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ABSTRACT

This study investigates and analyzes critically the Islamic creation narrative according
to the Qur’an and hadith. It then compares and contrasts that narrative with current
discoveries and contemporary theories in the field of cosmology, physics, geology and
planetology. The Islamic creation narrative consists of four major threads: the time
taken for creation to take place, the order of creation, the nature of seven heavens and
the nature of seven earths. The Qur’an clearly mentions that the creation of the
heavens and Earth took place in six days. This dissertation argues that the denotation
of the word day to the days of the week is erroneous since it is based on hadiths with
problematic chains of narration. The meaning of the word day can be understood as
long and regular periods of time that are in agreement with the latest discoveries in
planetology and cosmology. This work supports the notion that multiple heavens were
created before Earth. After two days of cosmic creation, the heavens were reduced to
seven. It argues that the notion of cosmic breakup and the collapse of several regions
of the primordial universe are in agreement with the Multiverse theory. Hence, the
seven heavens share many similar traits. The study proposes that a fresh perspective
pertaining to cosmic creation in the Islamic narrative must be considered. Findings
also prove that the Islamic narrative does not contradict contemporary science.
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INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

In every civilization and religion, there lurks the attempt to explain how the world
began. Almost all attributed it to an act of a deity or a set of deities. The common
thread that goes through all creation myths spun by humankind includes the
fractionation of the cosmos from a primordial chaos into separate and distinct entities
that may include the emergence of myriad of deities; land emerging from an infinite
and timeless ocean; and creation out of nothing. The differences lie not in the fact that
the cosmos has a beginning, but in how the story is being told by each civilization and

the local “flavour” infused into the creation myths.

A creation myth is considered a reality and truth to those who sincerely believe
in it. The unbelievers, on the other hand, may have a different view. It is a false story,
laced with illogical sub-plots in a tapestry of incredible narration, concocted by some
people in the past, added, edited and handed down through the generations.
Sometimes the echoes of the original creation myth reverberated across the corridor of
time. But most often than not, any resemblance to the original story has long gone,

replaced by a completely new one.

There is however no rights and wrongs in each of the creation myth since they
cannot be put to falsification test. Each religion and civilisation therefore is entitled to
accept its creation myth as absolute truth and regard other creation myths as what the

are in the first place — myths.



Likewise, Islam has its own story on how the world, indeed the cosmos itself,
came into being. Muslims regard it as sacred truth because it is enshrined in the

Qur’an and the hadith of Prophet Muhammad P.B.U.H.

However, unlike the other two monotheistic religions: Judaism and
Christianity which share similar Biblical creation myth narrated in the first few verses
of Genesis in the Old Testament, the story of cosmic creation in Islam is not as easy to

derive at.

The difficulties arise not because the Qur’an is a vague and inconsistent book,
but more to the fact that it is book of guidance. Thus, its main purpose is not to tell a
full and complete story, be it the beginning of creation, nor the prophets or
civilizations, except perhaps the story of Prophet Yusif as told in a stirah with his

name. The Qur’an’s main purpose is to guide humans.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The cosmic creation story is riddled with stories and narrations that border on myth
and wishful thinking. This arises precisely because those narrations cannot be
corroborated with empirical studies, perhaps because the moment of creation
happened such a long time ago that almost all traces of that moment have been

obliterated.



The Islamic narrative on creation story faces similar problem. The only
credible sources for Muslim scholars to scour for information pertaining to cosmic
creation are the Qur’an and the hadith. Often, the understanding of the Qur’anic
verses and the narrations of the fadith are conspicuously and sometimes audaciously

coloured with popular perceptions and ideas.

The Qur’an does not relate the cosmic creation story in one cogent narration.
Scholars who wish to have the complete picture has to search for verses that has
anything to do with creation and the cosmos and piece them together like a jigsaw

puzzle, all without having the aid of the whole picture to assist with.

This process is made complicated with different understanding of those verses
in relation to their position in the overall narration. Crucial factors such as
grammatical positions of words, their literal and intended meanings, metaphorical or
otherwise, all these can easily be overlooked in the eagerness to complete the puzzle.

Patience and meticulousness are quite often in short-supply.

Compounding the problem further is the hadith literature on cosmic creation.
They are replete with stories that seem to verge on the impossible. Unfortunately,
most of these hadith were accepted at face value, for some reason or another, without

checking their authenticity.

Quite easily, the Islamic cosmic creation narrative can descend to myth level if
the necessary checks and balances are not put in place and a fresh perspective breath

into the narrative.



OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY

This study aims to achieve the following objectives:

1. Identify the main Qur’anic verses and hadith that relate to the creation of the
COSMOS.

2. ldentify the process of cosmic creation, its order and general characteristics as
stated in the Qur’an and the hadith literature.

3. To understand and derive the most plausible theory of cosmic creation according
to the Qur’an and hadith, taking into account the current theories in cosmology

and physics.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The Islamic cosmic creation narrative can be found in books across several genres,
particularly relating to Qur’anic exegesis (fafsir), commentaries (shurith) on hadith,

the encyclopedias of Islamic history and general books on Islam and modern science.

The most fertile ground for cosmic creation story is the encyclopedias of
Islamic history. These encyclopedias are of two types. The first starts the story from
the beginning of creation. The second starts from a specific period of time. A famous
example of the later is the book Tarikh al-Baghdadi, written by Ahmad bin ‘Ali
popularly known as al-Khatib al-Baghdadi. It is a voluminous work specifically on the
history of Baghdad. This type of historical encyclopedia is not relevant to this
research. It is the former that this thesis will turn to because it contains narrations on

cosmic creations.



There are only two books of this type of historical encyclopedia. The older of
the two is Tarikh al-TabarT written by Muhammad bin Jarir al-Tabari. The second is
al-Bidayah wa al-Nihayah written by Isma‘il bin Kathir in 7" century AH. Both books
share many similar hadith and Qur’anic verses pertaining to cosmic creation.
However, Isma‘il’s al-Bidayah is more comprehensive in depth and length. Ibn Jarir’s
Tarikh is more concise and quite skimpy in details. Perhaps the reason for it, as
alluded to several times by Ibn Jarir himself in his Tarikh, is that he had written down
almost all the relevant hadith in his another encyclopedic work: his Tafsir al-Tabari.

Thus he saw no need to repeat them again in his Tarikh.

The second important resource on Islamic cosmic creation narrative is the
books of tafsir. There are two methodologies of tafsir. The first is called tafsir bi al-
mathir in which the Qur’an is explained through hadith and the opinions of the
Companions and tabi ‘in (followers of the Companions). The most important tafsir
book in this category is the Tafsir al-TabarT mentioned above. It is the oldest complete
book of tafsir and the first to be written. It contains narrations that came from the
Prophet P.B.U.H., his Companions and the tabi ‘in, complete with their chains of
narrations. This voluminous book has the most comprehensive story on cosmic
narration. Since it is primarily a book of tafsir, one has to collate the necessary info

from the narrations found in various parts of the book.

Second in degree of importance and comprehensiveness in the same category
is al-Durr al-Manthar fi al-Tafsir al-Ma’thar written by the 9t century AH polymath,
Jalal al-Din al-Suyiiti. Some scholars even regarded it as purer than Tafsir al-Tabarl

due to al-Suyuti’s diligence in sticking to pure narrations from the first three



generations of Muslims and avoiding his personal views. In contrast, Ibn Jarir’s
usually started interpretation of the verse with his personal view before supporting it

with narrations.

The second methodology of rafsir is called tafsir bi al-ra’yi. It is where the
main focus is the opinion of the tafsir scholar. The hadith and the opinions of the
Companions and tabi ‘in take a backstage and only recalled when it is necessary to
compare, contrast or support the scholar’s opinion. The most celebrated work in this
category is the book al-Tafsir al-Kabir written by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, the celebrated
scholar of 5™ century AH. It is perhaps the most detailed book on tafsir ever written,
challenged in depth only by Tafsir al-Tabari. If the later contains the writer’s
interpretations sparingly, the former in contrast is generous with the writer’s opinions
and ideas. He enlightened it with what he thought to be the hidden meanings and
messages of Qur’anic words and verses. It is therefore not surprising that Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi called his tafsir Mafatih al-Ghayb (The Keys to the Unknown) and al-Tafsir

al-Kabir.

Naturally, al-Raz1’s Mafatth al-Ghayb expounded on ideas, opinions and views
of his time but they may not reflect the reality as discovered in recent times. However,
al-Razi’s knowledge in mathematics, physics and astronomy assisted greatly in
infusing an intellectual and academic flavour in his interpretation. A clear example
will be his exposition on Aristotelian system of cosmic spheres. There is no other

book of tafsir that go to such depth.



Tafsir al-TabarT was written in the pnd century AH, while al-Tafsir al-Kabir
was written in the 5™ century AH. Both are like the two pillars of afsir written in two
different opposite end of Islamic civilization. Shortly after al-Razi’s death, the
Mongols sacked Baghdad. Both works of tafsir are also the most prominent in the
their category: al-Tabari in the tafsir bi al-ma’thir category and al-Razi in the tafsir bi
al-ra’yi category. Together, they are relatively sufficient in drawing up a cogent
theory of Islamic cosmic creation derived from the Qur’an. Other book of fafsir do not
contain as much information on cosmic creation as these two books. Contemporary
books on tafsir are even briefer in information. They seem intend to just plug in the

gaps or updating the facts missed out by early scholars.

The other source of Islamic cosmic creation narrative is the hadith. Not all
compilers of hadith recorded those narrations pertaining to cosmic creation. Only a
handful did so and among them is the famous hadith scholar Muhammad bin Ismail
al-Bukhari out. His compilation of authentic fadith, the Sahih, includes a chapter on
the beginning of creation. However, not all hadith in that chapter talks about it. In
fact, only two hadith in that chapter narrate an event in which the Prophet P.B.U.H.
explained about the beginning of creation. The rest of hadiths in it touch on other

issues that have some connection, even tenuous, to creation.

It is in the books of commentaries of hadith (shuriih) that one can find more
information on cosmic creation. Due to al-Bukhari’s unassailable stature in the world
of hadith, he has the highest number of commentaries for his Sahth. But the most
comprehensive and in-depth commentary belongs to Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani. His

encyclopedic Fath al-Bar1 surpasses all other commentaries, either for al-Bukhari’s or



other hadith scholars, in depth and coverage. On the hadith concerning cosmic
creation, his comments opened up the door to further hadith that ultimately lead to

deeper understanding on the subject matter.

These three sources, the encyclopedias of Islamic history, the books of tafsir
and commentaries on hadith, are the main contributors in drawing up the picture of
Islamic cosmic creation. Other books, chiefly those concerning Islam and Science,
while plentiful, contribute only a fraction of what is needed to build up that picture.
Their main purpose is limited to give a different perspective to what was espoused in
those three major contributors. There are occasions when these different perspectives

swerved significantly from those found in the three contributors.

Perhaps the most popular book of this genre is Maurice Bucaille’s The Bible,
The Qur’an and Science. Other less popular yet sometimes excellent books are written
in Arabic. Some of their authors became household name. Dr Zaghlil al-Najjar, the
celebrated Egyptian geologist, is a famous example. There are also some articles and a
book written by Malaysian academicians and intellectuals on the subject matter.
Foremost among them is the book Konsep Kosmologi by Aminudin Ruskan Al

Dawamy.

The picture on cosmic creation can be complemented with popular science
books on cosmology, physics and astronomy. Most of these books are targeted for the
laymen. Yet they contain scientific ideas that are very advance and require
background information on physics and astronomy. This is especially so for those

books that explain the latest research and findings on the early events of the Big Bang.



It is interesting to note that when it comes to those early moments of the Big Bang,
some books contradicted each other, or present a different picture than the ones in
other books. Perhaps it is because events in those early moments are not agreed upon
by all cosmologists. It is thus important not to confine oneself to just one book. The
reading should cover a number of books to get a broader picture of the differences and

agreements among cosmologists.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

This research is important to dispel some of the misconceptions and errors in
understanding the theory of cosmic creation according to Islam. Often than not, these
misconceptions and errors are magnified due to the following factors:

1) Failure to understand the intricacies of Arabic language employed by
the Qur’an. The ‘irab (grammatical positions) of the relevant Qur’anic
words and their intended and extended meanings must be fully
comprehended.

2) Delegating or even ignoring the dual role of the hadith as the explainer
of Qur’anic verses as well as its complementary pair.

3) Utilising the hadith without any recourse in verifying its authenticity
and categorization.

4) Fully appreciative of the roles of the Qur’an and the hadith but falls
short in understanding the basic principles of the sciences of Qur’an

and hadith.



This research aims to avoid making similar mistakes. It will be careful on the
usage of Qur’anic verses and the hadith but at the same time be constantly aware of
the prevalent scientific theories. It is hopeful that this balance and careful research
methodology will pave the way to a better understanding of al-ayar al-kawn in the
Qur’an by future researches, utilizing the development of cosmic creation theory of

the Qur’an as an example.

METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY

The study will collate and analyze all relevant Qur’anic verses. Interpretation of those
verses will be sought from books of zafsir. Those interpretations will be scrutinized on
their validity and authenticity. A check will also be made for different types of
recitations as that will have an impact on the meaning of the verses. Recourse will also
be made into books concerning wagqf wa ibtida’ (ending and beginning) of Qur’anic

verses. This will assist further on having a clearer picture of the intended meaning.

The hadith literature will be used to throw light on those verses whenever such
explanations can be found. If a relevant fadith is found, a full critical treatment of that
hadith will be implemented. Its different chains of narration as collated by compilers
of hadith will be critically analyzed. Every single narrator on those chains will be
reviewed. The soundness of the chains themselves will be tested. The only exception
will be the hadith compiled by al-BukharT in his Sahth. Scrutiny of his narrations is

unnecessary. Scholars are in full agreement of their authenticity.
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If a hadith is narrated by the nine compilers® and those beyond that circle, only
the chains of narration belonging to those nine compilers will be considered. The
others need not be analyzed since their chains of narration often than not will pass
through one or more of those nine compilers. If a hadith is not narrated by those nine
compilers, then it will considered and given proper analysis as per the rigour of the

sciences of hadith.

For each relevant Qur’anic verses and hadith, the researcher shall quote them
first in their original Arabic format. The researcher will then give their translations.
For Qur’anic verses, the researcher shall use the accepted Yusuf Ali’s translation. For
hadith narrated by al-Bukhari and Muslim, the researcher shall use those translated by
Muhammad Muhsin Khan. Otherwise, the researcher shall translate the hadith myself.
Quoting the hadith in its original Arabic will assist the informed reader in verifing the

accuracy of the translations. It will also facilitate cross referencing of the hadith.

Quoting the Qur’anic verses in their original Arabic is necessary although the
surah and verse number is mentioned. The original Arabic format gives an advantage
for a deeper understanding of its meaning with which no amount of translation can

match.

Beyond the scope of Qur’an and hadith, the study will look into the current
theories in cosmology and physics. It is hope that this will assist in building a more

accurate picture on cosmic creation. But theories and trends in cosmology and physics

! They are al-Bukhari, Muslim, Abi Dawud, al-Tirmidhi, Ibn M3jah, al-Nasa’i, Ahmad bin Hanbal,
Malik bin Anas and al-Darimi.
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are as relevant as their mathematical equations and observations. They are not cast in
stones. On the other hand, the words of God are immutable. As such, whenever there
is a conflict between current scientific theories and Qur’anic verses or hadith, it is the
latter that will be uphold, in so much as the correct and proper meaning of those

verses are sought first and the sadith have been certified authentic.

The research will also make references to philosophical discussions among
past scholars if it is deemed to be helpful or contribute to the development of cosmic
creation theory as propounded by the Qur’an and hadith. If such discussions dip into
the ontological without any support from the Qur’an and hadith, those discussions will

be discarded.

The research will also use the oldest and most extensive Arabic dictionary
available, the Lisan al-‘Arab written by Muhammad bin Mukarram popularly known
as Ibn Mandhur, the 13" century grammarian. In addition, the research will also
employ other dictionaries especially the excellent Hans Wehr Arabic-English

Dictionary.

Both calendar system, Civil and Hijric, will be employed. To differentiate
between the two, the researcher shall use the abbreviation “AH” which stands for
“After Hijrah” for Hijric dates. If the date is without any abbreviation, it refers to the

Civil calendar.
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