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Reading the Koran in contemporary western context 
By Omar Nahas

Introduction
Reading religious texts has always contributed to social debates and influence on policy making in Europe. These words would have been intellectually unacceptable before the new era  of western post-secularism that unfortunately begun with religious related violence of 9 – 11 - 2001.

In basic research on media debates on Islam and different social issues in the Netherlands, for example, we can systematically come across the question : “What does the Koran says about the addressed theme ?” 
In this paper I discuss the role of Koran hermeneutics in social change and policy making in Europe. I write in service of national and international peace-building, looking to elements that nurture dialogue and understanding between Islamic communities and other communities as parts of the same humanity
First I will frame the issues. Then I will discuss the importance of basic contextual hermeneutics in understanding specialized thematic studies. In this part I discuss one passage of the Koran that possibly can form a basis for peace-building. Next,  I address in more detailed the related political reality in the Netherlands. I focus on recently released films that affected the social discourse and political decisionmaking I focus on three major topics that have recently arisen in the Netherlands: the position of Muslim women, jihad mindset, and sexual rights in Islam.  

Afterwards I investigate hermeneutics as an instrument to achieve social change. This time I see it not as a religious instrument but as an instrument that can assist secular peace-building processes in Europe, especially among youth.
I conclude with a call for further implementation of hermeneutical studies in the academic and intellectual spheres.
Framing Hermeneutics in the context of contemporary peace building and dialogue 
Socrates created the rules of the Dialogue through practice.  He gathered dialogue partners, they discussed and they learned from their discussions. They learned how to listen to each other without fighting with words or swords. 

Today, the Dialogue method provides an alternative to social conflicts and is applied in different peace-building projects around the world.

The dialogue partners of Socrates were as diverse as could be among the ancient Greeks. Twenty-first century diversity and conflicts require extra efforts to achieve a dialogue that would make Socrates proud of his lifework.

Global experience in applying Intercultural Dialogue shows at least three weak points that undermine a constructive Dialogue. Those three weak points pertain to understanding what is a Dialogue, the tools used in the Dialogue, and the language of the Dialogue. 

Let us consider, for example, the Dialogue projects on Islam in the Netherlands between Dutch secular intellectuals and the Muslim Diaspora in the Netherlands. 
The Koran in the Dutch politics

As the Netherlands has a secular tradition of policy making, we can understand the immensity of the shift in political and intellectual attitude towards addressing religion. This attitude would have been unthinkable before new waves of social reaction to  three issues: Gender roles, Jihad, and sexuality.

All three issues were raised by Dutch politicians in relation to the presence of Islam in Europe mainly through migration. And they used readings of the Koran as an instrument to attempt social change.

In the film, “Submission,” screenwriter Ayaan Hirsi Ali included some Koranic verses to show how these verses are used against women.
 In his film “Fitna” and the accompanying political action,  . Geert Wilders, head of the Party for Freedom, included some Koranic verses about "Fighting the Kafir" to illustrate his ideas about how the Koran is aggressive towards non-Muslims.
In his "Dutch Committee  for Ex-Muslims," Ehsan Jami included some Koranic verses to illustrate how the Koran is anti-homosexual. 
Launching a film or starting an organization is not a form of Dialogue itself,  but these are strong instruments that determine the discourse of the discussions that they spark. 

The understating of Dialogue:
Although the Dutch makes a theoretical distinction between a Dialogue and a Debate, a dialogue can easily turn in a debate. “At least Muslims must integrate,” say the Dutch. 
On the other hand Dutch Muslims are not used to Dialogues. Why should you participate in a talk where you agree beforehand that no one is out to convince the other of something? “At least make Them Muslims,” say the Dutch Muslim community.
These are generalizations and stereotypes of course, but they illustrate a difference in understanding of the Dialogue. The Governmental Dialogue program on Islam of the city of Rotterdam that took place in 2003-2005 showed these tensions between dialogue and debate mentalities.
Tools of the Dialogue:
The Dutch who took actions mentioned above used tools such as film, media and public campaigns to stimulate or to start a Dialogue or debate.  The Muslim community inside the Netherlands is not able to equally use the same tools. I emphasize here the term “equally” because the Muslim community does react and express its opinions but clearly it is not of the same caliber as the Dutch. The international community heard about the film of Geert Wilders called “Fitna” where he used interpretations, or hermeneutics, of some Jihad sentences of the Koran in a negative way. No Islamic key figure with comparative political level, charisma and finances from inside the Netherlands could produce a counter-film. The local Dutch counter-film that was released on local Dutch TV was only viewed locally. Initiatives to counter the film from outside the Netherlands, from Pakistan or other Islamic countries were discussed but not realized.
Language of the Dialogue
According to the Dutch Dictionary, hermeneutics means mainly interpretation of (religious) texts. The Islamic equivalent for the term hermeneutics is Ta`wil. In Islamic traditions Hermeneutics or Ta`wil is used to derive ethical learning from Koranic stories. The  Islamic equivalent for Exegesis is Tafsir and used to derive religious roles (the do’s and don’ts of a religious text). The difference between Ta`wil and Tafsir hermeneutics and exegeses, in Islam, is not only in how these methods can be applied but also who is entitled to apply them and the different limitations both methods imply
.  Students, non-Muslims and Youth with less knowledge may conduct Ta’wil in order to learn about the text, not to generate an exegesis. 
The question whether Hirsi Ali, Wilders or Jami intentionally use hermeneutics is not relevant in the context of this paper. More relevant is that the above mentioned three initiatives use certain readings to prove the negative influence of the Koran. All three initiatives succeeded to raise waves of national political debates in the Netherlands because of the usage of this language. 
A dialogue or debate project in the Netherlands cannot obtain financial support if it is about discussing religious texts, simply because of separation between church and state. 

Changing the language in these dialogues and debates by concentrating on social, political and administrative approaches pushes the reading of the Koran to a lower level, namely to media discussion and talk shows.  W
hen a negative comment is made on a high level, a response is not heard on the same level.  The lower level of this response makes this word seems defensive. To re-establish equality in the debates, we need a response on an academic and intellectual level. 
How to lead the response?

There is an interpretation of holy texts that generate oppression and social conflicts. We need to look for more human centered and social peace based interpretations. We need an Islamic liberation theology. 
I use the adjective Islamic because we need to have a methodology that is accepted by Muslims and based on approaches they use. Thus the methodology I follow in this paper is a mixture between Islamic hermeneutics and liberation theology. 
From liberation theology I use the dialectics methodology described by Hegel and applied by Paolo Freire and Ivan Illich to experiential education. 
This methodology based on forming a thesis, looking for the antithesis and then forming a synthesis is used also by Islamic thinkers and imams like Al-Alami who wrote an interpretation to a whole Surah; chapter of the Koran. Al-Alami let his students do their own hermeneutics on a certain text and form their own thesis, he gave them anti-thesis to think about and asked them to form the syntheses
.

My thesis start with an answer to the open question: Is there a possible interpretation for the same texts used in the films “Submission” and “Fitna” other than the one presented in those films? My answer will be based on Islamic accepted interpretations. My antithesis is the comparison between the interpretation I found with the one presented in the films. My synthesis is developing a theory to explain the differences in interpretation
. In this paper I will conduct hermeneutics only on one passage from the film “Submission.” I will leave the film “Fitna” and the theme of sexual rights for further studies. 
I will use the Koran translation facilitated by the informative website of the Ministry of Islamic Affairs, Endowments, Da’wa and Guidance www.al-islam.com  of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. I also use the Koran interpretations on the same website
. 
Hermeneutics and the context of religion

How does hermeneutics contribute to peace-building? Hermeneutics is an instrument used to understand religious texts. These texts themselves are instruments used to construct attitudes and legitimate actions. 
In Islamic religious thinking the Koran is divided into Mecca Chapters and Medina Chapters. These chapters correspond with two time periods during the establishment of the Islamic belief. Mohammed started receiving parts of the Koran in Mecca, then in Medina when he immigrated there, and then again in Mecca when he returned back with the Muslim community. The Mecca Chapters from both first and last periods speak about the basic principles of the religion and create the context to understand the religion. The Medina Chapters include more rules (the do’s and the don’ts).  
Existential questions are raised in the Mecca Chapters and form the context or the framework to understand the rest of the holy text. Who are we, where do we come from and what is the sense of our existence on earth?    
The Koran tells stories of creation corresponding to existential matters. These stories do not give the questions or the answers. They lead in a certain direction toward the answers. Let’s review one of the creation stories
 in the Koran dealing with these questions.
In Koran Albakara 2:29 to 2:34.

29 It is He Who hath created for you all things that are on earth; then He turned to the heaven and made them into seven firmaments. And of all things He hath perfect knowledge

30 Behold, thy Lord said to the angels: "I will create a vicegerent on earth." They said: "Wilt Thou place therein one who will make mischief therein and shed blood? Whilst we do celebrate Thy praise and glorify Thy holy (name)?" He said: "I know what ye know not."

31 And He taught Adam the names of all things; then He placed them before the angels, and said: "Tell Me the names of these if ye are right."

32 They said: "Glory to Thee: of knowledge we have none, save what Thou hast taught us: in truth it is Thou Who art perfect in knowledge and wisdom."

33 He said: "O Adam! Tell them their names." When he had told them, Allah said: "Did I not tell you that I know the secrets of heavens and earth, and I know what ye reveal and what ye conceal?"

34 And behold, We said to the angels: "Bow down to Adam:" and they bowed down: not so Iblis: he refused and was haughty: he was of those who reject Faith.

It is not possible in this paper to apply hermeneutics in details to this passage. I chose here one of the sentences that is strongly related to peacebuilding. In the interpretation to this passage Koran exegesis texts of Ibn Kathir, for example, mention some traditions spoken by the prophet and his disciples regarding this sentence: It is in the nature of a human being to make mischief and shed blood. Humans are not angels. It is the duty of the same human being not to make mischief and shed blood. God knows what Angels do not know and so he knows that there will be good humans who will not do these things. The human being has the capacity not to let this happen because Allah taught Adam the names of all things which can be understood as the instruments to realize his duty. 
The second part of the creation story includes an element regarding gender equality. Reading  the same story further, we review 2:35 to 2:39. 
35 He said: "O Adam! Dwell thou and thy wife in the Garden; and eat of the bountiful things therein as (where and when) ye will; but approach not this tree, or ye run into harm and transgression."

36 Then did Satan make them slip from the (Garden), and get them out of the state (of felicity) in which they had been. We said: "Get ye down, all (ye people), with enmity between yourselves. On earth will be your dwelling place and your means of livelihood for a time."

37 Then learnt Adam from his Lord words of inspiration, and his Lord turned towards him; for He is Oft-Returning, Most Merciful.

38 Then learnt Adam from his Lord words of inspiration, and his Lord turned towards him; for He is Oft-Returning, Most Merciful.

39 "But those who reject Faith and belie Our Signs, they shall be Companions of the Fire; they shall abide therein."

It is a religious story, which may not mean much to non-religious people. It includes though some elements that lay the foundation of gender equality.  Both, the male and the female, could not at the same time resist the temptation of the forbidden fruit. Both male and female  at the same time fell out of the state in which they had been. Unlike in the Bible version of the creation story, in the Koran Satan did not seduce the female first nor did she then seduce the male.
Hermeneutics to empower peace and gender equality
Above I chose only one Koran story to illustrate that the text lays a foundation for nurturing peace and gender equality.  The question now is whether this foundation is enough to realize these values in real life? Muslims have practiced values of peace to all, respect to all and tolerance towards all in different periods of the Islamic history. In these periods many hermeneutic studies took place. In Islamic Andalusia, now south Spain, between the eighth and  fifteenth centuries, applied Koran interpretations, such as  the writings of Ibn Hazm, inspired social change and social justice. Muslims did not only teach and conduct theoretical studies on peace and tolerance, they empowered these values by sharing them with Christian and Jewish communities and enjoying the flourishing of art and welfare that only can be achieved in time of peace and social integration. 
Political reality in the Netherlands and hermeneutics

11 September 2001, changed the debate on Islam in the world. In the Netherlands this debate did not differ much from debates in other western countries. After the release in the Netherlands of the film “Submission” by Hirsi Ali and the killing of the filmmaker Theo van Gogh immediately after the release of the film in November 2004, a whole new era arose,with a different kind of debating of Islam in the Netherlands. “Submission” sparked a debate about differences in basic values between Islamic thinking citizens in the Netherlands and the Dutch intellectuals. After Submission, where the main theme was women, discussions on homosexuality and Islam was launched by the ex-Muslim politician Ehsan Jami and a film with photos by Sooreh Hera that was released in December 2007. One of the pictures shows two men in a homosexual setting wearing masks of what is supposed to be the face of the prophet Mohammed.  In March 2008 the film “Fitna” of Geert Wilders added more tension by addressing the “jihad mindset,” using Koranic text to prove that the Koran is aggressive towards Kafir people, a term presented in the film as unbelievers.  
In the Netherlands, not only is the social tension high, but the political discussions on Islam and Muslims are overheated. The daily Dutch newspaper De Pers of 5 May 2008 reported an a heated discussion inside the Liberal Party PvdA because of two members of the party with Islamic Background. The one spoke openly about the prohibition of homosexual acts in Islam and the second used the assistance of conservative Muslim men to help fighting radicalization. These conservative Muslims refused to shake hands with women. According to the newspaper this may cause  a split inside the party based on the attitude towards Islam in the party itself.

Women’s position in Islam, homosexuality, and Jihad, are not directly related themes. The common ground is that debates on these themes used the Koran to prove Islam as an oppressor of women, against homosexuals and aggressor to unbelievers. How does hermeneutics help in cultivating other perspectives? I will consider only one Koran text. Again, it is not the purpose of this paper to do detailed hermeneutics but to show the possibilities. I have chosen a text on women’s oppression in Islam. 
Women’s oppression

In the film of Hirsi Ali, domestic violence was addressed. A women who was beaten up by her man prays to God complaining about her husband using the Koran as excuse to beat her. The film did not pronounce the integral text of the Koran sentence in Arabic but used the English translation of the following Koranic Sentence or Aya:

4:34

Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because Allah has given the one more (strength) than the other, and because they support them from their means. Therefore the righteous women are devoutly obedient, and guard in (the husband's) absence what Allah would have them guard. As to those women on whose part ye fear disloyalty and ill-conduct, admonish them (first), (next), refuse to share their beds, (and last) beat them (lightly); but if they return to obedience, seek not against them means (of annoyance): for Allah is Most High, Great (above you all).

I underlined the parts of the Aya I am focusing on. Before launching my thesis, I would like to make three observations:

1- There is much more hermeneutic work to be done in the same Aya than the underlined parts.
2-   This translation misses one word, namely their in As to those women on whose part ye fear Their disloyalty and ill-conduct. In Arabic Nushuzahun.
3- The meaning of disloyalty and ill-conduct : in this context I need to use another Aya, 4:128 as a comparison to the above one. 4:128

If a wife fears cruelty or desertion on her husband's part, there is no blame on them if they arrange an amicable settlement between themselves; and such settlement is best; even though men's souls are swayed by greed. But if ye do good and practice self-restraint, Allah is well-acquainted with all that ye do.
Both Ayas speak about the Arabic word Nushuz in the first Ays is it translated as disloyalty and ill-conduct and in the second it is translated as cruelty or desertion. 
My thesis

Dr. Rifat Hassan, a known temporary name in Koran feminine Interpretation, did great hermeneutic work on the Arabic verb Daraba that translated as beat in this translation. Dr. Hassan came up with some other possibilities. One of these possibilities is to deny or to neglect
.  
According to the mainstream exegesis we can still interpret this verb as hitting, beating or slapping. The question is what is the reason to beat them and who will be beaten by whom? 
The reason itself is mentioned in the Aya: it is fear of disloyalty and ill-conduct and in the other translation it is fear of  cruelty or desertion. Looking up the interpretation of the word Nushuz we more often come across ill-conduct.
Depending on the Islamic principle that the Koran is sent to males and females, and that the ye or you in this Aya is in the plural form I can come to the conclusion: Females whom ill-conduct reaches a degree that the society as all, male and female, fear their outrageous behavior, should be slapped by a male or a female. 

This still sound crazy. In further hermeneutical work on the term Nushuz and comparing the 4 mainstream interpretations used by the Saudi Website, I came across the interpretation: “becoming out of control or reason”. So if females got in a psychological  or physical shock to the extent that those around them fear that they will harm themselves or others, it is possible that they get treated by a slap. It seems now like the natural reaction people do to a person who gets so hysterical and out of control that people fear harm to themselves and to those around them. But why females? Do they get more emotional or hysterical than men? I do not know.

I do not pretend that this thesis is a complete or understandable one. It only shows that another interpretation is possible. 
Comparing this interpretation with the one used in the film “Submission” I can state that the interpretation used in the film is adopted from the mainstream exegeses where male dominance is synonymous with the idea that “men are protectors of women”. It is one of the possible interpretations when the whole text is seen from the macho cultural perspective. 

From Andalusia to northwest Europe  
Is hermeneutics a suitable instrument to achieve social change in contemporary Europe? In the Netherlands and Belgium, working in small groups of up to 25 Muslim and non-Muslim participants, I asked youth participants to collect Islamic concepts about which they feel the need to know more. The result was an ABC-list of concepts collected by more than 250 youth. Talking about this list showed that a slight different understanding can attribute to a different attitude toward the Western contexts by Muslims and more understanding toward Islam by non-Muslim youth. Many youngsters associated the concept of Sharia, for example, with cutting hands or stoning people who commit adultery. Giving the youth the instrument to make small hermeneutic researches on this concept made them discover that Sharia also means “the way to the source.” The same happened with the concept of Jihad. Many thought that it means only the holy war. They discover that Jihad originally means endeavor or to do one’s utmost to achieve something. They discovered that they can make a peaceful jihad to achieve better understanding and better positions in life.  The ABC was eventually prepared as a training tool for de-radicalization of youth and used in schools to train teachers and youth workers. 
Conclusion
Hermeneutics is crucial in post-secular societies. The translation of the language of interpretation into one compatible with post-secular thought is essential for constructive communication between Islamic and post-secular societies.

We need to use this instrument to help answer challenging questions facing Muslim communities in democratic European social systems, developing an inclusive  democratic model where Muslims participate on an equal basis in the post-secular social process, and finally in  helping western policymakers to understand Muslims as a part of their political, economical and social constituencies.
� For further readings on the differences between Ta`wil and Tafsir in Islam, see, the works of Dr. Nasr Hamed Abu Zayd, such as Rethinking the Qur'an: Towards a Humanistic Hermeneutics. Utrecht: Humanistics University Press, 2004.  . 





� Al-alami wrote “ Interpretation conference of Surah Yusuf” in Arabic.  


� In different parts of this paper, we can notice parallels between the Koran and the Bible, especially the Old Testament. These parallels are not directly the study area of this paper, I make this notice about the parallels here to avoid repeating mentioning them through out the text.


� 4 Classic exegesis works are made accessible on this website: Altabari, Ibn Kathir Al-Jalalin and al Qurtubi.  All this works are widely accepted in Islamic countries as high qualitative resources. 


� The creation story is mentioned in different parts of the Koran, each of them tells about another detail or perspective of the same story. 


� See for example Women Reading the Quran, a publication of Women Living Under Muslim Laws 1997 and other publication of Dr. Hassan.





