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yang telah kami janjikan, sebelum tahun 2000 berakhir, 

Refleksi hadir kembali untuk edisi ketiganya sepanjang tahun ini. 

Mengingat dana yang relatif terbatas, sementara biaya produksi semakin 

meningkat, akhirnya kuantitas inilah yang bisa redaksi usahakan. Mudah-

mudahan hal demikian tidak mengecewakan pembaca dan para calon 

kontributor tulisan.  

Bisa jadi ini merupakan Refleksi terakhir bagi sidang redaksi yang ada, 

karena, sesuai dengan kesepakatan lisan, mereka akan memohon untuk 

diganti dengan tenaga-tenaga baru yang masih segar, yang banyak tersedia 

di Fakultas Ushuluddin IAIN Jakarta. Bagi kami, pengalaman dua tahun 

mengelola Refleksi -dengan enam edisi sudah lebih dari cukup, dan kami 

perlu memberi peluang bagi yang lain. Dengan demikian, pada 

kesempatan ini kami sekaligus mengucapkan selamat berpisah dan 

memohon maaf atas segala kekhilafan selama ini.  

Pada edisi ini tampil dua makalah yang menyoroti masalah sosiologi 

agama. Makalah pertama ditulis oleh Dr. Jamhari, dosen Fakultas Dakwah 

lulusan Australian National University, berjudul “Menggagas Sosiologi 

Agama”. Tulisan ini merupakan pengantar diskusi dalam penyusunan 

kurikulum dan silabus Program Studi Sosiologi Agama Fakultas 

Ushuluddin beberapa waktu lalu. Sedangkan makalah kedua, “Konsep 

Max Weber tentang Kepemimpinan Karismatik,” ditulis oleh Profesor 

Zaini Muchtarom dalam rangka pengukuhannya sebagai Guru Besar 

Tetap Ilmu Perbandingan Agama pada Fakultas Ushuluddin IAIN 

Jakarta.  

Dua makalah berikutnya merupakan “oleh-oleh dari Montreal, 

Kanada, ditulis oleh Nanang Tahqiq dan Sri Mulyati. Edisi ini ditutup 

dengan tulisan Dr. Hamdani Anwar berjudul “Tauhid dalam Terminologi 

Sufisme”. Kami sekali lagi minta maaf, karena pada edisi ini tidak bisa 

menyajikan rubrik Rehal sebagaimana edisi-edisi yang lalu.  

Selamat membaca.  
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THE CONCEPT OF MIRACLE IN THE QUR’AN 
FROM MOHAMMED ARKOUN’S POINT OF VIEW 
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Introduction  
The concept of Qur’an as a miracle of Muhammad is an Islamic doc-

trine that has engaged Muslim thinkers for many generations, with the 

literature on the issue of i’jaz continuing to grow from the third/ninth 

century onwards. Since Muhammad’s lifetime certain feature of the 

Qur’an have never failed to cast a spell on converts to Islam. What then is 

the nature of this miracle?1 

Throughout history the Qur’anic challenge (tahaddi) to produce a text 

that is its equal has never been answered successfully.2 Even if man and 

jinn were to combine their efforts, they would be incapable of producing 

anything like it (QS. [17]: 88). This challenge is repeated more than once 

(QS. [11]: 16 and QS. [10]: 39). The tahaddi, which has never been met 

and which, as the Qur’an says, cannot be met, is one of the main aspects 

of the unique and inimitable nature of the Qur’an, called i’jaz. This is 
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because Muhammad’s recitation was a revelation from God (QS. [69]: 40. 

43). The Qur’an declares that Muhammad was neither a soothsayer (ka-

hin) (QS. [52]: 29-30) nor a madman (majnun) nor even a poet (sha’ir) 

(QS. [36]: 69, [21]: 5, [37]: 36, [69]: 41-42). The Qur’an itself rejects the 

opinion that says that Muhammad had access to previous scripture (QS. 

[29]: 48): “[n]ever before [the Qur’an] did you ever recite a book [scrip-

ture], nor write it down with your right hand, for in that case [Meccans] 

who give you the lie would have some ground for doubting your mes-

sages.”3 

In the view of Abu Ishaq Ibrahim Ibn Sayyar al-Nazzam (160/775-

231/846), and a few orders, the eloquent speech in the Qur’an was at one 

time within the capacity of anyone fluent in Arabic. The doctrine of Sarfa 

(turning away) was first developed by him, according to Qadi al-Qudat 

Abu al-Hasan ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 1025) and al-Rummani (d.996). Sarfa is 

often presented as one of wujuh I’jaz al-Qur’an as opposed to wajh al-

fasahah (the mode of eloquence).4 Unlike al-Nazzam, al-Jahiz, maintained 

the excellence (fadl) of the Qur’an over forms of discourse. Na’im al-Himsi 

has concluded that al-Jahiz maintained simultaneously two contradictory 

notions of I’jaz al-Qur’an: the doctrine of Sarfa and the doctrine of inim-

itability.5 The theory of nazm is supported by al-Jahiz in his Nazm al-

Qur’an, as well as by al-Sijistani (d. 928), al-Balkhi (d. 923) and Ibn al-

Ikhshid (d. 937). Al-Rummani analyzed in detail the Qur’anic style in his 

al-Nukat fi I’jaz al-Qur’an and emphasized the psychological effect of the 

particular nazm of the Qur’an, regardless of the elements of content that 

likewise render the Qur’an inimitable.6 The theory of nazm was elaborated 

and systematized later by ‘Abd al-Qahir a-Jurjani (d. 1078) in his Dala’il 

al-I’jaz and further elaborated by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209) in his 

Nihayat al-Ajaz fi Dirayat al-I’jaz. It was eventually put to a practical use 

by al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144) in his exegesis of the Qur’an entitled al-

Kashshaf.  

In more recent times Mustafa Sadiq al-Rafi’i (d. 1937) stressed two 

points: the insufficiency of human capability to attempt an imitation, and 

the persistence of his inability throughout the ages.7 Later scholars like 

Sayyid Qutb have tended to believe in the aesthetic aspect of Qur’anic 

style. While Bint al-Shati, for her part, is of the view that the Qur’an is 

neither prose nor verse, rather, it is of the highest eloquence and is of 

matchless stylistic perfection.8 
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As far as present attitudes towards i’jaz are concerned, even some mod-

ern Qur’anic exegesis “is still largely traditional;”9 however, we find that 

there have been a few attempts at introducing a new approach to the issue 

of i’jaz. For example, there are the views of Fazlur Rahman, who says that 

the doctrine of the inimitability of the Qur’an arises from the Qur’an itself, 

for the Qur’an proffers itself as the unique miracle of Muhammad. No 

other revealed Book is described in the Qur’an as a miracle in this way 

except the Qur’an; it follows that not all embodiments of Revelation are 

miracles, even though the event of revelation itself is a kind of miracle.10 

The discussion on i’jaz continues even in our day, in the writings of Mo-

hammed Arkoun.  

 
Arkoun’s Conception of the Miracle of the Qur’an 
and Related Matters  

Mohammed Arkoun’s contributions to Qur’anic studies, especially in 

his book Lectures du Coran, consistently point towards new methodologies 

and attitudes that go beyond philology. Arkoun is critical of the Oriental-

ists’ philological historical method, which he regards as being outdated, 

and suggests in his writings that Muslims should read the Qur’an in the 

light of new disciplines, such as sociology, anthropology, psychology, lin-

guistics and semiotics.11 

Arkoun generally “appreciates the contribution of orientalists to the 

study of Arab and Islamic culture and history, but believes that they are 

limited12 by their philological method and their historicism grounded in 

ninth-tenth century positivism.” Arkoun believes that Arab thought (per-

haps Muslims) “should, rather, directly embrace historicity (al-tarikh-

hiyya) not historicism (al-tarikhaniyya) in order to liberate itself and his-

torical study as much as possible from ideological influences of all sorts”. 

According to Arkoun “what is unthinkable at a certain time or in certain 

circumstances may become thinkable when ideological constraints are 

lifted and scientific conditions of free research are realized”.13  

In his introduction to Lectures du Coran, he describes his method thus: 

“Alors que I’aproache preconcisee dans nos lectures integrant, a la fois, 

I ’exigence theologique des croyants, I’ imperative philologique de I’ his-

torien positif (mais non positiviste), la perspective explicative de I’anthro-

pologue et la controle critique du philosophe”.14 Through the hermeneu-

tical approach, one may discover new meanings of the Qur’an to explore 
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what Arkoun calls I’impense (the unthought-of)15 in the Qur’an and Is-

lamic history and perhaps demonstrate the uniqueness of the Qur’an.  

According to Arkoun:  
On voit que les recherches menees sur le theme de I’ I’jaz font appel a plusieurs 
disciplines. II en est resulte une riche diversite des points de vue, des notations 

justes, mais aussi des faiblesses de la theorie elaboree en raison notamment, de 
confusions constantes entre les plans linguistique, theologique, psychologique, 

historique.16 
 

Thus, Arkoun realizes that the research on i’jaz has called upon several 

disciplines. It has resulted in a rich variety of points of view. At the same 

time the weaknesses of theory have arisen due to confusion at the level of 

linguistics, theology, psychology and history.17 

In his chapter “Peut-on parler de merveilleux dans le Coran?”, Arkoun 

explains:  

1) The relationship between perception-conscience in the Qur’an.  

2) The cognitive function of the miraculous (merveilleux).  

In the first part, Arkoun describes the lexical approach which consists 

of a discussion of words absent from the Qur’an or used in a critical man-

ner, the vocabulary of space and time including the vocabulary of percep-

tion and symbols-sign (les signes-symboles). From a library perspective, 

Arkoun takes a second critical look at the literature on i’jaz, metaphorical 

organization, mythical narrative and expression of eschatological con-

science. In the second part, Arkoun describes the cognitive function of the 

miraculous, treating it under two headings: first as the basis of the idea of 

creation: starting from the original act of creation and ending with the 

final one - resurrection, judgment and the images of the Other Life; and 

second, as the basis of Qur’anic ontology.18 

Arkoun is the first Muslim scholar in the history of Qur’anic exegesis 

ever to have raised the crucial issue of reading texts according to the new 

epistemology introduced by modern linguistics and semiotics.19 Arkoun 

states his admiration for the grammatical and lexicographic material col-

lected by classical exegetes, however, he defends his own approach by say-

ing that the epistemological perspective of linguistic analysis is totally dif-

ferent from the theological postulates accepted without reservation in the 

thought tradition of the three revealed religions: Christianity, Judaism and 

Islam.  
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Arkoun proposes two approaches to reconstruct the system of conno-

tation which command the relationship between perception and con-

science in the Qur’an, Le. the lexical approach and the literary approach. 

In describing the lexical approach, he first of all remarks on how certain 

roots are absent from the lexical field when dealing with – the miraculous: 

i.e. khrf (to be delirious, to ramble) which gives khurafa or fabulous story; 

shbh which gives shabah or phantom: whm or faculty of abstract represen-

tation of imaginary construction, etc.20 He next point out how frequently 

the vocabulary of space and time is encountered in the Qur’an, giving as 

examples among others: the nouns ard (earth) and sama’ (sky) mentioned 

451 and 310 times respectively; alamin, 73 times, sea (42); the sun (33); 

the moon (27); star (13); mountain (39); country (18); west (10); etc. The 

Qur’an mentions also thunder, lightning, cloud, rain, trees, fruits and an-

imal. Expression of time are equally common: year (19), month (21), night 

(92); day time (57); morning (12), dawn (6), etc.21 These terms in 

Arkoun’s view however, have a value a symbol-signs (aya) that break with 

semantic function of common Arabic. We understand how the concrete 

elements of the representation serve in fact to organize a system of spiritual 

arrangement. Then Arkoun discusses the vocabulary of perception in de-

tail.22 Arkoun groups words in the Qur’an for various function and divides 

them into different vocabularies. He then draws lessons from them, high-

lighting three in particular that show the link between perception and con-

science. In what follows I will try to paraphrase his argument:  

o The psycholinguistic scope of vocabulary of perception (B) in 

strictly dependent on the psychological determination and behavior 

required by vocabulary of the faith (A). In other word, the organs 

and the mechanisms of perception are necessary aids in the for-

mation and exercise of the conscience of the believer. All terms re-

lated to the senses (eyes, ears, blindness, deafness, muteness...) are 

very frequent but are regularly employed with a metaphorical value 

as we find in the following verse (QS. [8] 21-22): “Nor be like those 

who say. “We hear”, but listen not:” “For the worst of beasts in the 

sight of God are the deaf and the dumb, those who understand not.”  

o The break with the requirements of faith (A) begins as soon as the 

attitudes expressed by the vocabulary of dispute (C) are manifested, 

itis completed in step (D), the vocabulary of faithlessness. This sig-

nifies non-perception, by an incapacity or a deliberate refusal in the 
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name of another universe of Sign-of the content of the Word. This 

vocabulary of dispute and faithlessness has a double function which 

clarifies our research, linguistically, it forms with the vocabulary of 

faith a series of correlatives which imply a logical function particular 

to discourse, psychologically, it translates a reductive attitude with 

regard to the miraculous inherent in all realities offered to the per-

ception by the Word [of God] ... Therefore, there is a lexicological, 

logical, psychological relation between the four levels of vocabulary 

of perception.  

o What is given to “feeling”, “seeing”, “watching”, “understanding”, 

is a system of sign-symbols which refers to an original Reality (al-

Haqq) which is at the same time imperceptible, inaccessible, myste-

rious, living and effective. Here the type of miracle produced by the 

Qur’an is included.23 

Discussing the literary approach, Arkoun explains that one cannot un-

dertake a literary study of Qur’an without facing the issue produced by the 

theorists of i’jaz. The i’jaz notion has been systematized largely in a lin-

guistic and literary sense and by writers who were dominated by the logical 

concept of Aristotelian rhetoric. That is why all literary approach to the 

Qur’an should start from a second-look critique of the literature on i’jaz.24 

One difficulty that inhibits research in the field, according to Arkoun, 

is that there does not yet exist any exhaustive history of Qur’anic exegesis 

that could speak to two concerns:  

1) Defining the genesis, kinship and historic diversification of a rather 

large literature, with special attention to its beginnings. In this re-

gard Arkoun is critical of the fact that al-Thabari’s tafsir has not yet 

been the subject of a scientific study worthy of its place in the history 

of exegesis, while Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s commentary also awaits sci-

entific treatment.  

2) Studying the conditions for the exercises of Islamic reason in each 

ancient or contemporary commentary. It is indeed essential to show 

how the theological, historical, and linguistic postulates of this rea-

soning have led to confusion about levels of signification in the 

Qur’an.  

Again, Arkoun criticizes the fact that classical exegesis knew nothing 

modern textual, linguistic and interpretive theory, while contemporary ex-

egesis offers many examples of semantic disorder and dangerous confusion 
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about the Qur’an and what can be deduced from it in the current context 

of ideologies of liberation. This kind of exegesis leads one to forget the 

primary function of revelation. For the classical practitioners, the authen-

ticity of their religious experience compensated for the inadequacy of their 

exegesis, while contemporary militants have distanced themselves both 

from the divine and from conditions for playing host to the divine-reveal-

ing word.25 

The term for miracle in Arabic is mu’jiz. The root ‘-j-z has the sense of 

weakness, lack of power. Prior to the late third century of the hijra, terms 

other than mu’jiz denoted miracle. Speakers of English now tend to use 

miracle as a term for a surprising, welcome event, it is well to bear in mind 

this difference between ‘surprising” and ‘difficult to perform’ in any at-

tempt to formulate the doctrine of I’jaz al-Qur’an and its many over-

tones.26 In Arkoun’s view, Islamic thought, which prefers to discuss divine 

realities (al-umur al-ilahiyya) or God’s command (al-amr) as in Christian 

or Jewish thought, holds to an “undeniable ontologic realism.” God’s grace 

as well as His vision, revelation, miracle, resurrection and angels are the 

realities which cannot be controlled by meaning, they cannot be explained 

by linear, efficient causality: nevertheless, they are truer than “nature” 

data.27 

Philosophy tends to change the language of traditional theology into a 

metaphysical language where reason is the determining factor. Reliance on 

the data of philosophy, positive reason, dialectical materialism and today 

the human sciences has led to a deep transformation in, if not a categorical 

elimination of, the miraculous and supernatural. It is true that ethnology, 

anthropology, history of religions, psychoanalysis, and semiotics are used 

to describe to complexity involved in notions of holiness, mythic, natural/ 

supernatural, miracles, the fantastic, etc., but we are still far from pos-

sessing sufficient meta-language to release traditional determination from 

an innocent, obvious method, which will allow us to speak reliably of a 

new meaning of reality which is undivided.28 

According to Arkoun the question is: how do we discuss the miraculous 

in the Qur’an without adopting a reductivist position in terms of religious 

language? Arkoun states that the question is all the more worth asking as 

the miraculous change in nature or function according to whether it is 

received by believers or unbelievers. According to Arkoun, for believers, a 
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miracle is the manifestation of superior, transcendent, unfathomable rea-

son. It therefore has a cognitive function. It is the beauty and the richness 

of the Word and the miraculous value of the Creation that allow human 

beings to experience the existence of the living God, the Creator. We see 

how the Qur’an establishes a relation between perception and conscience 

based on the acceptance of the miraculous. For an unbeliever, on the cen-

tury, a miracle is only a temporal concession of imaginary expression.29 

According to Arkoun, the discussion of miracles as “Merville’s de la 

creation” needs to be questioned from two complementary perspectives:30 

1) People can discuss the Qur’an as a place of projection of iman, or of 

ideal possibility of the Muslim conscience that has traditionally been 

affected by psycho-cultural pressures. Qur’anic discourse has re-

vealed in its products its power of expansion in creating the imagi-

nation. In this case it is true that it is a symbolic reading of the mys-

tical. There are gnostic allegories even richer than the teachings 

about the true miracle of the Qur’an.  

2) The second perspective consists in the appreciation Muslims have 

for the linguistic miracle of the Qur’an, which they rightly perceive 

to lie in the “break with custom” (naqd al-’ada) that the Qur’an 

represents.  

Arkoun quotes al-Baqillani as saying that the Qur’an characteristics 

which cannot be imitated are as follows: information about the unseen, 

the illiteracy of the prophet, and the miracle composition. In discussing 

the latter al-Baqillani explains what it is that constitutes it:31 

1) Sentence structure that departs from the recognized rules in Arabic 

discourse.  

2) A constant alliance, no matter how long the text, between purity of 

expression and richness of content.  

3) “Its miraculous organization” does not consist of inequality of dif-

ferentiation.  

4) 4. An unusual art of discontinuous and continuous rhythms.  

5) A rhetorical organization that deviates from the usual discourse of 

the jinn’s and human beings.  

6) All know figures of discourse are found in the Qur’an.  

7) An excellent choice of the best terms to explain new ideas, a task 

which is more difficult than retaining familiar terms for familiar 

ideas.  
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8) The shortest fragment or quotation from the Qur’anic text is recog-

nized immediately.  

9) The Arabic alphabet consists of 29 characters; 14 of these are used 

at the start of certain suras to remind us of their role in the construc-

tion of human speech.  

10) The expression is fluent, striped of artificiality and difficulty.  

Concerning the Qur’an’s metaphorical organization, Arkoun cites 

Montgomery Watt as saying that the central problem raised is that of the 

nature of metaphor, in that human beings today are becoming more used 

to scientific approaches, and they tend to feel that anything described met-

aphorically is by definition unreal. Even a believer must admit this of the 

anthropomorphically language for God.32 Arkoun further discusses the 

mythical story in the Qur’an and its expression of the eschatological aware-

ness.33 

According to Arkoun it is impossible to speak about the miracle of the 

Qur’an unless we renounce all restrictive definition. There is nothing en-

tertaining or gratuitous about the miraculous in the Book of God, itis for 

a purpose, i.e. to instruct.34 

The doctrine of the i’jaz of the Qur’an (its miraculous nature), a central 

element in dala’il al-nubuwwa (the ‘proofs’ of Muhammad’s claims) de-

veloped in the course of external polemics and was thus directed at non-

Muslim. It cannot however, be left out of any account of the internal po-

lemics among Muslims.35 

 
Conclusion  

Any approach used in Qur’anic studies or in the study of other holy 

texts should appreciate the scripture as much as possible. This can be done, 

for example, through the implementation of particular analytical methods 

recognizing the Qur’an as it is, without indulging in what should not be in 

the text.36 Regardless of the division of the interpretation of religion into 

Sunni and Shi’i communities, in the first century of Islam37 on the dispar-

ities between the two traditions, the basic canon, the Qur’an, remains the 

same.  

There is a consensus among those who know Arabic well enough that 

the Qur’an is a superb document in term of the beauty of its language and 

the style and power of its expression. The linguistic nuances, however, 

simply defy translation, although all inspired language is untranslatable, 
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this is even more so in the case with the Qur’an. Fazlur Rahman suggests 

that it is extremely desirable and important that as many as possible non-

Arab, educated, and thinking Muslims equip themselves with the language 

of the Qur’an.38 

While there may be, and in fact are, some differences of opinion with 

regard to the relevance of all conditions given for the i’jaz of the Qur’an, 

including both the classical scholars’ views as well as the studies, the 

Qur’an is seen by all Muslims as being Allah’s guidance for mankind. This 

makes the Qur’an unique and inimitable, “The miracle of the Qur’an lies 

in its being the hidaya (guidance). “Then bring a scripture (kitab) from the 

presence of Allah that gives clearer guidance (ahda) than those so (that) I 

may follow it, if you are truthful” ([28]: 49). The message of the Qur’an 

is extremely simple, remarkably clear: Anyone who seeks hidaya (guidance) 

with an open | mind, a non-colored vision and unbiased ears will reach the 

truth.39 
 

Appendix  

Vocabulary of Perception 

 
 

 

 



233 | Sri Mulyati 

Refleksi Vol. 2, No. 3 (2000) 

The Symbols - Signs 
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