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This morning I wish to describe for you very briefly five very different approaches to 

the Qurʾān from five of the greatest thinkers in classical Islamic thought. 

First, however, I want to bring you greetings from my home institution, the University 

of Oklahoma, and from the Fulbright program, which has allowed me to come to Indonesia, 

and which, I hope, will enable some of you to study in America someday—perhaps even at 

the University of Oklahoma, which has excellent programs in many fields of study, especially 

in petroleum engineering and in meteorology, the study of weather. 

I am very grateful to  

 the American government’s Fulbright program for enabling me to spend this 

semester with you,  

 and to the American Indonesian Exchange Foundation, AMINEF, and its 

director Michael McCoy, for making all the arrangements for my visit here,  

 and to this university and its Rector Dr. H. Musa Asy’ari 

 and its Graduate program and its director Prof. Khayruddin 

 and in particular to the program’s associate director, Dr. Fatimah Husein, who 

has spent many hours helping me and my family to get settled here in Jogja. 

Without her I really would not be here. 

I also want to thank the steering committee and the organizing committee of this 

conference for inviting me to speak. I am very honored. In particular I wish to thank my 

colleague Dr. Sahiron Syamsuddin, who suggested my name to the committee, and who is 

co-teaching with me this semester a doctoral class on Qur’anic hermeneutics. For the last 

thirteen years my studies have centered on classical Qur’anic hermeneutics, especially within 
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the field of uṣūl al-fiqh, and that is what I am here to speak and teach about; but at the same 

time I want to learn about modern Qurʾānic hermeneutics, especially Indonesian 

hermeneutics, and that is what I hope to learn from Professor Sahiron, and from you, during 

this conference and during the rest of my semester here. 

The five thinkers I will mention today are all brilliant people whom I admire very 

much, but they approached the Qurʾān in very different ways. Al-Imām al-Shāfiʿī treated the 

Qurʾān, and indeed all of revelation including the Prophet’s Sunna, rather like a jigsaw 

puzzle—I will explain what I mean by that soon. Ibn Ḥazm al-Ẓāhirī thought of revelation as 

more like a crossword puzzle. The Muʿtazilī theologian ʿAbd al-Jabbār regarded it as a road 

sign. The Ashʿarī theologian Abū Bakr al-Bāqillānī compared it to a “last will and testament” 

that expresses a person’s last wishes, but must be deciphered in the absence of its author. And 

the Ḥanbalī Abū Yaʿlā Ibn al-Farrāʾ imagined the Qurʾān as something like a sound recording 

being played by an old gramophone—I will explain this image later. 

As I explain each approach, I will ask three questions about it: 

 First, is the Qurʾān a text that requires human interpretation, or is does it 

convey its message to human beings directly, immediately, without their 

needing to think about it or analyze it? 

 Second, can any rational human being understand and apply the Qurʾān, or 

only specialists in Qurʾānic interpretation?  

 And third, is the Qurʾān’s meaning flexible and adaptable to the circumstances 

and needs of its readers, or is it not? 

We will see that each model of revelation gives its own set of answers to these three 

questions. 

 

First, al-Imām al-Shāfiʿī (d. 204/820). In my view, it was he who both posed and 

solved the fundamental problem of uṣūl al-fiqh. At the end of the eighth century, Islamic law 

was already a pretty well defined set of questions with a limited range of acceptable answers, 

but the revealed basis of Islamic law was not so clearly defined; various factions disputed 

whether the Qurʾān alone, or ḥadīth, or local precedent and common sense, should define 

Islamic practice. By defining a canon of revelation, consisting of the Qurʾān and Prophetic 

Sunna, al-Shāfiʿī created the hermeneutical problem of how to reconcile conflicts within this 

canon of revelation, and how to correlate the Qurʾān and ḥadīth with Muslim practice. He 

also proposed what would become the classical solution to this problem: Arabic is highly 
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ambiguous, to the point that wherever there appear to be contradictions, one text can be used 

to modify the apparent meaning of the other conflicting text, so as to yield a coherent 

statement compatible with some version of Muslim practice. So for example, the Prophet’s 

command to wash oneself fully before Friday prayer might seem to be in conflict with a 

ḥadīth in which ʿUthmān performed the prayer without a full washing, even though ʿUmar 

reminded him that the Prophet had commanded washing. al-Shāfiʿī argued that although the 

command appeared to make a full washing obligatory, a command does not necessarily entail 

obligation (wujūb), and in this case the ḥadīth about ʿUthmān demonstrated that it was meant 

merely as a recommendation. This tactic of exploiting ambiguity to correlate law with 

revelation was the heart of al-Shāfiʿī’s interpretive method, and it was further refined and 

systematized in mainstream classical uṣūl al-fiqh. 

al-Shāfiʿī did not spell out an explicit theory of what God’s speech is, or how it 

communicates the law; but I think the model implicit in his hermeneutics can be helpfully 

likened to a jigsaw puzzle: the law is already there – we already have a more or less clearly 

defined picture of it—a very happy picture, printed for us on the box that contains the puzzle 

pieces—and the pieces of revelation are there – the Qurʾān and ḥadīth. It is up to a class of 

interpretive specialists – jurists who understand the subtleties of Arabic – to find a way to fit 

the pieces together so that they form a coherent picture that looks like the picture on the 

box—the familiar picture of Islamic law that we all know. The key to this task is to exploit 

the ambiguity of Arabic: if two pieces do not seem to fit, one of them can be used to modify 

the meaning of the other. You know how puzzle pieces are a little bit soft, so that if they 

don’t quite fit, little children sometimes just squeeze them together to make them fit. Arabic 

is like that: it is ambiguous, so conflicting statements can be made to fit together into a 

coherent picture. 

Notice that  

1) al-Shāfiʿī say that a lot of human interpretive effort is required for 

understanding the Qurʾān. 

2) He limits interpretation to a class of scholars, preferably Arabs who know the 

subtleties of Arabic, so non-specialists are not qualified to interpret the 

Qurʾān. And 

3) he gives interpreters a lot of flexibility to make the meaning of the Qurʾān fit 

their own social context and the practices of the Muslim community. 
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One of the first groups to mount a principled challenge to al-Shāfiʿī’s program was 

the Ẓāhiriyya, the “followers of apparent meaning,” beginning with Dāʾūd al-Iṣbahānī (d. 

270/884) in the mid-9th century, and culminating in the work of the 11th-century Ẓāhirī Ibn 

Ḥazm (d. 456/1064). In general the Ẓāhiriyya denied much of the ambiguity that was so 

central to al-Shāfiʿī’s hermeneutics, and their legal theory limited a jurist’s ability to choose 

which texts modify the meaning which other texts. Their overall approach was to take texts at 

face value, as literally as possible, without looking beneath the surface of revealed language 

to ask whether the divine speaker might have intended something other than the apparent 

meaning. Thus they interpreted commands as obligations far more consistently than any other 

Sunnī school; and hence they alone claimed that a full washing before Friday prayer is 

obligatory. 

 This refusal to squeeze the pieces of revelation together into a coherent picture 

of the law makes sense, because the Ẓāhiriyya seem not to have regarded the law as a 

coherent moral system at all. Most other jurists assumed that if some question was not 

directly addressed by a revealed text, it could be answered by extrapolating from what was 

spelled out in revelation. If the Qurʾān says one must not insult one’s parents, this implies 

that something worse, like beating them, is also forbidden. If the Qurʾān says that grape wine 

is forbidden, we may conclude by analogy that other kinds of wine are also forbidden. The 

Ẓāhiriyya typically rejected both of these principles (verbal implication, mafhūm al-naṣṣ, and 

reasoning by analogy, qiyās). They limited the law to just what the texts explicitly said, and 

rather than extend the law by the use of reason to address additional problems, they left any 

questions not mentioned in revelation outside the law’s reach. 

Ibn Ḥazm (d. 456/1064) gave this approach to revelation a theoretical basis with his 

theory of language, which the French scholar Roger Arnaldez has called a “nominalist” view 

of language. Words, to his mind, refer to individual things and groups of things, not to 

attributes or qualities that those things have in common. If revelation did refer to qualities, 

human actions that shared relevant qualities might be expected to have the same legal value 

or ḥukm; but in fact revelation refers only to individual acts and groups of acts that happen to 

be called by the same name. So the only reason grape wine, khamr, is forbidden is because it 

is called khamr; God forbade khamr, but this has no bearing on other kinds of wine that are 

not called khamr, even if they are similar in nature to khamr. Law, then, is just a linguistic 

reality—a set of verbal rules; it is not a coherent moral truth. 

We may compare this view of revelation to a crossword puzzle: revelation consists of 

clues, and the task of jurists is to find legal rules that match the language of the clues exactly, 
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and plug those answers into a fixed grid of questions. The resulting set of answers is perfectly 

consistent – there are no contradictions; we never find two different letters in the same square 

– but the crossword puzzle has no coherent meaning of its own. The law answers a few 

specific questions, but it is not a meaningful moral system, and it cannot tell us anything 

about legal questions that are not in the grid, or about the gaps in the grid that are not 

addressed by revelation. 

Notice that according to the Ẓāhiriyya and Ibn Ḥazm  

1) there is no room for human interpretation: law is the words of revelation 

themselves, not a meaning that humans must deduce from those words.  

2) This means that anyone who knows the Arabic language automatically 

understands God’s law and can apply it; no interpretive specialists are 

required. And  

3) the law is not at all flexible, according to the Ẓāhiriyya. 

 

A second, more muted challenge to al-Shāfiʿī’s hermeneutics of ambiguity came from 

the Muʿtazila of the Baṣra school, including most notably ʿAbd al-Jabbār (d. 415/1025). He 

regarded law not as a set of revealed statements, but as a natural truth that reflects the 

beneficial or harmful consequences of human actions. Much of what is good and bad for us, 

and hence obligatory or permitted or forbidden, can be known by unaided reason; but the 

consequences of some acts (such as washing before Friday prayer) are known only to God. 

God, being just, must make the consequences of these actions known, and he does so by 

means of revelation – his speech. 

According to the Muʿtazilī theory of God’s speech, the Qurʾān is a created and 

temporal sequence of sounds and letters that form words, whose meaning is determined by 

God’s intent or will. Because of the Muʿtazilī doctrine of God’s justice, God’s intent or will 

must be expressed clearly by his speech. This implies that revelation must always be 

interpreted as literally as the evidence allows; one cannot read into revelation anything but 

the minimum literal meaning implied by its verbal form. (It is ironic that the Muʿtazila, who 

are known for metaphorical interpretation of Qurʾānic language about God, produced such a 

literalist hermeneutic for Qurʾānic language about law; but it’s true: in law, the Muʿtazila 

were literalists!) For example, since a command indicates only the speaker’s will that 

something be done, the most that we may infer from a command is that the act mentioned in 

the command is recommended (mandūb); if God intended it to be obligatory (wājib), he 

would have to give some additional evidence that failure to obey would be punished. Hence 
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the Prophet’s command to perform a full washing before Friday prayer is only a 

recommendation. Furthermore, if ʿAbd al-Jabbār had wanted to argue that washing is 

obligatory, he could not have used just any evidence, as al-Shāfiʿī used the ḥadīth about 

ʿUthmān; ʿAbd al-Jabbār held that a text can only by clarified by evidence that God provides 

at the same time as the ambiguous text. This seriously undermined al-Shāfiʿī’s method of 

exploiting ambiguity to reconcile conflicting pieces of revelation. 

Since God’s speech expresses his will with perfect clarity, and God’s justice requires 

that he only will that which is beneficial for his creatures, which is the basis of law, it follows 

that God’s speech is a clear and reliable indicator of the law, from which any rational person 

can infer those details of the law that are beyond the reach of unaided reason. God’s speech 

does not bring about the law, or communicate it in the direct and immediate manner of 

human speech; rather it functions as indicative evidence from which to begin a rational 

process of inference. ʿAbd al-Jabbār’s view of revelation may therefore be likened to a 

signpost, erected by God in the midst of his creation, indicating the upright path in plain 

speech. Indeed ʿAbd al-Jabbār himself frequently referred to revelation as a sign – a dalīl. 

Notice here that  

1) the Qurʾān is a piece of textual evidence that stands in need of a 

rational process of human interpretation.  

2) This model of revelation appears to put legal interpretation within the 

grasp of all rational creatures. Interpretive specialists are not 

necessary, at least in principle. 

3) Since God’s speech must be clear, and its apparent meaning can only 

be modified by other verses revealed at the same moment in time, 

interpretation is not very flexible, at least in principle.  

 

A profoundly different view of revelation was put forward by the 10th-century 

Ashʿarī theologian al-Bāqillānī (d. 403/1013), who employed the Ashʿarī doctrine of God’s 

eternal speech to support a flexible hermeneutic rather like al-Shāfiʿī’s. Al-Bāqillānī regarded 

the law as a single all-encompassing inscrutable divine command. This command is God’s 

eternal speech, which is not identical to the created sounds and letters and words of the 

Qurʾān, but rather is expressed by the words of the Qurʾān. 

According to this theory, there is an ontological gap between the meaning of God’s 

speech, which is an eternal attribute of God, and the words that indicate that meaning. That 

ontological gap entails a hermeneutical gap between verbal form and meaning. Imperative 
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verbs in the Qurʾān are not themselves commands (as the Muʿtazila held); they are but 

indicators that may be used to express a command or to express some other meaning. The 

interpreter must suspend judgment about whether or not the imperative “wash yourselves!” 

actually expresses a command, until he finds some evidence. If the evidence shows that the 

imperative does express a command, then the interpreter still must suspend judgment on the 

legal force of that command until he finds some other evidence (such as the ḥadīth about 

ʿUthmān) that indicates whether the command was intended as an obligation or a 

recommendation. This constant need to search for clarifying evidence justified al-Shāfiʿī’s 

method of calling one text ambiguous and then using some conflicting text to clarify it. 

al-Bāqillānī’s hermeneutics, like ʿAbd al-Jabbār’s, treated revelation as a body of 

indicative evidence from which one must reason to a knowledge of the law. But he regarded 

the law quite differently, as something that human reason cannot explain; and he regarded 

revelation as a dim, ambiguous, and incomplete indicator of that law. We might compare his 

view of revelation to a person’s last will and testament, which a person writes before he dies 

as an expression of his desires, but which must be deciphered and implemented in his absence 

by those who read it after his death. Al-Bāqillānī used this metaphor himself, though of 

course he could not apply it directly to God’s speech, since he would not want to suggest that 

God is dead. (That’s a modern European idea, not an Islamic one.) But al-Bāqillānī did want 

to suggest that God is absent from the process of interpretation, and that his speech cannot 

communicate with the same unreflective immediacy as speech between two human beings. 

Notice that  

1) this theory supports the notion that revelation is the starting point for a 

rational human interpretive process. 

2) It supports the need for a class of interpretive specialists who are able 

to assemble and set in order an enormous amount of evidence. And  

3) it justifies the interpretive flexibility that is needed to correlate 

meaning with the circumstances and practices of the interpreter. 

So al-Bāqillānī’s answers to our three questions are very much like al-Shāfiʿī’s, 

though his theory of God’s speech was much more sophisticated. 

 

Alongside the Ẓāhirī, Muʿtazilī, and Ashʿarī responses to al-Shāfiʿī’s hermeneutic, 

one can also trace a less sophisticated, more practical, and ultimately more influential 

hermeneutic. The two overarching characteristics of this hermeneutic, which I call the law-

oriented hermeneutic, were flexibility and definiteness: this hermeneutic sought to maintain 
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al-Shāfiʿī’s flexible method of reconciling texts with each other and with existing law, while 

at the same time claiming that their interpretations were not the result of complex interpretive 

reasoning, but represented the plain and obvious sense of scripture. Thus for example, rather 

than leave commands ambiguous (as al-Bāqillānī did), they assigned them a definite default 

literal meaning (obligation, wujūb); but they were also willing to reinterpret commands on the 

basis of just about any other evidence while still calling their interpretation literal. Thus we 

are still interpreting the Prophet’s command to wash literally even if we say that its apparent 

meaning is modified by the ḥadīth about ʿUthmān. 

One view of the Qurʾān that supported such a hermeneutic was suggested by the 11th-

century Ḥanbalī Abū Yaʿlā Ibn al-Farrāʾ (d. 458/1065). He regarded revelation not as 

indicative evidence, from which human beings must infer the law, but as a speech act that 

brings about obligations performatively. He defined a command not as an imperative verb, or 

as a meaning in the mind of the speaker, but as the very act of requiring obedience, which is 

often accomplished by means of the imperative form, but can be accomplished by other 

means as well. He treated revelation as an eternal speech act by which God addresses all his 

servants at once, across all of time, and thereby creates legal obligations, just a master brings 

about obligations in the hearts of his servants by the very sound of his voice. So I have 

chosen, to represent his view of the Qurʾān, a famous picture from an old brand of record 

players or gramophones, “His Master’s Voice.” It is a picture of a little dog who hears the 

voice of his master coming out of a gramophone, and immediately recognizes that his master 

is calling him, even though he cannot see his master anywhere. In the same way, when we 

hear the words of the Qurʾān today we do not need to reflect and analyze and then conclude 

that God must be commanding us to pray; we immediately recognize that God is calling us, 

and that we must pray. 

This Ḥanbalī view of God’s speech is almost anthropomorphic, in that it sidesteps the 

problem of God’s transcendence, and allows his speech to function performatively and to 

communicate immediately and intuitively, in the same way as speech among human beings. 

Notice that  

1) this approach to the Qurʾān eliminates the rational process of 

interpretation that both ʿAbd al-Jabbār and al-Bāqillānī required. 

2) it seems to imply that all of us, even if we do not have specialized 

training, can immediately understand God’s commands. This view 

seems to make interpretive specialists unnecessary, though I am sure 

that Abū Yaʿlā himself thought specialized training was important. 
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3) this model of revelation also supports the flexibility of interpretation 

that allowed al-Shāfiʿī to correlate the meaning of revelation with 

his social context and practice. But notice that even as it allows 

flexibility in interpretation, it simultaneously denies that human 

interpretation is really taking place, because it regards our 

understanding of God’s speech as immediate and unreflective.  

This approach to the Qurʾān, therefore, which remains very influential today, is a two-

edged sword: it allows great flexibility, but it also allows people to claim that their 

interpretations are not their own creations, but are the plain, obvious, indisputable meaning of 

God’s speech. I am sure you have heard people making just such a claim: pretending that 

their interpretation is not just the best one, but indeed the only possible one, and that 

everyone else ought to acknowledge it as the obvious meaning of the Qurʾān. That attitude is 

supported by Abū Yaʿlā’s approach to the Qurʾān. 

 

In classical legal theory, the differences between the approaches to the Qurʾān that I 

have just sketched for you very briefly did not have very big consequences, because those 

theories were designed mainly to support the existing legal system rather than revise it. Our 

five different models of revelation did not generate very much disagreement about the actual 

legal value of a full washing before Friday prayer, for example. Despite their theoretical 

differences, almost everyone agreed that a full washing before Friday prayer was merely 

recommended. The one school of thought that departed from the mainstream legal view – the 

Ẓāhiriyya – was ignored and eventually disappeared. So different approaches to the Qurʾān 

did not always yield different interpretations. In Muslim discourse today, however, legal 

theory has come to be viewed not just as a means of supporting existing law, but as a method 

for constructing and reforming the law. Those same debates about language and meaning that 

were enshrined in these five competing metaphors for revelation, today have the potential to 

generate dramatic changes in interpretation and law. So I invite you, I urge you, as you 

pursue your own reflections on the Qurʾān and its interpretation today, not to ignore the rich, 

sophisticated, and very diverse ideas of classical legal theorists like al-Imām al-Shāfiʿī, Ibn 

Ḥazm, ʿAbd al-Jabbār, al-Bāqillānī, and Abū Yaʿlā Ibn al-Farrāʾ. Their ideas are still very 

relevant to the challenges that confront interpreters of the Qurʾān today. 


