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Abstract

This study provides a critical examination of the
hermeneutical foundations of a key text in Fatimid
Isma‘ili esoteric exegesis: Asas al-Ta'wil by al-Qadi al-
Nu‘man al-Maghribi (d. 363/974). It is aimed to identify
four core principles underlying his hermeneutical system:
the interdependence of exoteric and esoteric meanings,
the symbolic nature of Quranic language, the exclusive
authority of the Imam in matters of interpretation, and a
typological worldview in which natural and historical
phenomena serve as symbols for spiritual realities.
Detailed analysis of al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s interpretations
across prophetic narratives, theological verses, and legal
rulings reveals five fundamental problems: epistemological
circularity and interpretive  exclusivism, semantic
relativism arising from the absence of stable linguistic
rules, a practical disjuncture between theoretical
commitments and interpretive practice, structural bias
toward legitimizing Isma‘ili hierarchy, and a tendency to
undermine prophetic dignity and monotheistic concepts.
By such a study, it could be demonstrated that these
methodological and epistemological problems are closely
tied to the historical-discursive context of the Fatimid
Caliphate, where al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s system functioned
as an ideological instrument for legitimizing Fatimid rule
against ~ Abbasid  rivals, engaging intellectually
sophisticated ~ converts, and managing  extremist
movements. On this basis, it can be concluded that ta’wil
in this system serves not as a method for discovering
textual meaning but as a tool for the reproduction of
institutional power and epistemic authority, highlighting
the need for critical reflection on the relationship between
esoteric hermeneutics and political legitimation in classical
Islamic thought.

Keywords: Esoteric Exegesis (Ta'wil), Fatimid Caliphate,
Ismailism, Exegetical Methodology, Imamate, Exoteric
and Esoteric (Zahir and Batin).
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Extended Abstract

Al-Qadi al-Nu‘man al-Maghribi (d. 363/974), the chief judge of the Fatimid
Caliphate, is one of the most prominent figures in Isma‘li jurisprudence and
theology. His work Asas al-Ta’wil (The Foundation of Symbolic Interpretation)
represents a systematic attempt to articulate an esoteric hermeneutics of the Qur'an
within the framework of Isma‘li thought. The present study undertakes a critical
examination of the hermeneutical principles underlying al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s
exegetical methodology, focusing on both their epistemological foundations and
their practical applications in the interpretation of Qur’anic narratives, legal verses,

and theological concepts.

The central problem addressed by this study is the apparent tension between al-
Qadi al-Nu‘man’s theoretical principles—which emphasize the necessary
interdependence of the exoteric (zahir) and esoteric (batin) dimensions of
revelation—and the actual practice of ta’'wil in his work. While al-Qadi al-Nu‘man
explicitly affirms the authority of the Qur’an’s literal sense and insists on
maintaining a balance between outward observance and inward understanding, a
detailed analysis of his interpretations reveals a significant gap between these

theoretical commitments and their implementation.

Previous scholarship on al-Qadi al-Nu‘man and Isma‘ili hermeneutics has largely
focused on descriptive accounts of his interpretive method, often treating it as a
coherent and self-consistent system. Studies by scholars such as Daftary, Walker,
and Halm have examined the historical and doctrinal contexts of Fatimid Isma‘ilism,
while works by ‘Ishrati and Dayghami have explored specific aspects of al-Qadi al-
Nu‘man’s legal and exegetical thought. However, these studies have generally
refrained from methodological and epistemological critique, and have not
systematically examined the relationship between al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s hermeneutical

principles and the wider historical-discursive context of the Fatimid period.

The present study seeks to fill this gap by offering a comprehensive critical
assessment of al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s system of ta’'wil, addressing three interconnected

questions: 1) What are the foundational principles that govern al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s


http://naghdeara.quran.ac.ir/

71 O Critical Studies on the Quranic Exegesis, 7 (1): 13, summer 2026. http://naghdeara.quran.ac.ir

hermeneutical method in Asas al-Tawil, 2) What methodological and
epistemological problems arise from the application of these principles; and 3) How
did the socio-political and intellectual context of the Fatimid Caliphate shape the
development of this hermeneutical system?

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, combining textual analysis of
Asas al-Ta'wil with attention to the historical and discursive context of its
composition. This involves a close reading of al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s interpretations
across various Quranic themes—including prophetic narratives, theological
affirmations of divine unity (rawhid), legal prescriptions, and numerical symbolism—
while also examining the external pressures and internal polemical concerns that

influenced his exegetical choices.

The study identifies four core principles underlying al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s
hermeneutical system: a) the necessary correlation between the exoteric and esoteric
meanings of revelation, where the outer form of scripture is compared to a body and
its inner meaning to the soul; b) the symbolic character of Quranic language,
grounded in the conventions of Arabic rhetorical practice, including the use of
metaphor (tamthil) and figurative expression (kindya); c) the exclusive authority of
the Imam and the hierarchical structure of Isma‘li religious leadership as the sole
gatekeepers of esoteric knowledge; and d) a typological worldview (qiyas tamehili) in
which natural phenomena, historical events, and scriptural narratives are understood
as symbols (amrhal) that point to spiritual realities and the hierarchical degrees of

the Isma‘li mission.

Despite the theoretical appeal of these principles, the analysis reveals five
fundamental problems in al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s application of them. First, the
exclusive claim of the Isma‘ili Imamate to the knowledge of esoteric interpretation
creates a circular epistemology: the legitimacy of the Imam is proven through
interpretations that only he himself can authorize, and the validity of those
interpretations is guaranteed solely by his office, with no external criteria for

assessment.

Second, the absence of stable linguistic rules in the process of ta’'wil results in a
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form of semantic relativism, where any given word or phrase can be assigned
virtually any meaning according to the needs of the interpreter. This undermines
the possibility of systematic, rule-governed interpretation and contradicts the

author’s own claim to follow established conventions of Arabic usage.

Third, the practical separation between exoteric and esoteric meanings in al-Qadi
al-Nu‘man’s interpretive practice generates an unbridgeable gap, forcing the reader
to either reject the literal sense or disregard the esoteric interpretation. The author’s
decision to present the exoteric legal rulings in one work (Da‘@’im al-Islam) and
their esoteric meanings in another (Ta’wil al-Da‘@’im) exemplifies this structural

disjunction.

Fourth, a structural bias is evident in the direction of al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s
interpretations, with a consistent tendency to subordinate Qur’anic meanings to the
confirmation of Isma‘qli hierarchical structures. Narratives, legal verses, and
theological affirmations are consistently redirected toward the celebration and
legitimization of the Imam, the asas (foundation), and the hudud (degrees) of the

religious hierarchy.

Fifth, several interpretations appear to undermine the status of the prophets and
core monotheistic concepts. For instance, the repeated statement of Abraham “This
is my Lord” (Q 6:76-78) is interpreted as reflecting his ignorance of higher spiritual
degrees, while “Lord” (rabb) in the verse “My Lord, for what You have bestowed
upon me” (Q 28:17) is interpreted as the Imam of the time.

The study then contextualizes these methodological problems by examining the
historical circumstances that shaped al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s work. The early Fatimid
period faced three major challenges: the need to legitimize the new caliphate against
its Abbasid and Sunni rivals, who also claimed interpretive authority; the need to
respond to the intellectual challenges posed by recent converts familiar with Greek
philosophy and rational argumentation; and the need to manage the threat of
extremist Ghulat movements, such as the Qarmatians, whose excessive esotericism

challenged Fatimid claims to legitimate authority.
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Al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s hermeneutical system can thus be understood as a strategic
response to these challenges. The exclusive claim to esoteric knowledge served to
establish the Fatimid Imam as the sole legitimate interpreter of revelation,
countering Abbasid claims. The appeal to rational argumentation and the symbolic
language of philosophy helped engage intellectually sophisticated converts. The
hierarchical organization of ta’wil, with its controlled distribution of esoteric
knowledge, provided a means of managing and containing the excesses of earlier

extremist movements.

However, this external responsiveness came at a significant cost. The pragmatic
accommodations that made the system successful as a tool of intellectual and
political legitimation produced internal inconsistencies that undermine its claims to
methodological rigor. The analysis suggests that the fundamental problems
identified in al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s hermeneutical system are not merely accidental
flaws but are in fact deeply connected to the system’s function as an ideology of

legitimation for the Fatimid state.

The article concludes by arguing for the necessity of a critical approach to the
study of esoteric hermeneutics, emphasizing the importance of distinguishing
between interpretive methods that serve ideological purposes and those that seek to
recover the authorial intention of the divine speech. It proposes four criteria for
assessing any claim to legitimate interpretation: 1) commitment to stable linguistic
rules that govern the relationship between words and meanings; 2) openness to
external rational evaluation; 3) accountability to the possibility of critical
engagement from outside the interpretive community; and 4) a primary orientation
toward discovering the intended meaning of the text rather than serving
institutional power or ideological ends.

By applying these criteria, the study demonstrates that al-Qadi al-Nu‘man’s
system of ta’wil, while historically significant as an articulation of Ismafli thought,
cannot be considered a methodologically coherent or epistemologically defensible
approach to scriptural interpretation. Its enduring value lies not in its hermeneutical

validity but rather in what it reveals about the complex relationship between
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religious interpretation and political power in the classical Islamic context.
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