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The Sufi interpretation of verses, hadiths, natural phenomena, and the sayings of
the predecessor sheikhs represent their various interpretative choices and criteria
in dealing with these matters. In this regard, Hujwiri's Kashf al-Mahjoob, one of
the oldest Persian Sufi texts, is an important source in this field. The analysis
and classification of his interpretation of verses and hadiths show the extent to
which he adhered to the appearance of the text or deviated from it, his tasteful,
imaginative tendencies, or the presence of logical and argumentative aspects in
interpretation, as well as his ideological occupations in interpretation. Also, by
comparing his interpretive patterns of verses and hadiths with the frameworks
applied by Hujwiri in interpreting the sayings of the sheikhs, the extent to which
he was harmonious and coherent, or conversely, chaotic, in this area is
determined. Finally, comparing these frameworks with other Sufis in other
periods will explain the process of their changes in the intellectual,
epistemological, and tasteful spheres.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This study explores the hermeneutical framework of Qur’anic and hadith interpretation in Kashf al-
Mahjub, the seminal Persian Sufi treatise written by “Ali ibn ‘Uthman al-Hujwiri (d. 465/1072). As the
earliest systematic exposition of Sufi doctrine in Persian prose, the text represents a key transition from
Arabic scholastic traditions to Persian mystical discourse. The article aims to identify Hujwiri’s
interpretive principles, the epistemic foundations underpinning his tafsir (exegesis) and ta’wil (esoteric
interpretation), and the consistency of his hermeneutic method across scriptural and non-scriptural
sources.

Unlike later Sufi commentators such as Ruzbihan Baqli or ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani, Hujwiri writes
from within an early phase of disciplined Sufism—one characterized by sobriety, textual fidelity, and
measured mysticism. His approach balances devotion to the outward meaning of revelation (zahir) with
the spiritual necessity of uncovering its inner reality (¥batin*). The present research situates his
interpretive method at the intersection of linguistic rigor, theological orthodoxy, and experiential
knowledge.

Islamic hermeneutics historically distinguishes between tafsir, the exoteric explanation of divine speech,
and ta’wil, the search for hidden meanings accessible through spiritual insight. Sufis adopted ta’wil not
merely as an intellectual exercise but as a process of self-transformation: uncovering divine intent
through the illumination of the heart. Yet early authorities such as Junayd and al-Qushayri warned that
uncontrolled ta’wil could lead to heretical innovation.

Hujwiri’s position mediates between these extremes. He upholds the authority of the revealed text while
validating mystical unveiling as a legitimate path to comprehension. The title of his book—Kashf al-
Mahjub (“Unveiling of the Veiled”)—symbolizes his conviction that the divine mysteries lie hidden
beneath the surface of scripture and must be disclosed through disciplined insight. His approach
therefore constitutes what this study calls a “methodical mysticism”: a rationally ordered yet spiritually
grounded epistemology that integrates intellect, linguistic awareness, and contemplative vision.

Methodology

The study applies qualitative textual analysis and comparative hermeneutics. Close reading of Kashf al-
Mahjub identifies recurring interpretive patterns in Hujwiri’s treatment of Qur’anic verses, hadiths, and
Sufi aphorisms. These are then compared with exegetical tendencies found in Qushayri’s Risala,
Ghazali’s Kimiya-ye Sa‘adat, and Maybudi’s Kashf al-Asrar. The analysis emphasizes both linguistic
elements—syntax, semantics, and rhetorical devices—and epistemological structures such as modes of
reasoning and the role of intuition.

Discussion

1. Linguistic Sensitivity and Grammatical Hermeneutics

Hujwiri demonstrates acute awareness of linguistic form. The syntactic relationship between subject and
predicate often becomes the key to mystical interpretation. For example, in the verse “Subhana alladhi
asra bi-‘abdihi laylan” (17:1), he distinguishes between divine agency and human receptivity: the
Prophet’s passive role (“was taken”) expresses perfect surrender, whereas Moses’ active ascent to Sinai
(wa-lamma ja’a Musa) reflects the persistence of selfhood. The grammatical distinction thus encodes
differing degrees of proximity to the Divine—a linguistic insight elevated to a metaphysical principle.
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2. Semantic Transference and Spiritual Recontextualization

Hujwiri frequently transfers Qur’anic terminology into the vocabulary of Sufi psychology. The verse
“Allahu yagbidu wa yabsutu” (2:245), referring to divine control over provision, becomes an allegory
for states of contraction (qabd) and expansion (bast) experienced by the mystic heart. Similarly, “Ma
‘indakum yanfadu wa ma ‘inda Allahi baq” (16:96) shifts from a statement on material transience to a
metaphysical reflection on the perishable ego versus the eternal spirit.

3. Symbolic Reading of Scriptural Narratives

Biblical-prophetic stories acquire inner psychological significance. The account of Moses fainting at
Sinai (A‘raf 143) is interpreted as the incapacity of ecstatic absorption to bear divine manifestation,
contrasted with the Prophet Muhammad’s steadiness in conscious awareness (sahw). The story of
Joseph’s beauty (Yusuf 31), in which the Egyptian women exclaim “This is no mortal!”, becomes an
allegory of self-annihilation through beauty’s epiphany. Such readings show that for Hujwiri, narrative
serves as a mirror for spiritual transformation.

4. Harmonizing Zahir and Bdtin

Hujwiri insists that the outward and inward meanings of religion form a single continuum: “The outward
without the inward is hypocrisy, and the inward without the outward is heresy.” His discussion of ritual
purity exemplifies this dualism: bodily cleanliness parallels the purification of the heart, and prayer
without inner presence is incomplete. This balance defines his epistemological sobriety, aligning him
with the “sober” (sahwi) school of Sufism associated with Junayd rather than the ecstatic excess of
Bayazid.

5. Interpretation of Prophetic Traditions

When interpreting hadiths, Hujwiri proceeds with theological caution. In the hadith “al-sawm li wa-ana
ajzi bih” (“Fasting is for Me and I reward it”), he rejects purely metaphorical readings, asserting that all
human attributes are derivative reflections of divine acts; thus the fasting person’s abstention mirrors
divine self-sufficiency. His reading exemplifies metaphysical audacity tempered by reverence for the
text.

6. Consistency Across Interpretive Domains

Comparison of his scriptural and non-scriptural interpretations reveals a consistent epistemic pattern. In
both Qur’anic and Sufi contexts, Hujwiri moves from external form to internal meaning, identifies divine
agency behind human acts, and employs linguistic subtleties as vehicles of metaphysical insight. This
structural uniformity evidences a coherent worldview—a “unity of witnessing” (wahdat al-shuhud)
rather than the later pantheistic “unity of being” (wahdat al-wujud).

7. Avoidance of Ontological Monism

Hujwiri refrains from equating creation with the Creator. Verses such as “Huwa al-awwal wa-1-akhir
wa-l-zahir wa-l-batin” (57:3) are interpreted not to erase distinction but to affirm God’s all-
encompassing presence in cognition. His commentary on sayings like “I saw nothing but I saw God in
it” (Muhammad b. Wasi‘) stresses that such perception is an epistemic—not ontological—union: the
mystic perceives through God, not as God. This view delineates a doctrinal boundary that later Sufis
sometimes overstepped.

8. Aesthetic and Literary Dimensions
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Despite his caution in religious exegesis, Hujwiri shows tolerance toward literary ta’wil. His recounting
of Abu Nuwas’s poem about sensory pleasure becomes a parable of interpretive creativity: he praises a
student’s allegorical reading that the poet himself had not intended, suggesting that genuine meaning
may exceed authorial awareness when born of refined taste (dhawq). Here, aesthetic delight becomes a
legitimate form of spiritual cognition.

Epistemological Implications

Underlying Hujwiri’s method is a tripartite epistemology: (1) nass—the revealed text as locus of divine
truth; (2) ‘aql —reason and linguistic order as safeguards of coherence; and (3) kashf—mystical
unveiling as the experiential completion of knowledge. The interplay of these three dimensions forms
an integrated model of knowing that is simultaneously linguistic, rational, and visionary.

Conclusion

Hujwiri’s interpretive system represents one of the earliest coherent syntheses of exoteric scholarship
and esoteric insight in Persian Sufism. His ta’wil respects textual boundaries while expanding meaning
through analogy, symbolism, and spiritual experience. The results reveal an epistemology of
moderation: he neither confines revelation to literalism nor dissolves it into metaphysical abstraction.
In Kashf al-Mahjub, hermeneutics becomes a spiritual discipline—an unveiling governed by linguistic
precision, ethical restraint, and experiential verification. The unity and consistency across his
interpretations of Qur’an, hadith, and Sufi sayings attest to an integrated worldview grounded in what
might be termed “methodical illumination.” Hujwiri’s legacy thus lies in articulating an early Sufi
hermeneutic that harmonizes reason, revelation, and mystical perception, setting a paradigm for later
Persian mystical thought.

Keywords: ‘Ali Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjub, Sufi Hermeneutics, Qur’anic Exegesis, Ta’wil, Mystical
Epistemology, Early Persian Sufism.
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