in the form of historical revelation as having both obvious and cryptic messages.®® By sending
revelation in a form not wholly comprehended, God intends to exhort people to make an effort to
explore hidden truths in the message by which the reader can attain knowledge of these truths
through the expressed words.®® Qiinaw states that the Prophet “neither concealed nor disclosed,
rather he expressed the secrets through perfect wording (‘ibara tamma) that serves the
intention.”’® Like his master, QlinawT accords the right to decipher the secrets of the Qur’an to
select people spiritually taught by God. In the introduction to his /jaz al-bayan, he explicitly
states that God taught him the secrets of the Qur’an.”* The 7%az from start to end, in fact, is

where he enacts the task of decoding the secrets. Furthermore, Qiinaw1 frequently states in the

commentary that there are more secrets he is not permitted to divulge.’

66 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, 251; Aba Zayd, Falsafat al-ta 'wil, 244.
67 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, 247.

68 Sadr al-Din Muhammad ibn Ishaq al-Qunawi, [ jaz al-bayan fi ta 'wil Umm al-Qur’an, ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir Ahmad
‘Ata, ([al-Qahira]: Dar al-Kutub al-haditha, [1969]), 524-525.
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Esoteric Exegesis According to Fanari
Layers of meaning

Fanar discusses the nature and the boundaries of Tafsir as an Islamic discipline in one of the
chapters in the prologue of ‘Ayn al-a‘yan.”™ In this chapter, he reserves a section for the
discussion of maratib al-ma ‘na (layers of meaning), which centers on the hadith of ZBHM."™ We
saw before how he used the hadith to explain the ontology of divine speech following Qiinawi.
Here, Fanari resorts to the same hadith to justify his hermeneutics, which assesses the Qur’anic

text as having several layers of meaning.

Fanari first cites the annotation of the hadith by al-Husayn ibn Mas‘iid al-Baghaw1 (d.
1117), a renowned medieval hadith scholar and commentator, in order to prepare the reader for
the concept of layers of meaning. Baghawi’s explanation is no more than a summary of what
non-Sufi scholars said about the hadith, which we discussed in Chapter 3; however, from this
summary Fanari understands the following: the literal meaning of a word is called zahr, because
it is the first to appear (yazharu) to the listeners. The meaning acquired through interpretation
based on narrations from the Salaf (zafsir) is barn, because the intended meaning of the speech is
its spirit and essence (batin). The meaning gained through the analysis of linguistic features
(ta’wil) such as metaphors (majaz) and allusions (kindya) is called muttala “."® What draws our

attention in this retelling of Baghaw1’s summary is that Fanart outlines a hierarchical order in

73 Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Hamza al-Fanari, ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan: Tafsir al-Fatiha (Istanbul: Rifat Bey Matbaasi,
1325 [1907]), 4-16.

74 Ibid., 9-12.

75 Ibid., 9. Cf. al-Husayn ibn Mas‘ad al-Baghawi, Sharh al-Sunna (Dimashq, Bayrut: al-Maktab al-Islami, 1984),
1:262-265.
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Qur’anic exegesis. In this hierarchy, (a) the literal meaning, (b) zafsir and (c) ta 'wil respectively
refer to the gradual levels of Qur’anic meanings according to the varying complexity of the text.
Since, in Fanari’s understanding, ta 'wil refers to a method of interpretation that based on means
other than narration, as we will see below, Baghawi is presented here by Fanari as if he accepts
this method. However, BaghawT explicitly stated that he understands #add as the limit for both
zahr and bagn, namely, the recitation of the Qur’an and its interpretation. Accordingly, no one
should cross the border in recitation (¢i/awa) by conflicting with the official copy of the Qur’an
(al-Imam) and in interpretation by relying on means other than narration (masmii‘). He takes
muttala“ as a deeper understanding of the text but within these limits. As a matter of fact, he
warns his readers, in the same pages where he explains the hadith, against interpreting the
Qur’an according to their own opinion (ra’y), which basically means interpretation by other
means than narration in this context. Thus, Fanari’s explanation should be taken as an attempt to
prepare the readers for what he really understands from the hadith and to convince them there is
no major distinction between the AkbarT and non-Sufi approaches. He clearly prefers Quinawi’s

standpoint regarding the meaning of the hadith.

Fanari then paraphrases Qiinaw1’s explanation of the hadith, which we mentioned when
discussing the subject of the gradual manifestation of divine speech. In brief, the hadith is
speaking of “the levels of Qur’anic meaning that vary in terms of clarity (zuhiar) and
concealment (khafa’) according to the [gradual] manifestations of the divine name Mutakallim
(Speaker) and congruent to the manifestations of the ontological universal presences (al-hadarat

al-kulliyya).”’’ Fanari concludes:

77 Ibid., 9-10.
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These [notions in the hadith] are the names of the meaning according to levels of
appearance (zuhur) and hiddenness (khafa’). What is apparent [is two categories]: the
appearance of sensible things is zahr, and the appearance of spirits is bamn. What is
hidden [is also two classes]: the hiddenness of realities (hagad’iq: a‘yan thabita) is
muttala‘, and the hiddenness of the most perfect Muhammadan manifestation of unity

[the first divine manifestation] is what is beyond muzzala ‘ (ma ba ‘da al-muttala‘).”

It is true that QiinawT uses the hadith when explaining the ontological levels of divine speech and
when interpreting the Qur’anic text as having multiple layers each of which points to a different
ontological level in existence. Fanari takes these ideas a step further by explicitly establishing an
organic connection between the layers of meaning in the Qur’anic text and the gradual
manifestation of divine speech. In other words, the text contains the traces of divine
manifestation that passes through the ontological levels. This means that deciphering the text is
more than an intellectual activity; it also requires spiritual experience to make sense of the hints
in the text about what lies beyond the physical world. I will discuss this in Chapter 6, but | would
like to say here that FanarT evaluates exegesis not only at the epistemological level but also the
spiritual level. This inevitably brings up the subjects of spiritual knowledge and the

qualifications of the commentator.

In the following passage, Fanar1 presents the theory of “maratib al-ma ‘na” more clearly.
Here, he lists all the different dimensions of meaning a qualified commentator is capable of

extracting from the text:

If | clearly mention the levels of meaning in any place, | do not exceed the four because
these are the principles (kulliyat) of the meanings. For what is comprehended (mudrak) is
either perceptible (kissi) which would be zahr, or spiritual (rizhani) which would be bagn,

or metaphysical (ma‘nawt) and nominal (asma’z, i.e., pertaining to the divine names)

78 Ibid., 9.
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which would be mugala‘, or imaginal (khayali and mithalt) which would be limits
(hudid). These are the levels according to the five divine presences (al-hadarat al-
khams). As for divine absolute unity, it would be beyond transcendency (ma ba ‘da al-

murtala ). Allah knows the best.”

Fanart juxtaposes all the elements of his theory on the basis of the hadith of ZBHM in this short
passage: From an ontological perspective, these notions are the names of ontological levels lined
up hierarchically, which result in a multiplicity of meanings in a single text. From an exegetical
perspective, they are the names of the multiple Qur’anic meanings. From an epistemological
perspective, they are the names of what a human being can comprehend. However, the
dimensions are not restricted to these four. They are the “principles” (kulliyat), as Fanart puts it,
of the epistemological, ontological, and exegetical levels. Namely, they are top categories and
may contain many sub-elements. For example, Qtinawi refers to another hadith that describes the
Qur’an as having multiple strata, with one zahr and seven abzun (pl. basn).8 When explaining
the seven strata of the barn, Fanar again describes the Qur’anic meanings as varying in depth
and associates them with the spiritual levels. Accordingly, zahr is the text. The first basn pertains
to worldly actions and physical capacity (al-quwwa al-‘amila), the second to otherworldly
actions and the intellectual faculty (al-quwwa al- ‘agila), and the third to spirit (rizk). All of the
remaining basns are related to different levels of the inmost consciousness (sirr). For instance,
the seventh bagn refers to the highest level of spirituality connected to the ontological level of the

absolute unity of multiplicities (ahadiyyat jam* al-jam).8! The number of absun increases to

79 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 90.
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seventy in another version of the hadith. The number seventy refers to the existence of esoteric

depths beyond those mentioned, according to Fanari.®2

In sum, Fanari reads the Qur’anic text as having multiple layers of meaning. We saw how
he explained this hierarchy through AkbarT ideas based on the hadith of ZBHM. He also tries to
justify the theory through the non-Sufi classical terminology. For example, when discussing
Baghaw1’s explanation of the hadith, Fanari mentions the tripartite hierarchy of literal
meaning/tafsirita 'wil. This classification does not exclude esoteric meaning because Fanari
considers esoteric exegesis as an aspect of ¢a 'wil.3® Therefore, we should also examine how
Fanari approaches the term fa 'wil and its difference from zafsir (in its meaning of interpretive
method, not as the discipline of Qur’anic exegesis) in order to understand his position regarding

esoteric exegesis.
The tafsir-ta 'wil distinction

Regarding the etymology of tafsir, Muslim scholars generally point to the Arabic verbal roots, f-
s-r and s-f-r, both of which mean “to expose.”® The verbs take on the meaning of “clarification”
when transferred to the second stem (zaf"7l). The word tafsir occurs once in the Qur’an, in Q.
25:33,% where it means “explanation.” The word ta 'wil is derived from the second stem of the
verb a-w-I meaning “to return from.” Ta 'wil, in this regard, literally means to make something

return. The word occurs in 17 places in the Qur’an with various meanings, some of which are the

82 Ibid.
83 Ibid., 89.

84 For the opinions on the meanings of tafsir and fa'wil and on their difference, see Muhammad Husayn Dhahabi,
al-Tafsir wa-I-mufassiriin, 1:13-22. For morphological, grammatical, semantic, theological and historical analyses of
the terms tafsir and ta’wil, see Hussein Abdul-Raof, Schools of Qur’anic Exegesis: Genesis and Development
(London; New York: Routledge, 2010), 84-110.
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following: interpretation of the Qur’an (Q. 3:7), explanation of intention (Q. 18:78, 82),

conclusion (Q. 4:59, 7:53), and interpretation of dreams (Q. 12:6, 37, 44, 45, 100).

According to Muhammad Husayn Dhahabi (d. 1977), a contemporary scholar of Qur’anic
studies, the meaning of za 'wil underwent semantic change over the course of time. In the early
centuries, fa’'wil had the same meaning as fafsir, which was “interpretation,” so that these two
words were used interchangeably. Later scholars distinguished ta 'wil from tafsir by redefining
the former as ascribing a meaning to a text outside of its semantic axis (marjih: non-
preponderant), not the obvious meaning, by force of evidence.® Theologians, especially, favored
this later understanding of ta’'wil as a method of interpretation because it allowed them to
interpret anthropomorphic verses of the Qur’an as divine attributes. However, this method also
caused fierce debates among Islamic schools. The reason for the conflict over the notion was the
use of za’'wil in its later meaning by theological schools to support their own agendas, according
to Amin al-Khiili, a contemporary Egyptian scholar.8” Some thinkers also trace the distinction of
tafsir and ta 'wil back to the early sectarian conflicts between the Shi‘a and their opponents. The
Shi‘a adopted an esoteric mode of interpretation in the name of ta 'wil to justify their doctrines.®
Similarly, Sufis who favored esoteric exegesis and rational commentators who appropriated
exegesis by reason defended their positions by considering them within the scope of ta 'wil. As a
result, a variety of opinions emerged regarding the definition of ta'wil and its difference from

tafsir. In the various explanations of ra’wil, especially those presented by the Sunni scholars

86 Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa-I-mufassirin, 1:17-18.
87 Ibid., 1:19.
88 Abdul-Raof, Schools of Qur’anic Exegesis, 104-105.
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listed in works of Qur’anic studies, we see the scholars’ eagerness to determine the boundaries of

“legitimate” ta 'wil.®® As a result, they categorized ta 'wil practices as acceptable and rejected.

Fanart also focuses on the scholarly discussions about the tafsir/ta 'wil distinction. He is
primarily interested in the exegetical rather than the theological aspect of the subject. After
discussing various opinions regarding the difference between the two, he accepts zafsir as a
method of interpretation that relies on narration (riwaya) and ta’wil as a method on rational
investigation (diraya).*® The approach of the later scholars (al-usiiliyyiin) helped Fanari to shape
his understanding regarding the subject. They emphasize that tafsir signifies the apparent
meaning of the text whereas 7a 'wil deals with inexplicit meaning. They also understand zafsir to
be interpretation that proceeds by choosing one of the possible meanings of a text, indicated by
definite evidence, as opposed to fa 'wil, where possible meanings are indicated by conjectural
evidence. ® These two points, namely the clarity/obscurity of the meaning and the
definiteness/speculativeness of evidence, are two important components of Fanari’s thoughts
about exegesis of the Qur’an, as will be discussed in detail below. These two points help Fanari
to distinguish between meanings that are determined and those that are assumed to be God’s

intention.

According to Fanari, ta wil is as permissible as tafsir.%? To reinforce this idea, he recalls

Qur’anic verses that call upon people to ponder the Qur’an and Prophetic traditions, and

89 For example, see Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa-I-mufassirin, 1:19-22.

90 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 5. He attributes this opinion to Abt al-‘Abbas Muwaffaq al-Din Ahmad ibn Yasuf ibn al-Hasan al-
Kawashi al-Mawsili (d. 1281), a scholar of Qur’anic exegesis and recitation and the author of a Qur’anic
commentary entitled Tabsirat al-mutadhakkir. However, Zarkashi relates this as Ibn al-Durays al-Bajali’s (d. 906)
opinion. See Zarkashi, al-Burhan fi ‘uliim al-Qur’an, 2:150.
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statements of prominent companions, in the same line.®> Among them, the statement attributed to

Ibn ‘Abbas and its explanation by Fanart stand out:

“Tafsir has four aspects: an aspect that Arabs can know with their language skills; an
aspect for ignorance of which nobody can be excused; an aspect known to scholars; and
an aspect known only to God.” They say, the first is about the depths of the language; the
second involves the principles of belief and rituals; the third concerns the details of the
religious rules and possibilities of interpretation (¢a’wil); and the fourth is unknowable

things (ghuyib) such as the time of the doomsday and of appearance of its signs.®*

Fanari disagrees with those who do not allow ta ‘wil because of their literal understanding of the
famous Prophetic tradition that states, “Whoever interprets the Qur’an according to his own
opinion should be prepared for his place in Hell.” He does not infer a prohibition of
interpretation based on rational investigation from this tradition. This hadith, according to him,
refers to those who make their opinion the sole criterion for interpretation and ignore other
evidence, to those who speak on ambiguous verses of the Qur’an (mutashabihat) about which no
knowledge is possible, or to those who consider their opinions certain and put themselves in
God’s position.®® In light of this, we can accept these objections listed by FanarT as his conditions
for permissible za 'wil. In addition, he emphatically states that the comments he offers within the
scope of za'wil never exclude nor negate the primary meaning and the other comments, which

otherwise would constitute a Batini attitude.*®

Fanari bases the need of the commentators to adhere to ta'wil on the linguistic

characteristics of the Qur’an drawing on the explanations by al-Raghib al-Isfahant (d. 1108 or
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1109), a prominent medieval scholar of Qur’anic exegesis. °’ Accordingly, the reason
necessitating fa 'wil is the presence of syntactic and semantic ambiguities in the Qur’anic text.
The semantic ambiguities are mostly caused by brief and condensed expression (zjaz), one of the
most important characteristics of the Qur’anic exposition. Because of this feature, the Qur’an
contains many polysemous words. The Prophetic statement that he was given “jawami ‘ al-kalim”
(the ability to express many meanings with the most concise wording) points to this
characteristic, according to Fanar1.%® That the linguistic features of the Qur’anic text may involve
more than one possible meaning is a recurrent theme in the ‘4yn so that many pages of the

commentary are reserved for discussions of linguistic details. Fanari states,

With [the efforts of understanding such as] designation of a meaning (takdid), iteration
(tardid), explanation (tibyan) or demonstration (burhan) about a rational or narrated
subject, the discussant only means that the Qur’an indicates [her/his interpretation] by
either expressing (‘ibara) or alluding (ishara) or unambiguously manifesting (sarih) or
indirectly implying (kinaya) or literally (hagiqa) or metaphorically (isti ‘ara) verbalizing.
However, [these interpretation efforts should be practiced] not through the custom of
philosophers of metaphysics but according to the methodologies of experts on Arabic
language for two important reasons: the first is what the following verse of God refers to:
“We sent not a messenger except (to teach) in the language of his (own) people.” [Q.
14:4]. The second is the need for the use of linguistic subtleties (dagda’ig) in order to
reach the truths [of the text] (haga’ig). [This need is true] not only for the people
incapable of understanding the intention of the clear speech [but also for the advanced],
more specifically about such speech (the Qur’an) that convinces the common with
general exposition and satisfies the elites with hidden subtle points as the Prophet says,
“For every verse there are zahr and bagn; for every letter there is a hadd; for every hadd
there is a muttala“.” Because of all these, whose share from the sciences is greater his

share from knowledge of the Qur’an is more abundant. This is the meaning of referring to

97 Abt al-Qasim Husayn ibn Muhammad al-Raghib al-Isfahani, Mugaddima jami* al-tafasiv: Ma ‘a Tafsir al-Fatiha
wa matali ‘ al-Bagara (Kuwayt: Dar al-Da‘wa, 1984), 50; Fanari, ‘Ayn, 7.
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the contemplation of the people of discernment and pondering of the people of

understanding about some parts of the Book. %

Another reason that necessitates ¢a 'wil is the insufficiency of narrative material to clarify
every linguistic or semantic ambiguity, as we do not always find a tradition regarding every
verse. Fanarl emphasizes that the Qur’an contains many passages concerning the ritual,
theological, ethical, and spiritual aspects of religion. The Prophet explained only a small portion
of the Scripture, while entrusting the explanation of the most of it to qualified scholars. In
addition, the use of reason to understand the Qur’an is encouraged in religious accounts. In this
regard, Fanari draws attention to praise for rational inquiry (ijtihad) found in Qur’anic verses.
These verses state that the Qur’an contains explanations of everything and urge people to ponder
the Qur’an and draw conclusions by reason.'® Fanarl examines rational inquiry practiced in
exegesis of the Qur’an in terms of two aspects: language and content. We have already
mentioned linguistic analysis as a practice involving ta 'wil. The analysis of content is another
aspect of ijtihad in exegesis of the Qur’an.'%! Fanari takes the prophetic statements that compare
scholars to Jewish prophets to mean that the Prophet vested the scholars with the authority to
produce their own comments on the Qur’an and that a scholar’s function should go beyond
solely transmitting information. However, the scholars would need to know some sciences,

sixteen of them to be precise, in order to thoroughly clarify Qur’anic messages.%? “Whose share

99 Ibid., 86.
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from these sciences is greater,” Fanari states, “his share from knowledge of the Qur’an is more

abundant.”1%®

However, FanarT points out one problem with the acceptance of tafsir as interpretation by
tradition and ta 'wil as by reason; he hypothesizes: What if a “fafsir” is based on a singular
tradition (khabar al-wahid), whereas a “fa 'wil” is supported by obvious verses (muizkam) of the
Qur’an or a mutawatir tradition with accompanying rational evidence? Are we going to say, in
this case, that tafsir is lower than ta 'wil?% For a theoretician like Fanari, it is not important
whether this case ever occurred; the possibility suffices for his argument. He tries to solve this
problem drawing on Abii Manstr al-Maturidi’s (d. 944) understanding. The latter restricts tafsir
to interpretation made only by the companions of the Prophet (sakaba) who witnessed the events
in person. He classifies what others have said about exegesis as ta 'wil.1% It seems that Fanari
understands Maturidi as asserting that what the companions witnessed meant certain knowledge
only for them, and when this knowledge was passed to on others, it automatically became
“conjectural” ta 'wil to those who received it.1% It would follow that all comments passed down
from previous generations through singular narrations should be classified as ta 'wil not tafsir,
which, I think, is not the point Maturidi wanted to make. In other words, Fanari, although he
does not explicitly say as much, assesses tafsir as that which was narrated from the first
generation by tawarur and reduces every comment based on either singular narration or rational

deduction to fa ‘wil. It seems that Fanari focuses here on determining what the exegetes can know
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for certain about Qur’anic meanings. We will see below how he distinguishes between certain
and uncertain outcomes of exegesis of the Qur’an when explaining his definition of Tafsir. In
this regard, he accepts Fakhr al-Islam al-Bazdaw1’s (d. 1089) description of tafsir as “unveiling
without leaving any doubt” (al-kashf bi-la shubha), on the condition that it is taken as the
exclusive knowledge of the companions or as a comment irrefutably supported by the Qur’anic
verses.}” A comment based on an @had report is inconclusive (zanni) in its indication of true

meaning, not “without doubt,” that is, not in the same class with tafsir in terms of certainty.%®

In short, Fanart argues that fa ‘wil is indispensable because of the linguistic features of the
Qur’an and because of the insufficiency of the explanatory narrations. In addition, the Prophet
indirectly entitled Muslim scholars to offer comments on the Qur’an. Fanari also opines that
ta’wil produces indefinite knowledge. However, what does he mean by considering esoteric
interpretation an aspect of fa 'wil?'%® This move may imply two things: (1) fa wil should be
understood as exegesis based on “other means than narration” including rational inquiry and
esoteric enlightenment, and (2) esoteric interpretation should be regarded as rational inquiry. In

his ‘Ayn, Fanari uses statements that seem to confirm the second option, as we will see below.
The classification of Islamic religious sciences

Fanari, in a long chapter,'? discusses the virtues of Islamic ‘uliim (religious sciences) in general,

and of Tafsir in particular.!*! His categorization of religious sciences is of great importance

107 Abt al-Hasan ‘Alf ibn Muhammad al-Bazdawi, Kanz al-wusil ila ma ‘rifat al-usil, in ‘Abd al-*Aziz ibn Ahmad
al-Bukhari, Kashf al-asrar ‘an Usil Fakhr al-Islam al-Bazdawr (Bayrut, Lubnan: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1997),
1:70. Fanari, ‘Ayn, 7.

108 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 7.
109 Ibid., 89.
110 Ibid., 17-41 (chapter 3).

111 The Arabic word ‘i/m means both knowledge and science. Fanari uses the word with both meanings.
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because it reveals his understanding of esoteric knowledge and its place in Qur’anic exegesis.
Thus, as would be expected, the exoteric/esoteric dichotomy plays an important role in Fanart’s

understanding of ‘u/zm and in his categorization.

Fanari describes esoteric knowledge and its possessors in a manner similar to what we
read in Sufi writings: Esoteric knowledge pertains to the heart and what is beyond the physical
world whereas exoteric knowledge is the expression of what is bounded by this world. The
authority of the exoteric scholars is valid in this world; their exoteric knowledge provides them
only with worldly benefits. Esoteric scholars form their views of everything with a clear
discernment not adulterated with doubts. They dedicate themselves to devotional and spiritual

practices, so that God will inspire them and guide them to the truest knowledge.!*?

Esoteric knowledge is legitimate, according to Fanart. To show its legitimacy, he quotes
Prophetic traditions, one of which divides knowledge into esoteric and exoteric categories:
“Knowledge is two types: Exoteric knowledge that is explicit in the language. This will be God’s
argument (kujjat Allah) against the creatures. Esoteric knowledge in the heart; this is the
beneficial knowledge.”'!® The authenticity of this hadith is not strong, but the following tradition
is very popular in Islamic literature: “The search for knowledge (al- ‘i/m) is incumbent upon all
Muslims.”** Most Muslim scholars have taken the pursuit of knowledge in this hadith to mean
pursuit of the knowledge of religious duties, and some have even identified it with the

knowledge of the five pillars of Islam.!*® However, Fanari, who summarizes all these scholarly

112 lbid., 27-28.
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comments on the hadith, puts special emphasis on esoteric knowledge, stating that the obligatory
knowledge refers to sincerity (ikhlas), knowledge of heart (‘i/m al-qalb), and esoteric knowledge
(‘ilm al-batin). Regarding the last, Fanart adds, “Esoteric knowledge is incumbent on the people

of heart in an exclusive manner rather than others.”16

Esoteric knowledge is not only legitimate, but also the ultimate aim of scholarly
activities, and even of creation, according to Fanari. To emphasize this point, he agrees with
Mahmiid ibn ‘Alf al-Qashant al-Hamawi (d. 1335), who argues that the knowledge whose virtues
are rehearsed at length in the Islamic sources is the knowledge of physical and spiritual actions
that will eventually lead to the ‘ilm al-Mukashafa (direct unveiling).!’ This would mean that
Fanari considers only scholarly efforts that produce esoteric knowledge to be meritorious.
Furthermore, he recalls the well-known interpretation of Q. 51:56 that reads, “I have only created
jinns and men, that they may serve Me,” according to which, the phrase “that they may serve
Me” means “that they may know Me”; therefore, the jinns and the humans, as conscious
creatures, were created in order that they should attain knowledge of God. Although Fanari does
not specifically identify this knowledge as esoteric, it would not be wrong to suggest this.®
Thus, the rational soul (al-nafs al-nariqa) reaches perfection by knowing God as much as it

can'!® because it was created for this purpose.

116 Ibid., 26.

117 Ibid., 20. Fanari frequently cites from Qashani’s Lubab al-qit min khaza'in al-malakit. This book exists as
manuscripts in the libraries.
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We also see the significance FanarT attaches to esoteric knowledge in his classification of
the religious sciences derived from the Qur’an and Prophetic traditions.*?° Drawing on Baydawr,
Fanari divides these sciences into two categories. The first concerns faith, and the only science in
this category is theology, which takes several names, such as al- ‘llm al-ilahi, Usil al-Din, and

‘Ilm al-Kalam.

The second category is about human actions and states, and is divided into two
subcategories: (A) Sciences that focus on actions and states in terms of their religiosity. These
are in turn divided according to exoteric or esoteric actions: (1) exoteric actions (al-a ‘mal al-
zahira) are the subject of two Islamic sciences, theoretical jurisprudence (Usil al-Figh) and law
(Figh), and (2) esoteric states (al-akhwal al-batina) are investigated according to their practical
and theoretical aspects: (a) the practical aspect is described by a variety of names including ‘7lm
al-Tasawwuf (Sufism), ‘Ilm Makarim al-akhlag (good moral conduct), ‘I/lm al-Riyada
(mortification of the flesh), ‘Iim al-Tazkiyya (purification of the self), ‘Iim al-Tahliyya
(beautification of the soul); (b) the theoretical and transcendental aspects of spirituality are
named by Fanari as ‘llm al-Haga’ig (realities), ‘Iim al-Mushahada (witnessing, visionary
experience), and ‘Iim al-Mukashafa (direct unveiling). (B) Sciences that focus on actions and
states in terms of historiography: (1) history and storytelling (7arikh and Qasas) and (2)
exhortation (“Iim al-Tadhkir). The Figure-1 below shows these seven sciences derived from the

Qur’an and the Prophetic traditions together:

120 Ibid., 24-25.
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Religious ‘Uliim derived from the Qur’an and Hadiths

4//\

Subject: Faith Subject: Actions and States
Science (1): Theology

\
Aspect: Religiosity Aspect: Historiography
Science [8): Science (7):
Subject: Exoteric actions Subject: Esoteric actions History Exhortation
and states and states

— N

Science (2): Theoretical  Science (3): Law
Jurisprudence

Subject: Practical Spirituality Subject: Transcendental Spirituality
Science (4): Sufism Science [5): Realities, Unveiling

Figure- 1: Religious sciences derived from the Qur’an and hadiths

Thus, Fanar gives a place to esotericism in his classification of the religious sciences derived
from the Qur’an and hadiths, for two important reasons. First, according to him, esoteric states
constitute a human condition. Second, the ultimate sources of religious knowledge, i.e., the
Qur’an and hadiths, address this human condition. The divisions Fanari makes among the
esoteric sciences is also worth noting. The knowledge of spiritual practices should be
distinguished from the knowledge gained at the transcendental spiritual level, which is reached
by means of the practices. The former trains one spiritually to become a recipient of the latter.
Fanari calls this transcendental spirituality haqa’iq, mushahada, and mukashafa, all of which
refer to esoteric knowledge following from mystical enlightenment. Haga 'iq is also the section

of his commentary in which he explains the esoteric dimensions of the verses under
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consideration. In this section, as we will see in the next chapter, he reveals what the text

corresponds to in the unseen ontological and spiritual realms.

Fanari presents another categorization of the sciences.’?! In this case, he lists sixteen
sciences that a commentator needs to know when interpreting the Qur’an and divides them into
three categories: (1) linguistic sciences, (2) intellectual sciences, and (3) God-given knowledge.
This tripartite categorization and most of the list belong in fact to al-Raghib al-lsfahani.}?? The

list is as follows:

(A) The linguistic sciences (al- ‘uliim al-lafziyya): (1) lexicology (Lugha), (2) etymology
(Ishtigaq), (3) morphology (Sarf), (4) grammar (Nahw), (5) lexicology in rhetoric (Ma ‘ani), (6)
style of speech in rhetoric (Bayan), (7) verbal embellishment in rhetoric (Badi*), and (8) methods

of reciting the Qur’an (Qira at).

(B) The intellectual or metaphysical sciences (al- ‘uliim al- ‘aqliyya or al-ma ‘nawiyya) are
the following: (1) storytelling and narrative (Qasas and Athar), (2) Prophetic tradition (Hadith),
(3) theology (Kalam), (4) realities (Haga 'ig), (5) jurisprudence (Usil al-Figh), (6) duties towards
God and man, and prohibitions (Mu ‘Gmalat and Mazajir), (7) rituals and ethics (‘/badat and

Akhlaq), (8) and exhortation (Tadhkir).

(C) Knowledge bestowed by God by divine inspiration (al-‘ilm al-wahbi). Fanari

mentions the science of “realities” (or “truths”) (Haga'’ig) in the second group as the only

121 Ibid., 86-87.

122 Isfahani, Mugaddima, 94-96. Isfahani’s list contains the following ten sciences: Lugha (lexicology), Ishtigaq
(etymology), Nahw (grammar), Qira at (recitation), Athar and Akhbar (narrative), Hadith (prophetic tradition), Usil
al-Figh (jurisprudence), Figh (law), Kalam (theology), and ‘I/im al-mawhiba (God-given knowledge).
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example of this kind. The figure below shows these sixteen sciences that serve as sources of

exegesis of the Qur’an:

‘Uliim that are sources of Tafsir

Sciences bestowed by God

Linguistic Sciences Intellectual or Metaphysical Sciences

(1) Lexicology (1) Storytelling and narrative

(2) Etymology (2) Prophetic tradition

(3) Morphology (3) Theology

(4) Grammar (4) Realities

(5) Lexicology in rhetoric (5) Jurisprudence

(6) Style of speech in rhetorie (6) Duties towards God and man
{7) Verbal embellishment in rhetoric (7) Rituals and ethics

(8) Methods of reciting the Qur’an (8) Exhortation

Figure- 2: Religious sciences that are sources of Tafsir

Fanar agrees with Isfahani on that these sciences are necessary for Qur’anic exegesis because
they address the fundamental aims of the Qur’an (magasid), which can be summarized as the
knowledge of faith essentials and religious actions. These fundamental aims cannot be attained
without expertise in the linguistic sciences, which delineate the meanings of the words, and
expertise in the intellectual sciences, which illuminate the connections of the words to the
concepts.!?® Whoever masters these sixteen sciences, Fanari emphasizes, is not subject to the

serious Prophetic warning against interpretation by personal opinion.!?

The list above clearly shows that linguistic analysis dominates exegesis of the Qur’an,

according to Fanari. In this sense, he follows the Akbari tradition, which treats the language of

123 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 86. Cf. Isfahani, Mugaddima, 94.
124 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 87. Cf. Isfahani, Mugaddima, 96.
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the Qur’an as the most important key to extracting meanings. The three sciences of rhetoric
(Ma ‘ani, Bayan, and Badi ‘) that FanarT adds to Isfahant’s list show that he does not find a simple
linguistic analysis at a basic level to be sufficient.!® Since he considers the Qur’anic text
extremely complicated, as expressing many subtleties with very concise wording (zjaz), he favors
a deeper evaluation that involves rhetoric in order to unfold the complexities of the text. In
addition, one of Fanari’s aims in interpretation, like that of other Sufis, is to distill wisdom and
abstruse points from the text. That is why the ‘Ayn has sections titled Raga’ig (subtleties),
Haga’ig (realities or truths) and Tadhkir (exhortation). To extract deep meanings obviously

requires more than a basic linguistic inquiry.

Fanar?’s inclusion of ‘ilm al-mawhiba (the knowledge bestowed by God) among the
sciences needed by commentators is not surprising. Although Isfahani means by this divine
guidance attained through piety,'?® FanarT takes it as esoteric knowledge whose source is divine
inspiration (al-ilham al-ilahi) and identifies it as ‘Iim al-Haqa’ig. Furthermore, he counts ‘Iim
al-Haga’ig among the intellectual sciences. This move indicates that he sees the knowledge
bestowed by God as equal to intellectual knowledge in terms of authority. It also indicates that
he associates divine inspiration with intellectual/rational knowledge. Does this mean that Fanari
considers divine inspiration as a function of human intellect? What is the nature of esoteric
knowledge, in this case, according to Fanari? We will try to find an answer to this question but

before we attempt that, we need to mention a problem addressed by Fanarf:

125 Zarkashi also sees these rhetorical sciences as essential knowledge for commentators, along with the
grammatical sciences. See Zarkashi, al-Burhan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an, 2:173-174. It seems that Fanari integrated
Isfahant’s list with Zarkashi’s and added minor details.

126 Isfahani, Mugaddima, 95-96.
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The first list provided by Fanart names the sciences derived from the Qur’an whereas the
second list contains the sciences needed to understand the Qur’an. As a result, Fanar is
prompted to accept some sciences, such as ‘Ilm al-Haqa'iq, as both the source and the outcome
of Qur’anic exegesis, which poses a problem for him. In answer to the hypothetical question, “Is

it not a tautology to accept these sciences as both a source and an outcome?” he states:

Since the Qur’an is an ocean whose wonders are never exhausted nor whose mysteries
ever cease, the effort to benefit and the endeavor to deduce [new meanings] from it never
have a limit where the activity [of producing interpretation] stops or the effort becomes
unfruitful. If the truths (haqaiq) of what the Salaf deduced and compiled, their sources
and the ways to acquire them are known, this would be a useful key to open the secrets
undiscovered by them. [It also would be] a clear route to discovering the treasures of the
cyphers of allusions [of the Qur’an] not comprehended before. The divine grace and
blessings are truly unlimited, as it is said, “the door of the divine realm is never closed.”
For every aspirant soul there is a share from the divine mysteries. Since the outcome that
the aspirant attains is different from previous outcomes, benefitting from [the previous

ones] does not entail tautology.*?’

This passage summarizes, in fact, how Fanari approaches Qur’anic exegesis in general, and its
esoteric aspect in particular. First, he accepts the Qur’an as a limitless source of knowledge and
exegesis as the endless effort to understand the text of the Qur’an. Here he apparently refers to
ta’wil as a form of exegesis by intellect that includes esoteric knowledge. Second, he attaches
importance to knowing previous exegetical results because he believes they can guide the
commentator to produce new interpretations. Whether Fanari evaluates the guidance of previous
comments on an epistemological or spiritual plane is not certain, but both are possible. In other
words, on one hand, a commentator should adopt what these comments suggest as her/his source

of knowledge and try to interpret in conformity with this knowledge. As a matter of fact, what

127 Ibid., 88.
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Fanari does in his commentary, especially in the sections reserved for Sufi thoughts, is to cite
previous Sufis, mostly Qtinawi, to explain their commentaries and to suggest similar comments.
On the other hand, the commentator should try to reach the spiritual level, where she/he can
experience what has been narrated in previous commentaries and be able to fathom new depths
of meaning. This means that the exegetical process involves not only intellectual activities, but

also spiritual experience.
The nature of esoteric knowledge

Fanar1 engages in long discussions on epistemology in his works, especially in his commentary
on Qunawi’s Miftah al-ghayb. A detailed overview of these discussions on epistemology is
beyond the scope of this study but we need to touch upon some points essential to understand the
position of esoteric knowledge in Fanar’’s hermeneutics. It seems that he takes esoteric
knowledge as something that can be grasped by human intellect. We saw some clues to this
understanding in Fanari’s classification of esoteric knowledge by the name of haga’ig, as both
intellectual and inspired by God. His emphasis on the notion of intellectual cognition when
defending the legitimacy of fa’wil, which includes both rational and esoteric exegesis in his
understanding, may be considered another indication. For example, in the following passage,

Fanari states in defense of ta 'wil:

As for those who say that whoever has extensive erudition (adab wasi‘) can comment on
the Qur’an: this [conclusion] is right following from the praise for contemplation
(tadabbur) [found in religious sources], the exhortation to pondering (tafakkur) and the
indication to the fact that there is full explanation of everything in the Qur’an and
following from the testimony of the consensus (ijma‘) made by the Salaf on [the

necessity] of independent reasoning (ijzihad) in logical deducing (istinba)...*?8

128 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 85.
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This passage argues that any qualified commentator can produce new comments not found in the
narrated reports. What attracts our attention here, and Fanart’s exposition in general in the ‘Ayn,
is that he does not emphasize mystical knowledge (kashf: unveiling) as much as Ibn al-*Arabi
and Qunawi do. In the passage above, he defends ra’wil, using notions, such as tadabbur,
tafakkur, ijma‘, ijtihad, istinbat, etc. which are important for Islamic traditions that attend to

intellectual pursuits in their epistemology.

The reason for Fanari’s prioritizing of the terminology of discursive knowledge over
mystical Sufi terminology in epistemological discussions in the ‘4yn might be a desire to bring
esoteric exegesis into a moderate zone acceptable to non-Sufi scholars. Since Akbari writers are
distinctively eager to demonstrate their Sufi ideas through Qur’anic exegesis, Fanari’s
explanation may be assessed as an attempt to defend and validate AkbarT esoteric interpretations
and to reconcile them with classical Islamic disciplines by giving them a place within the borders

of intellectual inquiry.

Another possibility is that Fanart might take mystical knowledge as intuitive reasoning.
He does not speak about this concept in the ‘4yn, but the fact that Avicennian influence is clearly

observed in Fanari’s writings tempts us to consider this possibility.?® For example, Fanari

129 For examples of Avicennian influence on Fanari in regard to his ontology, see Jules Janssens, “Elements of
Avicennian Influence in al-Fanari’s Theory of Emanation,” in Uluslararast Molla Fenari Sempozyumu:
International Symposium on Molla Fanari, ed. Tevfik Yucedogru et al. (Bursa: Bursa Biiyiiksehir Belediyesi, 2010),
315-328; Heidrun Eichner, “Intertextuality and Intellecutal Affiliations: The Case of Molla Fanari’s Ontology,” in
Uluslararast Molla Fenari Sempozyumu: International Symposium on Molla Fanari, ed. Tevfik Yucedogru et al.
(Bursa: Bursa Biiyliksehir Belediyesi, 2010), 459-466. Nicholas Heer argues that Fanari, along with other Sufis from
the School of Wakdat al-wujiid, agrees with Ibn Sina that universals exist outside the mind, although he differs on
the details. They go counter to Muslim theologians such as Qutb al-Din al-Razi and Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazani, who
“concluded that universals existed only in the mind.” See Nicholas Heer, “The Sufi Position With Respect to the
Problem of Universals.” Unpublished paper. http:/faculty.washington.edu/heer/universals-sep.pdf. Cf. ‘Abd al-
Rahman Jami, al-Durrat al-Fakhira (al-Qahira: Maktabat al-Thaqafat al-diniyya, 2002), 13-14. Fanari also follows
Ibn Sina on certain subjects of logic. El-Rouayheb explains that Fanari departs from Qutb al-Din al-Razi regarding
the “syllogism of equality” and embraces Ibn Sina’s opinion. See Khaled EI-Rouayheb, Relational Syllogisms and
the History of Arabic Logic, 900-1900 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 82-83.
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discusses the subject of comprehension (idrak) through Ibn Sina’s terminology, which is
apparently cited from the latter’s famous al-Isharat.*° Fanari defines idrdak here as the “mental
representation (tamaththul) of a reality (kagiga) in the manner of contemplative vision
(mushahada).”*3! He explains mushahada with the notion hudiir, which denotes the “presence”
of that which is comprehended by the intellect.!®2 It is probable that Fanari was influenced by Ibn

Stna’s teachings through Qtinaw1.!3?

It is also probable that Fanari adopted Razi’s approach to
intuition as a method of acquiring knowledge that the latter is said to have developed under the

influence of Ibn Sina.'%

At this point, it would be pertinent to requote a passage from the ‘Ayn that reinforces the
idea that Fanari considers spiritual enlightenment as a function of the human intellect in
acquiring knowledge. As we mentioned before, the four notions of the hadith of ZBHM refer to

and include all that is subject to human knowledge:

130 Avicenna, Kitab al-Isharat wa-\-tanbihat (Le livre des théorémes et des avertissements) (Leiden: E.J. Brill,
1892), 1:122-123.

131 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 13.

132 Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and Taftazani also use the same notion, hudir, as an explanation of mushahada when
commenting on Ibn Sina. See Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-Razi, Kitab Lubab al-Isharat (Misr: Mustafa
Afandi al-Makkawi wa-Muhammad Amin al-Khanji al-Kutubi, 1326 [1908]), 74; Mas‘td ibn ‘Umar al-Taftazani,
Sharh al-Magasid (Bayriit: ‘Alam al-kutub, 1989), 2:299.

133 For Ibn Sina’s influence on Qiinawt and his followers, see Ekrem Demirli, “The Influence of Ibn Sina on Sadr
al-Din Qunawi and His Followers,” Ishrak 1 (2010): 472-478.

134 Razi’s Kitab Lubab al-Isharat is considered one of the most popular commentaries on Ibn Sina’s al-Isharat.
According to Ayman Shihadeh, Razi accepted Ibn Sina’s notion that discursive knowledge may be acquired through
intuition aside from reflection. Shihadeh also argues that Razi distinguished the mystical knowledge of the Sufis
from intuition. See Ayman Shihadeh, “The Mystic and the Skeptic in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” in Sufism and Theology,
ed. Ayman Shihadeh (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 113. Damien Janos disagrees with Shihadeh
on the latter’s characterizing Razi as opposing mystical knowledge to the knowledge acquired by cogitation and
intuition. See Damien Janos, “Intuition, Intellection, and Mystical Knowledge: Delineating Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s
Cognitive Theories,” in Islam and Rationality: The Impact of al-Ghazzalt (Papers Collected in His 900th
Anniversary) (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2015), 192. According to Janos, Razi defined “mystical knowledge as a kind of
intuitive intellectual knowledge” and accepted intuitive cognition as a feature of the human intellect. Reflection and
intuition as two methods of acquiring knowledge were compatible not opposing in Razi’s theory. (See ibid., 224-
225).
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If | clearly mention the levels of meaning in any place, | do not exceed the four because
these are the principles (kulliyat) of the meanings. For what is comprehended (mudrak) is
either perceptible (hissi) which would be zahr, or spiritual (rizhani) which would be bagn,
or metaphysical (ma ‘nawi) and nominal (asma’i, i.e., pertaining to the divine names)
which would be mugala‘, or imaginal (khayalt and mithalt) which would be limits
(hudid). These are the levels according to the five divine presences (al-hadarat al-
khams). As for divine absolute unity, it would be beyond transcendency (ma ba ‘da al-

muftala 9). Allah knows the best.3®

This passage suggests that the levels of meaning that parallel the ontological gradations of divine
speech, including esoteric depths, are the subjects of “comprehension” (idrak). This means that
esoteric meaning is linked to intellectual cognitive processes and that the human intellect is
capable of comprehending esoteric mystical knowledge. Now, we will look at how Fanari
defines the Qur’an and the discipline of Qur’anic exegesis (7afsir) in ways that accommodate a

theory of multilayered meaning.
Definition of the Qur’an as a scripture

Fanari reserves a section in the introduction of the ‘Ayn to the discussion of the definition of the
Qur’an.’®® This discussion shows us how he approaches exegesis of the Qur’an because, as we
will see in detail below, he offers a definition compatible with his hermeneutical thinking. The

following is his definition:

[The Qur’an] is what is held in consideration as God’s speech insofar as that the

revelations of both its wording in Arabic and its meaning intended by God have been

finalized upon our Prophet [Muhammad].**’

135 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 90.
136 Ibid., 41-43.

137 “Huwa kalam Allah al-mu ‘tabar min haythu tahaqquq nuzil nazmih al- ‘Arabt wa-ma huwa ma ‘nahu al-murad
‘inda Allah ta‘ala ‘ala rasuling salla Allah ‘alayh wa-sallam.” Ibid., 41.
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Fanari explains the rationale behind his definition by expounding upon each word he
uses. For example, the phrase “held in consideration” (al-mu ‘tabar) is used to exclude Qur’anic
expressions often used in daily life, such as al-kamdu li-llah (“all praise is due to God”). If such
expressions are not uttered for the purpose of recitation, they are not considered God’s speech; in
this case, ritual purification is not required to say them. The phrase “the certain completion of the
revelation of its Arabic discourse” (tahaqquq nuziil nazmih al- ‘Arabi) aims to exclude variant
Qur’anic recitations not transmitted by consensus (gira at shadhdha), Qur’anic verses whose text
was abrogated (mansiikh), and the basmala found at the beginning of Qur’anic chapters (except
the one in the Chapter al-Naml [Q. 27:30]). The phrase “its Arabic discourse” (nazmih al- ‘Arabi)
excludes recitation of the Qur’an in the Persian language, as we discussed in Chapter 4. The
phrase “upon our Prophet” (‘ala rasiilina) obviously excludes God’s speech sent in the form of

sacred texts to the other prophets.

Fanari criticizes three definitions of the Qur’an that became popular in Islamic
literature.*®® One was offered by Fakhr al-Islam al-Bazdawi (d. 1089): “The Qur’an is God’s
speech sent down (munzal) to the Prophet, written in the books (masahif), and transmitted by
tawatur with no doubt.”*® The second belongs to Ibn al-Hajib (d. 1249): “It is God’s speech sent
down to display miracle (li-I-i jaz) even by a chapter of it.”2*° The third definition is found in
Ghazzalr’s (d. 1111) al-Mustasfa: “It is what was transmitted to us between two covers of the

books (daffatay al-masahif) by tawatur.”*** We can summarize all of the critical points listed by

138 Ibid., 42-43.
139 Bazdawi, Kanz al-wusil, 1:36.

140 ‘Uthman ibn ‘Umar Ibn al-Hajib, Kitab Mukhtasar al-muntahd al-usiali (al-Qahira: Matba‘at Kurdistan al-
‘ilmiyya, 1326 [1908]), 48.

141 AblG Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazzali, al-Mustasfa fi ‘ilm al-usil (Bayrit, Lubnan: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya,
1993), 81.
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Fanari as follows: they do not offer a perfect definition of the Qur’an because (1) they associate
it with what is beyond speech that manifested in human language (e.g., with eternal divine
speech), (2) they are redundant (with the word masahif), and (3) they fail to exclude Persian

recitations and Qur’anic expressions used in daily life.

Two components that stand out in the definition are references to the Arabic expression
of the text and to its divinely intended meaning. First, Fanari emphasizes that the Arabic
discourse of the Qur’an was certainly revealed to the Prophet. Namely, what we call the Qur’an
is the Arabic text we possess in hand. This emphasis on the Arabic exposition of the Qur’an
manifests itself in Fanari’s practice of exegesis as excessive attention to linguistic analysis.
Second, he underlines that God also revealed the intended meaning of this Arabic discourse to
the Prophet.!*2 This means that the Prophet knew what God’s meaning as regards the words of
the Qur’an. However, did the Prophet pass down the “intended meaning” for every part of the
Qur’an? Fanarl’s answer to this question is negative, as we touched on when discussing his
thoughts regarding the tafsir/ta’wil distinction. Therefore, the revelation of meaning to the

Prophet does not mean that we know exactly what God means in every verse of the Qur’an.

Consensus (tawatur) plays a role, not in the definition but in the explanations, as a major
factor in defining what the Qur’an and its valid interpretation are. First of all, consensus qualifies
what should be considered the Qur’an. For example, unconventional recitations (al-gira’at al-
shadhdha) that were not transmitted by tawatur are not considered to be of the Qur’an. Debates
among Islamic schools over the basmala are more interesting in this regard. Since there is

disagreement among Islamic schools because of conflicting reports about whether the basmala

142 This “ma‘na@” (“meaning”) mentioned in the definition is not the eternal entity that subsists with God called
kalam nafst, which we discussed in the previous chapter.
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was revealed as a distinctive Qur’anic verse —except for Q. 27:30- the claim that the basmalas at
the beginning of the chapters are not from the Qur’an does not make one non-religious. Some
schools require their recitation at the beginnings of the chapters —except for the Chapter al-
Tawba— considering the basmala to be part of these chapters, whereas others believe that the
basmala was revealed only once and put at the beginning of the chapters in order to separate
them, as a result of human opinion (ijtihad), not divine inspiration. Fanari states that there is
consensus on the transmission of the basmalas at the beginning of the chapters, but no consensus
on whether they are part of the Qur’an. He likens the basmala to the sacred prophetic traditions
(akadith qudsiyya), saying, “Even if we imagine that the sacred hadiths were reported by

consensus, we would not call them the Qur’an.”**

The divinely intended meaning of the Qur’an is also known through consensus, according
to Fanari. He uses the phrase “the meaning intended by God” (ma ‘nahu al-murad ‘inda Allah) to
exclude meanings assigned by commentators to the Qur’an that are not supported by definite
evidence (al-dalil al-qat‘t), or are not supported by a consensus of reports (tawatur), such as
comments on the parabolic verses of the Qur’an (mutashabih) or comments made by conjectural
evidence, which are based on singular narration (al-khabar al-wahid) or personal opinion in this
context. In this case, there are two types of consensus that play a role in determining the certain
meaning of the Qur’an: (a) general acceptance of what Fanari calls the “irrefutability of
evidence,” and (b) transmission of Prophetic comments on the Qur’an by fawatur, which are
authentic reports about divinely intended meanings. Regarding the first, Fanari does not explain
what the definite evidence is here. He probably means what can be certainly known from

Qur’anic exposition, given that he excludes comments on ambiguous verses from being intended

143 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 42.
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by God. Regarding the second, since he affirms that God revealed his intention to the Prophet,
the Prophetic comments are the true meanings of the text. However, only those comments
narrated by consensus are certain. In short, FanarT restricts “the meaning intended by God” to (a)
the incontrovertible apparent meaning and (b) Prophetic interpretations transmitted by rawatur.
Every comment other than these is uncertain and cannot be exclusively called God’s intention.
What follows from this is that most of the comments offered on the Qur’an do not fall into the
category of “divinely intended,” as Fanari reminds us several times, because they depend on

either singular narration or reason, both of which count as inconclusive evidence.

With this discussion regarding the knowability of divine intention, Fanari aims to
emphasize two things. He affirms that, on one hand, the Qur’an is not a totally encoded book
from which we receive no explicit message. Thus, the Muslim umma has reached a consensus
on the meaning of some parts of the Qur’an, if not the entire Scripture, because of their self-
evident character and because of mutawatir reports of prophetic comments. On the other hand,
Fanari wants to secure the validity of offering interpretations other than transmitted reports for
the intellectual and spiritual inheritors of the Prophet. While non-Sufi Muslim scholars restrict
the prophetic heritage to only “exoteric” Islamic sciences, Fanari, like other Sufis, insists on

mystical knowledge as an additional tool in the interpretation process.
Definition of Tafsir as an Islamic discipline

Fanari opens the prologue of ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan with a discussion on Tafsir, the Islamic discipline

whose subject is the Qur’an (not with the meaning of tafsir as a method of interpretation).'** The

144 Ibid., 4-13.
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discussion consists of several subsections, which include the definition of Tafsir, its subject, and

its relationship with the other Islamic sciences. Fanari formulates his own definition, as follows:

Tafsir is the knowledge of the states of God’s speech in terms of its Qur’anness and in

terms of its indication to God’s intention that is known or assumed according to the

human capacity.4

This definition may sound odd at first glance for Qur’anic exegesis, but each word of it is
carefully chosen by Fanart in order to specify the nature and the authority of Tafsir and to avoid
the criticism he directs against other definitions that had been made by scholars before him, such

as Qutb al-Din al-Tahtani and Sa‘d al-Din al-Taftazan.

First of all, Tafsir, in Fanari’s opinion, cannot be approached as a systematic science
(‘ilm), as defined in Taftazani’s description, but only as “knowledge” (or study) (ma ‘rifa).**®
Fanari wants to point out the fact that Tafsir has no authority to determine God’s intention in
most of the Qur’an by preferring ma ‘rifa over ‘ilm. As epistemological notions, both ‘i/m and
ma ‘rifa literally mean “knowledge,” but they have been treated as different concepts in the
Islamic literature.’*” The two most common differences discussed by Muslim scholars are the
following: ‘llm refers to the comprehension of universals (kulliyat) and is pertinent to assent

(tasdig), whereas ma ‘rifa refers to the comprehension of particulars (juz iyyat) and concerns

145 Ibid., 5. “‘lim al-Tafsir ma rifat ahwal kalam Allah ta ‘ala min haythu al-Qur’aniyya wa-min haythu dalalatuh
‘ald ma yu ‘lam aw yuzann annahii murad Allah bi-qadar al-taqat al-insaniyya.”

146 1bid., 4. Taftazani defines Tafsir as follows: “It is the science (al- ‘i/m) that investigates the states (ahwal) of the
words of God’s speech in terms of their indication (al-dalala) to the intention (al-murad).” Fanari cites Taftazani’s
definition from his super-commentary on Zamakhshari’s al-Kashshaf, which has not been published yet. Al-Sayyid
al-Sharif al-Jurjani, who also wrote a super-commentary on al-Kashshaf and criticized Taftazani on many points,
adopted this definition of his rival. See ‘Al1 ibn Muhammad al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjani, al-Hashiya ‘ala al-
Kashshaf li-1-Zamakhshari (Bayrat: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2016), 110.

147 For the discussion of these differences, see Peri Bearman et.al., “‘Ilm,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2d ed. Brill
Online [www.brillonline.com]; Roger Arnaldez, “Ma‘rifa,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2d ed. Brill Online
[www.brillonline.com].
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conceptualization (tasawwur).'®® ‘JIm is also used to refer to systematic sciences that have
methodologies and principles (al-usi/ wa-l-gawa ‘id); ma‘rifa lacks this qualification. Fanari
emphasizes that since Tafsir has neither methodology nor universal principles, except in a few
cases, it cannot be defined as ‘i/m, unlike other Islamic sciences that are bound to the logic of a
premise-conclusion system, such as Islamic theoretical jurisprudence (Usal al-Figh).'*° The
following example, which is given by FanarT when he mentions some of the principles discussed
by commentators, shows us what he understands from the principles (gawa ‘id): Every address in
the Qur’an that begins with “Ya ayyuha al-nas!” (O people!) is directed to Meccans, with “Ya
ayyuhda alladhina amanu!” (O believers!) to Medinans, and with “Ya ahl al-Kitab!” (O people of
the Book!) to Jews and Christians.®° In this regard, a “principle” refers to a systematic method

that always gives the same result.

The characterization of Tafsir as ma ‘rifa rather than as ‘i/m inevitably results in the
acceptance of a multiplicity of interpretations that should be considered valid, the idea favored
by Sufis, especially Akbaris. For to say that Tafsir has neither methodology nor principles makes
its outcomes (most of the outcomes, according to FanarT) inconclusive (zanni). If we consider
that methodologies and principles are established through inductive reasoning, i.e., through an
analysis of individual comments leading to general conclusions, again we face the fact pointed
out by Fanari, that most of the comments are conjectural because they are based on either reason
or singular hadith. Either way (that is, (a) Tafsir does not have the authority to produce certain

knowledge because it lacks universal principles or (b) most comments provide conjectural

148 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 15.
149 Ibid., 5.
150 Ibid., 79.
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knowledge, so that Tafsir is not able to derive principles from them), Tafsir does not deserve to
be called ‘i/m rather than ma ‘rifa. With this well-considered detail, not only does Fanari question
the authority of Tafsir to determine God’s intention in the words of the Qur’an, but also he
validates interpretive efforts based on means other than narration by placing them on equal
terms. Otherwise Tafsir would be reduced to “exegesis by tradition,” by which a static

interpretation is continuously passed down.

The description of Tafsir as related to either assents or concepts has been debated in the
works of Qur’anic studies. For example, ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Zurgani, a prominent contemporary
Egyptian scholar of Qur’anic studies, reports that ‘Abd al-Hakim al-Siyalkiiti (d. 1656), a notable
Mughal gloss writer, asserts that Tafsir is a science of concepts (tasawwurat) because its only
function is linguistic delineation (al-ta ‘arif al-lafziyya). Conversely, al-Sayyid al-Sharif al-
Jurjani (d. 1414) treats Tafsir as a science that produces assents (tasdigat) because it becomes a
determining factor (yatadamman /zukm) for the language of the text by assigning meanings to the
words. ®! Muhy1 al-Din al-Kafiyaji (d. 1474), Fanari’s pupil, agrees with Jurjani that the
outcomes of Tafsir should be considered assents, in consequence of his idea that Tafsir has
principles (gawa ‘id).*>? Kafiyaji then attempts to enumerate and explain these gawda ‘id in his
work on the Qur’anic sciences, but it cannot be said he succeeds, for his very short work is far
from providing principles that satisfactorily respond to needs. Several of the principles he

identifies concern only the subjects of mukzkam/mutashabih (obvious/unclear verses) and naskh

151 Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Zurqani, Manahil al- ‘irfan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an ([al-Qahira]: Dar Ihya’ al-kutub al-
‘Arabiyya: ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1943), 1:471.

152 Muhyi al-Din Muhammad ibn Sulayman al-Kafiyaji, al-Taysir fi gawa ‘id ‘ilm al-Tafsir (al-Qahira: Maktabat al-
Qudsi, 1998), 30.

168



(abrogation in the Qur’an).’® As a matter of fact, Jalal al-Din al-Suyiti, Kafiyaji’s student,

expresses his dissatisfaction with his teacher’s work in the introduction of his al-Itgan.*>*

With the phrases “states of God’s speech” (ahwal kalam Allah) and “in terms of its
Qur’anness” (min saythu al-Qur’aniyya), Fanari implies that the subject of Tafsir is the physical
form of God’s speech, which is manifested as the words of the Qur’an. This is congruent with his
definition of the Qur’an, which does not deal with eternal divine speech. This is also an objection
to Qutb al-Din al-Tahtani, who defines Tafsir as a science that “investigates (yabkathu) God’s
intention (murad Allah) in the Qur’an.”?>® FanarT states that exegetical investigation cannot be
reduced to explanations of meaning; it also includes linguistic, structural and historical analyses,
such as examinations of variant readings, abrogation, and places and occasions of revelation. In
addition, other Islamic sciences such as Islamic theology and Islamic theoretical jurisprudence,
also aim to investigate God’s intention in the Qur’an, so that Tahtani’s definition does not
adequately draw a line between Tafsir and other Islamic sciences. In his definition, Taftazani
mentions “the states of the words” (ahwal alfdz) and “in terms of their indication to the
intention” (min haythu al-dalala ‘ala al-murad), but his definition is still open to criticism,
according to Fanari, for the words of the Qur’an are not always investigated because of their
relation with the meaning. For example, many aspects of the science of reciting the Qur’an
(Qira’at), which constitute an important part of Tafsir, have nothing to do with the meaning.*®

That is why Fanart adds the word “Qur’anness.” He implies that some aspects of the Qur’an are

153 Ibid., 51-72.
154 Suyuti, al-Itgan fi ‘uliam al-Qur’an, 1:16-17.
155 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 4.

156 Ibid. This criticism, without reference to any source, was also presented in some contemporary works of
Qur’anic studies. See Muhammad ‘Ali Salama, Manhaj al-furqan fi ‘ulim al-Qur’an, 2:6; Zurqani, Manahil al-
‘irfan, 1:471; Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa-I-mufassiriin, 1:15.
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subject to interpretive investigation although they are not involved in the meaning, but just

because they are aspects of the Qur’an.

According to Fanari, Tafsir also studies the words of God “in terms of their indication to
God’s intention that is known or assumed” (min haythu dalalatuh ‘ald ma yu‘lam aw yuzann
annahii murad Allah). He explains this when he criticizes Taftazani, who employs the phrase
“the intention” without specifying it. Fanar states, if “the intention” refers to the meaning of the
text, Taftazant’s definition does not exclude the linguistic sciences (al- ‘uliim al-adabiyya). If it
refers to God’s intention, Taftazani, in this case, defines Tafsir incorrectly by mis-assigning the
task of determining God’s intention to it. FanarT expresses here, for the first time, a point on
which he harps throughout his work: most of the comments on the Qur’an depend on either
singular narrations or rational deduction (diraya) based on linguistic analysis, both of which
provide only conjectural knowledge.'®” That is why he divides “God’s intention” into two parts:
known and assumed. Since we do not always know God’s intention, according to him, the
scholars advise the believers to pronounce the testimony of Islamic creed as follows: “I believe
in God and what came to us from Him in accordance with His intention. | believe in His prophet

and what he stated in accordance with His intention.””1°8

However, when we accept that the commentators only presume to know God’s intention
in most cases, are we subordinating God’s intention to the commentators’ conclusions for most
of the Qur’an? Are we accepting, in other words, as many divinely intended meanings as there

are numbers of comments on a given Qur’anic verse? The question “Can we know God’s

157 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 5.
158 Ibid.
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intention with certainty?” is an important topic of debate argued in Islamic jurisprudence.*®
Fanari, who transposes this discussion into the context of Tafsir, sSeems to embrace a partial
relativism, saying, “Multiplicity is not in a generic truth (al-haqiqa al-naw ‘iyya); rather, in its
different particulars (al-juz’iyyat al-mukhtalifa) due to diversity of perceptors (gawabil).”*®°
What are generic truths? Fanari does not explain this, but I think he means the foundational
principles in the Qur’an upon which the Muslim community have agreed. These are absolute and
do not differ with different perceptions; however, apart from these universal principles,
particulars are open to diverse interpretations. Another important point is that Fanari does not
argue with the monosemy of the parts of the Qur’an whose meanings are agreed upon through
self-evidence or the consensus of transmitted reports. As we saw above, FanarT accepts layers of
Qur’anic meaning, which means that a commentator can understand meanings other than the
apparent ones. This means that even unambiguous verses of the Qur’an are open to exegetical
searches for deeper meanings. Namely, the “known” intention of God in any part of the Qur’an
does not negate the possibility of other “assumed” intentions in the same part. Therefore, not
only does Fanari place meanings extracted from the text into two categories, certain and
uncertain, but also he concludes that attempts at interpretation in both certain and uncertain areas

are equally valid. Fanar1 paraphrases Quinaw1 here:
All interpretations of the Qur’anic text based on either sound narration (riwaya sahtha) or

sound rational deduction (diraya sahiha) are God’s intention. But this is according to the

levels (maratib) and receivers (gawabil), not [binding] for everyone.*6!

159 Fanari informs the reader here that a similar debate on the definition of Islamic jurisprudence (Figh) occurred
between Taftazani and Sadr al-Shari‘a ‘Ubayd Allah ibn Mas’id. Ibid.

160 Ibid.

161 Ibid. Fanari quotes Quinawi with a considerable difference. Qunawi states: “Among the words of the Qur’an,
there is no word that has many meanings in the language but all its meanings are meant by God. If a commentator
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In this statement, Fanart lays down two conditions for the validity of any interpretation of the
Scripture: (a) it must be based on sound narration or sound rational deduction, and (b) it should
not claim to bind anyone other than the commentator. If these conditions are met, any comment
is considered legitimate and true. The detail of adding the word “assumed” to the definition
indicates that all comments, even different or opposing ones, are equally valid. FanarT also links
the multiplicity of valid comments to differences among the commentators, as he explains
differentiations of divine speech according to the different collocutors. In this sense, what
commentators experience when commenting on the Scripture is similar to what the prophets
experienced during the revelatory process. The Scriptural text manifests as various
interpretations by the commentators, just like divine speech that is manifested variously by the
prophets. In short, there may be more than one true comment on the text. However, we can speak
of different degrees of preferability for the comments, according to the various capacities of the

commentators.

Thus, Fanari adds another detail to the definition with the phrase human capacity (al-
tagat al-insaniyya) regarding knowledge of God’s intention. This detail implies a gradation in
exegesis (and also in exegetes), which is the fundamental aspect of Sufi Qur’anic hermeneutics.
The more a commentator increases his scholarly and spiritual capacity, the nearer he draws to
knowing God’s intention, namely the more acceptable are the comments he offers. In this sense,
Fanari’s list of the sciences needed for exegesis functions as a tool to assess the capacities of the

commentators. The knowledge possessed by a commentator about the linguistic and intellectual

comments on God’s speech [i.e. the Qur’an] according to the requirement of its language and in a way that does not
violate the indubitable religious principles (al-usi/ al-shar ‘iyya al-muhaqqaqa), this [comment] is true and God’s
intention. [The accuracy of the comment] is with respect to the commentator and those who share his state, taste,
and understanding.” Qunaw, / jaz al-bayan, 334. As seen, FanarT sounds his own opinion here more than quoting or
paraphrasing Qunawi. As a matter of fact, Qinawi makes this statement in line with Ibn al-‘Arabi’s ideas about
literalist esotericism, which I will discuss in the next chapter.
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sciences on the list is measurable, but since God-inspired mystical knowledge is indeterminable,

there is no limit to the depths of the meaning that can be extracted from the text.

Fanar?’s questioning the authority of 7afsir to determine God’s intention does not mean
that he denies the value of Qur’anic exegesis. According to him, Tafsir is one of the noblest

Islamic disciplines, for several reasons. He states:

From the standpoint of its instrumentality (aliyyatih), [Tafsir is necessary] because it is a
source where religious sciences are produced from other ipso facto needed sciences (al-
matliba bi-1-dhat). In terms of its essentiality (nazariyyatih), it is noble: first, because of
nobility of its subject, the Qur’an, which is the source of every wisdom and the mine of
every goodness as its proofs through which the merits [of the Qur’an] appear will be
explained; second, because of nobility of its objective which is the acquirement of
theoretical (‘ilmi) and practical (‘amali) wisdom and the attainment of eternal
otherworldly happiness [...]; third, because of the intense need for it as both religious and
worldly and both urgent (‘@jil) and non-urgent (gjil) perfections are dependent on
religious sciences and knowledge. The center (madar) [circulated by all these sciences] is
the knowledge of God’s book. 162

162 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 17.
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CHAPTER VI

Since the Qur’an is an ocean whose wonders are never
exhausted nor whose mysteries ever cease, the effort to benefit
and the endeavor to deduce [new meanings] from it never have a
limit where the activity [of producing interpretation] stops or the
effort becomes unfruitful... The divine grace and blessings are
truly unlimited, as it is said, “the door of the divine realm is
never closed.” For every aspirant soul there is a share from the

divine mysteries.

Shams al-Din al-Fanari

FANARI’S PRACTICE OF EXEGESIS

In the previous chapters, I addressed how Qiinawt and Fanar established connections among the
ontology of existence, divine speech, and Qur’anic meaning and how the latter defended, through
the terminology of the Qur’anic sciences, the theory of hierarchical phases of divine speech and
the theory of multi-layered Qur’anic meaning. This chapter discusses how the idea of layers of
meaning in the Qur’an manifests itself in Fanari’s practice of interpretation. Fanart clearly uses
Qur’anic exegesis as a ground for communicating Akbari ideas, especially the theory of
ontological levels (maratib al-wujiid), which is central to the QUnawian interpretation of Ibn al-
‘Arab1’s teachings. The chapter also explores Fanari’s approach to literalist esotericism, the most

distinctive and the most criticized interpretive method in AkbarT exegesis.
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ur’anic Exegesis as a Ground for Communicating Akbari Ideas
g g

‘Ayn al-a ‘yan goes beyond commentary, as | explained in the second chapter, in that it contains
long discussions not directly relevant to the Qur’anic text. Fanari obviously uses the phrases of
the Qur’an as a pretext for raising many points in several fields, such as linguistics, rhetoric,
theology, and jurisprudence. In most of the commentary, he brings together opinions expressed
in these fields from many sources; therefore, we encounter no more than citations and
paraphrases in most pages of the ‘Ayn. However, Fanari’s originality lies in his ability to connect
the discussions to Akbari teachings. He mostly reserves the sections titled “/aqa’iq” (truths) for
this purpose. As we saw in the fifth chapter, the haga’ig, which also means “esoteric
knowledge,” is the most important source as well as the most important outcome of Qur’anic
exegesis. Therefore, we can consider that the highest aim of exegesis, according to Fanari, is to
explore the Qur’anic text seeking clues in the metaphysical theories of the School through
mystical knowledge. He also brings up this theme at every turn in other sections of the
commentary. One of the methods he employs to this end is to pay excessive attention to God’s
names in his exegesis, because the analysis of divine names is always the most productive way to

put forward Akbart ideas, especially the idea of hierarchy in ontology.
Qur’anic exegesis as a medium between ontology and spirituality

As I have stated in this study several times, Fanart correlates ontological levels with Qur’anic
meanings. This correlation is, in fact, based on the premise that the human can know about the
ontological levels and what they correspond to in the Qur’anic text. We already saw that Ibn al-
‘Arabi recognized that certain people are engaged in epistemological and spiritual relations with

the ontological realms, and he used the notions of the hadith of ZBHM to categorize them as rijal
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al-zahr, rijal al-bagn, rijal al-hadd and rijal al-muftala“. Along the same lines, QtnawT links the
faculty of perception in the human (qgalb: lit. heart) to ontological levels. He states, “We say that
the aspects of the heart pointed out before are five, the same number of the fundamental

(ontological) presences (al-hadarat al-asliyya).”! He details this idea, saying,

Thus know that the qgalb has five levels: the metaphysical level (ma ‘nawiyya), the
spiritual level (rizhaniyya), the imaginal level (mithaliyya), the physical level (kissiyya),
and the comprehensive level (jami‘a)... Every qalb also has five aspects: an aspect is
directed towards the presence of God (Haqq) in such a way that there is no agency
between them. Another aspect is linked to the spiritual world (‘alam al-arwah). Through
this aspect, [the galb] receives from God what its potentiality (isz ‘dad) entails by the
agency of the spirits. Another aspect is pertaining to the imaginal world (‘@lam al-mithal)
through which [the qalb] acquires [what overflows from God] in conformity with its
share from the station of unity (magam al-jam*), with its moderateness of nature and
character and with its decency of states in actions, thoughts, presence and gnosis. Another
aspect concerns with the visible world (‘a@lam al-shahdda) and the divine names al-Zahir
(the Manifest One) and al-Akhir (the Last). Another aspect is pertinent to the unity of the
multiplicity (akadiyyat al-jam ‘). What proceeds from this aspect is the level of spiritual
identity that brings together the first, the last, the invisibles (buzin), and the visibles

(zuhiir), and unites these four qualities (nu ‘i) 2

What both Ibn al-‘Arabi and Qunawi suggest is that a person is spiritually and
epistemologically subject to what emanates from the ontological realms, as theorized in Akbari
metaphysics, according to her/his capacity. Ibn al-°Arabi often interprets the Qur’anic passages
in his writings as referring to these ontological levels; however, Qinawi and Fanari systematize
AkbarT exegesis in regard to the interrelations among ontology, spirituality, and the Qur’an. In

this exegetical system, the hadith of ZBHM plays a central role.

1 Quinawi, [ jaz al-bayan, 355.
2 Qunawi, al-Fukiik, 70.
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Qunawi ardently finds a way to lead the discussion to the subject of ontological levels in
almost every word of the al-Fatiha chapter. For example, the term ‘alamin (worlds) (Q. 1:2)
refers to the ontological levels. The presences of existence (al-hadarat al-wujidiyya) are the
primary ‘alams according to him.2 The divine names, such as Rahman and Rahim, and the other
words mentioned in the al-Fatiha such as hamd (praise), ‘ibada (worship), hidaya (divine
guidance), and dalala (transgression) become pivotal points around which Quinawi’s mystical
speculations revolve. This is the expected outcome of Qunawi’s approach to the al-Fatiha
because he takes this Qur’anic chapter as containing the secrets of existence.* He divides the
chapter into three categories. The fifth verse (“Thee do we worship, and Thine aid we seek!”)
refers to the interval level (barzakh) between divine and the contingent existence. Thus, the
verses preceding this midpoint concern the level of the divine, whereas the verses that follow are
about the level of creation.® In this regard, Qiinawi mostly focuses on these specific levels in

related parts of the chapter.

Qunawi even explains the technical terms of Qur’anic exegesis through his Sufi ideas.
For instance, the term naskh, which denotes abrogation in the verses of the Qur’an, may also be
considered as related to the expiration of the influence of the divine names.® Mu/zkam, a term that
refers to unambiguous verses of the Qur’an whose meanings are clear, also means features that
can be predicated only to God or to creation. Mutashabih, on the other hand, can be predicated to

either, although it means, as a technical term, the verses of the Qur’an that are ambiguous.’

3 QunawT, I jaz al-bayan, 310.
4 1bid., 226.

5 Ibid., 205-209.

6 lbid., 529.

7 lbid., 529.

177



Not only Qur’anic words and terms, but also some human activities such as speaking and
writing are used by Qunawi as examples to illustrate the theory of ontological levels. He
compares these levels to humans’ speaking by emphasizing that there are five vocal organs: the
inside of the breast (batin al-galb), which is the source of breath, the lips, the breast, the pharynx,
and the palate. Whereas any letter has to be produced by one of the vocal organs, any existing
thing (mawjiid) has to rely upon one of the ontological levels. However, the letter waw is the
object of all organs, just as the perfect man (al-insan al-kamil) is the object of all levels.® In this
sense, human breath, as the source of every letter, resembles the divine breath (al-nafas al-
Rahmani), which is the source of all existence.® Writing also resembles contingencies arising
from the darkness of the unseen (ghayb) into existence. The black ink represents the unseen in
this metaphor. It contains the writing potentially, but not yet in actuality, as the realities of the
contingent (mumkin) exist potentially in the unseen. Writings on paper are like the manifestation

of the divine as the physical world.°

Qunawi provides long discussions under the titles of “zahr,” “basn,” “hadd,” and
“muttala” in order to formulate his exegetical theory based on the hadith. In these discussions,
he does not always establish a clear connection between the verse under investigation and the
title. Rather, he provides a general explication of the subject. For example, when introducing his
commentary on the fifth verse of the al-Fatiha chapter, which reads, “Thee do we worship, and

Thine aid we seek,” he states,

8 Ibid., 194-195.
9 Ibid., 211.
10 Ibid., 202-203.

178



Let us begin first, with the aid and the will of God, by mentioning what the external
aspect (zahir) of the language and its level involve. Then, we go deeper, step-by-step, to
the inner aspect (batin), then, to the limit (kadd), the transendency point (mu¢tala ), and

the comprehensive dimension which is superior to all.!!

Accordingly, Qunaw1 first gives brief information about the outward meaning of the words and
their grammatical functions. Then he explains how appropriate it is to mention worship ( ‘ibada)
in this verse, which follows the verses that enumerate God’s attributes of perfection and imply
that He deserves to be worshipped. It is also appropriate to bring up supplication for divine help
after clearly devoting worship to Him.!? After remarking on the linguistic and syntactical
features of the phrase, Qlinaw1 engages in esoteric explanations that aim to reveal the mystical
reality of the act of worship. This leads him to describe how worshippers differ in their natures
and characteristics. He explains that every worshipper turns towards a divine they worship, but
this divine is only a mental concept that is never identical with the real divine; therefore, real
worship is never realized.'® He proceeds to explain that each divine name is the source of a group
of entities, such as spirits, natures, and composites. Each existent thing depends on a divine name
and knows about God through that name. Thanks to their comprehensive nature, human beings
are associated with all of the divine names. However, if a divine name dominates in a human
being, that particular name causes distinctive characteristics to emerge in that person.* Finally,
Qunawi introduces two types of worship ( ‘ibada): unconditional essential worship (dhatiyya
mutlaga) and conditional attributional worship (sifatiyya mugqayyada). The former is the

obedience of entities pre-existing in eternal divine knowledge by accepting existence given by

11 Ibid., 380.

12 Ibid., 380-381.
13 Ibid., 381-384.
14 1bid., 385-388.
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God. The latter concerns the different worship practices performed by worshippers, who acquire
different characteristics through their given distinctive natures.'® Thus, Qiinawl makes mystical
speculations about the notion of “worship” by discussing the ontological diversification of
existence. However, he does not present a direct and well-defined relationship between the

notions in the hadith of ZBHM and his explanations under these titles.

Qunawi uses the term ma ba ‘da al-muttala “ (beyond the point of transcendence) once in
the commentary. Under this category, he discusses how the wayfarer who can escape all kinds of
limits becomes the recipient of the manifestation (zajalli) descending from the divine essence
(dhat) without an intermediary.'® In another place, he employs the term unity of unity (jam  al-
jam"), instead of ma ba‘da al-muttala“” Thus, we understand that Qiinawi is referring to the
spiritual experience that the wayfarer has in relation to the ontological level of divine essence
described by these terms. Since the divine essence can be subject to neither knowledge nor

experience, what he is referring to is the first manifestation of the divine essence.

Fanari enacts the theory of maratib al-ma‘na in the ‘Ayn, mostly in the sections which he
calls “haqa’iq” (truths). In his explication of these haga’ig, he generally paraphrases and
explains Qunawi’s comments on the al-Fatika. However, he also provides his own original
interpretation in accordance with the levels of meaning. In his comments, we observe that he
establishes a connection between spirituality and ontology, a much clearer and more specific

connection than what we see in Qunawi’s general explanations. Consequently, in keeping with

15 Ibid., 389-391.
16 Ibid., 498-500.
17 Ibid., 514.
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the hierarchy of Akbar ontology, Fanar1 extrapolates gradations of spirituality, as we will see in

the following examples from the ‘Ayn.

FanarT presents the first application of the theory of maratib al-ma’na in the Mugaddima
of the ‘Ayn, in which he structures his exegetical model and explains its rationale.'® Here, he
gives hints of what he will do in his commentary. He draws on Qiinawt in his explanations of the
interrelation between the divine and creation through divine mercy, but he brilliantly links the
comments to the hadith of ZBHM and well-known Sufi terminology. He argues that two divine
names in the basmala, Rahman and Rahim, derived from the same root (rakma, or “mercy”),
refer to two different types of mercy. The first is comprehensive mercy related to the divine
essence, which unconditionally covers everything gratis, and not in return for an effort or a due.
God’s accepting Satan’s wish, the story of which is told in the Qur’an, can be explained by this
mercy because Satan was granted his wish to be given time until the day of resurrection without
deserving it.1° The second type of divine mercy is specific and conditional and is directed
according to the potential (gabiliyya) and predisposition (isti ‘dad) of the recipient. In this sense,
the first is the result of divine eternal and unconditional love (mahabba dhatiyyva sabiga),
whereas the second is the consequence of divine attributional and conditional love (ma/abba
sifatiyya lahiqa). Thus, Fanari takes two of the divine names mentioned in the basmala to refer
to two different ontological levels of divinity, the level of essence and the level of attributes, and
to their different relationships with the creation. Having pointed this out, he continues to explain

the layers of meaning he sees in the basmala:

18 Fanari, ‘4yn, 10-11.
19 Q. 7:11-25.
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The aim of [reciting] the basmala is seeking for help by turning toward Creator the Real
in uncertain situations. Seeking help (isti ‘ana) differs according to different levels of
turning toward (tawajjuh). Tawajjuh by the recital (dhikr) with expression (malfiiz) and
contemplation (malhiiz) is zahr. This is the first level of spirituality (i%san) as explained
in the Master’s [Ibn al-°Arabi] following statement: “(This iS) doing what is necessary for
what is necessary in a necessary way, even though it is not contemplated on.” If the
reciter considers himself as reciting by his self (nafs) or by his spirit (rizh) or by his heart
(qalb), which is a comprehensive faculty for all, it is basn. This is the mid level of iksan
pointed out by the following Prophetic statement: “Worship God as if you see Him.” This
is (also called) spiritual vigilance (murdqaba). If he considers that every effect (athar) is
because of God, the contingent (mumkin), inasmuch as it is contingent, is nonexistence
(‘adam) without effect, and both the caller (dhakir) and the called (madhkir) is God in
reality, albeit not in appearance, it is mugzala ‘. This is the level of certain belief (‘ilm al-
yaqin) explained as “the serenity (sukiin) with the unseen (ghayb) because of power of its
indicators.” This is the last level of iksan and the first level of sainthood (wilaya). This is
the level of witnessing (mushahada) that comes true after mystical ecstasy (istighraq)
during muragaba when omitting the letter kaf of ka’anna [which changes the meaning
“as if” to “it is”].% If the remembrance (dhikr) of God reaches the level that the Great
Master [Ibn al-‘Arabi] defines in the Mawagi * al-nujiim as the state of forgetting both the
calling (dhikr) and the caller (dhakir) in [a spiritual experience of] the Called (God), this
is ma ba‘da al-muftala‘ and the level of reality of certainty (kaqq al-yaqin) attained after

the last level of iksan.?

Three points are observed in this passage. First, Fanari explains the hierarchical levels of
spiritual progress using the terminology of the hadith of ZBHM. Audible recitation of the
basmala represents the level of zahr, which is the first and necessary step on the path. If the
wayfarer feels the meaning of the basmala in her/his inner dimensions, which are defined by
Fanari as self, spirit, and heart, it means that she/he has reached the level of basn. When she/he

realizes that God is the only real existence, this is the level of muttala‘. When the wayfarer

20 He refers to a famous Prophetic tradition known as the Hadith of Gabriel. The explanation is below.
21 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 11.
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experiences a total annihilation of the self in the existence of God, this indicates the level of ma
ba‘da al-muttala‘. Second, Fanar associates these spiritual levels with the Islamic terminology
used also by non-Sufi scholars. Thus, the mystical hierarchy finds itself expressed in the
hierarchy of the following notions: iksan, muragaba, ‘ilm al-yaqin, and haqq al-yagin. He also
employs favorite Sufi terms such as sukiin, wilaya, mushahada, and istighraq, and thus explains
mystical states through a blend of Sufi and Sufized Islamic terminology. Third, the prophetic
tradition known as the hadith of Gabriel (Jibril), in which the story of Angel Gabriel visiting the
Prophet is told, proves to be a favorable source for Fanari to communicate his ideas. According
to this tradition, transmitted on the authority of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, the Angel Gabriel visits
the Prophet in human form in the presence of a group of companions who do not know he is the
angel. Gabriel first asks the Prophet about Islam then about Islamic faith (iman). The Prophet
enumerates the pillars of Islam and the principles of Islamic faith. Third, the angel asks the
meaning of iksan (lit. goodness). The Prophet replies, “It is that you worship Allah as if you see
Him. Although you do not see Him, truly He sees you.”?? Fanari uses the prophetic definition of
ihsan to refer to two levels of spirituality by playing with the word ka-annaka (as if you...)
mentioned in the hadith. When a wayfarer worships “as if he sees God,” this is the level of barn;

if he worships “as he sees God,” this indicates the level of murtala “.

Fanari’s commentary on the phrase “taking refuge in God” (isti ‘adha) is another good
example of how he uses exegesis to detail spiritual gradualness. He states that the simple oral
pronunciation of these words would be zahr. Internalizing it and emancipating the self from all

connections other than God would be barn; annihilating the self would be mugala®, and

22 Bukhari, iman, 37; Muslim, iman, 57.
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transcending self-annihilation would be ma ba ‘da al-muttala 23 In another interpretation, zahr is
to take refuge in God from Satan; ban is the refuge from the lower self (nafs); mugtala “ is from
the spirit (rizk) connected to the lower self (nafs); and ma ba ‘da al-muttala“ is from the secret
faculty of the heart (sirr) connected to both the lower self and spirit.2* Both interpretations draw
attention to the gradations of spiritual improvement in accordance with the characteristic
ontological gradualness of the AkbarT School. The latter steps are always harder to achieve and
are, of course, superior to the earlier ones. And since at the most basic ontological level there is
only God, the highest point of the spiritual journey is to realize there is no real existence other
than God. At this point, the wayfarer must be unaware of even his annihilation, as the first
interpretation suggests, because otherwise he would claim to have existence. According to the
second interpretation, the wayfarer must abandon his inmost consciousness (sirr), which again

means a complete annihilation.

Fanari suggests yet another interpretation in which he categorizes the isti ‘@dha according
to its connections with actions (af“al), attributes (sifar), and divine essence (dhat). He reinforces
his comment with prophetic supplications in which the Prophet is reported to have taken refuge
in God from certain actions and attributes and from God Himself. Accordingly, zahr is a
person’s taking refuge in God about her/his thoughts and actions. The supplication for this level
is the following: “I take refuge with God from all words, acts, and thoughts that God dislikes.”
Barn involves actions (af“al). According to Fanari, whatever action or attribute one shuns is
divine in reality because God is its source; therefore, in any case, one takes refuge from God’s

actions and attributes in God. Therefore, this level is where the wayfarer realizes that all actions

23 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 123.
24 1bid.
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in fact belong to God, no mater if they are enacted by others. At this level, the wayfarer
supplicates, saying, “O God! | seek refuge in you from the difficulty of calamities, the terrible
misery, the evil destiny, and the taunts of enemies.” Muffala“ concerns attributes (sifar). The
famous Prophetic supplication that “l seek refuge in You from knowledge that is futile, a heart
that is not humble, a prayer that is not answered and a lower self that is not satisfied” refers to
this level. Lastly, ma ba‘da al-muttala‘ pertains to the divine essence (dhat). The prophetic
supplication of this level is this: “I take refuge with You from You.”? Consequently, this
interpretation emphasizes a hierarchical order among dhat, sifat and af“al and correlates the
phases of spiritual experience to them. The highest point of the spiritual journey has to do with

the level of divine essence.

Fanart applies the same method to explain narrated hadiths as they relate to the verses
that are involved. He identifies four levels of taking refuge in God regarding the following
Prophetic tradition: “Whoever lodges at a halting place and says ‘I take refuge (with God) in
God’s perfect words (kalimat) from the evil that He created,” nothing can give him harm until he
leaves.” Fanar1 does not feel the need to state the obvious —that taking refuge with God from evil
by expressing this supplication is zahr. By arguing that God’s words (kalimat) also refer to
spirits, he implies that taking refuge from evil spirits (arwah khabithat) with sacred spirits
(arwah tahirat), which are the angels, would be bazn. Therefore, the word kalima (word) is taken
as esoterically to mean “spirit” at this level of meaning. Taking refuge with divine names on
which the angels depend and with other divine names which are the source of evil spirits, such as
al-Mudill (Who leads astray) or al-Qahir (the Compeller), would be muttala‘. So this level of

meaning aims to reveal what sustains the spirits, which are the realities of the previous level:

25 Ibid.
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divine names. The reality called by Fanari “the greatest reality” (al-hagigat al-kubra) that
sustains divine names is ma ba‘da al-muttala‘.?® This reality, which is the divine essence,
comprises both sides, the sources of good and evil. In this interpretation, the connection Fanari
theorizes between the actions of taking refuge and their direction is clear, as he associates the
four actions with the ontological levels, namely the visible world, the spirits, the divine names,

and the divine essence, respectively.

In his commentary on another hadith, Fanart focuses again on the hierarchy of the divine
essence, attributes, and actions and their connections with the spiritual dimensions. In this hadith
the Prophet is reported to have supplicated God, saying, “(O God!) I take refuge with your
consent (rida) from your wrath (sakhat) and with your forgiveness from your punishment. I also
take refuge with You from You.” Fanarl first identifies three types of taking refuge that are
pertinent to divine actions (af“aliyya), divine attributes (sifatiyya), and divine essence (dhatiyya),
respectively. Forgiveness and punishment in the hadith refer to divine actions, while consent and
wrath are relevant to divine attributes. The last part of the hadith is apparently about divine
essence. Fanari identifies basn as taking refuge with the divine actions and mugtala“ as taking

refuge with the divine names. As for ma ba ‘da al-muttala ‘, he states,

If this state [taking refuge with divine names] happens with the consciousness [of the
wayfarer], it is mugtala“... However, if it results without consciousness and self-
determination, it is ma ba ‘da al-mugtala *. Then, taking refuge becomes dhatiyya (with the

divine essence).?’

26 Ibid., 110-111.
27 Ibid., 108.
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This means abandoning consciousness and internalizing the act of taking refuge to the extent that
it becomes part of nature or even is nature itself. This last level, therefore, implies the complete

annihilation of the self in the divine.

Fanart applies the same fourfold methodology when he discusses subjects that indirectly
come under inquiry in the commentary. For example, the discussion of isti ‘@dha indirectly brings
forward the subject of “proximity to God” (qurb) and “knowledge of God” (ma ‘rifa). Fanari
thinks that one begins attaining knowledge of God and proximity to Him by knowing oneself
through insufficiency (‘ajz) planted in one’s nature, such as ignorance, and by considering that
God has perfect attributes, such as limitless knowledge. This level would be zahr. If the wayfarer
knows God by focusing on her/his attributes of perfection bestowed by God, this would be ban.
Muttala “ is the level where the wayfarer acts by God’s will, not her/his own will. Finally, ma
ba ‘da al-muttala‘ refers to spiritual rupture (istighrag) in God’s presence (hudiir). At this level,
the wayfarer loses her/his self, and she/he is not even aware of her/his unawareness but ironically

attains the most perfect knowledge.?

Fanari pays special attention to the divine names, as do the other Akbar1 writers, because
divine names play an important role in explaining hierarchical levels of both existence and
spirituality. When he discusses the basic ontological ideas of the School in relation to the
basmala, Fanari exploits the etymologies and the order of the divine names mentioned in the
phrase to emphasize the Akbari idea of ontological gradation. He first argues that the word ism
(name), which takes its place in the formula, is a symbol of distinctness. Everything that

becomes distinct from the unseen world (ghayb, i.e. its origin) is a “name” and vice versa. The

28 Ibid., 123-124.
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reason for the diversification of existence out of the One is the diversity of the divine names and
attributes.?® The three divine names mentioned in this verse (Allah, Rahman, and Rahim) suggest
a gradation of existence in the divine realm. The name Allah symbolizes the level of non-
entification (la ta‘ayyun); the name Rahman refers to the absolute existence (al-wujid al-
muglag), and the name Rahim refers to the level of manifest existence (al-mawjidat al-
muta ‘ayyina). 3 This gradation from general to specific is concurrent with the common
interpretation of the names Rahman and Rahim as the source of general and specific mercy

respectively.3

In his interpretation of the basmala, Fanari takes up the question, “Why does not the
basmala begin with billah (1 begin with God) instead of bismillah (1 begin with the name of
God)?” He answers the question with a subtle Sufi point: The meaning of the basmala is to ask
for God’s help. The existence of a person (wujid) is dependent on the divine essence (dhat),
while one’s actions, states and speech are connected to the divine names. The person, by
pronouncing the basmala, asks for God’s help about her/his actions, states, and speech, not about
existence, because she/he has already been given it. Therefore, she/he calls upon God’s names,
which her/his request for help concerns.®? In another explanation regarding the syntax of the
basmala, Fanari emphasizes again one of the teachings of the School, saying that the

arrangement of the three divine names mentioned in the basmala, Allah, Rahman and Rahim,

29 Ibid., 154.
30 Ibid., 155.

31 Abt al-Qasim Husayn ibn Muhammad al-Raghib al-Isfahani, Mufiradat alfaz al-Qur’an (Dimashq: Dar al-Qalam,
2011), 347-8.

32 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 139.
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indicates that there is a gradation among them in terms of their comprehension because

adjectives are arranged from general to specific in Arabic.®®

In all these examples of Fanari’s comments, we read his attempt to build an exegetical
model on the notions of the hadith of ZBHM. These notions refer to hierarchy in three planes:
ontology, Qur’anic meaning, and spirituality. The commentator’s function is to explore the
relationships among these planes through the Qur’anic expressions. However, the practice of
exegesis goes beyond an intellectual activity and involves mystical experience. The idea of a
human ability to perceive metaphysical depths of existence entails a hierarchy of human
spirituality, which is also a subject of exegesis. In this sense, the reason for why Fanar1 requires
mystical knowledge in Qur’anic interpretation, as we discussed in the fifth chapter, falls into
place. Qiinawl is the most important source for Fanari’s interpretation. However, what Qunaw is
trying to do in his commentary becomes more lucid and focused in Fanari’s ‘Ayn. We may
consider QUnawi’s explanations as what a commentator feels in her/his mystical journey. The
commentator discloses the secrets of existence revealed to her/him through mystical experience.
Fanari, on the other hand, provides valuable examples regarding how the wayfarer explores
her/his inner spiritual dimensions by focusing on the relationship between these dimensions and
the ontological realms. These spiritual depths are not other than subject to the fundamental
ontological realms, the levels of spirits, divine names, and the divine essence. Note that Fanari
generally ignores the level of kadd, which corresponds to the interval imaginal world (barzakh or
‘alam al-mithal) in his comments. According to Fanari, the task of a commentator is bilateral: to
know what is revealed before and to discover new dimensions by following the previous

examples. He states,

33 Ibid., 140.
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If the truths (haga’ig) of what the Salaf deduced and compiled, their sources and the
ways to acquire them are known, this would be a useful key to open the secrets
undiscovered by them. [It also would be] a clear route to discovering the treasures of the

cyphers of allusions (of the Qur’an) not comprehended before.3*

Akbari-oriented theology

Fanart leads up to the AkbarT teachings not only in the sections reserved for Sufi discussions but
also in other sections, especially in those dedicated to theology. He illustrates the theological
problems he considers related to the text in the sections titled “Kala@m.” He selects most of these
problems from the theological debates Fakhr al-Din al-Razi includes in his commentary.
Although he paraphrases Razt when summarizing the problems, he mostly ends up criticizing
Razr’s conclusions. The following examples will clearly show that Fanari cannot be simply
identified as Raz1’s follower and that he prioritizes Akbari teaching when taking a theological

position.

One of the theological problems Fanari devotes attention concerns predestination and
freewill, and the isti ‘adha gives him an opportunity to enter upon the subject. Razi explains, in
his commentary, how the Mu‘tazila exploit the formula of isti ‘@dha to justify their theological
viewpoints regarding predestination and freewill.® He lists six arguments of the Mu‘tazila,
which can be summarized as follows: If Satan’s deception and humans’ falling into his deception
are not by their own choice but by God’s creation, what would be the meaning of taking refuge
from Satan? Furthermore, if these are not their own actions but actions created by God, how
would divine punishment be fair? Razi then mentions several arguments, which he calls the

Sunni refutation of the Mu‘tazila. The core of these arguments is the belief in God’s omniscience

34 Ibid., 88.
35 Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Mafatih al-ghayb, 1:65-66. Cf. Fanari, ‘4yn, 112-113.
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and omnicreativity. In other words, according to Razi, no thing, including human choice, can be
considered outside God’s knowledge and His creation. After explaining these arguments, he ends

the discussion by saying,

Know that this debate shows that the truth of taking refuge [cannot be understood] unless
the reality that everything is from God and by God is unveiled to the servant. The essence
of the discussion is what the Prophet stated [in his supplication]: | take refuge in Your

(i.e. God) consent from Your wrath. | take refuge in Your forgiveness from Your anger. |

take refuge in You from You...%

Thus, in this statement and the arguments he makes against the Mu‘tazila, Razi expresses his

inclination toward determinism regarding predestination and human will.*

Fanari criticizes Razi for affirming the Jabriyya (the so-called Determinist School of
theology in Islam). He attempts to solve the problem by drawing on the Maturidi form of the
theory of kasb (acquisition).®® The theologians who accept the theory of kasb emphasize God’s
omnipotence and omnicreativity on the one hand, and human responsibility on the other,
basically saying that God creates (khalg) an action, which the human chooses to do (kash).*®
What is problematic in the theory is the question of whether human choice is created by God or
not. If the answer is yes, then how can humans be held accountable? If it is no, then how would

the Islamic principle of God’s omniscience, omnipotence and omnicreativity, explicitly stated in

36 Razi, Mafatih al-ghayb, 1: 66-67.

37 Raz1’s taking a determinist position has been discussed in modern studies. For the references showing that Razi
adopted determinism in his writings, see Ayman Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi7 (Leiden
and Boston: Brill, 2006), 37.

38 Razi abandoned the theory of kasb in his later writings, although he generally followed the Ash‘ari theology and
accepted the theory previously. See Shihadeh, The Teleological Ethics, 40.

39 For the theory of kash, see Louis Gardet, “Kasb (as a theological term),” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. 2nd ed. Brill
Online. Note that Gardet, in this article, characterizes Razi as accepting a Maturidi form of the theory of kasb.
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many Qur’anic verses be understood? To solve this problem, Fanari, like the later Maturidi

theologians, identified human choice as something that is not subject to creation. Fanarf states,

Human acquisition (kasb) is ho more than a relative matter (amr nisbi), which [human
choice] depends on and makes a locus (makall) where God creates an action suitable for
that relativeness (nisba). Since this acquisition is non-existent (ghayr mawjid) and
pertaining to non-existence (‘adami), it does not belong to God; it is not considered
God’s creation. Since it is attributed to humans, it makes humans loci for and receptive to
God’s creation. This receptiveness (gabiliyya) is a condition for creation and its effect
(za’thir) but not a part of (creation). That the realization of the condition of receptiveness
is dependent on the human negates determinism (jabr). That the human has no share in
execution of an action negates gadar [the belief that the human determines his actions by

himself, not God].%°

The theory of kasb enables Fanari to refute both sets of arguments discussed by Razi, which
Fanar labels as the two extremes of the Mu‘tazila and the Jabriyya. Fanari identifies this kasb as
humans’ inclination (tawajjuh) among alternatives, namely as their choice. He also explains
human responsibility through the Akbari theory of isti ‘dad, drawing on Qiinaw1’s commentary,
Ijaz al-bayan. Isti‘dad, literally meaning “preparedness,” denotes the ontological potentiality of
the realities that manifest in God’s eternal knowledge, namely, their inherent capacity for having
different individual features. Accordingly, the reality of every existing thing is a manifestation
(ta‘ayyun) of God’s existence (wujiid) in God’s eternal knowledge. The existing things (mawjiid)
become diverse according to the diversity of the ontological potentiality of their realities, i.e.,
their different degrees of receptiveness (gabiliyya) to divine names. Following Ibn al-‘Arabi,

Fanari associates human inclination (tawajjuh) with this ontological potentiality.** He states that

40 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 114.

41 1bn al-‘Arabi also associates human will in his actions with isti ‘dad. See Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futihat al-Makkiyya
(al-Jumhiiriyya al-Yamaniyya: Wizarat al-Thaqafa, 2010), 4:69;. Note that Ibn al-‘Arabt does not accept the forms
of the theory of kasb that give a human complete freedom to choose in his actions. See ibid., 6:496; 7:84.
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human inclination plays a role in the creation of actions done by choice (ikhtiyari), but these
individual inclinations appear as outcomes of the ontological potentialities.*? In this regard,

Fanari subordinates kasb to is#i ‘dad.

However, the same problem with the theory of kasb is valid for the theory of isti ‘dad:
How can we think of something in existence that was not created by God? Furthermore, it is
obviously more difficult to explain freewill in such a teaching as Akbariyya, which
accommodates monist and panentheistic elements. Being aware of this difficulty, Fanar1 voices
an objection, saying, “If the manifestations (fa ‘ayyun) are contingent on their potentialities
(isti ‘dad), which are dependent on God, everything is contingent on God, which means
determinism (jabr).” He says in answer, “The manifestations are contingent on the relations
(maratib) of the potentialities [with God]. What is contingent on God is the existence (wujiid) of
potentialities [not their maratib].” Fanari implies that there is a part that is not subject to God’s
creation by making a distinction between the existence of ontological potentialities and what he
calls their maratib. As a matter of fact, he confirms Akbart idea that the ontological potentialities
are unmade (ghayr maj ul). The particular (juz 7) potentialities, in our case humans’ individual
inclinations, are made (maj ‘il), but they are outcomes of the unmade general (ku!li) ontological

potentialities, and this makes humans responsible.*

Fanart also objects to Razt who equates God’s creating to His knowledge by saying that
what is in God’s knowledge must come into existence, an idea drawn from many Qur’aniC verses
that announce God’s omniscience and omnicreativity. These verses must be interpreted

differently according to Fanari. For example, what is meant by the verses that state, “God is the

42 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 116.
43 1bid., 116-117.
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creator of every thing” (Q. 6:101 and 102, 13:16, 39:62, 40:62) is “existent things” (shay iyyat
al-wujid). However, in the verses that state, “God is the knower of every thing,” (Q. 2:29, 2:231,
2:282, 5:97, 6:101, 9:115, 24:35, 29:62, 42:12, 58:7, 64:11) “fact” (shay’iyyat al-thubiit) 1S
meant, not existence. As a matter of fact, God does not create impossibilities (mu#al), although
His knowledge contains them. In short, everything found in God’s knowledge does not have to

come into existence.*

Another theological debate in the ‘Ayn is about whether a name (ism) is the same as the
named (musamma), a debate that comes up in the interpretation of the basmala, which reads, “In
the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.”®® Fanari again cites the summary of the
discussion from Razi’s Mafatth al-ghayb:*® Some theological schools, including the Ash‘ariyya
hold the opinion that the name is identical to the named. According to the Mu‘tazila, the name
and the named are totally different. Razi finds this debate frivolous ( ‘abath). “If it is meant, with
the name, the verbal expression (lafz) which constitute sounds and letters, and with the named,
the essence of the things,” Razi says, “[in this case] knowledge of necessity is resulted that the
name and the named are different.”*” Conversely, if both the name and the named refer to the
essence of a thing, they would be the same and one thing. In either case, no information is added
to our knowledge; therefore such a discussion is a futile exercise for Razi. However, the problem

has grave consequences when it is applied to the relationship between God and His names and

44 Ibid., 116.

45 For an insightful analysis of the debate as it was held among the medieval grammarians and theologians, see
C.H.M. Versteegh, Greek Elements in Arabic Linguistic Thinking (Leiden: Brill, 1977), 155-161.

46 Razi, Mafatih al-ghayb, 1:95-97.
47 Ibid., 1:95.
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attributes; rather, the opposing conclusions of the Mu‘tazila and the Ash‘ariyya regarding

denomination result from their theological approaches to God’s attributes.

Fanari, who criticizes Razi’s understatement of the problem, attempts to solve it again
through Akbari teachings. He states that every manifestation (za ‘ayyun) has two aspects: (1) it is
contingent on God because God is its source and pours (ifada) existence into it; (2) it is
contingent on the reality (hagiga) of the thing because its reality accepts the pouring of existence
into it (istifada). Therefore, we have two concepts here: creating (ijad and izhar) and coming into
existence (wujiid and zuhiar). From one perspective, a manifestation is a name (ism) for that
which manifests (mu ‘ayyin), namely God, because it originates from God. In this regard, the
named (God) and the name (manifestation) are the same. From another perspective, that
particular manifestation differs from the named (God) and bears its own name, because it has its
own identity among other manifestations due to its distinct ontological reality.*® Thus, Fanari
tries to solve the problem with an intermediate solution, as he does in the debate on
predestination, following Ibn al-‘Arabi who accepted that the manifestation and the one who

manifests are identical in one sense and different in another.*®

Fanart also shows how various consequences of the different approaches to the problem
of denomination appear in interpretive practices regarding Q. 87:1,%° which instructs the Prophet
and his followers to glorify the name of God. Ash‘aris take this verse to mean to glorify God
Himself, whereas Mu‘tazilis understand it as freeing (fanzih) God’s name from any attribute

inappropriate to predicate to Him. According to a third group, whom Fanari calls “the scholars of

48 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 147.

49 1bn al-‘Arabi, Fusis al-hikam wa--ta ‘ligat ‘alayh bi-qalam Abi al-‘Ala ‘Afif (Bayrut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi,
2002), 90-91.

50 “Glorify the name of thy Guardian-Lord Most High”
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reality” (muhaggqiqin), it means to avoid attributing to God something that does not suit His
glory (jalal), His grace (jamal), and His perfection (kamal). Therefore, the opinion confirmed by
Fanar refers to God’s attributes, whereas Ash‘aris identify God’s name with His essence and the
Mu‘tazilis emphasize their complete distinction. With this move, he implies that God’s divine

attributes are the same as the divine essence in one sense but different from it in another.%!

The different opinions of the schools also manifest in their approaches to another
important theological problem, the morality of good and evil (kusun/qubuk). Accordingly,
Ash‘aris hold that God, who is unquestionable in His actions (Ia yus’al), creates both good and
evil. Mu‘tazilis believe that God creates no evil because the creation of evil does not suit His
divine wisdom (kikma). According to the mukagqigin, Fanari states, the creation of evil is a
manifestation of God’s perfection because it is God’s creation, or, in AkbarT terms, evil becomes
a good act in the sense that it appears according to the realities, which are in fact God’s divine
states (shu in). However, it is a defect in the sense that it appears in us according to our inherent

personal potentials (isti ‘dad).>

These examples of the theological discussions in the ‘4yn suggest two key points. First,
Fanari takes his theological position based on his Akbart priorities. He accepts the theory of
kasb, for example, but a specific form of the theory suitable to the Akbari idea that potentiality
(isti‘dad) is not created. Likewise, he tries to solve the problems of denomination and the
morality of evil with a mid-course solution offered by the Akbari School, which considers
existence as the manifestation of God. The idea of the unity of existence shared by the Creator

and creation makes the co-existence of tashbih and tanzih possible as well as that of susun and

51 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 147.
52 Ibid.
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qubuf. In this regard, Akbari metaphysics becomes a determining factor in Fanart’s theological
conclusions, just as it does in his affirmations regarding the heavenly form of the Qur’an, as we
discussed in the fourth chapter. Second, Fanari is clearly not a Raz1’s follower, but a fierce critic.
Therefore, the assertions repeated in contemporary Turkish studies on Fanari that he represents
the Razian School of theology and that he attempted to synthesize the Razian metaphysics with

Ibn al-¢Arab1’s should be reevaluated.
Literalist Esotericism

The examples we discussed above clearly show that FanarT extracts from the Qur’anic text what
is not expressed by the external aspect of the text. However, he does not treat the Qur’anic text as
an entirely encoded book incomprehensible to the common person; rather it is intelligible to the
common person but also contains deeper meanings for the select. The hadith of ZBHM refers to
this multi-layered nature of the Qur’an.>® The possibilities of interpretation (ta 'wil) are endless,
but they do not preclude the literal meaning. Fanari considers disregarding the literal meaning as

a BatinT “heresy.”®* Contrary to disregarding the exoteric side of the text, he opines that it is

extremely important to attend to this aspect of the Qur’an in order to attain the possibilities of

ta 'wil. He states,

With [the efforts of understanding such as] designation of a meaning (takdid), iteration
(tardid), explanation (tibyan) or demonstration (burhan) about a rational or narrated
subject, the discussant only means that the Qur’an indicates [her/his interpretation] by
either expressing (ibara) or alluding (ishara) or unambiguously manifesting (sarth) or
indirectly implying (kinaya) or literally (hagiga) or metaphorically (isti ‘ara) verbalizing.

However, [these interpretation efforts should be practiced] not through the custom of

53 Ibid., 86.
54 Ibid., 89.
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philosophers of metaphysics but according to the methodologies of experts on Arabic

language.

Thus, to know linguistic features of the text is of great importance to producing a sound
interpretation, according to Fanari. Indeed, Fanari identifies sixteen required sciences for
Qur’anic exegesis, eight of which are linguistic sciences (al- ‘uliim al-lafziyya).>® As a result,
linguistic analysis dominates exegesis in the ‘Ayn, where he reserves very long and tedious
passages for linguistic discussion. He also emphatically underscores the point that the function of
Qur’anic exegesis is to attempt to discover God’s intention by looking at the “letter” of the

Qur’anic text.>’

Fanari, in fact, follows the School of Ibn al-‘Arabi by paying attention to the outward
expression of the Qur’an, as one of the most important aspects of Akbartan Qur’anic
hermeneutics is that they produce “esoteric” interpretations based on the literal form of the text.
Ibn al-‘Arabi adopts this approach as his hermeneutical principle and applies it in his Qur’anic
comments, but he is not unique in this literalism-based esotericism. We see the precedents of this
approach to Qur’anic exegesis in comments ascribed to Ja’far al-Sadiq. For example, Ja‘far
interprets Safa and Marwa (Q. 2:158), the names of two hills in Makka between which the
pilgrims run forth and back during the Hajj, as the spirit (k) and the soul (nafs). In this
interpretation, he focuses on the etymological roots of the words saf@’ and marwa, which mean
purity and heroic virtues (muruwwa), respectively. He also interprets Safa as “the purity of

ma rifa” and Marwa as “the heroic virtues of the ‘Grif,” emphasizing the same roots of the

55 Ibid., 86.
56 Ibid.
57 Ibid., 5.
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words.®® Following Ja‘far, subsequent Sufi commentators sometimes employed this method.
However, AkbarT writers made it an important aspect of their Qur’anic exegesis. In this regard,
Ibn al-‘Arabi displays extreme loyalty to the etymology of Qur’anic words. When he interprets
the text, he sometimes produces alternative interpretations focusing on the cognates of words.
For example, in Ibn al-*Arabi’s universe of Qur’anic exegesis, one of the possible meanings of
the Qur’anic phrase “those who disbelieve” (alladhina kafarii) can be “those who hide their love
for God in their hearts from the others,” because the etymological root of the verb kafara means
to cover or to close something.*® Consequently, he adopts the hermeneutical principle that can be
epitomized as follows: “If a cognate of the word supports an interpretation, that interpretation

must be accepted as valid.” Ibn al-*Arabi clarifies this, stating,

Every sense (wajh) which is supported (iztimal) by any verse in God’s Speech (kalam) —
whether it is the Koran, the Torah, the Psalms, the Gospel, or the Scripture— in the view
of anyone who knows that language (/isan) is intended (magsid) by God in the case of
that interpreter (mutaawwil). For His knowledge encompasses all senses... Hence, every
interpreter correctly grasps the intention of God in that word (kalima). This is the truth,
“[a Mighty Book:] to which falsehood comes not from before it nor from behind it; a
sending down from One Wise, Praiseworthy” (41:42) upon the heart of him whom He
chooses from among His servants. Hence no man of knowledge can declare wrong an
interpretation, which is supported by the words (lafz). He who does so is extremely
deficient in knowledge. However, it is not necessary to uphold the interpretation nor to
put it into practice, except in the case of the interpreter himself and those who follow his

authority.5°

58 Ja‘far al-Sadiq, Spiritual Gems, 11-12.
59 Muhy1 al-Din ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futihat al-Makkiyya, 1: 354-355.

60 Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futihat al-Makkiyya, 5:22. The translation is Chittick’s (Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge,
244). For the passages where 1bn al-‘Arabi expresses similar thoughts, see Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futizhatr al-Makkiyya,
6:631 and 10:207.
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In this passage, Ibn al-°Arabi emphasizes the following points: (a) Every interpretation allowed
by the letter of the text is among the meanings intended by God; therefore, no one has the right to
falsify an interpretation that is etymologically possible. (b) However, this interpretation cannot
be imposed upon one as the sole truth; it is subjective and binding only to the interpreter and to
those who choose to accept his authority. Qiinaw1 agrees with Ibn al-‘Arabi on these points,

saying:

Among the words of the Qur’an, there is no word that has so many meanings in the
language that God has not intended them all. If a commentator comments on God’s
speech (i.e. the Qur’an) according to the requirement of its language and in a way that
does not violate the indubitable religious principles (al-usil al-shar ‘iyya al-muhaqgaqa),
this [comment] is true and God’s intention. [The accuracy of the comment] is with

respect to the commentator and those who share his state, taste, and understanding.®*

As can be seen, QiinawT adds conformity to religious principles in addition to linguistic rules as
another criterion for acceptable interpretation. This statement can be assessed as Qunawt’s
attempt to justify the most distinguished —and of course the most criticized— aspect of Akbari
hermeneutics. Fanari, curiously, quotes Qiinaw1’s statement with considerable variation: “All
interpretations of the Qur’anic text based on either sound narration (riwaya sahiha) or sound
reasoning (diraya sahiha) are God’s intention. But this is according to the levels (maratib) and
receivers (gawabil), not [binding] for everyone.”®® Thus, to Fanari, compliance with religious
and linguistic requirements is stipulated in order for a comment to be accepted on the basis of
either sound narration or sound reasoning. This would, in fact, equate AkbarT exegesis to the

classical “exoteric” tradition of interpretation by ignoring its most distinctive aspect; however

61 Qunawni, / jaz al-bayan, 220.
62 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 5, 89.
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Fanari’s intention to do so is doubtful, for, Fanari cites Qiinawi’s statement when he discusses
whether a commentator can identify God’s intention for sure. He means to say, like Qiinawi, that
interpretations should not contradict the principles of religion. Fanari definitely excludes the
universal principles agreed upon by the Muslim community from being subject to various
interpretations.®® Neither Qiinaw nor FanarT say what these principles are, but it is probable that
they imply a very broad set of Muslim principles, including the belief in One God, the hereafter,

angels, daily ritual prayers, and so forth.

The etymological and grammatical possibilities of Qur’anic words and expressions allow
Akbari writers to use Qur’anic verses to explain their Sufi ideas. For instance, when Ibn al-
‘Arabi infers that the nature of divine punishment in the hereafter will change, he focuses on the
etymology of the word ‘adhab (punishment), as one of its cognates (‘adhb) means “sweetness.”®*
He also speculates on how divine attributes pervade the Prophet Abraham, drawing on
Abraham’s Qur’anic epithet Khalil whose cognate is takhallul, which means “penetration.”®
Qunawi1 emphasizes that the secrets of the Qur’an can be discovered by means of its words.
Although he does not resort to cognates of the words to extract esoteric comments in his
commentary as often as Ibn al-‘Arabi does, he provides general explanations focusing on the
subjects evoked by Qur’anic words. For example, he classifies people according to their levels of
“bewilderment” (hayra) under the pretext of the Qur’anic expression al-dallin (Q. 1:7), which

literally means “lost ones” and “transgressors.” The notion enables him to speculate on

spirituality. Emphasizing its literal meaning, he considers the notion to relate to obedient people

63 lbid., 5
64 Ibn al-*Arabi, Fusis al-hikam, 94.
65 Ibid., 80.
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and even saints (ahl Allah), contrary to the widely-held interpretation of the term, which restricts
it to only the disobedient or disbelievers.®® Fanari also bases his esoteric comments on linguistic
analysis. For example, when he discusses the sentence structure regarding the three divine names
in the the basmala, he notes that the syntax alludes to an order from general to specific,
following a grammatical rule that “what is general precedes in the order.”®” Thus, the divine
names, Allah, Rahman, and Rahim, are deliberately arranged according to their ontological
comprehensibility.®® Although Fanari sometimes refers to the etymological or the grammatical
aspects of the text to emphasize certain points, he mostly focuses on, like Qunawi, providing

general explanations of the Qur’anic keynotes.

Such loyalty to the external aspect of the text necessarily brings forward letter
symbolism. The letter symbolism, which is one of the aspects of esoteric interpretation, has
always been popular in Sufi writings from early times onward. Ja‘far al-Sadiq is known as a
scholar who possessed the knowledge of the secrets of the letters (jafr) and used this knowledge
in his Qur’anic commentary. It is said that this mode of interpretation was first used by ‘Ali ibn
Abi Talib and passed down from him to Ja‘far through the latter’s uncle Zayd ibn ‘Al1.%° Ibn al-
‘Arabi, like many Sufi writers, attributes mysterious meanings to the letters. According to him,
the source of the science of letters (‘ilm al-huriif) is divine, and Jesus represents this

knowledge.” Ibn al-Arabi also associates the letters of the Arabic alphabet with divine names

66 Qunawi, / jaz al-bayan, 486-500.
67 Fanari, ‘Ayn, 140.
68 Ibid., 141-142.

69 On the origin and the aspects of the usage of the letters in the sciences of divination and the occult, see Toufic
Fahd, “Djafr,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. Brill Online [www.brillonline.com]. Ibn Taymiyya rejects Ja‘far’s
relationship with the so-called science of jafr. See Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii ‘ al-fatawa, 35:183.

70 Ibn al-*Arabi, al-Futihat al-Makkiyya, 1: 508-510.

202



and existence.”* Qiinawi, moreover, establishes a parallel between the formal and sound features
of the letters and existence. He provides long explanations of the ontological and spiritual values
of the letters of the basmala.’® FanarT also speculates on and understands meanings from the
features of the letters and quotes Sufi writers who reveal the secrets of the letters such as
Qiinawi, Mu‘ayyid al-Din al-Jandi (d. 1291), and Najm al-Din al-Kubra (d. 1221).”® According
to him, only those who know the secrets of the letters and their spiritual values can discover their
connections and features.” Fanari apparently considers the writers from whom he quotes as
authorities in this field because he does not approve every interpretation based on letter
symbolism. For example, he rejects a comment narrated by Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Tha‘lab1
(d. 1035), a renowned medieval commentator, which links the first three letters of the basmala to
the divine names whose initials are the same letters. Fanari thinks that this comment was
produced by a certain school on a false conviction that every letter of the alphabet has the

characteristic of a divine name that begins with that letter.”

71 For examples of Ibn al-Arab1’s interpretation based on letter symbolism, see Aba Zayd, Falsafat al-ta’wil, 297-
331.

72 Qunawi, [ jaz al-bayan, 244-257.

73 For examples, see Fanari, ‘A4yn, 156-157 and 160-162.
74 1bid., 156.

75 Ibid., 161.
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CONCLUSION

The significance of Fanari’s ‘Ayn al-a ‘yan lies in its two important features: First, its prologue
touches on critical subjects of Qur’anic exegesis. Here Fanart goes beyond describing structural
and thematic features of the Qur’an and exegetical approaches to it by discussing the nature of
Qur’anic exegesis and the limits of its authority to know God’s exact intention in the Qur’anic
text. In this sense, he aims to present a well-defined theory of exegesis. He understands za 'wil as
a legitimate interpretive method whose source is other than narration, and then assesses esoteric
exegesis within this category. He tries to establish the legitimacy of 7« 'wil by underlining the
linguistic characteristics of the Qur’an and the insufficiency of narration to provide information
for the entire Qur’an. Through ta’'wil, a commentator extracts meanings not spoken by the
tradition, including esoteric ones, which are not certain to be God’s intention. However, God’s
intention is not totally veiled in the Qur’an; we “know” God’s intention in the parts of the Qur’an
whose obvious messages the Muslim community has achieved a consensus about, or about which
there are Prophetic comments narrated by a consensus of reporters. These obvious portions are
still open to ta'wil and can “assume” more and deeper dimensions of meaning besides their
primary meaning. [ argue that Fanari questions the authority of 7afsir to know God’s exact
intention in the text in order to make his Sufi hermeneutics, which favor fluidity instead of

unilaterality and stasis, possible.

Second, the commentary part of the ‘Ayn contains outstanding examples of esoteric
exegesis, which FanarT presents according to the theory he embraces, mostly following Qunawi.
Fanari’s esoteric interpretation does not disregard the literal meaning of the Qur’anic text. At the
level of esoteric sense, the text encodes the secrets of existence, which the commentator must

then decipher. Fanari also uses esoteric exegesis as a path to spirituality, which in his view is the
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true purpose of life. In this regard, in Fanari’s commentary, the Qur’an functions as an

epistemological medium that connects Akbarian ontology to spirituality.

Fanar attempts to justify esoteric interpretation on several planes. On the epistemological
plane, he underscores the spiritual aspect of human nature and humans’ intellectual capacity to
comprehend mystical knowledge and the acknowledgment of this spiritual aspect in the Qur’an
and the hadiths. On the ontological plane, he associates the multiplicity of the meanings with the
hierarchical Akbari ontology. On the exegetical plane, he explains the existence of implicit
meanings in the Qur’an through its linguistic, stylistic and thematic characteristics. In this regard,
the hadith of ZBHM provides a favorable ground for Fanari, on which he brings together his

epistemological, ontological, and exegetical ideas in harmony.

The hadith of ZBHM is found in several early works and in later non-canonical hadith
compilations. It was transmitted by many channels from two sources, al-Hasan al-Basri and
‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘tid. From the early centuries on, Muslim scholars paid attention to the hadith.
Early Sufi commentators employed the hadith to justify their understanding of the Qur’an as
having both exoteric and esoteric meanings. Later Sufi philosophers, such as Suhrawardi and
Simnani, linked the hadith to their metaphysical ideas. Ibn al-°Arabi, Qunawi and Fanari assign
deeper meanings to the hadith in their discussion. The most striking aspect of their interpretation
of the hadith is the parallelism they establish between the Qur’an and existence. In the ontology
of the Qur’an, they imagine the same hierarchical structure that they theorize about existence.
This approach has brought with it significant ontological and exegetical consequences. First, the
ontology of the Qur’an is explained in terms similar to the ontology of the physical world.

Second, the Qur’anic text is taken to have levels of meaning that correspond with the hierarchical
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“levels” of existence. But just as these levels of existence are not known to all, only the elites can

comprehend Qur’anic indications regarding the levels of existence.

When Fanari establishes his position on the nature of divine speech, he affirms the
Qunawian interpretation of revelation as the gradual manifestations of the divine essence through
the divine name Mutakallim. These manifestations occur in four essential stages, named after the
notions of the hadith of ZBHM. FanarT considers each manifestation that appears in a different
ontological realm as a different type of speech. In this regard, he denies both the monolithic and
dualist interpretations of divine speech seen in the Islamic theological schools. The eternal,
uncomposite divine speech turns into uneternal, composite language through the process of
revelation. The loci (makall) in which the speech dwells during the process give it
compositeness. The text of the Qur’an in the physical world is the last stage of the sequence of
manifestation of divine speech and can be defined as created. Fanari tries to back up these
theories by blending the opinions of the classical scholars with Qinawi’s and discussing the

subject on the grounds of the ‘uliim al-Qur’an.

Fanari embraces a moderate approach to literalist esotericism and letter symbolism. He
focuses on the linguistic aspects of the text when interpreting but he is careful not to produce
out-of-context comments. His comments are mostly general explanations of the Akbari ideas
invoked by the textual keynotes. He also generally avoids interpretation based on letter

symbolism although he expresses his respect for comments by those he recognizes as authorities.
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Figure- 3: Note in the Murad Molla manuscript
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Figure- 4: Colophon in the Atif Efendi manuscript
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Figure- 5: Mahmud Pasa manuscript
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Figure- 6: Murad Molla manuscript
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Figure- 7: Atif Efendi manuscript
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Figure- 8: Published version of the ‘Ayn
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