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ABSTRACT

Majaz (metaphor) is the backbone of any language. It supports its structure and
makes it strong and more beautiful. It clearly communicates the intended meaning to
the reader or listener. It dramatizes it and presents it in a different and special style.
This unique structure, uncommon style, and different presentation of the meaning
has made majaz a center of controversy over many centuries. Scholars were divided
on this matter into two major groups. One group was moderate and considered majaz
as a significant vanguard of the language and a means of its development. The
traditionalists were of two kinds. Those who were totally offended by its nature and
completely denied its occurrence neither in the Qur’an nor in Arabic language, and
those who considered it a lie. They, therefore, rejected its occurrence in the Qur’an
because it does not befit Allah. They also refused its occurrence in the prophetic
traditions. The Qur’an; the most eloquent work ever written in the Arabic language,
was revealed at a time when the Arabs (the people of Prophet Muhammad) were
highly proud of their tribesmen who used their tongues to defend their tribes. They
used to respect and honor them publicly with great awards. These men of letters,
especially the poets, were fond of using figurative language. When the Qur’an was
revealed it did not change this significant aspect of the language. On the contrary, it
promoted it more with deeper meanings and applications that go beyond the human
ability and, hence, it challenged them to introduce a similar book which could
compete with the Qur’an eloquently if they doubted that it did originate from Allah.
The Companions of the Prophet and their successors did not argue about the
figurative expressions of the Qur’an especially those connected with Allah Himself.
They believed in those sentences as they were passed to them without investing their
deep meanings. Rather, ‘Umar b. al-Khattab whipped a man who asked about the
meaning of such a verse to discourage him from sinking into the sea which he may
not be able to come out of it. After a while and with the spread of Islam to other
areas of non Arab lands, the intellectual arguments about these phrases of the Qur’an
and in the prophetic ahadith evolved and ended up in disputes. These disputes have
resulted into theological wrangles in the Ummah and many have used them as an
excuse to excommunicate others from Islam. This study investigates the meaning of
majaz and its stages of development to justify or refute such a stand. It goes further
to categorize the Qur’anic verses into those with theological connotations and those
without, and proposes a unified position on the possibility of occurrence of majaz in
the Qur’an. it discusses the linguistic and theological implications of negating the
dynamic power of majaz in the Qur’an and in the prophetic traditions. It goes further
to discuss the arguments of those who negate the occurrence of majaz in the Qur’an
giving special emphasis to the arguments of Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyah. He is the
only one among the deniers of the legitimacy of majaz whose works are still
surviving. After a thorough analysis of the materials of the deniers of the occurrence
of majazin the Qur’an and in the prophetic traditions, it was concluded that majazis
so vital in communication that it cannot be rejected from the Qur’an and from the
prophetic traditions. It is the backbone of all languages. Negating such an important
aspect of the language in the two original sources of Islam is tantamount to declaring
them inferior to many other works of Arabic literature. This is absolutely
inconceivable.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The Holy Qur’an is a divine message revealed in the Arabic language to guide
mankind. It was gradually revealed to the Prophet Muhammad, may peace be upon
him, in a period of twenty-three years depending on events that were taking place.
Prophets were given powers to perform miracles, which were in conformity with the
nature of their people’s most overwhelming actions. Prophet Muhammad as the last
messenger of God who was sent to all mankind was given the Holy Book as his
everlasting miracle to all generations and races. Intellectuals of various disciplines
have recognized the Qur’an as a true miracle of God and that it is superior to all
other miracles till the end of the world. Ibn Rushd, one of the controversial and great
Muslim philosophers asserts that

The clearest of miracles is the venerable Book of Allah, the existence

of which is not an interruption of the course of nature assumed by

tradition, like the changing of a rod into a serpent, but its miraculous

nature is established by way of perception and consideration for every

man who has been or who will be till the Day of Resurrection. And so

this miracle is far superior to all others."

The style of the Qur’an, has defeated all human beings and jinn to imitate and
surpass it in spite of the challenge that is recorded in it for many centuries. History
tells us that after the demise of the Prophet some people claimed to receive
revelations but it has never been recorded anywhere that even these people claimed
at any given time that their messages were equal to that of the Qur’an. The fact that

this challenge has remained valid up to this day without anyone coming out and

claim that he has produced a book that is similar to the Holy Qur’an is an indicator

' Abu al-Walid Muhammad, Ibn Rushd, Zahafut al-Tahafut “The incoherence of the incoherence”,
ed. Sulayman Dunya (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1965), 515-6; Oliver Leaman, Averoes and
Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 53



that this book is of divine origin and that it is being guarded by none other than the
One Who revealed it. Although the Qur’an was revealed in the language that the
Arabs understood very well and excelled in it to the extent of holding an annual
event where they used to honor the excellent poets and orators, its revelation caused
a literary revolution among the Arabs. They had no choice but to surrender to its
charming language, its semantics and style.” Some of them believed in it while others
rejected its doctrine of unity of God but, seeing the linguistic excellence of the
Qur’an, they stood firmly and declared that the Qur’an was not originating from
Muhammad.?

As the Final Divine revelation, the Qur’an completely changed the semantics
of the language that was known to the Arabs. This could be the major reason why
they failed to compose anything similar to it, in spite of the continued challenge to
do so. The sequence of sentences therein relates to each other in a highly systematic
and organized manner, which cannot accept a replacement or any alteration. Each
word or particle in the Qur’an communicates the intended meaning accurately and
serves a rhetoric purpose in its proper place. Words like al-hagqah’, al-gari‘al’, al-
Sakhkhali® and al-Tammah’ depict and vividly convey a message which can only be
expressed by more than one sentence.

The message of the Qur’an is addressed to all generations of people and is

suitable for all places and times. Therefore, its meaning must be clearly understood

Muhammad Ibn Ishaq Ibn Hisham, al-Sirat al-Nabawiyyah, edited by al-Saqa Mustafa et al
(Beirut: Dar al-Qalam,n.d.)1: 313-314. See also A. Guillaume, The life of Mullammad: a
translation of Ibn Ishaq’s Sirat Rasu.l Allah, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982) 142-143;
Ilse Lichtenstadter, Introduction to Classical Arabic Literature (New york: Twayne Publishers
Inc. 1974) 191 201.

Ibn Hisham, S7rali 1: 288- 290

Qur’an, al-Haqqah 69: 1

Qur’an, al-Qari‘alr 101: 1

Qur’an, ‘Abas 80:33

Qur’an, al-Nazi‘at79: 34
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and properly explained. In doing so, its challenge to all mankind and Jinn will
continue. From the time it was sent down to our Prophet up to the present, and up to
the end of the world, the Qur’an has attracted, and continues to attract the attention
of many researchers focusing on cither its content or its style. Many grammarians
and other scholars of Arabic language who were interested in knowing its nature and
different usages, analyzed the uniqueness of its style, its vocabularies and the way
they were used in a manner that made them express their opinions according to their
individual understanding. This was to be beneficial to the language itself and assisted

in making the Qur’an understandable and popularized Arabic language scripture.

Statement of the Problem:

Majaz(a word or expression used in figurative sense) in its generic sense is one of the
pillars of the style of the Qur’an. The Qur’an uses it to depict the image and impress
it in the mind of the reader or a listener for the sake of additional clarity of the
intended meaning. This important phenomenon, which exists in almost all languages,
has been perceived differently. For quite a long time, metaphoric or figurative
expressions generally looked like a lie, and, therefore, have been controversial and
difficult to accept. The nature of metaphor, which “consists in giving the thing a
name that belongs to something else”,® led some people to consider it ambiguous.
They believed that “reality could be precisely described in a manner that was clear,

unambiguous, and, in principle, testable — reality could, and should, be literally

¥ See Poetics 21 in 1. Bywater, (trans.), Poetics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1920) as cited by Roy

Harris and Talbot J Taylor, Landmarks in Linguistic Thought: The Western Tradition fiom
Socrates to Saussure (London: Routledge, 1989 reprinted in 1991), 20.



describable™. Others, however, realized that metaphor is the center and an essential
characteristic of the creativity of a language. They also realized that cognition is a
result of mental construction of anything. Therefore, knowledge of reality does not
depend only on the information given in one or many sentences but rather
necessitates going beyond it. The knower’s preexisting knowledge, the context in
which it is presented and the information itself interact with each other and form it.
Depending on the above facts, this group, hence, upheld and appreciated the role of
metaphor in any language.

The intellectual background of majaz or metaphor in Arabic-Islamic literature
is not exempted from such conflicting differences. Its importance is so much praised
and magnified in almost all classical Arabic-Islamic works. A majority of scholars
agree that majaz in some places is more beautiful and more eloquent (ablagh) in
conveying the intended meaning than hagigah (the usage of the word in its literal
sense)'’. Commenting on this, Al-Jassas (d. 370) said, “This is something, which
cannot be denied by anyone with a slightest knowledge of any aspect of the Arabic

1

language™'!. Scholars who looked at figurative expressions from that angle agreed

that metaphoric expressions “are not devices to state what is demonstrably untrue...

Andrew Ortony, “Metaphor, Language, and Thought” in Andrew Ortony (ed.), Metaphor and
Thought 2™ edn. (Cambridge: University Press, 1993), 1

See for example, ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani, Dala’il Ijaz al-Qur’an, ed. Muhammad al-Tunji
(Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1415/1995), 69-75, 317, 323-325; Abu Ya‘qub Yusuf b. Abi Bakr
al-Sakkaki, Mifiali al-Ulum, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutb, 1403/1983), 412-413; Abu ‘Abdullah
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman Al-Khatlb al-Qazwini, a/-Idal fi ‘Ulum al-Balaghah. Ed. ‘Abd al-
Qadir Hussein (n.p.: Maktabat al-Adab, 1416/1996), 376-377;, Abu Bakr ‘Ahmad b. ‘Ali al-Jassas,
Usul al-Jassas al-Musamma al-Fusul {7 al-Usul, edited by Muhammad Muhammad Tamir. (Beirut:
Dar al-Kutb al-‘ilmiyyah, 1420/2000), 1:200.

' Jassas, Usul1:201.
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they often state truths that more literal language cannot communicate; they call
attention to such truths; they lend them emphasis”."?

On the other hand, some Muslim theologians either deny the occurence of
majaz in Arabic language completely or reject its occurence in the holy Qur’an. For
example, when Ibn Taymiyah (d. 728/1328) was discussing whether faith (/man) was
composed of action or not, he mentioned a number of Hanbalite scholars who reject
the existence of majaz in the Qur’an". He also mentioned other names of people
from other schools of thought (madhahib) who rejected the occurence of majazin the
Qur’an. He additionally mentioned another group of people who believe that majaz
exists neither in the Arabic language nor in the Qur’an. Ibn Taymiyah himself, when
discussing the concept of fman, denied the authenticity of majaz."* Tt is reported
that even when he found out that Imam Ahmad b. Hanbal, the eponym of the
Hanbalite school, used it in one of his writings as a strong defense against the
Zanadigah, he (Ibn Taymiyah) interpreted Ahmad’s words in a way which fits his
will so that his denial for its existence remained upheld.

The interpretation of the Holy Book has, for a long period, been a concern of
both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars. In this effort of trying to understand the
meaning of the Qur’an, many linguistic and theological issues have been raised. The
occurence or non- ccurence of majaz in the Qur’an is one of these issues which have
been and are still controversial. As stated earlier, this led to the creation of two
groups; one in support of a literal interpretation and another upholding a metaphoric

one. Those who believed that majaz does not exist in the Qur’an preferred a literal

2 X1 Kennedy and Dana Gioia, Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, and Drama, 6™ edn.

(New York: Harper Collins Collage Publishers, 1995), 678. _

B Ahmad, Ibn Taymiyah, Majmu’ Fatawa Shaikh al-Islam, edited by al-*Asimi, ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
Muhammad, (Riyadh: Da.r ‘Alam al-Kutub, 1991), 7: 107.

" Tbid., 7:89



interpretation, while those who upheld the validity of majaz applied a metaphorical
method of interpretation. Each group defended its ideas vigorously because,
according to them, they were all trying to deliver and safeguard a correct
understanding of the Qur’an. Verses of the Qur’an, especially those connected to
theological matters have been interpreted differently. Even those verses without
theological connotations are sometimes given different interpretations. One of the
frequently quoted verses in this connection is “and ask the town where we have been,
and the caravan in which we returned; and indeed we are telling the truth.”'® The
word garyah (town) in this context has been interpreted differently and in a way it
turned out to be a source of different understanding of the intended meaning of the
Qur’an. Those who favored metaphor, understood it, and rightly so, to be referring to
the inhabitants of the town, because garyalt or a town could not be imagined to give
an answer, or to be asked. On the contrary, the advocates of the literal meaning
opposed this interpretation to the extent that some of them gave unbelievable
meanings. For example, it was reported that a man called Muhammad b.
Khuwayzmandad, a Maliki who extremely accepted the literal way of understanding
the Qur'an, believed that stones referred to in the verse had a mind and that asking a

city, therefore, was perfectly sensible'®.

Majaz vis-a-vis God’s Attributes
The issue of majaz in the Qur’an when related to the nature of God, His attributes

and names, made things more complicated. Those who believed in a metaphorical

interpretation found it convenient because it allowed them to interpret the attributes

5 Qur’an, Swat Yusuf, 12: 82
16 Abll Muhammad ‘Al b. Ahmad Ibn Hazm, A/-Ihkam £7 usul al-ahkam, edited by a committee of
‘ulama (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1407/1987), 441-442.



of God allegorically whereas the literalists opposed it strongly. Consequently, this
led to the division of the Umunah into two antagonistic groups; the traditionalist
theologians and the speculative or rationalist theologians who are sometimes called
the “free thinking” group. The former clung to the literal formations of the Qur’an
with all what is believed to be ‘anthropomorphic’ attributes. They believed that God
is absolutely unique but His uniqueness does not mean to deny what He described
Himself with. Therefore, the Qur’anic expressions ascribing to Him hands, eyes, a
face, and portraying Him as speaking and sitting on a throne, etc... were understood
in their literal meanings without looking into their anthropomorphic implications. On
whether this was made to be compatible with the unity and simplicity of God, the
founder of the Ash‘arite school, Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali b. Isma‘il (d. 324/935)"" replied
using the phrase bila kayf (i.c. I know not how. It has no rational explanation. I
accept it as an article of faith)'®. The speculative theologians upheld the principle of
the supremacy of reason and they rejected the possibility of God possessing a
plurality of attributes because it was incompatible with the Divine Essence.
Therefore, expressions of the Qur’an implying multiplicity like hearing, touching,

thinking, wishing, loving, hating, etc were interpreted allegorically'®. They also

7" On him see Al-Subki, Tabagat al-Shafi‘iyyah, edited by Mahmiid Muhammad al-Tanalii et. el.,
(Cairo: Dar Thya’ al-kutub al-*Arabiyyah/ Faisal ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, n.d.) 2: 245; Abu Bakr b.
‘Ali al-Khatib, al-Baghdadi, Tarikh Baghdad, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutb al-‘Timiyyah, n. d.), 12: 212;
Tbn Khalikan, Wafayat al-A‘yvan Wa ‘anba’ Abna’ al-Zaman, (Qum:Manshurat al-Radl, 1364Q.)
3: 284-6; ‘Abd al-Hayyi ibn al-‘Imad, Shadharat al-Dhahab T Akhbar man Dhahaba (Beirut: al-
Maktab al-Tijari, n.d.), 2: 303; Jalal M. Musa, Nash ‘at al-Ash ‘ariyyah wa Tatawwuriha, (Beirut:
Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnani, 1395/1975), 160

* Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali b. Isma‘il al-Ash‘ari, al-Ibanah ‘an Usul al-Divanah (al-Madinat al-
Munawwarah: Islamic University Press, 1975), 18-19; M. J. L. Young, J. D. Latham and R.B.
Serjeant, Religion, Learning and Science in the °‘Abbasid Period (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), 7-8.

" See for example, Al-Qadi Abu al-Hasan, ‘Abd al-Jabbar, al-Mughni fi abwab al-Tawhld wa al-
‘adl. Various editors. (Misr: Ministry of Culture and National Guidance (al-Muassasat al-
Misriyyah al-‘Ammah), n.d.) vol. 10; Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali b. Isma‘il al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-
Islamiyyin, edited by Muhammad Muhyiddi ‘Abd al-Hamid, (Beirut:al-Maktabat al-‘Asriyyah,
1419/1999) 1: 290; W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Philosoply and Theology: An Extended



objected to the possibility of seeing God. Thus, the prophetic traditions that affirm
the vision of God must, therefore, be interpreted metaphorically in a way that is in
conformity with their belief™.

God’s nature, His names and His attributes became so much sophisticated and
the more the theologians and Muslim thinkers tackled the issue the more they got
divided. And the more they disagreed on that issue, the more the issue of majaz and
allegorical interpretation of the Qur’anic text became complicated. The two major
groups and others that followed ended up taxing each other with unbelief (kufr) and
accusing one another of going against the teachings of the apostle of Allah, may
peace and blessings of Allah be upon him.

The writings of some philologists like Abu ‘Ubaydah Ma‘mar al-Muthanna al-
Taymi (d.210/825)*" interpreting and treating the word majaz as a synonym of
ma‘na, tafsir and ta’wif” added more confusion to the matter. Although the title of
Abu ‘Ubaydah’s book is Majaz al-Qur’an, it has been established that it has nothing
to do with figurative expressions of the holy book. The author’s major task was

apparently to explain the meanings of some rare words and irregular expressions.

Survey (Edinburgh: University Press, 1985), 14, 46, 75; A. J. Wensinck, The Muslim Creed: Its
Genesis and Historical development, (Cambridge: University Press 1932 and reprinted in New
Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint Corporation 1979), 58-82 Pagination is to reprint; M. J. L. Young,
Religion 4-5

2 Al- Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Mughni-ru’yah,; Al-Ash‘ari, Magalat 1: 238; A. J. Wensinck, Muslim
Creedp. 64,

“ He was a prominent Kharijite scholar and great philologist. In spite of his being a philologist, he
used to make many mistakes while reading the Holy Qur’an or when he was reciting a poetry line.
He is one the scholars who are both their birth and death dates are uncertain. It is said that he was
born in 108, 109, 110, 111, 114 and died in 209, 210, 211 or 213. For more details on him refer to
Fuat Sezgin, Gescchichte Des Arabischen Schrifitums, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1984), 5: 67-71; Ibn
Nadim, al-Fihrist (Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, n. d.), 79-81; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 5: 235-45; Ibn
‘Imad, Shadharat 2: 24-25, H. Ritter, “Philologica, XIII, 7 Ein Korankommentar” in Oriens, 2,
(1949) 296-299, The Encyclopedia of Islam, 2" Edition, “Abu ‘Ubaydah,”; Abu ‘Uthman, ‘Amr
b. Balir al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad Harun, (Cairo: Maktabah
al-Khanji, 1405/1985), 1: 343-7; EF “Sufriyya”.

2 Majaz al-Qur’an, Ed. Fuad Sizghin (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanj, n.d.).



Abu ‘Ubaydah himself admits this™. Additionally, this has been observed by the
editor of Majaz al-Qur’an Fuad Sezgin and by H. Ritter.”

The problem of majaz poses many hypothetical questions such as on what
basis do the deniers object to the existence majaz? Is it a problem of language or
theology? In any case, how could the results of one domain affect the other? Is the
theologians’ understanding of the language different from that of the linguists?
Could political or other circumstances have a role in this? All these questions need to
be addressed in a well organized manner so that an un-necessary mix-up of the issues
can be avoided. Majaz an integral aspect of the Arabic language and the proper
understanding of the Qur’an must be based on the understanding of the Arabic
language. The current study will try to answer the above questions and clarify the

reasons why the scholars have treated majaz differently especially in the Qur'an.

Scope of the study

As noted above, many studies have been done on majaz. There are materials on it in
almost all languages dealing with a very wide range of issues. This study will limit
itself to classic materials dealing with majaz in the holy Qur’an both in the Arabic
and English languages. It will not concern itself with the studies dealing with the
controversial subject of whether Qur’anic words contain zahir (outer) and batin
(inner) meanings, although there is a connection between the two, because doing so

may divert this undertaking to another area, which has been exhaustively studied.

See page 13 of this study

Abu ‘Ubaydah, Majaz, intr.; “Philologica, XIII, 7 Ein Korankommentar”, Oriens, 2 (1949), pp.
266-299 and esp. 298. See also E. Almogor, “Majaz and Abu ‘Ubayda’s exegesis~ in Andrew
Rippin (ed.), The Qur’an: Formative Interpretation (Variorum: Ashgate publishing Company,
1999), 263-326, foot note 8.
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Objectives of the study

The objectives of this study are:

1. Briefly analyze how the concept of majaz was treated in classical works,
especially in semantics and lexicology, rhetoric, fafsir...etc. In doing so,
our intention is to arrive at its proper meaning and usage.

2- Highlight the theological and linguistic implications of accepting or
rejecting the usage of majaz in the Qur’an by some of the great Muslim
scholars who discussed the matter and whether the same reasons are still
applicable today.

3- Examine the backgrounds of the scholars who dealt with majaz in the
Qur’an and analyze the possible consequences of those backgrounds, and

how that was reflected in the way they treated the issue of majaz.

Literature Review

The issue of majazin Arabic language generally and particularly in the holy book led
to the production of numerous studies and materials dealing with many theological
and linguistic matters in several languages of which we are concerned with those in
Arabic and English. In Arabic language, almost all branches of knowledge old and
new have talked about majaz even though in the early literature it has been referred
to and interpreted differently. The great Arabic grammarian Sibawayh (d. 161-94/

778-810)* talked about what he named si ‘at al-kalam (the wide and different range

% For more biographical details about him see Baghdadi, 7arikh Baghdad, 12: 195-9; Tbn Khalikkan,
Wafayat, 3: 463; Ibn ‘Imad, Shadharat, 1: 252-5
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of expressions in Arabic language) *°. Careful examination of the phrases and
examples he discussed indicate that Sibawayh laid the foundation of what was later
called majaz. His understanding was not far from that of ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani in

his Asrar al-Balaghalt about the subject.

A. Linguistic studies of majaz:

The term majaz is a nominal noun. Its verbal root is jawaza turned into jaza due to
the linguistic formula of converting the waw into alif. This term is one of the few
words which have two different contexts. “In its carliest attestations the term majaz
does not have one unified meaning, such as “trope” in later literature. It occurs in
two different contexts, one philological-hermeneutical, [and] the other theological”.
** Linguistically, Abu ‘Ubaydah was the first scholar to use this term. Due to this, it
is claimed that the philological-hermeneutical understanding of the term started with
him and the other with the theological discussions among the Mu‘tazilites
concerning the problem of anthromorphism in the Qur’an and interpretation of the
Divine Attributes®. If this is granted, it indicates that the relationship between
language and theology is as strong and old as the term itself. It is difficult in Islam to
separate between language and other affairs of Muslims as the two are so much
interrelated. Indeed, the Islamic faith controls all of them and it is the foundation on

which a Muslim must base all his worldly and religious matters.

% Abu Bishr ‘Amru Ibn ‘Uthman Ibn Qanbar, Sibawayh, Kitab Sibawayh, edited by ‘Abd al-Salam
Muhammad Haran (Beirut: ‘Alam al-kutub, n.d.), 1:211-15.

2T Edited by H. Ritter (Istanbul: Matba‘at Wizarat al-‘Ma‘arif, 1954)

*  Wolfhart Heinrichs, “Contacts Between Scriptural Hermeneutics And Literary Theory In Islam:
The Case of Majaz” in Zeitschritt Fur Geschichte Der Arabisch-Islamichen Wissenschaften, Band
7,(1991/92): 255.

2 Tbid., 255-256
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