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Abstract

The holistic approach to the Qur’an is a phrase used under different headings in the field of tafsir. The
article assumes that a comparative analysis of the usage areas will provide more clear and understanda-
ble data on the scope of this phrase. The aim of the article is to bring out the scope of the expressions
such as the holistic approach to the Qur’an and the unity of the Qur’anic text, thus to reveal the difference
among these uses. Based on this background, the article presents and analyzes five different topics in
which the aforementioned phrases are used in the field of tafsir. These are the interpretation of the
Qur’'an by the Qur’an (tafstr al-Qur'an bi’l-Qur’an), the relationship between verses and siiras
(munasabat al-ayat wa’l-suwar), thematic tafsir (al-tafsir al-mawdti 7), sirah-based tafsir, and structural
studies based on Semitic rhetoric. Tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an means the explanation of a verse with
other verses of the Qur’an, thus refering to the understanding of the text in its inner unity. Munasabat
al-ayat wa’l-suwar contains the thesis that the verse and siira units should have a successive relationship,
so it has the concept of unity that is expected to emerge from this relationship. Thematic tafsir proposes
to consider the verses related to a particular subject of the Qur’an as a whole. Stira-based tafsir claims
that the Qur’anic stiras are whole units with certain main themes. As for the structural studies based on
Semitic rhetoric defended by some scholars in recent Western studies, the Qur’an is a text that has some
symmetrical structures and therefore has structural unity. In each of these headings, we come across
holistic approaches that differ from each other at certain points.

Keywords: Tafsir, Tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an, Tanasub al-Qur’an, Thematic Tafsir, Stira-based tafsir,
Symmetry.

Oz

Kur’an’a biitiinciil yaklagim, tefsir ilminde farkli bagliklar altinda kullanilan bir tabirdir. Makalenin var-
sayimi, kullanim alanlarina dair yapilacak mukayeseli bir incelemenin bu tabirin kapsamina iliskin daha
acik ve anlagilir veriler sunacag: seklindedir. Makalenin amaci, Kur’an’a biitiinciil yaklasim, Kur’an
metninin biitiinliigi gibi ifadelerin tefsir ilminde hangi kapsamlarda kullanildigini tespit ederek bunlar
arasindaki farklilig1 ortaya koymaktir. Bu arka plandan hareketle makale, adi gegen tabirlerin tefsir il-
minde kullanildig1 bes farkli baslig1 ortaya koymakta ve incelemektedir. Bunlar; Kur’an’in Kur’an’la
tefsiri, ayetler ve sureler arasi miinasebet, konulu tefsir, sure-merkezli tefsir ve Sami retorigini esas alan
yapisal incelemelerdir. Kur’an’in Kur’an’la tefsiri, bir ayetin Kur’an’in diger ayetleri ile izahim ifade
etmekte, boylece metnin kendi i¢ biitiinliigiinde anlasilmasina génderme yapmaktadir. Ayetler ve sureler
aras1 miinasebet, ayet ve sure birimlerinin ardisik anlam iligkisine sahip olmas1 gerektigi tezini barimndir-
masi itibariyle son tahlilde bu iligkiden sadir olmasi beklenen bir biitiinliik telakkisine sahiptir. Konulu
tefsir, Kur’an’in belirli bir konusuna iligkin ayetleri bir biitiin olarak ele almayi1 dnermektedir. Sure-
temelli tefsir, Kur’an surelerinin belirli ana temalara sahip biitiin birimler oldugu iddiasin1 tagimaktadir.
Son donem Batili ¢aligmalarda bazi arastirmacilarin savundugu Sami retorigini esas alan yapisal
incelemelerde ise Kur’an, bazi simetrik metin yapilarina sahip olan, dolayisiyla yapisal biitlinligii haiz
bir metin olarak takdim edilmektedir. Bu basliklarin her birinde karsimiza birbirinden belirli noktalarda
ayrilan farkli biitiinciil yaklasimlar ¢ikmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Tefsir, Kur’an’in Kur’an’la Tefsiri, Tenasiibii’l-Kur’4n, Konulu Tefsir, Sure-
merkezli Tefsir, Simetri.

Introduction

It is possible to define “holistic approach” as a term that expresses the necessity of eval-
uating an event, a situation or a text in its wholeness in order to be understood correctly. In this
approach, it is aimed to make a more comprehensive evaluation by taking a wide-angle photo-
graph of the subject of study and to prevent possible misunderstandings. On the other hand,
focusing only on the point of discussion in order to understand an issue is defined as “atomistic
approach”. This second approach is criticized on the grounds that “the connection of the part
with the whole is ignored”. Because, according to the holistic approach, it is not possible to
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reveal a comprehensive interpretation process by focusing only on the particular event or phe-
nomenon itself. For example, the correct evaluation of the success or failure of an institution
depends on the analysis of all units as a whole and on the basis of their interrelationships. For
this reason, the evaluation of success or failure arising from a single unit in the institution or
even a single person in the unit only based on that unit or person expresses a wrong point of
view according to the holistic approach. Therefore, the holistic approach necessitates an exam-
ination that takes into account the stakeholders that are likely to have an impact on the unit or
person that is the subject of the research, such as intra-unit and inter-unit relations, institutional
structure and administrative structure.!

It seems possible that the “atomistic” approach,? which is positioned at the opposite
pole, may also criticize the holistic approach. For example, the claim that an event, situation or
a text passage should be interpreted as a whole, instead of being handled and analyzed on its
own, can sometimes lead to “forced™ connections, which can turn into an obstacle rather than
contributing to the revealing of the correct meaning. As a matter of fact, the claim that a part
must always be made sense of within the whole seems, at least at first glance, to express an
over-generalizing perspective, as it presupposes an organic structure that is related to all its
parts.

The aforementioned subject expresses a brief reference to the theoretical ground of the
discussions in the context of the “atomistic” or “holistic” approach to the correct understanding
of the Qur’anic text. In this study, we do not aim to make a detailed analysis of the types of
approaches mentioned, but to make a brief and comparative analysis of the discussion areas in
which the issues of “holistic approach to the Qur’an” and “the unity of the text of the Qur’an”
are positioned, which are expressed in different contexts within the field of tafsir. The research
assumes that the comparative analysis of the aforementioned subjects will contribute to obtain-
ing more comprehensive results on the subject. In this context, the article aims to create a pan-
oramic picture for the reader about the content, scope and limitations of the terms such as “the
unity of the text of the Qur’an” and “holistic approaches to the Qur’an” in the field of tafsir.

It should be underlined that concepts such as “holistic”, “unity”, “textual unity”, “dis-
connectedness of the text”, “context problem” are mainly included in the terminology of the
field of literature. Despite this, it is observed that the above-mentioned concepts are frequently
used in both Biblical and Qur’anic studies. It seems that the most important reason for this is
that the literary structures of the sacred texts - considering the formation processes - are quite
far from the appearance of a work written by a single author around a certain theme -at least at
first glance. For this reason, it is seen that the text structure of the Qur’an has turned into an

important field of study in the field of tafsir. In addition, for the last half-century, a body of

1 Nevin Reda, “Holistic Approaches to the Qur’an: A Historical Background”, Religion Compass 4/8 (2010), 495.

2 For the use of the term “atomistic” in this context, see Reda, “Holistic Approaches to the Qut’an: A Historical
Background”, 496, 500; Mustansit Mit, Coberence in the Qur’an: A Study of Islahi's Concept of Nazm in Tadabbur-i Qur’an
(Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1986), 1.
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literature has emerged regarding the textual structures of both the Bible and the Qur’an in West-
ern academia related to the aforementioned key concepts.®

It is known that a significant literature has emerged in the field of tafsir since the early
period, especially within the scope of munasabat al-ayat wa’l-suwar, to find the inner coherence
of the text of the Qur’an. In this context, the consensus on the divine basis of the arrangement
of the verses seems to have encouraged studies to determine the relationship between the verses.
The scholars, who believe that the arrangement of the siirahs is also divinely-based, tried to
reveal the successive relationship between the siiras. However, it should be noted that the search
for textual coherence is not limited to the ‘ilm al-munasabat. For example, tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-
Qur’an, the first examples of which were given by the Prophet, is important in terms of the
context based on the “internal unity”” of the address (khitab), which has taken its place among
the forms of tafsir since early times. When we look at the al-Tafsir al-Kabir by Muqatil b.
Sulayman (d. 150), the author of the earliest complete tafsir that reached us, it is remarkable
that “tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an” is witnessed in the interpretation of many verses. In addition,
the presence of readings taking into account the relationship between the verses in the work is
important in that it shows the understanding that the Qur’an has an inner coherence and context
in terms of its current arrangement extends to the earliest tafsirs.* Likewise, in the modern pe-
riod, we come across approaches related to a holistic approach to the Qur’an and the aim of
finding the unity of the Qur’anic text. Among these, “thematic tafsir”, “stirah-based tafsir” and
“structural studies based on Semitic rhetoric” can be addressed.

1. The Relationship between Tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an and the Holistic Appro-
ach

Tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an (O oJ 3 ) refers to the efforts to explain a verse or
a group of verses with the other verses of the Qur’an. Undoubtedly, behind the suggestions of
“understanding a text based on itself” lies the notion that that text has internal unity. It is pre-
dictable that such a reading suggestion, which seems reasonable for texts written by an author
with a certain theme, expresses a difficult approach to applicability for scriptures that were
revealed over long periods of time, composed of verses with different content and contexts,
containing a lot of pronouns and historical references.

It is known that the method of tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an was presented by Ibn Tay-
miyya as the “best of the ways of tafsir” (il 3k cal) in the later period. For example, the
Prophet explained the word “oppression” (a5) in al-An‘am 6/82 with the word “polytheism”
(d,4d) in Lugman 31/13. Tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an is applied under various titles such as
the restriction of the absolute (al-mutlag/al-mugayyad), the allocation of a general word
(‘amm/khass), the explanation of the strange words (gharib), the explanation of obscure matters

3 Ersin Kabakci, Cagdas Bat: Literatiiriinde Kur'an Metnine Y aklagimlar: Metin Biitiinligi Arayislar: (Ankara: Fecr Yayinlari,
2020), 130-134.

4 For more detail, see Ersin Kabakct, “Ayetler Arast Miinasebet Meselesinin Tefsitlere Yansimasinin Tarihi Kékenine
Yénelik Bir Sorgulama: Tefsiru Mukatil Ornedi”, Tefsir Aragtimalar: Dergisi 4/2 (30 Ekim 2020), 420-442.
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(mubham), and the making the ambiguous words clear (mujmal/mubayyan).®> When such titles
are considered on a text-centered basis, it is clear that the Qur an is assumed to have a holistic
structure, therefore it refers to the necessity of performing a reading that takes into account the
unity of the text. On the other hand, since there was no concept of a completed book during the
nuzill period, it should be emphasized that the examples at that time related to tafsir al-Qur’an
bi’l-Qur’an do not reflect a systematic holistic approach. However, it can be said that these
examples have a nature that pave the way for the aforementioned type of readings with the
transformation of the Qur’an into the Mushaf in the following period. Because, if some of the
verses are interpreted with others even in a period when the Mushaf is not completed, it should
not be strange to come across more reading examples in the same frame when the book is com-
pleted.

Here we need to underline an important point. In the early period, tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-
Qur’an was not seen as an adequate tafsir method alone, so the riwayas and the means of ra’y
accompanied it. In fact, it should be noted that the method of tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an in the
following periods was not in the form of a purely text-centered approach, as in some approaches
witnessed in the contemporary period, and it was not reflected in the tafsir works in this way.
For example, Mugqatil b. Sulayman, one of the early mufassirs, whose tafsir work has many
examples of tafstr al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an, also included riwayas. Likewise, Ibn Taymiyya, who
placed this method in the first place while mentioning the best ways of tafsir, did not present it
as a sufficient method on its own. He states that since tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an may not be
sufficient to understand all the verses correctly, it is necessary to refer to the Sunnah of the
Prophet, the words of the sahaba and then the tabi‘iin, and after all these, the means of ra’y.6

When it comes to the contemporary period, approaches that break the aforementioned
hierarchical structure and are based only on the text of the Qur’an appear. This is important as
it refers to the understanding that a text-centered reading will be sufficient.
Because in such an approach, for the reader who is alone with the text, perhaps the “unity” of
the text appears as the only controlling factor of the correct meaning. Namely, in such a Qur’an-
centered perspective, the text should present a structure with internal consistency and unity so
that contradictory or incomplete meanings do not emerge from it. Therefore, it can be stated
that the concept of unity in the interpretation of the Qur’an with the Qur’an in the early and
classical period was not based only on a Qur’an-centered (text-centered) reading, rather it was
presented as one of the other elements of tafsir. In the contemporary period, it is seen that the
integrity of the text naturally comes to the fore in approaches that largely ignore the other ele-
ments of tafsir by placing the Qur’an in the center.

5 For the examples of tafsir al-Qut’an bi’l-Qut’an see Muhammad Husayn al-Zahabi, a/-Tafsir wa'l-mufassirin (Cairo:
Maktaba Wahba, 2000), 1/31-36.

6 Ibn Taymiyya, Mugaddima fi uSil al-tafsir, ctitical ed. “Adnan Zarzur, n.d., 93-114. For some significant remarks on
the reflections of Ibn Taymiyya’s approach to the classical and modern tafsirs see also Sevim Gelgeg, “Ibn Teymiyye
Ekseninde Kur'an’in Kur’an’la Tefsiri Meselesine Dair Bazi Miilahazalar”, Darulfunun Ilabiyat 32/2 (2021), 14-29.
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2. The Relationship between Munasabat al-ayat wa’l-suwar and Holistic Approach

Munasabat-based readings, which are generally initiated with the tafsirs of Zamakhshart
and Razi, consider the successive meaning relationship between the verses and siiras of the
Qur’an as an important element in tafsir. In fact, this approach, traces of which can be found in
much earlier periods, has a unique view of unity in that it focuses on the relationship between
stras and consecutive verses within a siira. It should be noted that the consensus that the order
of the verses is tawqifi (divinely-based) has a significant role in the thought that there are suc-
cessive relations between the verses in terms of the arrangement of the Mushaf.

Some scholars, such as Suytti, who believed that the order of the siirahs is also tawqifi,
carried the issue of the relationship between the verses to the “inter-siirah” dimension and con-
ducted studies aiming to reveal the thematic connection between successive siiras. These studies
both focus on the successive connection between the stiras and try to determine the relationship
between the last verses of a siira and the first verses of the following one, based on the same
concern. Therefore, in such an approach, the Qur’an is read on the basis of the belief that it is a
“holistic” text with successive relationships between verses and stiras from beginning to end.
In the readings based on the relationship between the verses, statements such as “X is mentioned
in this verse since Y was mentioned in the previous one” are frequently encountered. In this
context, it is seen that various rhetoric terms such as tanzir, tehallus, iltifat, and tadadd are
referred to in order to express the type of relationship between the verses. As for the relationship
between the siiras, expressions such as “As the subject of X is mentioned in siira al-Fatiha,
issues such as Y are included in siira al-Baqara as well.” and “Siira Al ‘Imran has a content that
completes the Z purpose of stira al-Bagara.” are frequently encountered since the issue of “re-
lationship between successive siiras” is focused in such works.’

Readings based on munasabat al-ayat wa’l-suwar, when viewed from “holistic ap-
proach”, differ from tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an. At first glance, there does not seem to be a
direct conception of a “holistic” view here. However, it can be noticed that the idea that the
verses in a siira have successive relations includes the thesis that the verses form a whole in
total. In fact, it is clear that both the search for a relationship between the siirahs and the efforts
to find the relationship between the last verses of a siirah and the first verses of the next one
include the claim that the Qur’an has a “holistic” structure. The difference of the emphasis on
“unity” here from the first title (tafsir al-Qur’'an bi’l-Qur’an) is that the establishment of unity
depends on the successive relationship between verses and siiras. Therefore, it can be stated
that the concept of unity in this context has a scope that requires the text to be read more closely
and “linear” follow-up due to the importance of successiveness. However, for the approach that
takes into account the successive relationship between the verses and the stiras to gain the “ho-
listic” characterization, it should be stated that there must be a successive connectedness that
includes the “whole text”. For example, a successive relationship can be established between
the first 10 verses of a stra. Later, another successive relationship can be made between the
next 15 verses. However, if a relationship cannot be established between these two text units,

7 See Jalaluddin Suyuti, Tandsug al-durar fi tandsub al-smwar, ctitical ed. “Abd al-Qadir Ahmad “Ata (Beirat: Dar al-
Kutub al-Tlmiyya), 1986, 63 etc.
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it is of course possible to talk about an atomistic reading rather than a holistic one. Therefore,
in order for the approach based on the relationship between successive verses and siiras to gain
a “holistic” feature, it is necessary to establish a continuous relationship that covers the entire
text by extending a whole siira or even between the stiras. This stands out as the most important
point that makes it difficult, at least in practice, to include munasabat-based readings within the
holistic approach.

Another issue in the context of the subject is that the only factor that encourages the
literature on munasabat al-ayat wa’l-suwar is not the divinely-based order of the verses. For
example, in the stirah-based works that we will discuss later, the successive relationship be-
tween the verses is considered important, although it is not an obligation for all verses. As a
matter of fact, in such an approach that considers the siirah as a literary whole, it is understand-
able to expect this unity to be established by the strong connection between the verses. Like-
wise, since the Qur’an has been analyzed as a “literary text”, especially in recent Western stud-
ies, it should be stated that an analysis based on “literary” concerns is dominant in the studies
included in this scope.

Before moving on to “thematic tafsir”, it would be useful to emphasize one more point
regarding the evaluations we made in the context of both tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an and
munasabat al-ayat wa’l-suwar. Considering the historical process of both subjects going back
to the earliest periods, we should state that we are aware that the literature in question was
encouraged by “theological” rather than “literary” concerns. In this context, it can be thought
that reading these two issues through the concepts of unity in the modern period contains a kind
of anachronism and therefore deserves criticism. However, these lines aim to draw attention to
the fact that there is a perception of “unity” in the last analysis, although it is based on theolog-
ical concerns rather than a “literary” one. In other words, although the relevant literature did
not set a goal of revealing that the Qur’an is a holistic text, literature that can be included in the
holistic approach emerged arising from the belief that the Qur’an has a self-interpreting feature
and that there is a successive relationship between its verses and the siiras.

3. The Relationship between Thematic Tafsir and Holistic Approach

Thematic tafsir (= sa <!l yaudill) refers to the tafsir activity by focusing on one of the
subjects of the Qur’an and taking into account all the verses on the relevant subject.® In some
definitions, it is seen that the order of revelation among the verses containing the same subject
is expected to be taken into account in such works.® As a result, it is possible to place the tafsir
activities carried out by collecting the verses on a subject and paying regard to the time of their
revelation under the thematic tafsir. Although it is presented as a contemporary tafsir method,
some studies draw attention to its similarity with the literature of Qur’anic sciences such as al-
nasikh wa’l-mansiikh, majaz al-Qur’'an, mutashabih al-Qur'an.}® It is observed that

8 For different definitions of thematic tafsir see Sahin Given, Konulu Tefsir Metodu (Istanbul: Diisiin Yayincilik, 2014),
63-69.

9 Mevlit Gungor, “Tefsirde Konulu Tefsir Metodu”, Islami Arastirmalar 2/7 (1988), 50; Guven, Konuln Tefsir Metodu,
63.

10" Sahin Giiven, “Giiniimiiz Tefsir Caligmalarinda Yeni Bir Yontem: Konulu Tefsit Metodu”, Taribten Giiniimiize
Kur'an'a Yaklasimlar, eds. Bilal Gokkr et al. (Istanbul: Ozkan Matbaacilik, 2010), 444-446.
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Muhammad Husayn al-Zahabi (d. 1915) opened a title as “Thematic Tafsir” in his work called
al-Tafsir wa’'l-mufassiran and included works such as the aforementioned ones above under
this title. Al-tibyan fi agsam al-Qur’an by lbn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1370), Kitab al-
Nasikh wa’l-mansiikh fi’l-Qur’'an al-Karim by Abu Ja'far al-Nahhas (d. 338/950), Asbab al-
nuziil by Wahidi (d. 468/1076) and Ahkam al-Qur’an by Jassas (d. 370/981) are presented as
examples of the “thematic tafsirs” of the previous period by Zahabi.'! However, it can be stated
that the literature in question does not have a scope that can be described as “thematic tafsir”
on the grounds that it is works that compile riwayas or historical information on the subject
rather than presenting an independent tafsir method.!? As a matter of fact, although Zahabi
includes such works from the classical period at the beginning of the relevant title, it is seen
that he does not continue the subject on the same ground in the lines that follow, and he moves
away from it.13

What makes the thematic tafsir important for this study is the emphasis on “unity”,
which is also reflected in its definition. It is noteworthy that the evaluations that this method
“give a holistic and comprehensive perspective to the mufassir’” are mentioned in the studies on
the thematic tafstr. However, it should be emphasized that the holistic view here does not cover
the whole of the Qur’an, but “the whole of the verses related to the subject that is intended to
be interpreted”. In this respect, a study to be conducted on subjects such as prayer, fasting, and
pilgrimage takes place in the form of the scholar collecting only the verses that can be directly
or perhaps indirectly related to those subjects, and approaching it within this “unity”. Therefore,
while this approach expresses a “holistic” perspective in terms of referring to “the unity of the
subject”, it also refers to an “atomistic” feature in terms of centering just a certain part of the
verses of the Qur’an in the final analysis. In addition, some scholars criticize this method be-
cause while the verses with the same subject are evaluated together the place of these verses in
the order of the Mushaf is put on the back burner.'*

4. The Relationship between Suira-based Tafsir and Holistic Approach

The tendency to read each siirah in the Qur’an “in its own unity” and as “whole units”
has come to the fore especially in the 20" century’s tafsir literature. Behind this, there is a
reaction to the orientalist literature, in which the Qur’anic stras are presented as dispersed,
unsystematic and disorganized literary units.

In this context, the leading mufassirs of the 20™" century such as Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966),
Mawdudi (d. 1979), Sayyid Muhammad Tabataba'i, (d. 1981), Izzad Darwaza (d. 1984),
Hamiduddin Faraht (d. 1930) and Amin Ahsan Islaht (d. 1997) made tafsir works that attach
special importance to the “siirah unity”.® In the tafsir introductions of the aforementioned
mufassirs, it is seen that the claims about the stiras’ being “far from unity, unsystematic” in the

W Zahabi, al-Tafsir wa'l-mufassirin, 1/110.

12 Gungor, “Tefsirde Konulu Tefsir Metodu”, 50-51.

15 Zahabi, a/-Tafsir wa'l-mufassirin, 1/110-111. ‘

14 Abdiilhamit Birsik, “Tefsit”, Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakf Lslam Ansiklopedisi (Accessed 15 Haziran 2022).

15 Mustansir Mir, “The Sara as a Unity: A Twentieth Century Development in the Qur’an Exegesis”, Approaches to the
Qunr’an, ed. G.R. Hawting - Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (New York: Routledge, 2013), 211-215.
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Western literature are referred to directly or indirectly.'® This confirms the thesis that such
claims are an important factor in the emergence of the aforementioned literature.

It should be said that the idea that the siirahs present a holistic structure and that readings
should be done to find this unity expresses a narrower approach than tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-
Qur’an and thematic tafsir. Because here, the focus is not on the whole of the Qur’an, but only
on a unit of stira. In addition, in the stirah-based approach, it is tried to find the main theme of
the analyzed siira rather than the verses related to a specific subject as in thematic tafsir. On the
other hand, it should be stated that the stirah-based readings differ from the munasabat-based
tafsir in another aspect. That is, while a “successive relationship” is necessary for readings
based on munasabat al-ayat wa’l-suwar, this successiveness is not a necessity in studies that
tend to read each suira as a whole unit. In this context, the main theme of the stirah is described
with names such as “mihwar”, “gharad”, “‘amid” and the verses in the strah are analyzed
within the framework of serving the main theme “without the necessity of successive relation-
ship”.!” For example, Islahi identified the ‘amiid of the siira al-Nisa’ as the “foundations of
Muslim social solidarity”.® Qutb, on the other hand, draws so much attention to the issue of
the unity of the siiras that even the fact that a siira consists of verses revealed in different time
periods does not harm the “unity” of this siira.!® According to Qutb, every siira has an “axis”
(mihwar) and all verses serve the axis (central theme) of the siira.?’ According to Tabataba'i,
every siira has a “gharad” (aim) and the verses of the stira form a unity by serving this goal. For
example, siira al-An‘am aims to convey the oneness of Allah to humanity.?! In sum, in this
approach, the unity of the siiras is tried to be found through its central theme. In the studies
carried out for this purpose, although no obligatory succession is observed, attention is paid to
the relationship between the verses of the stira. At the same time, the references to other stiras
show that tafstr al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an is also used. This is important in that it shows that a
method the purpose of which is to find the unity of the siiras sometimes gets help from the
whole of the Qur’an.

5. The Relationship between Structural Studies Based on Semitic Rhetoric and Ho-

listic Approach

According to a claim brought to the agenda by some Western Qur’anic scholars, since
the Qur’an is a Semitic text, it should be analyzed within the rules of rhetoric belonging to this
culture. The way to reveal the holistic structure of the Qur’an is to analyze the text structures
of the culture in which it was born. Accordingly, in Semitic rhetoric, texts do not follow a linear
progression in the form of introduction-development-result as in Greek rhetoric, but are shaped
around certain circular literary structures. Parallel symmetry (ABC/ABC), mirror symmetry

16 For instance, see Thomas Catlyle, Oz Heroes, Hero Worship, and the Heroic in History New York: Longmans, Green
and Co., 1906), 63; Gustav Weil, “An Introduction to the Qut’an 111", The Biblical World 5/5 (1895), 348-349.

17" Mit, “The Suara as a Unity: A Twentieth Century Development in the Qur’an Exegesis”, 213-215.

18 Mir, Coberence in the Qur’an: A Study of Islahi's Concept of Nazm in Tadabbur-i Qur’an, 48-50.

19 For Qutb’s literary approach to some eatly stras see Ersin Kabakei, “Sayyid Qutb’s Literary Approach to Some
Eatly Meccan Surahs: A Comparative Analysis with the 20" Centuty Western Readings”, Dergiabant 7/13 (2019),
242-257.

20 See Sayyid Qutb, /i Zilal al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-shuraq, 1972), 1/555.

2 Sayyid Muhammad Tabataba'1, a/+-Mizan fi Tafsir al-Qur’an, (Beirut: Muassasa al-A ‘lemi li’l-matbu‘a), 1997, 7/5.
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(ABC-C’B’A’) and concentric symmetry (ABC-X-C’B’A’) are the most prominent of such
structures.?? Apart from the aforementioned symmetrical text structures, there are also texts
with structures that are described as “partially-symmetrical”.

In the context of the subject, each of the letters mentioned above refers to a certain theme
or structure. Thus, it is stated that there is a thematic or structural relationship between A and
A’,Band B’ or C and C’, each of which symbolizes text units in various quantities. The X unit
in the middle of the text in the concentric composition symbolizes the central theme around
which the entire text revolves.?® In order to clarify the subject, we think it would be useful to
share the concentric structure revealed by Raymond Farrin in Stra Ysuf here:

A Prologue
B Joseph Story
a  Dream
b Brothers’ trick; well; travel to Egypt
¢ Joseph established in house
d Attempts at seduction
¢ Prisoners’ dreams; Joseph's sermon; king’s dream
d" Admission of guil; forgiveness
¢'  Joseph established in land
b" Joseph's tricks; drinking cup; travel to Egypt
a2’ Dream fulfilled
A Epilnguc

The Structure of Stira Ytsuf by Farrin

As is seen, it is claimed that Stira Yusuf, which consists of 111 verses, has a symmetrical
structure based on themes symbolized by letters. For example, while the theme of “dream” is
mentioned in verses 4-7, a’, which includes verses 99-101, refers to “the fulfillment of the
dream”. It is seen that the scholar makes similar thematic connections in other parts of the siira.
As for X, as stated before, it constitutes the central theme of the siira according to him.?*

It is noteworthy that this approach is quite different from the first four. Because here,
the reader approaches any verse of the Qur’an, a group of verses or the stiras on the basis of the
above-mentioned literary structures. For example, in tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an, there is no
obligation to take into account the textual structures, as is here. On the other hand, this approach
focuses primarily on certain “structures” assumed to exist in the text, not any “theme” as in
thematic tafsir. It is clear that there is a connection between concentric symmetry and siira-
based tafsir in the context of the “central theme”. However, in concentric symmetry, the central
theme has to be in the center of the text, and the other text units must both have symmetry
among themselves and serve the central theme in the center of the text. However, there are no

22 For the samples of symmetrical text structures see Kabakel, Caddas Bat: Literatiiriinde Kur'an Metnine Y aklasimlar:
Metin Biitiinliigii Arayeslars, 250-264.

2 About two prominent scholars in this context and their related works see Raymond Fattin, Structure and Qur’anic
Interpretation: A Study of Symmetry and Coberence in Islam's Holy Text (Ashland-Oregon: White Cloud Press, 2014);
Michel Cuypers, The Composition of the Qur’an: Rhetorical Analysis (London: Bloomsbuty, 2015).

2 Farrin, Structure and Qur’anic Interpretation: A Study of Symmetry and Coberence in Islam's Holy Text, 43.
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such structural requirements in siira-based tafsir. In addition, while the text unit focused on in
the stirah-based approach is the siira, the text unit here can be composed of a single verse, or it
can have a scope that includes the entire Qur’an. Finally, the expected unity in concentric sym-
metry is based on the “cyclical” relationship rather than the “linear” one that we underline in
the munasabat al-ayat wa’l-suwar.

Conclusion

Phrases such as “the unity of the text of the Qur’an”, “the holistic approach to the
Qur’an” and “the reading of the Qur’an in its own unity” are used in various contexts in the
field of tafsir. The way in which the Prophet and his companions interpreted the Qur’an, the
first examples of which were given during the revelation period, was undoubtedly taken into
consideration in the following period. As a matter of fact, the first examples of tafsir al-Qur’an
bi’l-Qur’an are seen during the revelation period and extend to the present day. However, apart
from the limited tafsir material available after the death of the Prophet and the first generation,
Muslims’ interaction with the Mushaf directly caused different forms of tafsir to emerge. For
example, the belief that the arrangement of the Mushaf is divinely-based encouraged readings
based on the munasabat al-Qur’an. On the other hand, in the contemporary period, new sugges-
tions have emerged in the context of new searches on alternative tafsir methods and thematic
tafsir has taken its place among them. In addition, the relationship between verses and stiras has
become an important research area in Western literature, where the Qur’an has been studied as
a “literary text”, especially for the last half-century. Again, a reaction to the Western claims
that the stiras are scattered and unsystematic literary structures has brought stira-based readings
to the fore in the 20"-century tafsir works. Finally, the reading styles, which we mentioned
under the title of “Structural Studies Based on Semitic Rhetoric”, have taken their place among
the important research areas in Western Qur’anic studies in recent years and seem to have
brought an unusual method of searching for text unity to the literature.

It should be stated that there are commonalities in the context of a holistic approach
among the subjects included in the five sub-headings. However, in this study, we tried to reveal
which framework the holistic approach expresses in each title and the points where it differs
from the others. According to this,

- In the tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an, “the whole of the verses of the Qur’'an” is taken into
account in the explanation of a verse or a group of verses,

- In readings based on the munasabat al-ayat wa’l-suwar, “the whole of successive rela-
tions between verses and sturas” is tried to be revealed,

- In “thematic tafsir”, “the whole of the verses on the same subject” is taken into account,

- In stra-based tafsir, a siira is analyzed as a holistic unit with a certain central theme and
its verses serve this theme,

- Instructural studies based on Semitic rhetoric, it has been observed that there is a notion
of “unity consisting of certain symmetrical structures in text units” in different quanti-

ties from a verse to the whole text.

In sum, this article tried to find out what kind of unity conceptions exist in the five
approaches we have discussed and at what points they differ. Although it is possible that the

www.dergipark.org.tr/tader



Ersin KABAKCI | 631

aforementioned classifications may contain some deficiencies, this study, which perhaps repre-
sents a first initiative to deal with the issue with a “holistic”” as well as a comparative perspec-
tive, will contribute to the discussions on the holistic approach to the Qur’an. In this context,
subjecting each approach to wider comparative analyzes with concrete examples will lead to
more significant findings.

Ethical Statement / Etik Beyan /

Bu c¢aligmanin hazirlanma siirecinde bilimsel ve etik ilkelere uyuldugu ve yararlanilan
tiim ¢aligmalarin kaynakg¢ada belirtildigi beyan olunur / It is declared that scientific and
ethical principles have been followed while carrying out and writing this study and that
all the sources used have been properly cited (Ersin KABAKCI).

Author(s) / Yazar(lar)

Ersin KABAKCI

Funding / Finansman

Yazar bu arastirmay1 desteklemek icin herhangi bir dis fon almadigini kabul eder / The
author acknowledge that they received no external funding in support of this research.

TADER 6 / 2 (October 2022)



A Comparative Study on the Holistic Approach to the Qur’an | 632

References

Birisik, Abdiilhamit. “Tefsit”. Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi. Date accessed 15
June 2022. https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/tefsir.

Carlyle, Thomas. On Heroes, Hero Worship, and the Heroic in History. New York: Longmans,
Green and Co., 1906.

Cuypers, Michel. The Composition of the Qur an: Rhetorical Analysis. London: Bloomsbury,
2015.

Farrin, Raymond. Structure and Qur anic Interpretation: A Study of Symmetry and Coherence
in Islam’s Holy Text. Ashland-Oregon: White Cloud Press, 2014.

Gelgeg, Sevim. “Ibn Teymiyye Ekseninde Kur’an’in Kur’an’la Tefsiri Meselesine Dair Bazi
Miilahazalar”. Darulfunun Ilahiyat 32/2 (2021), 1-32.
Gilingor, Mevliit. “Tefsirde Konulu Tefsir Metodu”. Islami Arastirmalar 2/7 (1988), 49-55.

Giiven, Sahin. “Gliniimiiz Tefsir Calismalarinda Yeni Bir Yontem: Konulu Tefsir Metodu™.
Tarihten Giiniimiize Kur’an’a Yaklasimlar. eds. Bilal Gokkir et al. Istanbul: Ozkan Mat-
baacilik, 2010.

Giiven, Sahin. Konulu Tefsir Metodu. istanbul: Diisiin Yaymcilik, 2014.

Ibn Taymiyya. Mugaddima fi usiil al-tafsir. critical ed. Adnan Zarziir, n.d.

Kabakei, Ersin. “Ayetler Arasi Miinasebet Meselesinin Tefsirlere Yansimasimin Tarihi Koke-
nine Yénelik Bir Sorgulama: Tefsiru Mukatil Oregi”. Tefsir Arastirmalar: Dergisi 412
(30 EKkim 2020), 420-442. https://doi.org/10.31121/tader.763761

Kabakci, Ersin. Cagdas Bati Literatiiriinde Kur’an Metnine Yaklasimlar: Metin Biitiinliigii Ara-
yvislari. Ankara: Fecr Yayinlari, 2020.

Kabakel, Ersin. “Sayyid Qutb’s Literary Approach to Some Early Meccan Sturahs: A Compa-
rative Analysis with the 20" Century Western Readings”. Dergiabant 7/13 (2019), 242-
257. https://doi.org/10.33931/abuifd.542982

Qutb, Sayyid. F7 Zilal al-Qur’an. 6 vols. Beirat: Dar al-shuriiq, 1972.

Mir, Mustansir. Coherence in the Qur’an: A Study of Islidhi’s Concept of Nazm in Tadabbur-i
Qur’an. Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1986.

Mir, Mustansir. “The Stira as a Unity: A Twentieth Century Development in the Qur’an Exe-
gesis”. Approaches to the Qur an. eds. G.R. Hawting - Abdul-Kader A. Shareef. 211-
224. New York: Routledge, 2013.

Reda, Nevin. “Holistic Approaches to the Qur’an: A Historical Background”. Religion Com-
pass 4/8 (2010), 495-506.

Suyiti, Jalaluddin. Tanasug al-durar fi tanasub al-suwar. critical ed. ‘Abd al-qadir Ahmad
‘Ata. Beirat: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyya, 1986.

Tabataba’1, Sayyid Muhammad. al-Mizan fi Tafsir al-Qur’an. 20 vols. Beirtit: Muassasa al-
A‘lemi li’l-matbt’a, 1997.

Weil, Gustav. “An Introduction to the Qur’an III”. The Biblical World 5/5 (1895).

Zahabi, Muhammad Husayn. al-Tafsir wa 'I-mufassirin. 3 vols. Cairo: Maktaba Wahba, 2000.

www.dergipark.org.tr/tader



