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I am grateful for this opportunity to present some ideas I had planned to present at the 
British Association for Islamic Studies conference in London last April. I want to survey 
five strands of modern European thought that have had an impact on Qur’anic 
interpretation, and particularly on the “anthropological turn” we have witnessed in 
Qur’anic hermeneutics. Those themes are: modern notions of history, structural 
linguistics, the idea of culture as a bearer of ideology, the phenomenological tradition 
in continental philosophy, and deconstructive postmodernism. I would love to get 
some feedback from you on how well these “five facets” would work as a chapter 
outline for a monograph on global intellectual networks in contemporary Qur’anic 
hermeneutics. Do these five terms capture the most important modern developments 
in Qur’anic hermeneutics? 

By an ‘anthropological turn’, I mean something like the shift in modern Christian 
thought that has turned theology into anthropology. Something similar has been 
happening in Qur’anic interpretation: the question “what does eternal God mean to 
convey through this Qur’anic verse?” is being replaced in some quarters by the 
question “what meaning may a historically and culturally located human being 
construct out of that verse?” All five strands of European thought I mentioned 
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contribute to making the Qur’an more historical, cultural, and human, and they focus 
its interpretation on humanity rather than God. Like Christian theologians, many 
Muslims are searching for ways to affirm the human and subjective dimensions of 
interpretation without stripping the Qur’an of its transcendent divine meaning. 

This anthropological turn has come about in part thanks to Muslims’ interest in 
modern European thought. Since this series of conversations is about tafsīr and 
transregional networks, I will note how many Muslims’ engagement with European 
ideas has been mediated through a network of Muslim thinkers in Europe, the Arab 
world, and Iran. I will end up in Southeast Asia, where I will use as an example the 
little-known but creative and prolific scholar Aksin Wijaya (b. 1974), a professor at the 
State Institute of Islamic Religion (IAIN) in Ponorogo, East Java. Wijaya has elaborated 
his Qur’anic hermeneutic by cobbling together a wide range of ideas from both 
medieval Muslim and modern European thinkers, whom he has studied sometimes 
directly but mostly indirectly, through the interpretations of other Muslim scholars. 

History and context 
Modern Europe 
The modern European concept that has had perhaps the greatest influence on 
contemporary Indonesian legal hermeneutics is the modern notion of history. Wilhelm 
Dilthey (1833–1911) argued that a text is not so much an expression of the mind or 
intent of an author as it is an expression of the larger historical context in which it 
originated. Aksin Wijaya cites him on just this point. This implies that the Qur’an 
reflects the attitudes and circumstances of seventh–century Arabia, and not just the 
mind of God. Another key idea, introduced most famously by Hans–Georg Gadamer 
(1900–2002), is that of hermeneutical distance: the gap between the “horizon” of the 
author and that of the interpreter. 

Classical uṣūl al-fiqh 
Classical Islamic hermeneutical theory, by which I mean primarily the sophisticated 
hermeneutical discipline of uṣūl al-fiqh, did not have a comparably historical 
perspective on texts. Legal theorists obviously had some concept of history, but they 
gave it only a minor role in interpretation. The doctrines of naskh and asbāb al-nuzūl did 
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not fundamentally affect Muslim theories of meaning, since abrogation was held to 
have ended with the death of the Prophet, and the occasions of revelation were 
generally held not to limit the application of a text (al-ʿibratu bi-ʿumūm al-lafẓ lā 
bi-khuṣūṣ al-sabab). And the idea of hermeneutical distance was essentially denied, since 
the whole horizon of interpretation of the earliest Muslim community was thought to 
have been handed down almost intact through the scholarly tradition. 

Modern Muslims 
Fazlur Rahman (1919–1988) was perhaps the most influential modern Muslim exponent 
of the idea that the historical distance between revelation and interpretation might 
result in new readings that contradict the surface meaning of the text. His “double 
movement theory” called for careful study of the text’s historical context for the 
purpose of extracting the universal moral purposes the text sought to fulfill in that 
context, followed by equally careful study of the contemporary context to determine 
how those universal moral objectives might be pursued today.  

Indonesia 
The Indonesian influence of Rahman’s hermeneutic, and of its applications by thinkers 
such as Amina Wadud, has been vast, to the point that it now seems taken for granted 
in the State Islamic Universities. Aksin Wijaya is just one of many who call for the 
Indonesianization of Qur’anic interpretation and Islamic law, stripping it of its Arab 
historical and cultural baggage and adapting it to local needs and customs. He is less 
naive that Fazlur Rahman about how objectively one can disentangle the Qur’an’s 
eternal message from its historical context, but he shares Rahman’s hermeneutical 
project nevertheless, and justifies it rather tenuously by pointing to the doctrines of 
asbāb al-nuzūl and naskh. 

Structural linguistics 
Modern Europe 
A European development only slightly less influential than the turn to historical 
context is the structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913), who 
introduced the idea that words gain meaning not by virtue of their assignment to 
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definite meanings by the lexicon, but by virtue of each word’s relationships of contrast 
and adjacency to other words in the lexicon. 

Classical uṣūl al-fiqh 
This too represents a substantial shift from the classical theory of language in which 
the lexicon assigns arbitrary verbal forms to specific meanings (maʿānī, features of 
reality as grasped by the mind and indicated by words). Legal theorists generally 
acknowledged that languages do change over time, but in principle all one needed for 
decoding the meaning of an utterance was a reliably transmitted lexicon reflecting the 
state of the Arabic language at the time of the Qur’anic revelation. The possibility that 
words might be used to mean something outside their lexical range of meanings was 
acknowledged with the concept of non-literal or figurative usage, but that concept 
ended up playing only a marginal role in classical uṣūl al-fiqh. One rare departure from 
this strictly semiotic paradigm was Ibn Taymiyya, who grounded meaning in 
contextual usage rather than the lexicon; but his theory was not widely adopted. I am 
not aware of any medieval thinker who adopted anything resembling a structuralist 
view of language. 

Modern Muslims 
The person who did perhaps the most to introduce structural linguistics into Islamic 
thought was the Japanese scholar Toshihiko Izutsu (1914–1993), who studied the ethical 
terms in the Qur’an by arranging them into semantic fields. He spelled out a whole 
vision of Qur’anic ethics not by interpreting Qur’anic ethical statements but simply by 
mapping out the structure of relationships between terms in the Qur’anic lexicon. 
Ethics was not only proclaimed by the Qur’an but encoded in the very structure of the 
language it employed. 

Indonesia 
Izutsu is frequently referenced in the works of Indonesian thinkers, including Aksin 
Wijaya. Wijaya also cites the similarly structuralist analysis of the Syrian Muḥammad 
Shaḥrūr (b. 1938), who argues that what appear to be interchangeable Qur’anic terms 
should never be interpreted as mere synonyms, but that the use of binary pairs of 
terms like qurʾān and kitāb, for example, always intends a deliberate differentiation 
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between different concepts. Wijaya also appeals to the structuralist analysis of the 
Egyptian thinker Amīn al-Khūlī (1895–1966) to make the argument that although 
consideration of historical context (mā ḥawla al-qurʾān) makes interpretation 
changeable over time, an inner–structural study of “what is in the text” (mā fī al-qurʾān) 
defines a stable core of meaning and thus provides a degree of objectivity in 
interpretation. Wijaya does not claim that we can know with certainty the single true 
meaning of any Qur’anic passage, but borrowing Shaḥrūr’s concept of “limits” he 
argues that we can objectively determine that certain meanings are within the limits 
God has set down, or, in Izutsu’s terms, within the semantic range of the Qur’an’s 
vocabulary. 

Ideology and critique 
Modern Europe 
One upshot of the structuralist approach to language was forcefully articulated by 
Roland Barthes (1915–1980): messages are conveyed not just by the words a speaker 
chooses but by the very system of words, the linguistic structure, that he or she must 
make use of. Our languages make important choices for us, and thus encode and 
enforce certain ideologies. Texts, therefore, convey ideologies not just by what they say 
but also by what they are able to leave unsaid because it is presupposed in their 
framing. Unmasking the ideologies latent in texts was a dominant concern of 
twentieth–century Western and post–colonial thought. 

Classical uṣūl al-fiqh 
But it was not the project of the classical Islamic hermeneutics. Legal theorists and 
theologians tended to regard their conceptual structures as universally valid, not as 
carriers of implicit ideological messages. And they certainly did not seek to unmask 
hidden ideologies encoded in the Qur’an’s linguistic and cultural systems. One could 
look to the Muslim philosophical tradition for some acknowledgement that revelation 
is constructed in terms of human categories and local cultural vocabularies. But for 
legal theorists the Qur’an’s ideology was not implicit but explicit, comprehensively 
expressed in language that could always be understood (almost always literally) with 
the aid of other available evidence and then implemented, not critiqued. 
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Modern Muslims 
Perhaps the most prominent modern Muslim to advocate an ideological–critical 
Qur’anic hermeneutic was Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd (1943–2010), who declared that the 
Qur’an itself was a cultural product, encoded in terms of the Prophet’s linguistic and 
cultural framework. It must therefore be decoded, not merely in light of its historical 
context, as Fazlur Rahman emphasized, but in light of the Prophet’s cultural and 
linguistic frameworks, with all their tacit ideological baggage, and then recoded in 
terms of the cultural and linguistic context of each interpreter. Abu Zayd retained 
symbolically the view that God’s speech itself transcends human categories and 
experience, but like medieval Ashʿarī legal theory he made that transcendent speech 
inaccessible and focused instead on its linguistic embodiment in the Qur’an, which is 
colored by subjective human presuppositions, interests, and ideologies. 

Indonesia 
Abu Zayd’s critical hermeneutic has been seized upon by Indonesian scholars as a 
philosophical ground for rejecting aspects of the Prophet’s legacy that they feel reflect 
Arab culture rather than God’s eternal will, and that clash with local Indonesian 
customs. Wijaya argues that the Qur’anic text preserved in the muṣḥaf is 50% Arab 
cultural ideology (due to the Prophet’s encoding of the revelation in the Arabic 
language and in cultural categories such as angels), another 20% specifically Qurayshī 
ideology (due to the elimination of alternative versions of the text under ʿUthmān), and 
only 30% eternal and universal divine message. How to identify and recover that 30% is, 
of course, a challenge, but Wijaya affirms that it can be identified and recovered with 
some degree of objectivity. To show how this is possible methodologically, he cobbles 
together aspects of Fazlur Rahman’s double movement theory and Izutsu’s and Khūlī’s 
structural analysis, and then simply asserts, without providing an exegetical argument, 
that applying these methods will reveal that the Qur’an’s eternal message is a modern 
message of human rights, gender equality, and liberal democratic values. He attempts 
to show that his approach can be legitimated not just by reference to modern Western 
hermeneutical theories but also by reference to the traditional Qur’anic sciences. He 
appeals to an Ashʿarī–style theory of God’s speech (which he credits to Ibn Rushd), 
dividing God’s speech into its eternal and non–verbal transcendent meaning, which can 
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be applied to all times and places, and its historical Arabic expression, which was 
formulated by the Prophet for his own community and context. Like Abu Zayd, Wijaya 
affirms that the Qur’an as we have it is a cultural construct, and that its ideological 
layers need to be peeled away by the interpreter. But at the same time he insists that he 
has not stripped away the divine authority of scripture or reduced its message to a 
reflection of human experience. 

Phenomenology and anthropocentrism 
Modern Europe 
It is precisely the reduction of revelation to its human dimension that has proven to be 
the sticking point for many Indonesian Muslim intellectuals. Yet that reduction of 
divine revelation to human experience, and of theology to anthropology, is not 
incidental to Western hermeneutics; it is part and parcel of the European philosophical 
developments that many modern Muslims have embraced. 

That “anthropological turn” was set in motion by Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), who 
argued that humans cannot actually know reality as it exists in itself, but only as we 
experience it, as phenomena that take their shape from the structures of human 
consciousness and not from external reality itself. Theology, on this view, can only be a 
description of the content and conditions of human experience, not of God’s external 
“noumenal” reality; so we might as well call theology anthropology. 

Kant regarded the structures of human consciousness as universally given, but as 
colonialism made Europeans more conscious of other cultures, the idea that human 
experience might be culturally and linguistically relative emerged with thinkers such 
as Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803). Another element of subjectivity was added by 
the phenomenological tradition of Edmund Husserl (1859–1938) and Martin Heidegger 
(1889–1976), who pointed out that there are differences in perception not just between 
cultures but between individuals, because our experience of reality is shaped not only 
by generic mental or cultural constructs but also by our individual wills, which 
transform everything we interact with into tools of our own purposes. In an attempt to 
avoid the nihilistic conclusion to which Nietzsche eventually drove this line of 
reasoning—the conclusion that there is no truth, knowledge, or objective ethic but only 
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the will to dominate others—the phenomenologists redefined truth and indeed reality 
itself: rather than focusing on independently existing beings that our minds struggle in 
vain to grasp, they focused on the way in which things manifest themselves in our 
experience. Human experience and its necessary conditions are all there is to know. 

Classical uṣūl al-fiqh 
That anthropocentric and subjective epistemology is not easy to square with classical 
Islamic hermeneutics. As Wijaya likes to point out, classical Islamic thought was 
overwhelmingly theocentric, and followed a “logic of descent:” knowledge is sent down 
from God to shape human life, rather than arising from human experience to form a 
conception of God. 

Modern Muslims 
It was the Egyptian philosopher Hasan Hanafi (b. 1935) who, having immersed himself 
in phenomenology during his studies at the Sorbonne, made the most radical and 
profound attempt to recast the whole discipline of Islamic legal theory following a 
“logic of ascent,” making human experience the starting point not only of 
interpretation but of revelation itself. In his French dissertation, Les Méthodes d’Exégèse, 
the four classical sources of law are all reduced to various forms of human experience. 
The Qur’an, which he calls “anonymous experience,” is the Prophet’s articulation of the 
universal features of an idealized human experience; the Sunna (“privileged 
experience”) records the Prophet’s grasp of his own particular experiences; Consensus 
(“intersubjective experience”) encapsulates the results of communal debates and 
interactions through which the diversity of past Muslims’ experiences were distilled 
down to their abstract and universal features; and ijtihād (“individual experience”) is 
the interpreter’s grasp of his own particular experience in light of the first three 
sources. All four sources are the products of particular historical experiences, but they 
are all “revealed” in the sense that all of them, including ijtihād, contain generalized 
insights that can help us to grasp how our own particular and variable experiences 
reflect a universal human ideal. Even the Qur’an, then, is not about God, who is outside 
of human experience altogether. Nor does it come from God, but from an “Enunciator” 
(the Prophet) who grasps and then articulates the true and universal nature of 
humanity. 
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Indonesia 
This radical reformulation of uṣūl al-fiqh has earned some support in Indonesia, 
particularly from another creative Indonesian thinker, Yudian Wahyudi (b. 1960), who 
was until recently the Rector of the State Islamic University in Yogyakarta (UIN Sunan 
Kalijaga). Wahyudi appreciates Hanafi’s recognition and legitimation of the subjectivity 
of interpretation, which follows from the variety of human experiences; but he does 
not follow Hanafi in making revelation an articulation of human nature rather than a 
reliable source of objective knowledge about God and his will. God is irrelevant to 
Hanafi’s reading of uṣūl al-fiqh. Revelation, he says, is essentially a science of idealized 
humanity, while theology is just a projection of human realities. There is no place in 
phenomenology for any transcendent referent outside of direct human experience. 
God, or “universal consciousness” as Hanafi calls him in his dissertation, is not a 
transcendent, powerful, willful being but simply the ideal and telos of the development 
of humanity itself. 

This reduction of theology to anthropology is too radical for Wahyudi, who therefore 
does not adopt Hanafi’s radical anthropocentrism. A more thoroughgoing 
anthropocentrism may be found in a recent book by Aksin Wijaya with the title One 
Islam, Diverse Epistemologies: From Theocentric to Anthropocentric Epistemology. Wijaya 
argues that Qur’anic interpretation should not be primarily about God or God’s will, but 
should begin and end with particular human beings and their unique experiences, 
concerns, and wellbeing, rising from empirical knowledge of this world to a knowledge 
of God and then returning to address real-world problems. The Qur’an’s meaning, he 
says, is not transcendent and fixed, but depends on the particular problems its readers 
are facing in a given time and place. 

In elaborating this anthropocentric epistemology, Wijaya appeals not to Hasan Hanafi 
but to Mehdi Ha’iri Yazdi (1923–1999), a twentieth–century Iranian scholar who 
combined the mystical epistemology of the illuminationists Suhrawardī (1153–1191) 
and Mullā Ṣadrā (1572–1640) with the Aristotelian “bottom-up” empiricism of Ibn 
Rushd (1126–1198). Ha’iri spoke of ʿilm al-ḥuḍūr, “knowledge by presence” of an 
immanent object: not the external object as it is in itself, but as it is present to the 
senses and conceptualized in the mind—in other words, phenomenal knowledge along 
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the lines laid out by Kant and Heidegger. Ha’iri argued that such knowledge of internal 
immanent objects could be correlated with knowledge of external objects, thus making 
human consciousness a legitimate ground of metaphysical knowledge. He affirmed that 
God could be known directly and immediately by humans, with “knowledge by 
presence” (rather like the way we experience our own bodily limbs as parts of our own 
selves) because human beings are themselves emanations of God’s own being. Haeri 
was a student of western philosophy, and framed his work as a response to Kant and 
subsequent Western thinkers, showing that it was possible to ground one’s 
epistemology in human experience while still ensuring direct metaphysical knowledge 
of God. Wijaya does not adopt the mysticism of Ha’iri’s epistemology, but the mere fact 
that Ha’iri found in classical Islamic thought a basis for an epistemology that starts 
from human experience and arrives at true knowledge of God demonstrates for Wijaya 
that not all classical Islamic epistemology regarded knowledge as coming downward 
from God to humanity, and that the anthropological turn in epistemology and 
hermeneutics does not require giving up reliable knowledge of God and of the meaning 
of his speech. 

Postmodernism 
Modern Europe 
If Wahyudi and Wijaya are unwilling to follow Hasan Hanafi’s reading of 
phenomenology to the point of making revelation entirely human, and giving up on 
objective knowledge of a transcendent God, it is unsurprising that they are also 
unwilling to embrace the last of our five major themes of modern European thought: 
the deconstructive postmodernism associated above all with Jacques Derrida, which 
undercuts any claim to base knowledge of universal ethical principles on any bedrock 
epistemological foundation, whether revelation or universal human experience. 

Classical uṣūl al-fiqh 
Classical legal hermeneutics, after all, was plainly foundationalist in its epistemology 
and logocentric in its approach to language. Legal theorists differed about whether 
their convictions about God and his law were ultimately grounded in universal reason 
and human experience or in revelation, but they all agreed on the possibility of 
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grounding their legal epistemologies in some foundational source of knowledge and 
moral obligation; that is why legal theory was called uṣūl al-fiqh—the sources, roots, or 
foundations of law and understanding. And their theories of language all shared the 
logocentric view that the words of revelation refer to definite ranges of mental 
concepts and external realities, and that their range of denotation in any particular 
utterance is determined by the speaker’s intent, the received Arabic lexicon, and the 
contextual evidence accompanying the utterance. 

Modern Muslims 
That is one reason why Mohammed Arkoun (1928–2010) has been so controversial 
among Muslim Intellectuals. Like many other medieval and contemporary Muslim 
thinkers he distinguished the transcendent content of revelation from its earthly 
linguistic embodiments, thus preserving in principle the idea of an absolute meaning 
behind the shifting signs of human language. But he denied any possibility of 
recovering that meaning. Like Hanafi, he regarded revelation solely on the level of 
human experience, defining it as “the accession to the interior space of a human being 
[…] of some novel meaning that opens up unlimited opportunities or backcurrents of 
meaning for human existence.” He denounced the quest for authentic or objective 
interpretation of the Qur’an as a logocentric attempt to reduce the meaning–making 
impetus of revelation, and the great variety of interpretations and meaning systems 
that are produced from revelation, down to a single orthodoxy claiming revealed 
authenticity. He shared Hanafi’s humanistic optimism and hope for the expansion and 
liberation of human consciousness, but he did not see it converging toward consensus 
and universality. On the contrary, his academic project aimed at the deconstruction of 
orthodoxies and the recovery of the great variety of interpretations that had been 
marginalized or even rendered unthinkable by them. For him the aim of Qur’anic study 
was to give voice to its interpretive history and potentialities, not to discover authentic 
or objective meaning. Such an approach gave plenty of leeway for contemporary 
Qur’anic interpretation to go in new directions, but in so doing it stripped the Qur’an of 
any pretension of transcending human history and language. 
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Indonesia 
Arkoun’s affirmation of the multiplicity of interpretations has attracted the attention 
of Indonesian scholars since the late 1980s. He was cited early on by Muhammad 
Quraish Shihab, for instance, in support of the idea that the Qur’an is always open to 
new interpretations. But something similar happened to Arkoun as to Hasan Hanafi: in 
the very act of translating and advocating for his ideas, Indonesian scholars have 
stripped them of their more radical elements. For example, Komaruddin Hidayat, now 
rector of the new Indonesian International Islamic University (UIII) in Depok, has 
interpreted his hermeneutic as essentially Gadamerian, and as little more than an 
elaboration of Fazlur Rahman’s project of recovering the Qur’an’s universal meaning 
from its accidental cultural and contextual trappings. Hidayat regards Arkoun as 
affirming the open-ended plurality of interpretation without posing any real threat to 
the possibility of discovering authentic and transcendent divine meaning. This misses 
the force of Arkoun’s critique of logocentrism, which undermines the very idea of 
recovering the intention of the author. Like Hanafi, Arkoun has been tamed in the 
process of being embraced. Scholars like Hidayat, Wijaya, and Wahyudi are willing to go 
a long way in making Qur’anic interpretation subjective and contextual. But 
symbolically, at least, it remains crucial for them to retain in their hermeneutics the 
idea that tafsīr and law are not just open fields for imaginative human construction but 
are grounded, with some manner of objectivity, in a transcendent divine message. 

Conclusion 
All five strands of European thought that I have mentioned contribute to making 
revelation more human, cultural, and historical, and they all make its interpretation 
more anthropocentric: revelation and interpretation are both shaped by their 
historical contexts; revelation’s meaning depends not on some original intent that fixes 
the reference of a word but rather on the shifting relationships between words in 
human usage; the language of revelation encodes a particular culture and ideology that 
must be identified and filtered out; revelation itself is just an articulation of human 
experience and should be read as an aid to interpreting our own individual and 
collective experiences; and the task of interpretation is not to recover some single 
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intended meaning but rather to explore the manifold possibilities of human 
interpretation. 

But even the most radical and creative Muslim thinkers I have encountered in 
Indonesia are not willing to pursue this “anthropological turn” to the same conclusions 
that it reached in Europe, and in the very European thought of Hasan Hanafi and 
Mohammed Arkoun. Many modern Muslims advocate a new focus on historical context, 
a new approach to language, a critique of ideology even within the very words of the 
Qur’an, and a new anthropocentrism in which interpretation starts and ends with 
human experience. But most insist that the Qur’an must not be reduced to an 
expression of human experience, however idealized, as in Hasan Hanafi’s early thought; 
and that interpretation must not lose the aspiration of objectively discerning an 
original intended message, as in Arkoun’s thought. Even as Hanafi, Arkoun, and many 
other modern Muslims have disenchanted the Qur’an and deconstructed its ideological 
components, most of them, including Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Muḥammad Shaḥrūr, and 
our Indonesian thinkers, have continued to seek ways to reenchant the Qur’an at least 
symbolically, affirming its divine nature and gesturing toward some transcendent, 
universal, and irreducible component of its message. 

As Muslims have engaged with modern European concepts of history, linguistics, 
ideology, phenomenology, and postmodernism, and have creatively brought them into 
dialogue with classical Islamic hermeneutics, they have progressively tamed those 
ideas and made them more accommodating to a traditional Islamic theological 
framework. This taming has happened partly through a global game of “telephone:” as 
European ideas have been passed from one Muslim thinker to the next, from its most 
radical and creative exponents like Hanafi and Arkoun, through the hands of mediating 
figures like Abu Zayd and Rahman, through translations and interpretations in Arabic, 
Persian, and Indonesian, and into the hermeneutical thought one encounters today in 
places like Ponorogo in East Java, those ideas have been reinterpreted at each stage, 
and made more useful for Muslims’ own purposes. Understanding the complex web of 
transregional Islamic networks through which modern European thought has 
influenced modern theories of Qur’anic interpretation will require teasing out, one 
author and one footnote at a time, the long and indirect chains of transmission—the 
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isnads—through which modern Muslims have received those ideas. Like the isnads of 
hadith, those channels of transmission are not passive or neutral, but are active agents 
in the reformulation of both modern European and classical Islamic thought. 


