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Mostafa Jalili Taghavian®

Abstract

An important concern in contemporary hermeneutics revolves around
understanding the connection between classical texts and us. How can an interpreter
establish a link with these texts, and what path should be taken to approach them?
Today, some prominent scholars of interpretation argue that the interpreter enters
into a dialogue with the text by presenting questions and thus engages it in an
inquiry. In line with this perspective, the present study raises the following question
regarding Magalat-e Shams (The Discourses of Shams Tabrizi): why is
interpretation necessary? Even though Shams’ discussions on interpretation appear
scattered, at least two justifications for this question can be identified from his work.
First, the variety of perspectives that exist among humans, and second, observance
of station (ri ‘ayat-i magam). Shams considers these two factors as reasons why
certain statements require interpretation. Given his special linguistic application, he
employs notable expressions to express his ideas, some of which are analyzed in
this article. This study aims to reconstruct the hermeneutical theory of Shams
Tabrizi, if his insights may be termed a “theory”.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The topic of esoteric interpretation (ta’wil) of the Quran has been discussed among
Muslims, more or less, since around the third century AH (ninth century CE). In fact,
the word ta’wil appears many times in the Quran. The two terms muhkam (clear)
and mutashabih (ambiguous), together with ta’wil, formed a triangle that prompted
Islamic sects and intellectual currents to pause and reflect on the possibility of an
outward (zahir) and inward (batin) dimension in the Quran. The question of esoteric
interpretation is reflected sporadically in the sayings of the Companions, the
Successors, and the leaders of the various sects. Shams-i Tabrizi is among those
mystics from whom scattered sayings have survived. An examination of these
utterances reveals that he would, from time to time, engage in reflections on the
nature of ta’wil itself; these reflections are, however, entirely dispersed, and there is
a need for scholars to give them order. One of the discussions that can be inferred
from his sayings is the question of why interpretation is necessary. This discussion
arises in response to the implicit question: “Whence comes the necessity of
interpreting certain speech?”” The hallmark of this question is that it can be put to
anyone who holds a doctrine about interpretation, be they from the past or the
present—whether Augustine, Ibn ‘Arabi, or Nietzsche. Anyone who entertains an
idea about esoteric interpretation must, inevitably, confront this question. We have
placed this question before Shams-i Tabrizi so that, on the one hand, we may arrive
at his position concerning the why of interpretation, and, on the other, organize his
scattered opinions on esoteric interpretation in the light of this question.

Methodology

The author’s method was to strive, in order to avoid falling into mechanical analysis,
to return to the very text of Shams’s sayings rather than impose from the outset a
specific hermeneutic theory—such as Schleiermacher’s viewpoint or others—as a
model for analyzing and systematizing the material in the Magalat (Discourses). By
gathering fragments that carried a whiff of general hermeneutical concerns and
examining them, he posed questions before Shams-i Tabrizi. It goes without saying
that a “hermeneutic circle” was also at work in this process, meaning that we were
constantly shuttling back and forth between what we recalled of existing theories
and what the text was presenting before us.
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Results

Any interpretive theory must attend to the question of why, fundamentally, there
exists the possibility of disclosure and renewed awareness in language. Why does
the addressee have the right to interpret speech? Does language possess a
characteristic that allows us to engage in this act, or is it our mind and its
particularities that provide such a warrant? Questions of this sort all seek to clarify
the causes that render ta’wil inevitable. Precisely here, a distinction must be drawn
between these questions and those concerning the methods of interpretation; for
when we speak of methods, we are seeking to understand the interpreter’s procedure
and the predispositions he considers for this act.

Now, in light of the foregoing, it is clear what it is—or better, what
causes—we are looking for in this article. An examination of the utterances
contained in the Maqgalat of Shams indicates that, in answer to the question of
what factors are at work to occasion the interpretation of certain speech, two
fundamental factors that are of importance to Shams may be pointed to. These
two factors are:

1. The existence of perspective (cheshm-andaz)
2. The observance of the addressee’s station (ri‘ayat-i maqam-i mukhatab)

Discussion and Conclusion
Distilling a theory from the scattered views of the Sufis is a difficult task.
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