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Hakim Nasir-i Khusraw’s contribution to the Ismaili da‘wa in particular and to
Islamic thought and literature in general is universally recognised. This paper seeks to
highlight his role in the process of fa’wil and its importance in Islam and the Ismaili
tariga. First, however, as a context for his contribution it would be important to
briefly describe the lexical meaning of the term fa 'wil and the different approaches to

it in Islam.

Ta’wil, on the measure of taf°il, stems from the Arabic root letters alif, waw and lam,
that is, ala ya’ulu. Its synonyms in Arabic are raja“a yarji‘u and “ada ya“udu, that is,
to return. Thus lexically ta 'wil means raddu’sh-shay’i ila awwalihi, i.e. to cause a
thing to return to its beginning or origin.' In Ismaili terminology it means to cause the
spiritual realities that are revealed in the form of parables (amthal) to return to their
origin, the spiritual world. It is one of the fundamental subjects of religion. It co-
relates to fanzil and together they make the religion complete. Nonetheless it has been
a controversial subject among Muslims. The controversy is about the positioning of
punctuation marks in Suzra 3, verse 7, the subject matter of which is the muhkamat
(univocal) and mutashabihat (equivocal) verses and the fa ‘'wil of the latter. The verse

may be rendered as follows:

“He it is Who has sent down to you the Book, of which are univocal
(muhkamat) verses, they are the mother of the Book and others are
equivocal (mutashabihat). As for those in whose hearts is perversity
follow that [part of] it which is equivocal, seeking discord and seeking its
ta’wil. But no one knows its ta 'wil except Allah and those who are well

grounded in knowledge saying: We believe in it, all is from our Lord”.

This translation is from the point of view of those who maintain that the fa ‘wil of the
mutashabih is known to the rasikhiin fi’l-“ilm in addition to Allah and they do not
place a full stop after Allah in “wa-ma ya“lamu ta'wilahu illa’llahu wa r-rasikhiina

fi’l-“ilm”. This is the reading of Shi‘a Islam and of the majority of mutakallims,



philosophers and Sufis in Sunni Islam. The literalists of Sunni Islam, however put a
full stop after Allah and they confine the knowledge of the mutashabih to Him alone.
They consider that a new sentence begins with “wa r-rasikhina fi’l-“ilm” instead of it
being a continuation of the preceding predicate. The reason for their reading thus is
that if the rasikhiin fi’l-“ilm are made partners with Allah in the knowledge of the
ta’'wil of the mutashabih, they would be severed from “yaquluna amanna bihi” as

there is no conjunctive waw here to necessitate two verbs for them.”

The others however, do not agree with this grammatical explanation. For instance, Ibn
Qutayba (d. 276/889), a prominent scholar of Sunni Islam, whom Nasir mentions in
his Khwan al-ikhwan,’ argues that this stand is wrong both lexically and logically. He
asserts that there are many examples of this kind in the Arabic language, in which the
second verb, i.e. yagulun is not used as an independent verb, rather as the hal (state).
For example, it is said: La ya tika “Abdu’llahi wa-Zaydun yaqilu: ana masrirun bi-
ziyaratika. Here yagulu is used as ga’ilan (saying). That is: “Nobody comes to you
except “Abd Allah and Zayd saying: ‘I am happy visiting you”. He also quotes Ibn

Mufarrigh al-Himyari’s poetry to substantiate his argument:

Wa r-rilu tabki shajwaha,; wa’l-barqu yalma‘u fi ghamama®

The wind weeps its grief and the lightning [also] shining in a cloud

Here yalma‘u is used in the sense of lami‘an, i.e. in the sense of hal. That is, the
lightning also weeps shining in a cloud. If the lightning did not participate with the

wind in weeping, there is no sense in mentioning it and its shining.

With respect to logic, he says: Would it be permissible for anyone to say that the
Prophet did not know [the ta 'wil of] the mutashabih? If it is permissible for him to
know, despite Allah’s saying: “And nobody knows its fa 'wil except Allah”, then it is
also permissible for the divines among his companions to know. Indeed, he taught
“Ali the exegesis and prayed for Ibn ‘Abbas and said: “Allahumma “allimhu’t-ta 'wila
wa-faqqihhu fi’d-din”, that is, “O Allah! Teach him the fa’wil and instruct him in
religion”.’

Ibn Qutayba further says that if the rasikhiin fi’l-“ilm had no share in the knowledge of

the mutashabih except saying: “We believe in it, all is from our Lord”, then they



would have no superiority over the students, indeed over the ignorant ones among the

Muslims, because all of them say the same thing.6

It should be noted that those who maintain that the rasikhiin fi’l-“ilm know the ta 'wil
of the mutashabih also differ in the meaning of the term. In Shi‘a Islam, the rasikhiin
fi'l-“ilm are the Prophet, Imam °Ali and the Imams from their progeny in their
respective times.” In Sunni Islam however there is no such restriction, anyone who
attains enough knowledge of the Qur’an, the hadith and classical Arabic literature can

claim to be among the rasikhin fi’l-ilm.

With respect to the grammatical structure of Sira 3 verse 7, Ismaili da‘is agree
entirely with the analysis of Ibn Qutayba, as Hamid al-Din Kirmani, an eminent
Ismaili da‘i, in his al-Masabih fi ithbat al-imama, gives the same explanation as the

former.®

As regards logic, in Shi‘a Islam ta’wil is not only permissible, but it is necessary
because without it the purpose of religion cannot be fulfilled. It is argued that the
purpose of tanzil, the Qur’an and the hadith, is to inform about the next world, which
is imperceptible to the human senses, as the Prophet has said about paradise: “In it is
that which no eye has seen, nor has the ear heard, nor has it occurred to the human
heart”.” However, Kirmani and other da‘is argue that since human intellects on their
own, without attaining the spiritual eye (basira) through the teaching of the Prophet or
the Imam, have no way to recognise it except through the perceptible examples, the
Prophets convey the realities of that world in the guise of the physical and perceptible
examples. Further, as God commanded the Prophet to invite people on the basis of
wisdom (16:125), these examples have to be based on the foundation of intellect and
logic. Nonetheless, he argues that the zahir of what the Prophet has brought of the
Qur’an and the shari‘a is contrary to the rules of the intellect, such as in verse (7:172)
the impossibility of taking out the dhurriyyat or the offspring of Adam’s children
from their loins and taking covenant from them in the form of the smallest of ants'” as
understood by the literalists."' It is prohibited in Islam to accept the testimony of
infants and young boys, let alone that of offspring in the loins. Similarly, the physical
impossibility of the Prophet’s saying: “Between my grave and my pulpit there is a
garden from among the gardens of Paradise”, as there is no trace of such a garden.

Since the Prophet is a sage and ignorance cannot ever be attributed to him, such



statements require ta ‘'wil compatible and acceptable to the intellects. Thus, it is the

ta 'wil through which the tanzil can be proven to be true.'?

Further, the Qur’an abounds in references to ta ‘wil:
e Verses (12:6, 21; 18:65-82)," confirm that Hadrat Yusuf and Hadrat Khidr
possessed the knowledge of ta 'wil.
e  Verses (31:20; 6: 121)14 mention the zahir and batin of Divine bounties as well
as human actions.
e Verse (36:36)15 emphasises the creation of everything in azwaj (pl. of zawy) or
pairs, thus it is argued that ta ‘wil is necessarily the pair of tanzil or its batin or

inner counterpart.

About the rasikhiin fi’l-“ilm who are the source of ta 'wil, Imam Muhammad al-Bagqir
is quoted as saying: “The most excellent of them is the Prophet whom God has indeed
taught all that which He has revealed to him of the fanzil and ta ‘wil and nothing was
revealing to him except that he knew its ta 'wil, then the rasikhun fi’l-“ilm after him

are awsiva’ (pl. of wasi), the legatees who know its fa 'wil entirely”."°

Qadi Nu°man says that Allah has made the zahir, that is, the fanzil (exoteric aspect) of
the Qur’an the miracle of His Messenger, and its batin, that is, the ta 'wil (esoteric
aspect) the miracle of the Imams from his akl al-bayt, which is found only with them.
Just as nobody can bring the zahir of the Book except their grandfather, Muhammad,
the Messenger of God, nobody can bring its batin except the Imams from his progeny.
It is a knowledge abounding among them and entrusted to them. They speak of it to
every community according to their capacity to understand and they grant to every
individual of the /udud that which he or she deserves, and hold it back from others
and repel those who deserve to be repelled, as God says in verse (38:39): “This is Our

gift, so give freely or withhold it, without an account”.”

Further, on the basis of verse (7:53): “Do they wait for anything other than its ta ‘wil?
The day its (the Qur’an’s) ta 'wil comes”,'® it is argued that in contrast to fanzil, which
is confined in time and space, ta 'wil is a continuous process. Its continuity is both in
an historical as well as in a personal, individual sense. Historically there is a good
testimony of ta ‘wili literature throughout history. Personally, an Imam gives different

ta’wils to an individual murid for his spiritual development. With reference to this



Qadi Nu‘man quotes an incident about Imam Ja“far al-Sadiq that once one of his
followers said to him: “O son of the Prophet of Allah! [This time] we heard from you
different from the previous time”. The Imam replied: “I speak about a single word in
seven modes”. The person reflecting on this answer exclaimed: “Seven [modes] O the
son of the Prophet of Allah!” The Imam answered: “Yes, [not only seven, but]
seventy modes, and still if someone were to ask us for more, we would have given
him more”. Thus, Qadi Nu‘man concludes that this knowledge is granted according to

the capacity of the hudiid."”

In Shi‘a Islam, as already mentioned ta 'wil co-relates to fanzil. That is, with every
law-giving Prophet (natig), who brings the tanzil, God also appoints someone as his
wasi or asas, to give the ta’wil. For example, Hadrat Shith was the asas of Hadrat
Adam. Similarly, the asas of Prophet Muhammad was Imam °Ali, about whom he
said: “The best among you is the one who will fight for the sake of ta 'wil as I fought
for the sake of fanzil”*® After Imam °Ali, every Imam of the time from his

descendants has the same position.

Prior to Nasir Khusraw, many eminent da‘is in their respective times, wrote works on
the necessity, the source and continuation of ta 'wil, such as Muhammad b. Ahmad
Nakshabi (or Nasafi) (d. 331/942), Abu Hatim Razi (d. after 322/933-4), Abu Ya‘qub
Sijzi (or Sijistani) (d. after 360/970), Ja°far b. Mansur al-Yaman (d. 365/975 or
380/990), Qadi Nu‘man (d. 363/974), Hamid al-Din Kirmani (d. after 411/1021), al-
Mu’ayyad fi’l-Din Shirazi (d. 470/1078) and others.

Abu Mu‘in Hamid al-Din Nasir-i Khusraw b. Harith-i Qubadiyani, Yumgani, the
hujjat of Khurasan comes after such a rich heritage of ta ‘wili literature. He was born
in Qubadiyan in 394/1004 and passed away after 469/1076 in Yumgan. In his early
years he acquired the prevalent sciences of his time, subsequent to which he joined
government service. In 437/1045,*' as a result of a vision he resigned from
government service and set out in search of the Imam of the time. He reached Cairo in
the time of Imam al-Mustansir bi’llah I (d. 487/1094) and accepted the Ismaili

madhhab. He movingly expresses his experience of the didar of the Imam as follows:

Bar jan-i man chu nur-i imam-i zaman bi-taft

Laylu’s-sarar budam-u shamsu’d-duha shudam



Nam-i buzurg imam-i zamanast zin gibal

Man az zamin chii zuhra badi bar sama shudam®

When the light of the Imam of the time shone upon my soul,
Even though I was dark as night, I became the glorious sun.
The Supreme Name is the Imam of the time;

By which I ascended, Venus-like, from the earth to heaven.

Whilst in Cairo, he rapidly climbed the ladder of hudiid-i din until he was appointed
the hujjat of Khurasan.”> He left Cairo in 441/1050 and arrived back in Balkh in
444/1052.** He began to preach the Ismaili da‘wa here and in the surrounding regions
and initially had great success. Soon, however he faced opposition and fleeing Balkh,
he took refuge in Yumgan, which at the time was ruled by an Ismaili prince °Ali b. al-
Asad.” He spread the Ismaili da“wa actively and peacefully from here. He describes

this in his Diwan:

Har sal yaki kitab-i da‘wat; Ba-atraf-i jahan hami firistam’®
B J

Every year a book of da“wat 1 send to the corners of the world

We have already seen that the fa ‘'wil of the Qur’an is a continuous process through the
Imam of every time and his hudiid-i din. Every da‘i has emphasised the basic
principles of ta 'wil, that is, its necessity and its main source the Imam of the time and
its continuity, in the language and circumstances of his own context. Prior to Nasir,
almost all the Ismaili fa 'wili literature was written in the Arabic language. Apart from
Bunyad-i ta’wil, which is a translation of Qadi Nu‘man’s Asas al-ta 'wil, attributed to
al-Mu’ayyad fi’l-Din Shirazi, Sharh-i qasida-yi Abu’l-Haytham by Muhammad b.
Surkh Nishapuri (4™/10™-5"/11" century), and Kashf al-mahjub of Abu Ya‘qub
Sijistani, the remainder of the extant ta 'wili literature appears to be in Arabic. Even
among these three works only Sharh-i gasida is originally in Persian, both the others
being originally in Arabic. Nasir realised the needs of the da“wa in his area where
under the influence of the Samanids and Ghaznawids, the importance of Persian was
increasing. The domain of his da‘wa was Persian speaking, he thus wrote all his
works in Persian, with the exception of a Diwan of poetry in Arabic, which is now
non-extant.”’ This is an enormous contribution to the Persian speaking Ismaili jama“at
and to the Persian Islamic world in general. He is universally acclaimed as a pioneer

in introducing hikmat or wisdom in Persian poetry. With the exception of Safar-nama,



all his works are immersed in fa 'wili teachings, particularly Wajh-i din, which is
devoted entirely to the ta 'wil of the fundamental teachings of Islam, such as walayat,

taharat, salat, zakat, sawm, hajj, jihad and other related subjects.

It is intended to concentrate in this paper on the three essential aspects of fa 'wil as

dealt with by Nasir, that is: its necessity, its source and continuation.

1. Necessity of fa’wil: As mentioned in the first part of this paper, tanzil and
ta’'wil are co-related. Thus, in order to understand the nature of ta 'wil, it is
important to understand the nature of tanzil. Nasir defines tanzil as “an
expression of intellectual things, which are made to resemble perceptible
things™.” Ta’wil on the other hand “is to take the perceptible things back
to their original intellectual state”.*” He uses many synonyms for fanzil and
ta 'wil, such as word and meaning, exoteric (zahir) and esoteric (batin), etc.
He establishes its necessity from the very nature of the human constitution.
He argues that the Divine message is for the sake of the guidance of
human beings, who with respect to their subtle soul are alike, whereas with
respect to their body are different. Thus, the Prophets who bring the Divine
message have to convey it accordingly. They ordain it in such a way that it
has a physical aspect and a spiritual aspect. Nasir says: “The Prophets
ordain for the human beings such actions that they are based on
knowledge, so that they may perform actions with their bodies and seek
the knowledge hidden in them with their soul”. For instance, for the bodies
have been enjoined salat, zakat, sawm, hajj, jihad, etc. and for the soul to
know their meanings,30 Nasir compares religion with a human being, of
which action (‘amal) is like the body and the knowledge (“i/m) is like the
soul. Thus, whoever performs action without knowledge, his religion is
without soul.®’ The purpose of religion cannot be fulfilled only with the
tanzil or actions without knowledge or ta’wil. In his Diwan, he uses the
analogy of salt water for fanzil and lustrous pearls hidden in it for the

ta’'wil. He says:

Shur ast chut darya ba-mathal zahir-i tanzil

Ta'wil chit lu’lu’st su-yi mardum-i dana**

The exoteric of fanzil is like brackish water,



But the ta 'wil is like pearls in wise people’s eyes.

Source of za’wil: According to Nasir, the source of fa 'wil is the Prophet
himself and his wasi or asas. The Prophet or natig has the two ranks of
tanzil and ta’wil, but the asas has only the rank of ta’wil. Practically
however, the natig in his time transmits fa 'wil only to his asas and it is the
latter who continues the function of doing 7a 'wil after the Prophet. In Shi‘a
Islam, further to Allah, the Prophet, his wasi and the Imams from their
descendants know ta 'wil. The rest of the umma attain it through obedience
and devotion to them. Nasir says: “No one can attain knowledge of the
equivocal verses by reasoning, except the lord of the ta’wil. We did not
find anyone in the community who invites [people] to solve the obscurities
of the equivocal verses except a group from the Prophet’s Family (akl al-
bayt). Therefore, we resolved to go to them and found knowledge of the
equivocal verses of the Qur’an and the shari‘at. We came to know that
they are the lords of the command of God, may He be exalted, whose
obedience He has enjoined upon us by this verse: ‘O you who believe!
Obey God and obey the Prophet and obey those who possess the Divine

Command (ulu’l-amr) amongst you’ (4:59)”.%

Continuation of fa’wil: We have already discussed verse (7:53),
according to which the process of fa 'wil is continuous, as the verb used in
it “ya’ti”, is a mudari® or aorist that gives the meaning of both the present
and the future. Nasir establishes the continuity of ta’wil on the basis of
such verses as (16:44): “We have sent down to you [O Muhammad] the
Remembrance (the Qur’an) so that you may explain to the people what has
been sent down, and so that they may reflect”; and verse (17:106): “And a
Qur’an, which We have divided into parts in order that you may recite it to
the people at intervals.” He argues that in the light of such verses there has
to be someone to explain the Book, because God does not say to the
Prophet to give it to them so that they may read it themselves, rather He
commands him to explain it to them. In verse 17:106, to recite the Qur’an
“at intervals”, according to Nasir means to explain its fa 'wil in every time.

The one who does this is the Imam of the time.**



In conclusion, fa 'wil of the Qur’an is necessary to convey the complete meaning of
religion. It is however not open to each and every individual, it is known only to the
rasikhiin fi’l-“ilm, who are the Prophet and his wasi Imam °Ali and their descendants.
It is through their ta 'wil that the Qur’an becomes the perennial source of guidance in
every time and age; the form of interpretation changes but the essence of the Divine
message remains the same. In this way the faith of Islam remains dynamic and

relevant for all times and places.
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