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Research Methodology: The research adopts a descriptive-
analytical methodology to articulate the foundations and
doctrines of the symbolic theory, alongside a critical
methodology to examine this theory and evaluate its premises,
methods, and outcomes.

Results: It is demonstrated that the Ismailis view the esoteric
(Batin) as the true intended meaning of the Quranic text, or an
intended meaning running parallel to the apparent text, with
symbolization serving as a means to preserve divine meanings
from those undeserving of them. Consequently, they allegorically
interpreted numerous Quranic terms in alignment with religious
figures, doctrinal concepts, and ontological ranks according to
their specific worldview.

Conclusion: The research concludes that esoteric symbolism
faces serious challenges in its theoretical foundations and its
methodological approach to extracting esoteric meanings by
relying on personal reasoning (ijtihad), taste (zawg), and
matching the text with private beliefs. Furthermore, it relies on
unaccredited methods in interpreting and allegorizing the Quran,
resulting in the weakening or nullification of the apparent
Quranic text (Zahir).
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Introduction (Statement of the Problem)

The issue of the language of the Holy Quran and the nature of its
significations is one of the crucial topics in Quranic studies, as it raises
multiple questions regarding how the Quranic text signifies its meanings, the
extent to which this signification is tied to linguistic convention and known
modes of address, and the possibility of Quranic words encompassing both
apparent and esoteric meanings. These inquiries have led to the emergence
of various theories concerning religious language and the language of the
Quran, prominent among which are theories viewing religious language as
symbolic and advocating the necessity of transcending apparent meanings to
uncover hidden significations behind words.

The Ismaili esoteric vision stands out as one of the most significant trends
adopting this conceptualization in interpreting the Holy Quran. Their theory
is based on the duality of the apparent and the esoteric, not only in the Quran
and the Sharia, but in existence altogether. According to this perspective,
Quranic and legislative phenomena serve as symbols and indications
pointing to esoteric meanings deemed loftier and more noble than the
apparent ones. Almighty God, in their view, chose the method of
symbolization to safeguard the true or most noble meanings from reaching
those unworthy of them.

Consequently, this conceptualization led the Ismailis to rely on allegorical
interpretation (7a'wil) to uncover esoteric meanings, leading them to apply
many Quranic terms and verses to religious figures, doctrinal concepts, and
ontological ranks in accordance with their private worldview of the cosmos
and legislation. Hence, the research problem lies in uncovering the reality of
this symbolism, clarifying its underlying foundations, and examining the
methodology they employed to extract esoteric meanings, followed by an
evaluation of this theory and its consistency with the nature of Quranic
signification and the authority of the apparent meanings of the Quran.

The significance of the research is underscored by the fact that
establishing esoteric meanings for the Quran does not necessarily entail the
nullification or weakening of apparent meanings. Rather, the study
necessitates distinguishing between the existence of deeper semantic levels
of the text and transforming the Quran into symbols and riddles
understandable only through private interpretations. Therefore, the research
seeks to elucidate the theoretical and methodological problems resulting
from Ismaili esoteric symbolism and its subsequent implications for
understanding and interpreting the Quran.
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Methodology

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical method to present the theory of
Ismaili esoteric symbolism regarding the language of the Quran by
articulating their concept of symbolism, its intellectual origins, and its
relation to the duality of the apparent and the esoteric, followed by
presenting models of their allegorical applications to Quranic vocabulary and
Verses.

Additionally, the research employs a critical method to evaluate this
theory by discussing the foundations upon which the Ismailis built their
conception of symbolism, analyzing their methodology in extracting esoteric
meanings, and examining whether their interpretations rest upon valid
rational or transmitted proofs. The study included a critique of several
principles, most notably the assumption of the apparent-esoteric duality
across all entities, the analogy between the worlds of genesis (takwin) and
legislation (tashri"), restricting the science of 7a'wil to the Imams while some
interpretations relied on personal reasoning and taste, alongside numerical
interpretations and the application of private beliefs to the Quranic text.

Results

The study demonstrated that Ismaili esoteric symbolism is founded upon
a specific conception of Quranic signification based on the duality of the
apparent and the esoteric. The apparent (Zahir) represents the symbol and
similitude, whereas the esoteric (Batin) points to the symbolized and the
loftier or intended meaning. Furthermore, it was shown that their conception
of symbolism differs from certain modern theories viewing symbols as a
necessity arising from the impossibility of directly expressing certain truths;
instead, they believe God chose symbolization to conceal certain intended
meanings from the undeserving.

The study revealed that the Ismailis made the significations of Quranic
symbols revolve around doctrinal concepts, religious figures, and ontological
ranks, linking this to the analogy between the world of genesis and the world
of legislation. Some of their applications even transcended literary
symbolism to attribute symbolic significance to letters, verse pauses, and
numbers.

The critical evaluation revealed significant problems at the level of
theoretical foundations, as asserting the existence of the apparent and
esoteric in all or most things has not been proven by sufficient rational,
transmitted, or empirical evidence. Moreover, arguing by analogy between
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the worlds of genesis and legislation lacked accredited proof, relying in
some instances on traditions whose source or chain of transmission could not
be verified within the surveyed sources of traditions.

Methodological flaws were also observed in the process of extracting
esoteric meanings, as certain interpretations relied on personal reasoning
(ijtihad), approbation (istihsan), taste (zawq), and the mere projection of
similarities matching the private doctrinal vision. This led to a plurality of
esoteric meanings for a single term and their divergence depending on the
interpreter, as seen in their applications to words like "fig" (zin), "olive"
(zaytun), and "the needy" (miskin). This highlights the difficulty of
regulating esoteric interpretation using common rational or transmitted
criteria.

Furthermore, the study uncovered another problem represented by
numerical interpretations, which exhibit the projection of private beliefs onto
the Quran without clear criteria justifying the selection of certain numbers
while ignoring others. On the other hand, ambiguity appeared in the Ismaili
stance regarding the relationship between the apparent and the esoteric,
particularly in determining whether the esoteric is solely the true intended
meaning, or whether both apparent and esoteric are intended simultaneously.

Conclusion

The research concluded that Ismaili esoteric symbolism is built upon a set
of theoretical and methodological foundations that face serious challenges.
Prominent among these challenges are the assumption of the apparent-
esoteric duality throughout existence, the analogy between the worlds of
genesis and legislation, the reliance of certain interpretations on personal
reasoning, taste, approbation, and the projection of private beliefs onto the
Quranic text, in addition to unaccredited methods for extracting esoteric
meanings.

The research also concluded that establishing the existence of esoteric
meanings for the Quran, assuming its validity, does not entail canceling
apparent meanings or weakening their authority. The Holy Quran was
revealed in a language understood by its addresses, invited reflection upon
its verses, and described itself as guidance, light, and a clear exposition
(tbyan). Moreover, the clarity of Quranic signification does not preclude it
from encompassing deeper spiritual levels, provided this does not lead to
nullifying the apparent text or severing the connection between the text and
rational rules of address.



169 The Symbolism of the Quranic Language in Ismaili Esoteric Thought | Zayd Al-Battat

Consequently, the core problem in Ismaili esoteric symbolism does not lie
merely in asserting the existence of esoteric meanings, but rather in the
methodology followed to establish those meanings and the resulting
consequences. Treating esoteric meanings as the sole true intent or
weakening the apparent meaning can transform numerous verses into
symbols requiring special decryption methods, which undermines the
authority of the apparent Quranic text and distances Quranic exegesis from
the principles of rational understanding and communication. Thus, the
research concludes that it is necessary to distinguish between the possibility
of deep semantic levels in the Quran and symbolic interpretations lacking
accredited criteria in establishing meaning.
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