3

Liniversigy af
Sintam and Halucbesinn

Studies in Comparative Religion and Mysticism

(nlime ISSN: 2670 - 5195

Comparison of the Dominant Methods of Interpretation of Quranic Verses in
Ibn Arabi's 'Fusus al-Hikam' and Rumi's 'Mathnawi'

Seyyedmohammad Dashti !

|ISomayyeh Sohrabi?

1. Corresponding Author, Associate Professor, in Persian language and literature; salman farse university of kazerun. kazerun, Iran.

E-mail: seyyedmohammaddashti@gmail.com

2.Ph.D. Candidate,

in Persian

language and literature; salman farse wuniversity of kazerun. kazerun, Iran.

E-mail: sohrabisomayyeh@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:
Received: 4 July 2025

Received in revised form:

4 July 2025

Accepted: 22 September
2025

Published online:

27 September 2025

Keywords:
Qur’an,
interpretation,
Ibn Arabi,

Fusus al-Hikam

Interpretation is one of the main pillars of thought in Islamic culture, prominently
present in the works of Muslim thinkers, ranging from philosophers to theologians
and mystics. The focus on the inner meaning and the tendency towards interpretation
are among the most significant features of Islamic mysticism, appropriating a
substantial part of its surviving heritage. In this descriptive-analytical study, we
compare the prominent methods of interpreting the verses of the Quran in two works:
"Fusus al-Hikam" by Ibn Arabi and "Masnavi" by Rumi. For this purpose , we first
clarify the meaning and methodology of interpretation. Then, by comparing the
interpretative approaches of these two great mystics, we establish that Ibn Arabi's
dominant method of interpretation is etymological, meaning that his interpretations
are often based on etymological analyses that are largely unsubstantiated. In
contrast, Rumi's approach is rhetorical, utilizing the tools of rhetoric, especially
metaphor and metonymy. Moreover , we discuss the inevitable necessity for Ibn
Arabi to adopt an etymological approach and delve into linguistic foundations, while
also elucidating Rumi's lack of need for adopting deconstructive
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Introduction

Interpretative approaches to the Holy Quran exist among various groups of Muslim thinkers, including theologians,
philosophers, mystics, and jurists, each entering the realm of interpretation for different reasons. "The interpretations
of the Sufis regarding the Quran often involve allegorical readings. This type of interpretation can be categorized into
two types: 1) Allusive interpretation, which contains a kind of symbolic and hidden meanings that are not particularly
difficult to reconcile with the apparent meaning of the text" (Dhahabi, n.d., Vol. 2: 352), with Rumi being a
representative of this method. "2) Theoretical Sufi interpretation, which is based on theoretical and quasi-philosophical
premises that first arise in the mind of the Sufi and are then applied to the Quran" (Ibid). The main characteristic of
this type of interpretation is that it does not concern itself with reconciling the allegorical meaning with the apparent
meaning of the verse. Since these ideas are often controversial and challenged by jurists and traditionalists, they utilize
any means to legitimize their interpretations without recognizing boundaries. The most prominent representative of
this interpretative style in the Islamic world is Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi.

This study compares the interpretative methods of these two great mystics, demonstrating that Ibn Arabi predominantly
employs an etymological approach, while Rumi relies more on rhetoric (metaphor and metonymy). This
methodological difference stems from the divergent intellectual and theological foundations of these two thinkers.

In this paper, we aim to establish two claims: 1) The interpretations found in *Fusus* are often based on etymological
analysis, whereas the interpretations in *Masnavi* are primarily rhetorical in nature. 2) Etymological interpretation is
consistent with Ibn Arabi's controversial and, in some respects, subversive ideas, making it almost inevitable for him,
while rhetorical interpretation aligns with Rumi's moderate mysticism and continues the exegetical tradition of figures
such as Qushayri.

Research Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method to compare the prominent interpretative approaches to Quranic
verses in Ibn Arabi's *Fusus al-Hikam* and Rumi's *Masnavi*. We have established that the dominant interpretative
style of Ibn Arabi is etymological, while Rumi's is rhetorical, realized through the tools of rhetoric, particularly
metaphor and metonymy. Furthermore, we discuss the unavoidable nature of Ibn Arabi's adoption of an etymological
approach and his engagement with linguistic foundations, elucidating the mystical principles underlying his pluralistic
inclinations. We also articulate the reasons for Rumi's lack of necessity to adopt subversive methods.

Discussion

An examination of the interpretative approaches in Ibn Arabi's *Fusus al-Hikam* reveals that his interpretations are
often based on etymologies that lack substantiation. In contrast, Rumi's method of interpretation is rhetorical and is
realized through the resources of rhetoric, especially metaphor and metonymy. The necessity for Ibn Arabi to adopt an
etymological approach and engage with linguistic foundations can be observed in his most famous interpretations
concerning the people of Noah and Hud as well as idol worshippers. Ibn Arabi lived during a period in Andalusia
characterized by diverse philosophical and mystical experiences and thoughts. Various elements with origins outside
Islam influenced his thinking, suggesting that those with more complex and nuanced ideas require interpretation more
than those with simpler perspectives. Additionally, when viewed from a theological perspective, Ibn Arabi's extreme
interpretations can be attributed to his disagreements with the Ash'arites, which intellectually separated him from this
predominant current in Sunni Islam that maintained a conservative stance towards the apparent meanings of verses,
thereby emboldening his radical interpretations. The disagreements between Ibn Arabi and the Ash'arites are evident
in various topics such as God's essence and attributes, the vision of God, the creation of the world, and the renewal of
phenomena (Ibn Arabi, 1991: 68).

The most significant reason for Ibn Arabi's controversial interpretations, particularly his insistence on justifying idol
worship or the faith of Noah's and Hud's people, should be sought in his pluralistic and multicultural tendencies.
Through his unique mystical insights and emphasis on non-repetition in divine manifestations (la takrar fi al-tajalli),
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he arrived at pluralistic beliefs. He posits that any deity worshipped is, in fact, a true manifestation of God appearing
in that form. Ibn Arabi's most profound statement regarding idol worship is that by not worshipping idols, one
simultaneously obscures the divine identity that pervades these idols.

Ibn Arabi resorts to such interpretations to justify his pluralistic beliefs, as his views cannot be derived from the
apparent meanings of the verses. He interprets all the verses related to the people of Noah in a peculiar and
unprecedented manner to align with his perspective. His treatment of the verses concerning the people of Hud and
other idolaters is consistent with this line of thought.

Upon closer examination of the interpretations in the *Masnavi*, we find that Rumi often considers words as
metaphorical or allusive based on his mystical outlook, employing the metaphorical referent or the implied subject to
interpret the verses. This approach encompasses nearly all the significant interpretations found in the *Masnavi*.

The reason for Rumi's choice of rhetorical interpretation is that, like most Sunni scholars, he adheres to Ash'ari
teachings. His interpretations continue the exegetical tradition of the mystics of Khorasan and are characterized by
moderation, making his chosen method entirely appropriate for his interpretative approach.
While there is no doubt about the diversity of Rumi's intellectual influences, the line of thought that has provided
coherence to his ideas and which he has never deviated from is Ash'ari theology. Consequently, throughout the
*Masnavi*, we observe the dominance of Ash'ari determinism, suggesting that these beliefs form the foundation of
Rumi's thought. Ash'ari doctrines can even be traced in the minutiae of the *Masnavi*. For instance, Rumi articulates
the Ash'ari theological perspective on causation and their arguments against the necessity of cause and effect in terms
of mysticism and poetry (Rumi, 1995: 68-69).

Rumi's adherence to the Ash'ari school, which emerged as a response to the excesses of the Mu'tazilites in interpreting
the Quranic verses and aims to remain as faithful as possible to their apparent meanings, results in two key outcomes:
first, Rumi exhibits less enthusiasm for interpretation compared to mystics like Ibn Arabi; second, when he does engage
in interpretation, he does not cross the red lines established by Ash'ari beliefs, ensuring that no controversial
interpretations akin to those of Ibn Arabi appear in the *Masnavi*.

Conclusion

1. The most notable difference between Ibn Arabi and Rumi in their interpretations of Quranic verses is that Ibn Arabi
employs etymological analysis, while Rumi interprets verses using rhetorical concepts such as metaphor and
metonymy. This metaphorical or allusive interpretation is much more moderate than Ibn Arabi's etymological method,
as it does not preclude attention to the apparent meanings of words. This characteristic positions Rumi as a
representative of moderate mysticism and distinguishes his interpretative basis from that of Ibn Arabi and his followers.
2. Ibn Arabi interprets verses at will, sometimes by fabricating incorrect etymologies, at other times by stepping outside
the semantic domain of words, and occasionally by disregarding their conventional meanings in religious law. In
contrast, Rumi's intuitive interpretations, which follow in the tradition of more orthodox Sufi figures like Qushayri, do
not disrupt linguistic norms.
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