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A RELIGIOUS DIVINE SPEAKS

Approach to Quran

Story of Quranic interpretation

Translation Of Extracts From Preface To The First Edition Of The
Tarjuman Al-Qur’an, 1930

While taking up this work, The Tarjuman al-Qur’an, for study one may be
disposed to know the lines which I have adopted in the presentation therein of the
contents and objective of the Qur’an. Indeed, anticipating such a wish on the part of my
readers, | had contemplated to state the lines followed in a brief preface to the volume.
But when I set out to deal with the subject, I soon realized that it was not possible to do
justice to it within the brief compass of a preface. The issues involved were so many
and so complicated that a satisfactory discussion of them would have necessitated a
detailed survey of a very wide and intricate background. The idea was therefore given
up. Instead, I have attempted here to draw just a passing attention to the difficulties or
obstacles which usually clog the way of a satisfactory study of the Qur’an so that the
reader may incidentally obtain a rough idea of at least the purposes underlying the
attempt made here to present the Qur’an to the world of today.

As for the exposition of the principles followed in the presentation of the
commentary, one will have to await the publication of my Prolegomena to the
Commentary in the rewriting of which I am at present engaged.

For various reasons into which one may not go here, the exact message of the
Qur’an has for centuries been steadily kept out of view; so much so, that a very low
standard of approach to it has come into vogue. This is noticeable not merely in the
approach to the Qur’anic content but to almost everything connected with it—its
language and idiom, its phrase structure, and its style.

In every age, the author of a work is normally the product of his intellectual
environment. It is only those who are gifted with vision and insight who form the
exception. When we look back into the history of the commentaries of the Qur’an from
the earliest centuries of Islam right up to the close of the last century, we find that the
standard of approach to the meaning of the Qur’an and steadily deteriorated. This was



the result of a gradual decadence in the quality of the Muslim mind itself. When the
commentators found that they could not rise to the heights of the Qur’anic thought, they
strove to bring it down to the level of their own mind.

If we are to see the Qur’an in its true light, it will be necessary for us to lift all
those veils which have, from age to age, been laid thereon under the stress of influences
alien to the spirit of the Qur’an and then search for the reality about it in its own pages.

Obstacles in the Way of Right Appreciation

These influences are by no means few. They are numerous, and have pervaded
every corner of Islamic thought. It is not, therefore, easy to set them out on a brief
canvas. I have, however, tried in my Prolegomena to the commentary of the Qur’an to
sum them up under certain broad heads. The following are the leading aspects which
call for consideration:

(1) The Qur’an is not bound by any conventionality in its form of presentation or
style or in its manner of address or argument, but follows a way of expression such as is
germane to the character of its content or is natural to it. It is this distinctive peculiarity
observed by all scriptures which distinguishes them from the conventional forms of
literary expression employed in learned discussions.

The first generation of people among whom the Qur’an was delivered were not
a sophisticated race. Their mind was not cast in any artificial or conventional mould
furnished by civilization. It was content to receive a simple thought in its plain
simplicity. That was why the Qur’anic thought, simple as it was, sank easily into their
hearts. No one at the time felt it difficult to catch its meaning. The moment the
companions of the Prophet heard a verse recited to them, they forthwith caught its
significance.

But hardly had the first generation of Muslims passed away when the
influences of the Roman and Iranian civilizations began to sweep over the new Arab
empire. Translations from the Greek literature gave them new literary tastes and
initiated them into the art of dialectics. Zest for novelty and inventiveness in approach
to everything came to be ever on the increase, with the result that the simplicity of the
Qur’anic manner gradually lost its charm for them. Slowly, step by step, a stage was
reached when everything Qur’anic was attempted to be given an artificial mould. Since
the Qur’anic thought could not fit into any such mould, serious complications in
thought arose, with every attempt at resolving them ending in more intricate



complications.

Whenever distance is assumed from naturalness, and artificiality resorted to, we
are disinclined to look at things in their natural simplicity. We cannot visualize beauty
or grandeur in its simplicity. Whenever we choose to endow a thing with splendor, we
invariably try to fix it in a network of ornamentation. This is what exactly happened
with the Qur’an. The dispositions of the first generation of Muslims were not cast in
any conventional or artificial moulds. That was why they instantly caught the meaning
of the Qur’an. But the generations which followed would not let the Qur’an present
itself in its simplicity. Their love for inventiveness or novelty would not allow this.
They began to dress everything in the Qur’an in novel costumes; and since the Qur’an
could not fit into such costumes, the effort to force on it things which did not suit it
repressed its genius and forced its meaning to assume forms by no means natural to it.

The first period of the Qur’anic interpretation was that which preceded the
codification of Islamic learning. The second began with this codification and has
continued, in its different phases, through the succeeding centuries. The second period
had hardly opened when the urge to cloak the Qur’an in new garbs took its rise
reaching its climax during the heyday of philosophic speculation among Muslims. That
was the time when Imam Fakhruddin Razi wrote his Commentary to invest the
Qur’anic word with an absolutely novel import. Had Imam Razi chosen to represent
what exactly the Qur’an stood for, at least two-thirds of what he wrote would have
been left unwritten.

Be that as it may, one thing stands out clearly, and it is that to the extent the
Qur’an is freed from the unnatural moulds into which it is pressed, to that extent will it
disclose its own reality. The difficulties which we feel today in appreciating the manner
of presentation observed by the Qur’an, or the arrangement of its parts and verses, or
the phraseology employed therein are all due to the inclination inherited from our
mediaeval past not to appreciate a simple thing for its simplicity. The Qur’an is so
simple to understand and yet we do not feel happy until we evaluate its worth by
fanciful standards of our own making, standards so distasteful to the purposes of the
Qur’an. That is the picture which today confronts us at every turn.

(2) Whenever we are to know what meaning a particular piece of writing bears, we
naturally prefer to accept the meaning given to it by those who have had the
opportunity of ascertaining it from one who originally published it. The Qur’an, be it
remembered, was delivered piecemeal during the course of 23 years. Whatever portion



of it was delivered was raptly listened to by the companions of the Prophet and was
repeatedly recited in their prayers; and whatever clarification they needed of anything
therein, they obtained it directly from the Prophet himself. Of these companions, some
were distinguished for the firm grasp they had of the Qur’anic meaning, and this is
endorsed by the Prophet himself. It should have been in the fitness of things to have
given preference to their interpretation over the interpretation of those who came after
them who had not the advantage of close association with the Prophet. It is a matter for
regret that those who came after the first generation chiefly inspired by external
influences, began to invent for themselves new and newer forms of approach to the
Qur’an and caused the original interpretation of it to fall into disuse. The idea came to
be entertained that “the earlier generation was strong in faith, and the later generation
was strong in knowledge,” although the earlier generation was reputed to be sound both
in heart and mind, in faith as well as in knowledge. All the same, the real meaning of
the Qur’an was gradually relegated to the limbo of oblivion, and its simple message
came to raise, in almost every sphere of life, issues too difficult to solve.

To make matters worse, an unwarranted attitude was assumed which hardened
as time went. This led to complications which in their turn necessitated the
employment in their support of a variety of methods of argument. And then came into
vogue the habit of textual criticism, the writing of foot-notes, and indices. This again
gave rise to further complications in the approach to the meaning of the Qur’an. In
certain cases, it laid layers above layers of veils over it, one thicker than the other.

To understand the situation, take any passage of the Qur’an for illustration.
First, look into the interpretation of it which the companions of the Prophet and the first
generation of Muslims gave to it. Then turn to the commentaries of those who came
after, and compare the two. The earliest commentaries present the Qur’anic meaning in
its natural simplicity, whereas the later commentaries gave to it a strange visage by
making it the subject of subtle disquisitions.

3) From the very beginning, stories and anecdotes from the lore of new converts to
Islam steadily received currency in Muslim circles. A great body of them were of
Jewish origin, and exerted a powerful influence on the Muslim mind. The early
commentators avoided to make use of them. But the anecdotes nevertheless succeeded
in forcing themselves into the very texture of the commentaries of the Qur’an written
after them.

(4) The traditions of the Prophet were usually employed to clarify the meaning of



the Qur’an. But the tendency among the later commentators grew apace to refer not so
much to the traditions known to the companions of the Prophet, but to those collected
indifferently in later times. This created further difficulties in the understanding of the
Qur’anic word.

(5) The sad result of all this was that the manner of presentation adopted by the
Qur’an was lost in a maze of far-fetched conceits. The strength of the Qur’anic
meaning lies in the manner of its presentation. It is that which lends clarity to its
statements and observations, and makes significant the import of its stories and
parables, its appeals and admonitions, and its purposes. Once the significance of this
manner was missed, the true picture of the Qur’an was lost to sight. In the words of a
poet:

“The very page was blackened
Whereon had been noted what was desired.”

The manner of argument observed by the Prophets was not to assume logical poses and
confuse the hearer. They adopted the natural way of direct appeal, such as might reach
every type of mind, and touch every heart. But the commentators, obsessed by the
philosophy and logic of Greece could hardly bring themselves to look at reality in its
naturalness and appreciate it: They thought that they were honouring their Prophet by
turning them into dialecticians. They sought to demonstrate the greatness of the Qur’an
by pressing it into the framework of Aristotelian logic, hardly realizing that it was
never its primary object. The result was that the beauty and attraction of the Qur’anic
method of argument and of demonstrating its truth was lost in a network of dialectical
disquisitions. In fact, the truth had already been lost. The tragedy was that our
commentators could not achieve even what they aimed at. They simply let the door
wide open to doubt and endless speculation. Imam Razi showed the greatest alacrity
and ingenuity in promoting this consummation.

(6) The trouble did not end here. The application of philosophy to the Qur’anic
thought gave rise to numerous dialectical terms, with the result that the simple words of
Arabic came to be invested with new connotations. The subject of the Qur’an, it is
obvious, is not the philosophy of the Greeks, nor was the Arabic language at the advent
of the Qur’an familiar with its philosophic terms. The words employed in the Qur’an
did not originally bear the meaning which was assigned to them in the light of Greek
concepts. The transformation led to a variety of speculations; so much so, that words
such as Khulud, Ahdiyat, Mithliyat, Tafsil, Hujjat, Burhan and Tawil came to bear
meanings which the earliest listeners of the Qur’an would never have thought could



bear.

(7) As a corollary to this attitude, the idea came to the fore that the Qur’an should
support and endorse every new discovery in scientific knowledge. An attempt,
therefore, was made to read therein an argument in favour of the Polemic system even
as the present-day dispensers of intelligence who write commentaries of the Qur’an try
to interpret it in terms of every new development in the Science of the Cosmos.

(8) Every book or every system of teaching has something or other for its central
theme; so much so that everything pertaining to it revolves round it; and unless this
central theme or its primary objective is understood, its significance or anything that is
subsidiary to it is not possible properly to comprehend. The Qur’an has certain
fundamental objectives to present. Unless these are appreciated in their proper
perspective, nothing pertaining to them is possible to catch aright. When under the
circumstances explained above, the essential objectives of the Qur’an were missed, it
was but inevitable that everything pertaining to them could not be viewed in proper
perspective—the statements of the Qur 'an, its teaching, its method of argument and of
address, and its remarks and observations. Space does not allow citation of illustrations
here. Still, to catch a fleeting glimpse of what has been wrought by our commentators,
attention may be drawn to but one or two examples. Take verse 160 of chapter 3: “It is
not meet for a prophet to act dishonestly,” and read the far-fetched commentaries
thereon. Take another verse which reproduces the Jewish assertion—“The hand of
Allah is tied up” (5:64). What a rambling, do we not find in the explanations given
thereof in utter disregard of the context in which the verse occurs!

9) A primary condition of proper appreciation of the Qur’anic meaning is the
presence in the commentator of a right taste for literature. But for various reasons this
taste steadily grew weaker among our commentators, resulting in inept approaches to
the Qur’anic word or to the idiom and usage of the language in which the Qur’an had
been delivered.

(10)  The field of interpretation of the Qur’anic word has always been affected, even
as the fields of arts and sciences, by the atmospheric influence of every preceding age.
It is no doubt a matter for pride that in the course of Muslim history, scholars possessed
of upright character never yielded to political influences or tolerated compromises in
the doctrinal beliefs of Islam. But the atmospheric influence of an age does not
penetrate through the door of politics alone. In its psychological aspects, it finds for
itself many a door to come in. Once such doors are thrown open, they scarcely close
there-after, however much one might try. The doctrinal beliefs might escape
contamination, and thanks to our upright scholars they indeed were not seriously



touched. But the general character of the minds of men could not remain unaffected.

(11)  The period of enquiry and research in Islamic learning came to an end after the
close of the 4™ century of the Hijra, and thereafter, barring certain exceptions, the
tendency to lean on the past for every idea took hold of the mind of the learned. Every
one who ever attempted to write a commentary of the Qur’an chose as a matter of
course to have before him the work of some predecessor and to follow it blindly in
every detail. If, for instance, a commentator of the third century had committed a
serious blunder in the understanding of any particular passage in the Qur’an, it became
the bounden duty of those who came after him to reproduce word by word whatever he
had written. No one for a moment paused to scrutinize the statement or question it. The
result was that gradually few could develop the urge to write fresh commentaries.
Every one contented himself there-after to write only marginal notes to the
commentaries already in existence. Read the marginal notes of Baidavi and Jalalain
and see what energy was wasted by them to give more coatings to the walls already
raised by others.

(12)  The prevailing ineptitude of scholars in the succeeding periods of Muslim
history let every form of idiosyncrasy to prosper; so much so, that only those
commentaries came into fashion and were read with zest which bore no trace whatever
of the touch given to the interpretation of the Qur’an by the earliest band of
commentators. The tendency grew universal. It was felt in every sphere of learning.
The period of time which could prefer Sakkaki to Jurjani or prefer Taftazani to Sakkaki
was indeed a period when only writers of the type of Baidavi and Jalalain could shine.

(13)  Take the case of compilations wherein matter was gathered from commentaries
already in existence. Wherever a variety of interpretations had been offered by
previous commentators, the compiler would invariably choose the feeblest. Not that his
eyes did not rest on appropriate or valid interpretations; but with a view to pandering to
the prevailing taste, he would deliberately overlook them.

(14)  To make matters worse, the type of commentary known as “Tafsir-bir-rai” or
commentary which lets the text sub-serve one’s own personal opinion on any subject,
came now freely to be written—a form of commentary strongly discountenanced by
the companions of the Prophet. Not that reason and insight were tabooed in Islam.
Were it so, all study of the Qur’anic thought would seem futile; for the Qur’an openly
invites its readers to exercise reason in their approach to it, and ponder on what it states.
At every corner of its presentation, it exclaims:

“Do they meditate on the Qur’an?
Or, are there locks on their minds?” (Q:47:24)



“Tafsir-bir-rai” is that form of commentary which does not aim to represent what the
Qur’an actually states. On the other hand, the commentator has some view to advance
and he presses the Qur’anic text to lend support to it.

This style of commentary came into vogue in the days when every doctrinal
belief of Islam came to be seriously examined and a number of schools of theology
took their rise, each intent on exploiting the Qur’an to uphold its own point of view.
Commentaries written with this purpose are styled “Tafsir-bir-rai”.

Further, when zealous followers of the different juristic schools among
Muslims developed the passion for sectarianism, the verses of the Qur’an were
exploited to uphold, by book or by crook, their own particular schismatic obsessions.
Few cared to be guided by the plain meaning of the plain word of the Qur’an, or by the
clear purposes underlying the Qur’anic method of presentation of its contents, or by
straight-forward reason. Every one attempted to force the Qur’anic meaning to
conform to the views sponsored by the Imam or founder of his own schismatic school
of thought.

To create further complications, certain sections of the Sufi school of thought in
their search for the hidden meaning of the Qur’an, went so far as to press everything
Qur’anic into the moulds of their own formulas. Thus every Qur’anic injunction and
every basic belief came to bear some sort of esoteric connotation. This form of
approach is also “Tafsir-bir-rai”.

Or take another instance of this “Tafsir-bir-rai”. Attempts were made during the
period under reference to give the Qur’anic method of argument the garb of Greek
logic. In fact, whenever any reference was made to the sky, or the constellary order,
attempt was made to square it with the Greek system of astronomy.

Or take the latest examples of interpretation attempted by a certain type of
commentators both in India and Egypt in the name of reorientation of the Qur’anic
thought. Attempt is made to invoke the Qur’an to lend its support to the achievements
of modern research in the different spheres of scientific thought, as if the Qur’an was
delivered over 1,300 years ago just to endorse in advance, in the form of riddles, what
centuries after, men like Copernicus, Newton, Darwin, H. G. Wells, could find out for
themselves without the aid of any revealed scripture—riddles reserved to be noticed
and unraveled only by the present-day Muslim commentators of the Qur’an. Such
commentaries are also to be classed as “Tafsir-bir-rai”.

Such in brief is the story of the Qur’anic interpretation attempted in the past.
But however brief this survey, it is enough to show what obstacles one has to overcome
to reach the Qur 'an, or what thick veils to lift to catch a clear vision of it. The effort will



involve a simultaneous survey of every nook and corner of the Qur ’an and the exercise
of deep insight into the meaning of things. It is only then that the forsaken reality of the
Qur’an may put in its appearance. [ have tried to the best of my ability to negotiate with
these obstacles. I cannot say to what extent I have succeeded in my attempt. But [ may
say this with confidence that I have opened a new avenue for an intelligent approach to
the Qur’an, and hope that men of understanding will notice that the method adopted by
me is something fundamentally different from the method pursued in the past.

Abul Kalam
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