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Transliteration Notes

For Arabic text, the chapters in this volume follow the transliteration
scheme of the International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJJMES). For
transliterations from Russian sources, a simplified version of the Library
of Congress transliteration system is applied, except where a widely
accepted English spelling exists. Beyond these two languages, several
chapters incorporate transliterations from regional languages:

Chapter 1 deals with a Turkic manuscript written in the Arabic
script, incorporating Turkic elements. To reflect these features, the
transliteration includes the vowel markers [4], [1], [6], and [i]. Chapter
2 uses Uzbek sources and follows the Uzbek Latin alphabet, which is
the official state script in Uzbekistan. No additional transliteration
system was applied. Chapter 4 relies on Tatar sources, and when
these are written in Cyrillic, the transliteration system developed by
Edward Allworth is used. Chapter 6 applies two different Azerbaijani
transliteration systems: the main text uses simplified Latin spelling
(e.g. Mammadaliyev), and the footnotes use Azerbaijani-specific Latin
characters such as [a] that reflect the modern Azerbaijani Latin alphabet
(e.g. Mammadsliyev). Chapter 7 engages with the Russian translations
of Iranian authors. To facilitate online searches for these texts, Russian
transliteration has been used consistently.
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Introduction

Elvira Kulieva and Johanna Pink

Why Qur’an Translations in the Former
Eastern Bloc?*

The first Qur’an translation into Kazakh to be printed and distributed in
Kazakhstan was written by a man born in East Turkestan, or Xinjiang.
Halifa Altay (1917-2003) was one of a number of ethnic Kazakhs who
fled China in the early 1950s, when the Chinese Communist Party was
asserting its control over the province. He went on to live in Turkey
until 1991 and remained active in the Kazakh diaspora movement
throughout his time there. His Qur’an translation, which was first
published in Turkey in 1989, was, however, largely inaccessible to
people in the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic, not only because the
publisher’s distribution networks were mostly confined to diaspora
groups in Turkey and Iran, but also because it was written in Arabic
script, which limited its potential for a Kazakh readership as the Soviets
had imposed the Cyrillic script on the region in 1940. This soon changed
when, only one year later, in 1990, a Cyrillic-script edition of Altay’s
Qur’an translation was published in Kazakhstan; a year after that, the
King Fahd Glorious Qur’an Printing Complex (KFGQPC) in Medina,

1 This publication is a product of the project ‘GloQur—The Global Qur’an’ that has
received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (Grant agreement No
863650).

2 Halifa Altay, Kilam- Sarif: tiizetip, toligtirip bastirwst X. Altay (Istanbul: Elif-ofset
baspasi, 1989).

©2025 Elvira Kulieva and Johanna Pink, CC BY-SA 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647 /OBP.0444.00
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Saudi Arabia, published another edition, thereby giving literate Kazakh
Muslims the opportunity to learn about the meaning of the Qur’an in
their own language for the first time in many decades.? Furthermore,
as a result of his years in exile, during which he had been disconnected
from linguistic developments in the Kazakh SSR, Altay’s version of
Kazakh came across sometimes as archaic and difficult to understand.
After the collapse of the USSR, many Kazakh Muslims were eager
to use their new-found freedom to learn about their religion. However,
due to the restrictions on religious freedom during the Soviet era—in
which all madrasas had been closed—there was a lack of trained Islamic
scholars.* Unlike many other members of the Kazakh diaspora, when
the Kazakh SSR ended and the country gained its independence in 1991,
Altay moved back to Kazakhstan, where he made a major contribution
to filling the gap in Islamic scholarship. His role in the country’s national
and religious revival earned his translation lasting prestige despite
its linguistic archaism, as did the fact that the King Fahd Complex
continued to distribute it.> At the same time, it soon faced competition
as other Kazakh actors entered the field and produced translations into
modern, more accessible Kazakh. For instance, a number of Kazakh
muftis who were closely associated with the Kazakh Mulftiate, as well
as others working outside the muftiate but whose translations were
officially certified by it, authored translations during various periods
after Kazakhstan’s independence.® Scholars who had received their
religious training in Egypt, a destination that became accessible after

3 Halifa Altay, Quran Sarif (Almat: Jazwst: Sozstan, 1991); Halifa Altay, Quran
Kirim: qazaqs,a magma jine tiisinigi (Medina: King Fahd Glorious Qur’an Printing
Complex, 1991).

4 Inthe USSR, the only two officially recognised madrasas were located in Bukhara
and Tashkent, which were both in the Uzbek SSR. For an extensive account of
Soviet history of Islamic education, including the moderate possibilities it had
prior to the 1930s and information about “unofficial” or ‘illegal” Islamic education,
such as private learned circles (hujras), see Islamic Education in the Soviet Union and
its Successor States, ed. by Michael Kemper, Raoul Motika, and Stefan Reichmuth
(London—New York: Routledge, 2009).

5  This account is based on Mykhaylo Yakubovych, The Kingdom and the Qur’an:
Translating the Holy Book of Islam in Saudi Arabia (Cambridge: Open Book
Publishers, 2024), pp. 106-09, https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0381

6  Such as the translation by Ra’tbek Nysanbai'uly, who held this position from
1990-2000; and the recent translation in 2020 by the current deputy (naib)
mufti of the Kazakh Muftiate, Dr Ers’at On’g’arov. See: Ratbek Nysanbai'uly
and Y’ahap Qydyrhanuly (trans.), Quran Ka'rim (Almaty: Jazy’s’y, 1991); Ers’at
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the fall of the USSR, also played a significant role in shaping the field of
Kazakh Qur’an translations.”

The case of Halifa Altay is in many ways emblematic of developments
in the Eastern Bloc and the countries that broke free from it in the
years around 1990. It is the story of a Qur’an translation whose fate
was profoundly shaped by the mobility of its author and readers,
both forced and voluntary. And it was intimately tied to the nation-
state whose language it used, even though its author had not actually
been born on the territory of that state. It demonstrates the speed of
the transformation that occurred around 1990 and the impact of the
religious revival that started around that time. And it also shows the
extent to which international actors entered the field at an early stage
after the fall of the Soviet Union.

Much like earlier Qur’an translations—such as the famous English
translation by Abdullah Yusuf Ali (1872-1953) or the French rendition
by Muhammad Hamidullah (1908-2002), both of whom hailed from
India—Altay’s project tells a story of empire, exile, and migration.® And
much like many other Qur’an translations from the second half of the
twentieth century onwards, whether they be in Hausa or Indonesian, it
also tells a story of nation building and the assertion of linguistic and
religious identity. It is, in addition, the story of a Muslim scholar who
tried to maintain the legacy of the tafsir tradition, just as other scholars
were trying to do from British India to Mali.

On’g’arov and Nurjan Murata'li, Qasi’etti Quran:mag’ynasy men tu’siniktemeler
(Nur-Sultan: Baspa, 2020).

7 See, for example, the recent work of Asqar Bolatbekuly A’kimhanov and Nurlan
Sai’lay’uly Anarbaev, two graduates of “Ayn al-Shams and al-Azhar universities in
Egypt, who also received their PhDs from the Kazakh-Egyptian University Nur-
Mubarak: Asqar B. A’kimhanov and Nurlan Sai’lay’uly Anarbaev, Quran Ka'rim
qazaqs’a oqyly’y ja’ne ay’darmasy (Almaty: Samg’a, 2022). This is also evident in the
above mentioned translation of Ers’at Ag’ybai’uly On’g’arov who, in addition to
his post-graduate degrees and mulftiat position, also studied in Egypt with the
Azhari scholars.

8  Abdullah Yasuf ‘Ali, The Holy Qur-an: English Translation & Commentary. Parts
I-XV (Lahore: Muhammad Ashraf, 1934); “Abdullah Yasuf Ali, The Holy Qur-an:
Arabic Text with an English Translation and Commentary. Vol. II, Containing Siiras IX to
XXIX (Lahore: Muhammad Ashraf, 1937); ‘Abdullah Yasuf ‘Ali, The Holy Qur-an:
Text Translation & Commentary. Vol. 111, Containing Suras XXIX to CXIV (Lahore:
Muhammad Ashraf, n.d.); Muhammad Hamidullah, Le Saint Coran (Paris: Had
Mohamed Noureddine Ben Mahmoud, 1963).
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And yet, stories such as that of Halifa Altay are rarely treated as part
of the wider narrative of the global modern history of Islam. They are
hardly ever brought into conversation with stories of scholars working
within other empires, or other independent nation-states, or the melting
pot that was the United States. This book tries to lay the groundwork for
starting such conversations by exploring the field of Qur’an translation in
the Eastern Bloc during the Soviet era and in its aftermath, concentrating
first on mobilities enforced by the transformations that took place at the
beginning of the Soviet Union, and those that were facilitated throughout
the existence of the Eastern Bloc, or encouraged after it fell apart; and
second, on the impact of states and their institutions, from the Tsarist
Empire that first started to ‘govern Islam’, throughout the duration of
the socialist satellite states of the Soviet Union, until the independent
nation-states of the contemporary period.

Qur’an translations might not be an obvious subject to use as a focal
point for studying these developments but, as the case of Altay shows,
they are born from a specific dialectic that allows for unique insights: the
dialectic between innovation and continuities that is inherent in many
modern forms of Islamic expression. On the one hand, the dividing line
between translation and the premodern genre of tafsir, or the Qur'an
commentary, is very narrow. On the other hand, the form and style
of the modern genre of Qur’an translation and its target audience are
radically different from the elite scholarly tradition of tafsir.’ Paradigms
of modernisation can hardly do justice to this dialectic, which involved
continuities and discontinuities, and the interplay between these as
well as various shifts from ‘classical” styles of Islam to its transformed
contemporary representations—and back.

Qur’an translations are useful to study this dynamic not only because
of their intimate relationship with premodern exegetical practices
but also because they play such a significant role in modern Muslim
publishing activities. The momentum they gained in the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries can be attributed to several factors, including the

9  This does not mean that the phenomenon of Qur’an translation did not exist in the
past; rather, contemporary forms and conditions have made it uniquely different
from previous practices. The contemporary trend is traceable from the early
twentieth century, when Muslims began translating the Qur’an into European
languages.
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global post-colonial situation and the ensuing movement of people, as
well as the enormous increase in literacy facilitated by secular mass
education through public school and modern university systems that
operate within the framework of nation-states, not to mention the rise
in access to printing and the internet. In non-Arab Muslim-majority
contexts, the shift from the Arabic script to Cyrillic or Latin scripts was
also an important factor that contributed to the rising popularity of, and
interest in, Qur’an translations, as an increasing number of Muslims
were unable to read the script in which both the Qur’an and traditional
exegetical texts were written. There were also changes in the ways
that people engaged with Muslim scripture, as previously dominant,
traditional forms of engagement were challenged by technical and
educational innovations. In many contexts, priority was given to newly
emerging national languages, and secular education gained primacy
over the traditional madrasas.® Moreover, the status of the <ulama’
as the main custodians and mediators of sacred knowledge who had
privileged status in interpreting the Qur’an drastically changed." This

12 who also

was reflected in the emergence of ‘new spokesmen for Islam
began translating the Qur’an into various languages for various reasons,
ranging from da‘wa to personal piety projects. The unprecedented
interest in the Qur’an’s meanings as a ‘source of guidance’ in the modern
world for the Muslim masses, a phenomenon described as a ‘shift to the
centre’,”® was possible because an increasing number of Muslims had
access to the Qur’an or its meanings—for example, in the medium of
translation—through the press and, later, the internet. This, however,
does not mean that the ‘ulama’ have fully lost their authority. They
continue to play an important role by adapting to and accommodating
the demands of modernity, in part through their active participation
in the production of Qur’an translations, either on their own authority
or at an institutional level. In this regard, the role played by influential

10 Johanna Pink, “Editor’s Preface’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies, 17:3 (2015), 1-9.

11  More on the role of ‘ulama’ in modernity, see Muhammad Qasim Zaman, The
Ulama in Contemporary Islam: Custodians of Change (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2002).

12 Suha Taji-Farouki and Basheer M. Nafi (eds), Islamic Thought in the Twentieth
Century (London: L. B. Tauris, 2004), p. 5.

13 Johanna Pink, Muslim Qur’anic Interpretation Today: Media, Genealogies and
Interpretive Communities (Bristol: Equinox, 2019), p. 17.
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Islamic institutions such as Egypt’s al-Azhar, the Turkish Diyanet, and
the KFGQPC in Saudi Arabia, all of which exert a strong influence in
shaping global Islamic discourses, should also be emphasised. For them,
Qur’an translations are a way of propagating and spreading a distinctive
ideology, and attaining global Islamic influence. The KFGQPC, for
example, is the largest producer of Qur’an translations globally today."*

Thus, Qur’an translations are a site of constant contestation in which
diverse stakeholders are involved: the nation-state, local and global
Islamic authorities, individual Muslims, publishers, and so on. The
questions of who has the right to translate, which exegetical basis should
be used or shunned, and what kind of theologically and politically correct
translational choices should be made, form part of the ongoing debates
currently taking place in various Muslim societies in non-Arab Muslim
majority or minority contexts. Each Qur’an translation is ultimately a
normative vision of how the Qur’anic meanings are understood by a
particular actor, be it an author (or authors), editor, publisher, or the
particular religious group they represent.

Increasingly, the field of Qur’an translations attracts more scholarly
attention, allowing us to take a comparative look at global trends and
relate them to particular historical developments in various regions.
Recent studies have greatly enhanced our understanding of tafsir and
Qur’an translation in the premodern period, from the beginning of
the Middle Period to the nineteenth century."” Given the sheer number

14  On this topic, see Yakubovych, The Kingdom and the Qur’an.

15 For example, see: Travis Zadeh, The Vernacular Qur’an: Translation and the Rise
of Persian Exegesis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); M. Brett Wilson,
Translating the Qur’an in an Age of Nationalism: Print Culture and Modern Islam in
Turkey (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Kristian Petersen, Interpreting
Islam in China. Pilgrimage, Scripture, and Language in the Han Kitab (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2017); Peter G. Riddell, Malay Court Religion, Culture
and Language: Interpreting the Qur’an in 17th Century Aceh (Leiden and Boston:
Brill, 2017); Susan Gunasti, The Qur’an between the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish
Republic: An Exegetical Tradition (London and New York: Routledge, 2019); Simon
Leese, ‘Arabic Utterances in a Multilingual World: Shah Wali-Allah and Qur’anic
Translatability in North India’, Translation Studies, 14:2 (2021), 242-61; Kamran
Bashir, The Qur’an in South Asia: Hermeneutics, Qur’an Projects, and Imaginings of
Islamic Tradition in British India (New York: Routledge, 2022); Gulnaz Sibgatullina,
‘On Translating the Qur’an into Turkic Vernaculars: Texts, Ties, and Traditions’,
in European Muslims and the Qur’an: Practices of Translation, Interpretation, and
Commodification, ed. by Gulnaz Sibgatullina and Gerard Wiegers (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 2024), pp. 219-58.
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of Qur’an translations that exist in the contemporary Islamic textual
tradition, they should constitute a central source for understanding
modern Islam, but so far few attempts at approaching them in a
historically situated, comparative manner have been made.

This lacuna is even more obvious in regards to translations produced
in countries from the former Soviet region, which shared a common
communist history in the twentieth century. Oft overlooked, they have
not yet been incorporated into the narrative of the global rise of Qur’an
translation. Islam in the region has long been a subject of scholarly
investigation, with research drawing on various sources, such as archives,
personal manuscript collections of religious texts, egodocuments
like diaries, anthropological, and sociological approaches, and media
discourses. However, it is clear that modern Qur’an translations have
rarely been seen as a useful analytical tool for understanding intellectual
discourses, state policies, and religious practices in these countries.'®
Our aim in this volume is to begin to fill this gap and to put the region
into productive conversation with developments in other regions. This
will connect the history of the former Eastern Bloc with the broader
history of the Muslim world, and tell the story of the Qur’an and those
who translated it from a new perspective.

This perspective is informed by the stories of those countries in
which religious activity was disrupted under Soviet rule, beginning in
the 1920s and later extending to other parts of the Eastern Bloc after
World War II. Many religious scholars went into exile, becoming part
of diasporas that were largely, although not entirely, disconnected
from local developments in their respective homelands—in contrast
to, for example, South Asian diasporas in the English-speaking world.
Religious expression and publishing were severely restricted, if they
were at all possible; and due to script reforms and the closure of religious
institutions, indigenous Muslims’ connection to their own traditions
and heritage was severed. Needless to say, there was no possibility of

16  There are a few exceptions. For example: Alfrid K. Bustanov, ‘Beyond the Ethnic
Traditions: Shamil” Aliautdinov’s Muslim Guide to Success’, in Islamic Authority
and the Russian Language: Studies on Texts from European Russia, the North Caucasus
and West Siberia, ed. by Alfrid K. Bustanov and Michael Kemper (Amsterdam:
Pegasus, 2012), pp. 143-66; Mykhaylo Yakubovych, ‘Qur’an Translations into
Central Asian Languages: Exegetical Standards and Translation Processes’, Journal
of Qur’anic Studies, 21:1 (2022), 89-115.
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revival in terms of Islamic publishing in the 1970s in these countries—
if anything, it was Orientalists who were able to publish Qur’an
translations, which were geared towards non-Muslim readers. However,
while there was a notable decrease in Islamic practices and literature
production, the USSR did not manage to eliminate them completely."”
The late 1980s, with the weakening of the Soviet Union and the arrival
of perestroika, saw an Islamic revival. This strengthened and grew with
the emergence of new nation-states from the ruins of the USSR, and
a wide range of Islamic publishing activities began to flourish during
the 1990s. This included the production of Qur’an translations into
many languages, especially in those countries that had a large Muslim
population. From the outset, this localised religious revival was part of
a wider, international scene in which actors ranging from government
institutions to missionary societies of various religious persuasions
were competing for influence and saw the former Eastern Bloc as fertile
ground.

However, the history of Muslim Qur’an translation publishing in
Russia, other former republics of the Soviet Union, and, more broadly,
the Eastern Bloc, is very diverse and it would be overly simplistic to
propose a ‘universal (post-communist) pattern” through which we can
approach the topic. Instead, there is a need to recognise the nuances
of each case, as well as the historical particularities of each Muslim
community and their respective interactions with the state, local non-
Muslim populations, and international networks.'® That said, the shadow
of the Soviet Union looms large and it is possible to emphasise certain
region-specific trends that influenced the modern Qur’an translations.
In fact, the communist past shaped the specific Soviet “Weltanschauung
of Muslim individuals” who lived behind the Iron Curtain,® which is

17 For case studies on the production, preservation, and transmission of Islamic
knowledge in the post-Stalinist period, see: Al'frid K. Bustanov, ‘Koran dlia
sovetskikh grazhdan: ritorika progressa v bogoslovskikh trudakh Gabdelbari
Isaeva’, Antropologicheskii forum, 37 (2018), 92-114; Alfrid K. Bustanov, ‘Muslim
Literature in the Atheist State: Zainap Maksudova between Soviet Modernity and
Tradition’, Journal of Islamic Manuscripts, 9:1 (2018), 1-31.

18 Egdumnas Racius, Islam in Post-Communist Eastern Europe: Between Churchification and
Securitization (Leiden: Brill, 2020), p. 214.

19  Alfrid Bustanov, Muslim Subjectivity in Soviet Russia: The Memoirs of ‘Abd al-Majid
al-Qadiri (Leiden: Brill, 2022), p. 1; see also Paolo Sartori, “Towards a History of
the Muslims’ Soviet Union: A View from Central Asia’, Die Welt des Islams 50:3-4
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crucially important for understanding and locating the genealogies of
contemporary Muslim subjectivities. To understand the origins of Soviet
Islam, one must also acknowledge its connection to the imperial past.
This brings us to the Muslim intellectuals of that time such as Ismail
Gasprinskii (1851-1914), who lived at the turn of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries and whose ideas on the Qur’an as a repositorium
of ‘universal values’ embodied a specific ‘hybrid” kind of Muslim
leadership. Having been shaped by Islamic mekteb settings as well as
Russian and European educational systems, individuals like Gasprinskii
were recurrent examples of culturally ‘hybrid’ intellectuals across various
empires, challenging the clear-cut distinction between the cultural
categories of the coloniser and the colonised.”” For sure, hybridity, is
not exclusive to particular individuals but intrinsic to human nature in
general. However, the task of scholars lies in uncovering certain historical
trends such as ‘imperial hybridities” and their regional specificities,
identifying the recurring forms that emerge across different contexts.
The hybridity of the Russian imperial context was particularly
distinctive and exemplary among Russian Muslim intellectuals, as
it also intersected with Russia’s own identity struggles, such as the
domestic debates between Slavophiles and Westernisers. These debates
reflected the complex and ambivalent relationship between Russia and
Western Europe, ideas from days long gone by, yet apparently relevant
again today. In regards to Muslim imperial identities, Sibgatullina noted
that “‘many of the social categories imposed on Russia’s Muslims were
in themselves already “hybrid”, having emerged from the “encounter”
between Russian and European cultural codes.”” This hybridity did
not disappear with the advent of communism as despite the Stalinist
purges, we find cases of pre-revolutionary Islamic discourses seeping
into this new Soviet Muslim Weltanschauung. For example, the case
of Tatar Soviet mufti Gabdelbari (‘Abd al-Bari) Isaev (1907-1983)
and his Qur’an translation, as studied by Alfrid Bustanov, illustrates

(2010), 315-34; Paolo Sartori, “Why Soviet Islam Matters’, Anzeiger, 157:1-2 (2022),
5-24; Paolo Sartori, A Soviet Sultanat: Islam in the Socialist Uzbekistan (1943-1991)
(Vienna: Austrian Academy of Science Press, 2024).

20 Gulnaz Sibgatullina, “‘When the Other Speaks: Isma‘“il Gasprinskii and the Concept
of Islamic Reformation’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 65
(2022), 214-47 (p. 216).

21 Ibid., p.217.
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the complex and multilayered nature of Soviet Muslim ‘hybridity’. In
Isaev’s work, pre-revolutionary Muslim reformist discourses combined
with the Soviet cult of labour and a fascination with Soviet science and
cosmonautics, all of which found expression in his Qur’an translation.?
Although this Qur’an translation was never made public during the
Soviet era, it demonstrates the ways of interpreting the Qur’an that were
practised by Muslims during the Brezhnev era.

On the other hand, it is equally important to understand the
subjectivities of ‘resistance’, namely the exiled groups and other
indigenous intellectuals who found communist and post-communist
dictatorial regimes incompatible with their religious beliefs.?
Subjectivities of ‘resistance’ can manifest through specific modes of
translation, particularly in post-colonial contexts or amid ongoing
cultural repression by foreign authorities. Modern translation studies
highlight historical instances where translators acted as agents of
social change, turning translation into a ‘resistance’ tool. In the broader
communist context beyond Islamic studies, Soviet authors, for example,
used paratextual spaces—such as footnotes and commentaries in state-
approved translations—as sites of subtle opposition to Soviet values and
Marxist dogma. Brian James Baer observes that through text selection,
translation choices, and paratextual commentary, literary translators in
the Soviet era encoded resistance for a select intelligentsia audience.* In
the search for translations that can be conceptualised as ‘resistant’, the
most obvious example is perhaps samizdat a form of literature aimed
at challenging censorship and cultural repression. In contrast to more
widespread samizdat literature, islamizdat literature does not easily fit
into the clear ‘resistance’ paradigm. Compared to the variety of samizdat
literature, islamizdat (lit.’Islamic self-publishing’) complicates the
notion of resistance. While some texts, such as translations of works by
Sayyid Qutb or Abii 1-Ala Mawdtid1, were clearly political, many others

22 Alfrid Bustanov, “The Qur’an for Soviet Citizens: The Rhetoric of Progress in the
Theological Works of ‘Abd al-Bari Isaev’, Forum for Anthropology and Culture, 14
(2018), 169-84 (p. 176).

23 Botakoz Kassymbekova and Aminat Chokobaeva, ‘On Writing Soviet History
of Central Asia: Frameworks, Challenges, Prospects’, Central Asian Survey, 40:4
(2021), 483-503 (p. 486).

24  Brian James Baer, ‘Literary Translation and the Construction of a Soviet
Intelligentsia’, in Translation, Resistance, Activism, ed. by Maria Tymoczko (Amherst
and Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2010), pp. 149-67 (p. 149).
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were not, making it difficult to situate them within a straightforward
resistance paradigm.” Sophie Roche in her analyses of Tajikistan’s
islamizdat literature since the era of perestroika argued that this literature
represented the ‘imagination of a Muslim world” where the guiding
rationale of these islamizdat pamphlets was the ‘notion of shared Islamic
culture, which finds its very existence in the interface of local and global
relationships.”

In translation studies, the idea of ‘resistance’ if understood
conceptually is perceived to be problematic due to its semantically
reactive rather than proactive nature. Tymoczko notes that if ‘resistance’
is taken as ‘the foundation for conceptualising political and ideological
agency and activism in translation in general: it is unnecessarily
restrictive with regard to initiative, limiting translators to a more passive
role than is required or desirable.”” This resonates with much of the
contemporary academic scholarship as it understands Soviet Islam
through the lens of compromise, challenging the classical assumption
of Cold War paradigm studies that resilience and moral rearmament are
inherently tied to resistance.” However, so far much of this scholarship

25 The dissemination of these authors in the 1980s can be traced to students from
the Near and Middle East who came to the study in the USSR, and to increased
possibilities for hajj pilgrimage. See: B. M. Babajanov, A. K. Muminov, and A. von
Kiigelgen, ‘Introduction: Religious Texts of the Soviet Era’, in Disputes on Muslim
Authority in Central Asia (20th Century): Critical Editions and Source Studies. Disputy
musul'manskikh religioznykh avtoritetov v Tsentral'noi Azii v XX veke, ed. by Bakhtiyor
M. Babajanov, Ashirbek K. Muminov, and Anke von Kiigelgen (Almaty: Daik-
Press, 2007), pp. 32-54.

26 Sophie Roche, The Faceless Terrorist: A Study of Critical Events in Tajikistan, 1st
edn, Transcultural Research: Heidelberg Studies on Asia and Europe in a Global
Context (Cham: Springer, 2019), p. 128, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-03843-4

27  Maria Tymoczko, ‘Translation, Resistance, Activism: An Overview’, in Translation,
Resistance, Activism, ed. by Maria Tymoczko (Amherst and Boston: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2010), pp. 1-22 (p. 10).

28 For example, the studies on Soviet kolkhozes and sovkhozes in Muslim majority
settings, together with various resettlement policies, were marked by dynamic
interactions between Muslim unofficial authorities and the Soviet system. This
arose from the polarising standards and ‘rules of the game’ of colonisers, with
many returned Gulag prisoners seeking compromises with those in power. Quite
often there was also an awareness of clandestine teaching or dissemination of
Islamic literature, which in some periods was tolerated if it did not have a political
message. See, for example, Stéphane A. Dudoignon and Christian Noack (eds),
Allah’s Kolkhozes: Migration, de-Stalinisation, Privatisation and the New Muslim
Congregations in the Soviet Realm (1950s-2000s), Islamkundliche Untersuchungen, Band
314 (Berlin: K. Schwarz, 2014).
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focuses on Muslims within the Iron Curtain, rarely situating the
perspectives and legacies of exile groups within the broader context of
communist influences and formations.”

Another perspective is to understand the approaches and specific
frameworks that Marxist Orientalist scholars developed towards the
publication of religious literature under communist regimes,® as the
influence of these scholars extended far beyond academia and thus
should be taken into account, especially when discussing the successor
states of the Soviet Union or larger post-communist prospects. These
approaches closely linked to Qur’an translations produced during the
communist era, as well as later works by scholars trained in Oriental
studies through a Marxist lens, who either authored their own
translations or contributed to shaping specific Qur’an-centric discourses.
For instance, the Russian academic Taufik Ibragim exemplifies this
trend, with his work reflecting distinct approaches shaped by historical
and ideological contexts.*!

Another important factor to consider, especially in countries that
were part of the Soviet Union, is the influence of the administrative
structures known as Muslim spiritual administrations or ‘muftiates’.
Their activities have had a significant impact on the production of Qur’an

29 A rare example of a study exploring the connection between post-Soviet Uzbeks
and the exiled diaspora emigrated to Hijaz after the arrival of the Soviets to
Central Asia is offered by Bayram Balci, Islam in Central Asia and the Caucasus since
the Fall of the Soviet Union (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). However, as
this study does not focus primarily on religious literature, this area remains an
important avenue for the future research.

30 On Mirasism—a trend developed among Tatar academics in the post-Stalinist
periods—see, for example: Alfrid K. Bustanov and Michel Kemper, ‘From
Mirasism to Euro-Islam: The Translation of Islamic Legal Debates into Tatar
Secular Cultural Heritage’, in Islamic Authority and the Russian Language: Studies
on Texts from European Russia, the North Caucasus and West Siberia, ed. by Alfrid K.
Bustanov and Michael Kemper (Amsterdam: Pegasus, 2012), pp. 29-52; Danis
Garaev, ‘Post-Secular Mirasism and Reforming Islam in Russia: From Euro-Islam
to Confessional Scholarship’, Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, 34:1 (2023),
1-29; Elvira Kulieva, ‘In the Shadow of Orientalism: Tracing the Legacy of Ignatit
Krachkovskif in Russian Salafi Qur’an Translations’, in Refranslating the Bible
and the Qur’an: Historical Approaches and Current Debates, ed. by Pieter Boulogne,
Marijke de Lang, and Joseph Verheyden (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2024),
pp- 109-141.

31 Michael Kemper and Gulnaz Sibgatullina, ‘Liberal Islamic Theology in
Conservative Russia: Taufik Ibragim’s ‘Qur’anic Humanism”’, Die Welt des Islams,
61:3 (2021), 279-307, https://doi.org/10.1163/15700607-61020002
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translations in the post-communist era.*? In many countries of the former
Eastern Bloc, the roots of this contemporary institution can be traced
back through both the communist and pre-communist periods. Their
pervasiveness has resulted in a specific form of governance of Islam in
the region which finds many parallels in a number of Eastern European
countries. Racius refers to the operations of these institutions as ‘the
churchification of Islam’,* a term that resonates with Sibgatullina’s notion
of a ‘Church for Islam” with reference to the specific intertwinement
of Islamic and Orthodox Christian languages that has occurred in the
Russian context.** In the production of Qur’an translations, her concept
of ‘the double-rootedness of religious language’® plays an important
role in understanding these dynamics. When it comes to Central Asian
religious institutions, the presence of muftiates can be dated to the
Soviet period, during which this ‘monopolist religious bureaucracy that
had no precedent in the region” was established.*® The Soviet legacy
also manifests in the Azerbaijani religious bureaucratic institutions
that prioritise Qur’an-centrism in their ‘state-hermeneutics’ as one of
the ways of handling diverse Sunni and Shii Muslim populations.”” At
the same time, looking at the publishing activities of individuals who
worked outside of the muftiate structures is an enriching avenue that
complicates the existing narratives.

Overall, looking at the history of Qur’an translations in the region
sheds light on both the particular connections and similarities of the
post-communist era and the networks that transcend established
patterns of the Russian Empire and the Eastern Bloc, revealing new

32 See, for example, a study dedicated to the Mulftiate institution in Russia: Renat
Bekkin, ‘People of Reliable Loyalty ...: Muftiates and the State in Modern Russia.’
(unpublished doctoral dissertation, Sodertdrns hogskola, 2020).

33 Egdtnas Racius primarily focused on Bosnia, Lithuania, Bulgaria, North
Macedonia, Poland, Czechia, and Hungary (Racius, Islam in Post-Communist
Eastern Europe, p. 214).

34 Gulnaz Sibgatullina, “The Muftis and the Myths: Constructing the Russian
“Church for Islam”’, Problems of Post-Communism (2023), 1-12; Gulnaz
Sibgatullina, Languages of Islam and Christianity in Post-Soviet Russia (Leiden: Brill
Rodopi, 2020).

35 Sibgatullina, Languages of Islam and Christianity, p. 177.

36 Michael Kemper, ‘Soviet and Muslim: The Institutionalization of Islam in Central Asia,
1943-1991, written by Eren Tasar, 2017’, Die Welt des Islams, 59:1 (2019), 124-26.

37 Kamal Gasimov, ‘The Bureaucratization of Islam in Azerbaijan: State as the
Principal Regulator and Interpreter of Religion’, Central Asian Affairs, 7:1 (2020),
1-37 (pp. 21-24).
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connections and relationships that have emerged from old historical
contexts and extended into unconventional geographies. Although the
issues addressed in each chapter of this book uncover many parallels, it
is not a foregone conclusion that these factors are conceptually related,
especially given the politicised nature of the geographical framing
and context from which this book emerged. Work on this volume
has coincided with Russia’s war against Ukraine, a factor which has
prompted a general reconsideration of both the entrenched language
used to describe the region and the established framing of regional
histories. However, even prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, some
of the localities under consideration here were the subject of ongoing
terminological dilemmas. For instance, Svetlana Gorshenina has
demonstrated how terms in use today such as ‘Inner Asia’, ‘Central
Asia’, and ‘Middle Asia’, among others, relate to various geopolitical
projects that date back to the nineteenth century.® Those countries
that are located in Europe and were part of the communist space were
labelled in the political terminology of the Cold War as ‘Eastern Europe’,
a label that many countries prefer not to use any more.*” Azerbaijan’s
location at a crossroad between Europe and Asia is also bound up
in geopolitical narratives which are subject to complex and ongoing
processes.” In the following chapters, we have aimed to decentre the
scholarly focus from Russia (which is often prioritised in the Western
perspective), without neglecting its significance in the region. However,
current political instabilities in the region mean that speaking about the
cartography of the so-called ‘post-Soviet space’—although this term has
received much criticism for continuing to inscribe a colonial history into
the independent states of the region—is increasingly complex.*!

38 Svetlana M. Gorshenina, Izobretenie kontsepta Srednei | Tsentral noi Azii: mezhdu
naukoi i geopolitikoi, trans. by M. R. Maizul (Washington: Central Asia Program,
The George Washington University, 2019).

39 Racius, Islam in Post-Communist Eastern Europe, p. 6.

40 Joshua Kucera, ““Between Europe and Asia”: Geography and Identity in Post-
Soviet Nation-Building Narratives’, Central Asian Affairs, 4:4 (2017), 331-57.

41 For example, see some recent public debates: Paula Erizanu, ‘Thirty Years After
the Collapse of the Soviet Union, is it Time to Finally Stop Using the Term
“Post-Soviet”?’, New East Digital Archive, 31 August 2021, https://www.new-east-
archive.org/features/show/13044/30-years-independence-ussr-term-post-soviet-
use; Claudia Eggart, “The End of the Post Soviet’, Zentrum fiir Osteuropa- und
internationale Studien, 1 June 2022, https://www.zois-berlin.de/en/publications/
zois-spotlight/the-end-of-the-post-soviet; Latvian Public Broadcasting,
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https://www.zois-berlin.de/en/publications/zois-spotlight/the-end-of-the-post-soviet

Introduction 15

Given these complexities, we have aimed to decentre and look beyond
established geo-political framings in this book, rather than confine the
discussion solely to the area and era of the Soviet Union.** As we reflected
on the boundaries of our scholarly focus and the influence of the Soviet
empire, both became increasingly elusive while the boundaries of our
imaginary simultaneously expanded.

For example, Western Chinese towns such as Chuguchak (Tacheng,
Chawchak) were part of the Russian imperial trade network in the
nineteenth century, within which Tatar merchants and educators
operated.* Subsequently, following Bolshevik Russia’s takeover in the
early twentieth century, these spaces became a retreat and safe haven
for a number of Muslim scholars. Nowadays, Muslim families seek
‘reverse’ refuge from these areas back to Russia in the post-communist
era, bringing with them unknown histories.

Another perspective involves Soviet policies towards and diplomatic
connections with countries of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM):
an organisation that emerged in the context of the Cold War, whose
constituent countries technically were not part of the Soviet universe.**
However, close, cooperative Soviet ties with states such as Nasserist
Egypt, for example, yielded unexpected outcomes following the
dissolution of the USSR, including in the religious domain. Additionally,
the stories of the communist German Democratic Republic (GDR)
and ‘capitalist’ Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) had a particular
influence on the publication of Islamic texts both prior to and following
German reunification.

Taking all of these avenues into account, the chapters in this volume
demonstrate the broader legacy of post-communism and the former

‘UPDATED: Baltic States Please Stop Calling Us Former Soviet Countries’, Eng.
LSM.Iv, 6 January 2017, https://eng.Ism.lv/article/politics /politics /updated-baltic-
states-please-stop-calling-us-former-soviet-countries.a217911/; For academic
scholarship, see also Diana Ibafiez Tirado, “”"How Can I be Post-Soviet if I was
Never Soviet?” Rethinking Categories of Time and Social Change—a Perspective
from Kulob, Southern Tajikistan’, Central Asian Survey, 34:2 (2015), 190-203.

42 Botakoz Kassymbekova, ‘On Decentering Soviet Studies and Launching New
Conversations’, Ab Imperio, 23:1 (2022), 115-20.

43 Danielle Ross, Tatar Empire: Kazan's Muslims and the Making of Imperial Russia
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2020).

44 For more on NAM, see Lorenz M. Liithi, “The Non-Aligned Movement and the
Cold War, 1961-1973’, Journal of Cold War Studies, 18:4 (2016), 98-147.
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Eastern Bloc in both Muslim and non-Muslim engagement with the
Qur’an, encompassing a complex entanglement of geographical spaces
either within or connected to the Eastern Bloc, ideologically, culturally,
or militarily. They cover the entire period from the late Tsarist and early
Soviet (Bolshevik) era up to the modern day.

A Survey of the Contributions to this Volume

The idea for this volume emerged from an international research
workshop entitled ‘Nation States and Qur’an Translators: Narratives
and Debates in the Post-Soviet Space’, organised by the ERC-funded
project ‘GloQur—The Global Qur’an” at the University of Freiburg in
October 2022. The workshop brought together diverse perspectives on
the dynamics of Qur’an translation and, more generally, engagement
with the Qur’an in the Soviet Union, its successor states, and countries
that were under its control. It was conceived as an important space
of ‘horizontal cooperation” with and among scholars from different
parts of the region, and it inspired us to produce a volume that will
introduce English-speaking audiences to some important trends and
histories related to the modern phenomenon of Qur’an translation in
geographical areas that are often overlooked from the perspective of
global Islamic studies.*

Several overarching questions are addressed in this book: was there
a space for Qur’an translation before the end of communism, and if so,
what purpose did it serve? What implications arise from the circulation
of various Qur’an translations in regions formerly dominated by
communist ideology? What were the multi-layered subjectivities and
life trajectories of the translators that led to the production of these
works? What role did nation-states play in their production? By aiming
to integrate areas that have received limited attention in the growing
body of scholarship on Qur’an translation, this collection of essays
seeks to contribute to the literature, and especially the English-language
literature, on these areas, and to highlight the significant role that Qur’an
translations play in contemporary Islam.

45 Kassymbekova, ‘On Decentering Soviet Studies’, p. 118.
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The book is divided into two parts, each of which is devoted to a
theme that conceptually links the chapters.

The first part is devoted to the mobility of Qur’an translations. It
consists of three chapters exploring the concept of mobility in relation
to both Qur’an translators and their translations. Translation is a cross-
cultural phenomenon often associated with a semantic movement
across different cultural and linguistic universes. Translators, thus,
are cross-cultural agents of this semantic movement, whose lives and
experiences matter because of the particular embeddedness they
represent. Semantic mobility is typically connected to physical mobility,
which is fundamental to human experience of the world and, as Tim
Cresswell notes, may be associated with a wide range of meanings, from
supposedly positive experiences relating to progress and freedom to
experiences of forced displacement and exile.* The mobility of people
and things can also be a form of resistance. Both translators and their
translations are thus deeply involved in broader power dynamics
pertaining to their historical and geographical contexts.

In the first chapter of this section Alfrid Bustanov elucidates the
fate of a surviving manuscript containing the complete Turkic Qur’an
translation by the Tatar Muslim scholar Muhammad Murad al-Ramzi
(1855-1935). Al-Ramzi, renowned for his historical works on Muslim
scholars in his region and his Arabic translation of Ahmad Sirhind1’s
(1564-1624) Maktiibat, found refuge in Chuguchak (West China,
presently part of Xinjiang) after the Bolshevik revolution, where he
penned his Qur’an translation. This manuscript was finally, recently
found in Russia, where it is currently being prepared for publication.
Bustanov’s study provides a nuanced portrayal of al-Ramzi’s hybrid
subjectivity, which diverges notably from his Sufi background, a
facet downplayed by al-Ramzi himself in the Qur’an translation and
described by Bustanov as a ‘farewell to Sufism’. Bustanov’s chapter
not only offers insights into the manuscript but also situates al-Ramzi
within the contemporary Tatarstani debates surrounding his persona,
in which his text and persona are subject to reappropriation within the
discourse of the post-secular Sufi revival. The emigration of al-Ramzi’s
family from modern China to Russia, fleeing ongoing repression, and

46 Tim Cresswell, On the Move: Mobility in the Modern Western World (London and
New York: Routledge, 2006), pp. 1-24.
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the subsequent discovery of the manuscript, signify another layer of
mobility which is related to the histories of exile.

The second chapter provides another story of migration and exile.
In it, Filipp Khusnutdinov explores the dynamics and trends of the
‘vernacular Qur’anic space’ in Uzbekistan from the 1950s to the present
day, focusing on the case of al-Sayyid Mahmiid al-Tarazi’s Qur’an
translation, which is written in Central Asian Turki. Unlike al-Ramz1’s
translation, which until recently remained unknown to both scholars
and the wider public, this translation—by a prominent figure in the
Turkestani émigré community in Saudi Arabia—managed to reach Soviet
Uzbekistan despite the Iron Curtain, albeit with limited circulation due
to the anti-religious policies of the Uzbek SSR. Khusnutdinov provides
a history of the circulation and reception of al-Tarazi’s translation
and argues that it was primarily “‘popular” and recognised during the
Soviet era, while its post-Soviet reception highlights the challenges
of competing with locally produced works. Al-Tarazi’s ability to
disseminate his translation in a land walled in by communist dogma not
only demonstrates the mobility of Qur’an translations, but also shows
how translation can be an act of resistance in itself.

In the third chapter of this section, Elvira Kulieva explores the
story of Sumayya °Afifi, an Egyptian translator who translated the
concise Qur’an commentary al-Muntakhab into Russian. Kulieva traces
the trajectory of Afifi’s life against the backdrop of the Cold War era
Egyptian-Soviet collaboration and the subsequent Islamic revival in
Egypt. “AfifT’s journey serves as a demonstrative case of a professional
woman with a career spanning Nasserist socialism and Hosni Mubarak’s
alliance with Islamic institutions. During the former period, ‘Afifi was
among the first cohort of Egyptian students who travelled to study in
the USSR, seeking educational opportunities to aid Egypt’s post-colonial
development. Her educational mobility here provides a lived example
of the Nasserist vision of progress in which women balanced career
and home life, manifesting the state’s progress towards modernisation.
During the period of Hosni Mubarak’s alliance with Islamic institutions,
Afifi gained public recognition as a prominent and celebrated Qur’an
translator. The secular mobility of her past became key to enabling and
legitimising her activities in religious translation and da’wa activism—
spreading Egyptian Islam to the lands of post-Soviet Russia through
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the dissemination of her translations of the tafsir al-Muntakhab. The
chapter contextualises Afifi’s life within these diverse political and
cultural landscapes, charting her evolution from ‘Nasser’s translator’ to
a da‘iya during Egypt’s Islamic revival. In doing so, Kulieva explores
the dynamics of female engagement in conservative Egyptian religious
initiatives and the implications of such inclusion.

The second part of the book, consisting of four chapters, addresses
the varying level of influence (or lack thereof) of nation-state authorities
on Qur’an translations, on the basis that nation-states can play a crucial
role in defining and shaping the interpretative strategies of Qur’an
translations.”” In the case of formerly Soviet countries, the ideological
shift to the new era created conditions in which the post-independence
governments constitutionally adopted secular state-identities which
became a defining principle for the newly formed nation-states.®
However, the course of the past thirty-four years has demonstrated that
this declared secularity coexists with various state engagements with
religion through numerous assertive policies.* These de-facto “post-
secular’ tendencies demonstrate the fusion of secular and religious
elements in various spheres through state regulations.” In the particular
case of Qur’an translations, the influence of the state is evident in several
areas, from large-scale policies such as language reforms, debates about
teaching religion in schools and establishing theological faculties,

47 Pink, Muslim Qur’anic Interpretation Today, p. 210.

48 Alexander Agadjanian, ‘Vulnerable Post-Soviet Secularities: Patterns and
Dynamics in Russia and Beyond’, in Multiple Secularities Beyond the West, ed. by M.
Burchardt, M. Wohlrab-Sahr, and M. Middell (Boston: De Gruyter, 2015), p. 243.

49 Robia Charles, ‘Secular Regimes and State Engagement with Religion in Post-
Soviet Eurasia’” (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of California, 2013), p. 5.

50 ‘Post-secular tendencies” here do not imply societies becoming uniformly more
religious (although this can occur in certain contexts), nor do they suggest a
shift toward theocratic governance or similar systems. Instead, the term refers to
the contemporary condition of Western countries that once were emblematic of
the classical secularisation thesis, which predicted religion’s decline in the face
of modernisation. The condition is primarily manifested through the renewed
preoccupation with religion, particularly in the public sphere. This development
is shaped by globalisation, post-colonial migration patterns, and growing
dissatisfaction with the secular order’s inability to fulfil its promises of a safe
world or to holistically address fundamental questions about the meaning of life.
José Casanova, ‘Exploring the postsecular: Three meanings of ‘the secular’ and
their possible transcendence’, in Habermas and Religion, ed. by Craig Calhoun,
Eduardo Mendieta, and Jonathan VanAntwerpen (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013),
pp- 27-48.
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to censorship and specific localised practices such as the financial
sponsorship of certain Qur’an translations or the demonstrative public
use of particular translations by state leaders. For example, the policing
of the Qur'an and its interpretations by the state—as described by
Aguilar and Ahmad in relation to Germany—applies to many countries
of the former Eastern Bloc where the state’s concern with religion is
particularly high.® While the state’s interest in ‘policing the Qur’an’
can be observed across various countries in the region, the approach
varies significantly. For instance, in Germany, the focus lies on concerns
for gender justice and equality, where ‘Muslims in contemporary
Germany are problematised as deficient and archaic readers.” In
contrast, in Russia and Uzbekistan, the primary concern centres on
Salafi interpretations, which are deemed inherently problematic from a
securitisation perspective.

Often, it is the state, through its centralised religious institutions
(or competing institutions), that defines the incorporation of a certain
vision of Islam into the nation-state narrative. This incorporation is
significantly influenced by subjective interpretations of historical pasts
and the promotion of particular religious practices and beliefs, which
in turn often define the translatorial strategies used by individual
translators or state-related local Islamic institutions and publishers.

The section opens with a chapter by Elmira Akhmetova, in which
she traces the history and contemporary issues of Qur’anic commentary
(tafstr) and translation (tarjama) among the Kazan Tatars in Russia, from
the nineteenth century to the present day. Akhmetova emphasises the
interaction between the institution of the muftiate, which emerged during
the Russian colonial period in the eighteenth century, and Russian state
authorities. This interaction manifests as a central theme and remains
discernible in contemporary Qur’an translations such as that associated
with the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of Tatarstan (Muftiate
DUMRT). The muftiate’s dominant role in determining normative
religious interpretations and translations has been shaped against the
backdrop of existing political agendas. Akhmetova emphasises shifts in

51 Luis Manuel Herndndez Aguilar and Zubair Ahmad, ‘A Dangerous Text:
Disciplining Deficient Readers and the Policing of the Qur’an in the German Islam
Conference’, ReOrient, 6:1 (2020), p. 89.

52 Ibid., p. 86.
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Tatar Qur'an commentary over time, especially noting the emergence of
modernist and anti-colonial interpretations in the early twentieth century
and the ongoing influence of the Russian state in the post-Soviet era.

In the following chapter, Johanna Pink explores the publishing
history and ideological framing of Max Henning’s revised editions of his
Qur’an translation, one of which was produced in the socialist German
Democratic Republic (GDR), which was part of the Eastern Bloc, and
the other in the ‘capitalist” Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), which
was not. The competitive nature of the Cold War context extended
even to Qur’an translations, since the two branches of the publisher
Reclam—situated in East and West Germany, respectively—produced
different editions, in what Pink calls a ‘Qur’an race’. In this intriguing
story of debates on and obstacles to the publication of a religious text
in an ideologically fraught, bureaucratic, and academically complex
environment, we learn about the impact of censorship and ways to
circumvent it, as well as the particular image of Islam and Muhammad
that transpires from the GDR edition. Pink concludes her chapter by
describing the fate of Henning’s Qur’an translation in reunified Germany,
against the backdrop of new political dynamics and demographic shifts.

In the third chapter of this section, Elnura Azizova introduces the
Qur’an translations that have been produced in Azerbaijan in the
Azerbaijani language since 1991. The country’s religious, cultural,
and geographic heterogeneity, which has been influenced by Russia,
Turkey, and Iran, as well as its Soviet heritage (notably in terms of
the Soviet Orientalist tradition), is reflected in various translatorial
strategies. Azizova focuses on the biography of the Prophet (sira) to
demonstrate the differing treatments of a number of verses connected
to the Prophet’s biography, depending on whether the translators were
Sunni or Twelver Shii Muslims. She argues that Qur’an translations
in post-Soviet Azerbaijan provide readers with examples of Prophetic
siras that offer similar general chronologies but have different focal
points when it comes to the image they convey of the Prophet and
his Companions, as well as the episodes of his life that they reference.
These divergences stem from differences in the individual translators’
religio-cultural backgrounds, the official perception of Islam espoused
in state-supporting institutional translations, and the need to meet the
expectations of the target audience.
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In the final chapter, Akif Tahiiev explores a variety of existing Shii
tafsir and Qur’an translations in Russian—an area of study that is often
overlooked. Tahiiev introduces these texts and relates them to the
diverse actors who produced these works, such as local individuals and
foreign institutions. He demonstrates that while Shii texts sometimes
face similar problems to other religious texts in Russia in terms of
state censorship, the absence of instruments of governance and
institutionalisation of Russian Shii Islam (such as muftiates), in contrast
to Sunni Islam, has ensured relative freedom for Shii scholars in terms
of their choices regarding what to write, translate, and publish in the
Russian language. This is the main reason, according to Tahiiev, for the
comparative diversity of Shii literature in the Russian-speaking context,
both in print and online.

It is our hope that this book will initiate dialogue among scholars
of Islam in the region and beyond, integrating the ideas and stories
discussed in this volume into a larger conversation about contemporary
Islam and the role of the Qur’an for contemporary Muslims, and that
this dialogue will flourish, enriching both the Muslim communities
themselves and the scholars who study them.
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PART I

QUR’AN TRANSLATIONS ACROSS
NATIONAL BOUNDARIES






1. Hybrid Subjectivity in a
Translation of the Qur’an:
al-Ramzr’s Farewell to
Sufism

Alfrid Bustanov

Introduction?

Sceptical of sensational claims, I did not believe it at first when I heard
of the existence of a manuscript containing the full Turkic translation of
the Qur'an by Muhammad Murad al-Ramzi (1855-1935).2 Previously,
rumours had circulated that the translation kept by the author’s
daughter Siddiqa had perished together with al-Ramzi’s library during
the Chinese cultural revolution of the 1960s and 1970s.> However,
the manuscript had, in fact, survived in the family ownership of the
shaykh’s direct descendants in Chuguchak, West China—the exact

1 The project ‘MIND: The Muslim Individual in Imperial and Soviet Russia’
(2019-2024) has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC)
under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme
(grant agreement No. 804083). I am indebted to Shamil Shikhaliev and Michael
Kemper, with whom I discussed al-Ramzi’s translation of the Qur’an at length.

2 Al-Ramzi’s work was first mentioned by one of his students among the shaykh’s
unpublished manuscripts: Abdulsait Aykut, “The Intellectual Struggle of
Murad Ramzi (1855-1935) An Early 20th Century Eurasian Muslim Author’
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2015), p. 29.

3 Diliara Usmanova, ‘Murad Ramzi (1853-1934): biografiia islamskogo uchenogo v
svete novykh svidetel'stv’, Gasyrlar avazy—Ekho vekov, 2 (2019), 93-114 (p. 102).
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place where it was first composed and copied in the late 1920s. It is a
massive codex of 372 folios with several colophons by the translator and
his assistant. With the intensification of state persecution of Muslims in
the region in the 2010s, it became dangerous for the family to remain in
Chuguchak and, with the support of the World Congress of Tatars, they
moved to Kazan, the Republic of Tatarstan. As it turns out, this escape
was facilitated by the exchange of part of al-Ramzi’s personal archive,
which consisted of his private belongings, such as his glasses and his
writings. A member of the Tatar Congress, a state-run organisation
dedicated to the support of Tatar culture worldwide, has found the
manuscript after hunting through their archives for some time, with
the goal of celebrating al-Ramzi in the locality where the shaykh was
born—the village of Almat in eastern Tatarstan. There are currently
plans to establish a museum which will house these original artefacts,
among other things. As a result of these new developments, I was lucky
to be able to access the manuscript de visu and obtain a full digital copy,
which the following account is based on.

At the current time, the Tatarstani Muftiate intends to publish a
Cyrillic adaptation of al-Ramzi’s work, and a translation into modern
Sovietised Tatar*—an understandable project given al-Ramzi’s iconic
significance for the post-secular Sufi revival in Kazan,” but, as will be
demonstrated below, one that is completely alien to al-Ramzi’s own
political project and his sense of self.

4 The project has been announced on the Tatar Congress’ official website: “The DUM
RT started translating the famous tafs7r by Murad Ramzi into literary modern
Tatar’, https://tatar-congress.org/en/news/the-dum-rt-started-translating-the-
famous-tafsir-murad-ramzi-into-the-modern-tatar-literary-language/. At the
time of writing, one portion of the text has been published (the last juz® of the
Qur’an): Shidikh Mulla Morad Ramzi dl-Kazani, Kor”’in gazyimu-sh-shannyng
torkichd tirjemdse him bu tidrjemineng khizerge tatar telend iaraklashtyrylgan variant.
30nchy pari (Kazan: Tynychlyk néshriiat iorty, 2023). The publisher has introduced
the original verses of the Qur’an into the volume in the style of the famous Kazan
print (gazan basmasi), but the Arabic text is not present in the manuscript itself.
There are also plans to publish a Cyrillic transliteration of the text in parallel to its
translation into present-day Tatar, because the language of the original would be
completely incomprehensible for non-specialists. As far as I have been informed,
the full edition of the manuscript is now under way.

5  For present-day practices of urban Nagshbandiyya in Kazan see Alfrid Bustanov,
‘Postsekuliarnyi sufizm v Rossii’, in Sufizm posle SSSR, ed. by Igor’ Pankov and
Sergei Abashin (Moscow: Izdatel’skii dom Mardzhani, 2022), pp. 28-51.


https://tatar-congress.org/en/news/the-dum-rt-started-translating-the-famous-tafsir-murad-ramzi-into-the-modern-tatar-literary-language/
https://tatar-congress.org/en/news/the-dum-rt-started-translating-the-famous-tafsir-murad-ramzi-into-the-modern-tatar-literary-language/
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In my contribution here, I look closely at the material and textual
aspects of al-Ramz1’s impressive work. I aim to show that his translation
of the Qur’an was intended as a weapon against the enemies of Islam,
as al-Ramzi understood them—namely Islamic reformism and Western
colonialism. To construct his translation this way, al-Ramzi employed
linguistic and scholarly tools that allowed him to maintain intellectual
autonomy within the breadth of the Islamic discourse. The work
showcases an interplay of Chaghatay and literary Tatar, and is devoid
of any influences from the Soviet language experiments that took place
during the 1920s, namely the change of alphabet from Arabic to Latin and
the secularisation of the vocabulary. At least on the surface, al-Ramzi’s
project in Qur’anic exegesis purposefully avoided any links with the
Soviet state. Even after his death, unlike many of their compatriots,
Ramz1’s children did not relocate to eastern parts of the Kazakh SSR®
and remained in Xinjiang until recently.

Inthefollowing section, Iwill firstbriefly describe what we know about
al-Ramzi and how he has been portrayed in scholarship. This will set the
backdrop for a close reading of the manuscript of his Qur’an translation,
with a focus on its paleographical features. Here I attempt to explain
why the work remained in the dark for so long, unpublished despite the
fame of its author. After discussing the physical characteristics of the
book, we move on to analyse hybridity as the key method employed by
the author, both in his approach to language choice and his take on the
structure of the translation, which is organised in the style of the post-
classical taglid-triad: the main text (matn), the commentary (sharl), and
the gloss (hashiya). Reading the glosses takes us on a journey through
the landscape of al-Ramzi’s worldview, as he criticises the wrongdoers
of Islam at length. The theme of holy war brings multiple elements of
the project together, culminating in a seven-page-long treatise on jihad
that al-Ramzi appended to his translation. Given the crucial role of this
appendix in casting light on the author’s approach to the Qur’an and

6  On the history of Tatar diaspora in Eastern Turkestan, see: Malik Chanyshev,
Kytaida tatar megarife tarikhy (Kazan: Zhyen, 2007); Mirkasim Gosmanov,
Iabylmagan kitap iaki chechelgen orlyklar (Kazan: Tatarstan kitap nashriiaty, 1996);
Mirkasim Gosmanov, ‘Tatar Settlers in Western China (Second Half of the 19th
Century to the First Half of the 20th Century)’, in Muslim Culture in Russia and
Central Asia from the 18th to the Early 20th Centuries, ed. by Anke von Kiigelgen,
Michael Kemper, and Allen J. Frank (Berlin: Schwarz Verlag, 1998), pp. 243-69.
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the fact that this portion of the manuscript is unlikely to appear in the
forthcoming publication of al-Ramzi’s Qur’an translation, I provide a
translation of this treatise at the end of my contribution. My reading of
al-Ramz1’s text suggests that, faced with the realities of modernity, in
this final work, the shaykh silently bids farewell to Sufi cosmology.’

Yet Another Male Biography

Muhammad Murad was born in a village in the Menzelinsk district of
Kazan governorate, hence his nisba al-Manzalaw1, in 1854-55. At that
time, this area—unlike the booming cities of Kazan and Orenburg—still
valorised Persianate scholarship, a tradition that had been cultivated
through long-standing ties with Central Asian centres of learning.?
After receiving a basic education in his home village, al-Ramzi travelled
to the madrasa of the prominent Tatar theologian al-Marjani (1818-89)°
in Kazan, then to Troitsk, Tashkent, and Bukhara. In 1875, he went on a
pilgrimage to Mecca, and stayed there for several decades. He returned
to Russia in 1914, only to emigrate soon after the Bolshevik revolution
to Chuguchak in Eastern Turkestan, the meeting place of many migrant
Muslim intellectuals of the time. At first he planned to collect money
and resettle in Mecca and spend the rest of his life there, but al-Ramzi’s
financial situation and personal attachments to Chuguchak residents
prevented these plans from coming to fruition. Al-Ramzi passed away
there in 1934 or 1935.7

7 By Sufi cosmology I mean ‘the imaginative and theoretical underpinnings of the
Sufi universe’ expressed in a respective vocabulary associated with Sufi ideas
and practices. For more details, see Sufi Cosmology, ed. by Christian Lange and
Alexander Knysh (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2023), here I quote from p. 3.

8  Allen Frank, Bukhara and the Muslims of Russia: Sufism, Education, and the Paradox of
Islamic Prestige (Leiden: Brill, 2012).

9 Years later, al-Ramzi would speak highly of Shihab al-Din al-Marjani: see
his ‘Muhaqqiq wa “allama damullah Shihab al-Din al-Marjani al-Qazani
hézratlereneng ... dar-khatir itmék ichin ber-ike jumld’, in Mérjani: Shihab al-Din
al-Mirjani hizritlereneng wiladdtend yuz yil tulu moénasibitli nisher itelde, ed. by Salih
b. Thabit “‘Ubaydullin (Kazan: Ma‘arif, 1333), pp. 513-16.

10 For a detailed treatment of al-Ramzi’s lifepath, see: Abdulsait Aykut, ‘Muhammad
Murad Ramzi (1855-1935) and his Works’, Krymskoe istoricheskoe obozrenie, 2
(2016), 8-26; Salavat Akhmadullin, Murad Ramzi kak istorik tiurkskikh narodov Rossii
(Moscow: Institut rossiiskoi istorii, 2022); Murad Ramzi, Talfik al’-akhbar va talkikh
al’-asar fi vakai’ Kazan va Bulgar va muluk at-tatar, vol. I, ed. by S. I. Khamidullin
(Ufa: Bashkirskii gosudarstvennyi universitet, 2017).
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Al-Ramzi attracted scholarly attention thanks to his Talfig al-akhbar,
a historical work on the Muslim peoples in Inner Russia''—a reference
source for the biographies of ‘ulama’® in the Volga-Ural region—and
the journal articles that he published in Tatar periodicals in the early
twentieth century.” In his treatment of history, al-Ramzi maintained a
critical attitude towards the Russian Empire, and this caused controversy
around the publication of Talfig al-akhbar.® While later scholars would
emphasise this side of the author’s legacy, the role of al-Ramzi as a
mediator between the Persianate Central Asian and the Ottoman Arab
intellectual worlds was of greater value in the wider religious circles
that continued to celebrate key Nagshbandiyya texts through al-Ramzi’s
Arabic renditions of these works. While in Russia and Central Asia the
Persian texts of the classical Rashahat ‘ayn al-hayat by °Ali b. Husayn
al-Kashift (1463-c.1532) and the Maktibat by Ahmad Sirhind1 (1564-
1624) have been in circulation in the original language for centuries,
al-Ramzi introduced them to an Arabic readership. These translations
enjoyed great popularity among the Nagshbandi Sufis, especially in
Turkey where the books were continuously reprinted throughout the
second half of the twentieth century."* Al-Ramzi also authored a detailed
description of Nagshbandi ideas and practices, which is preserved in
the work of his Daghestani initiate Shuayb al-Baghini (1857-1912),
who maintained the scholarly persona of a Sufi shaykh in Daghestan.'
As a scholar well-versed in Central Asian traditions of mysticism and
scholarship—and someone who spent almost forty years of his life
teaching multiple subjects in the holy cities—by the time of his escape to
Eastern Turkestan, al-Ramzi was an unquestionable authority in Islamic

11 Muhammad Murad Ramzi, Talfiq al-akhbar wa-talgih al-athar fi waqa’t® Qazan
wa-Bulghar wa-muliik al-Tatar, 2 vols (Orenburg: Karimov, Khusainov i Ko, 1908).

12 Rozaliya Garipova, ‘The Protectors of Religion and Community: Traditionalist
Muslim Scholars of the Volga-Ural Region at the Beginning of the Twentieth
Century’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 59 (2016), 126-65.

13 Nuriia Garaeva, ‘Kem ul Morad Ramzi’, Kazan utlary, 2 (1990), 171-74. Muslim
scholars in Russia often had their own opinions on al-Ramzi’s treatment of history,
but not all of these reactions were published. In particular, ‘Arifullah Salihi penned
a very critical review of al-Ramzi’s historical work that never saw the light of the
day: Institute of Oriental Manuscripts, D 481.1V.

14 Muhammad Murad Ramzi, Dhayl Rashahat ‘ayn al-hayat (Mecca: n.p., 1890);
Muhammad Murad Ramzi, Mu‘arrab al-maktiibat (Istanbul: Thlas Vakfi, 2002).

15 Shu‘ayb al-Bagini, Tabaqat al-khwajagan al-Nagshbandiyya wa-sadat al-masha’ikh
al-khalidiyya al-mahmiidiyya (Makhachkala: Dar al-Risala, 2016), pp. 600-32.



34 Qur’an Translations in the Eastern Bloc and Beyond

scholarship and truly a translator-mutarjim who was able to employ the
inner richness of Islamic literatures to establish an intellectual autonomy
from European modernity.

The numerous writings left by al-Ramzi leave us with a picture
of someone with multiple scholarly personas, each of which were
intentionally constructed to provide a specific publicimage.' We know of
al-Ramzi the historian, who put together the fragmented pasts of Muslim
Eurasia.'” Similarly, we learn about al-Ramzi the shaykh, who mastered
the mystical path and articulated Sufi models of self-fashioning, with
their peculiar language of ijazas, veneration of shrines, and purification
of the soul.’® We also hear of al-Ramzi the %lim, or traditionalist scholar,
who staunchly defended the established norms of creed and practice
against reformist innovators who, he believed, distort religion."” One
might expect that an elderly scholar at the end of his career would be
willing to construct his Qur’an translation, possibly the highest point of
his intellectual path, in a way that reflects one of the types of scholarly
persona he had embraced in his earlier life. However, in the following
section it will become apparent that this Qur’an translation project
proved too ambitious for a single form of self-fashioning, and instead
revealed the hybrid character of al-Ramz1’s true sense of the self.

16  For the concept of the scholarly persona, see Herman Paul, ‘What is a Scholarly
Persona? Ten Theses on Virtues, Skills, and Desires’, History & Theory, 53:3 (2014),
348-71. For its application to Muslim ego-documents from Russia, see Muslim
Subjectivity in Soviet Russia: The Memoirs of ‘Abd al-Majid al-Qadiri, ed. by Alfrid
Bustanov and Vener Usmanov (Leiden: Brill, 2022), pp. 5-11, 36-50.

17 Salavat Akhmadullin, Murad Ramzi kak istorik tiurkskikh narodov Rossii; 11'shat
Nasyrov, ‘O nauke istorii i proshlom i nastoiashchem narodov Evrazii. Fragmenty
iz sochineniia “Talfik al-akhbar”. Vvodnaia stat’ia, perevod i kommentarii’, in
Ishrak: Ezhegodnik islamskoi filosofii, vol. IX (Moscow: Sadra, 2019), pp. 375-412.

18 Shamil Shikhaliev and Michael Kemper, ‘Sayfallah-Qadi Bashlarov: Sufi Networks
between the North Caucasus and the Volga-Urals’, in The Piety of Learning: Islamic
Studies in Honor of Stefan Reichmuth, ed. by Michael Kemper and Ralf Elger (Leiden:
Brill, 2017), pp. 189-90.

19 II'shat Nasyrov, ‘Murat Ramzi i ego vzgliady na dzhadidizm’, in Religioznye aspekty
globalizatsii: faktor islama, vol. III (Ufa: Villi Oksler, 2006), pp. 138-140; II’shat
Nasyrov, ‘Vzgliady Murada Ramzi po voprosam reformirovaniia i modernizatsii
islama’, in Arabskie issledovaniia (Moscow: RUDN, 2012), pp. 27-34.
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The Production of the Manuscript

The only manuscript of Muhammad Murad al-Ramzi’s Qur’an
translation constitutes an impressive physical object. Its dimensions
are 28 x 23 x 5cm, and the binding is pasteboard with leather on
the endband. The paper is lineated and bears neither stamps nor
watermarks. In fact, there are no immediate material features that
would suggest its Eastern Turkestani origin.”® There are multiple signs
of restoration, and the first folio has been glued onto a xeroxed page with
the handwritten title “The Turkic Translation of the Qur’an. The Work
of the Poor’® Muhammad Murad Ramzi Manzalawi Makki’" (Qur’an
“azim al-sha’nining tiirk[i]chd® tirjemise. Athar-i fagir Muhammad Murad
Ramzi Menzelewi Makki). The main text is written within a demarcated
box (15 x 22cm) with occasional glosses on the margins. No carry-over
words are present, and the Arabic pagination is placed on each side of
the folio.

The manuscript features two colophons—one, unusually, in the
middle of the translation, right before Q 18, and another after Q 114.
The first colophon (Fig. 1.1) runs as follows:

Praise be to God, the first half of the Qur’an translation has been finished
at the house of the most distinguished Mir ‘Abid Bay, where I was hosted
with my family, in Chuguchak near the Tarbughatay mountains at the
time of “%sr, on Thursday 24 Safar al-khayr 1348 of the Muslim calendar,
1 August of the European and 19 Temmaiz of the Eastern calendar, in the
Christian year of 1929. May God ease the task of completing the second
half. Amen. This has been written by the poor Muhammad Murad Ramz1
al-Nagshbandt.

20 Unlike, for example, the paper of an early seventeenth-century manuscript of the
Abwab al-jinan by Dawlat Shah al-Ispijabi composed in Yarkand (Kazan University
Library, Ms. 6764 T), in which case the material exposes its local origin. For the
importance of paper in manuscript studies, see Jan Just Witkam, Values of Old Paper
(Leiden: Ter Lugt Press, 2022).

21  Fagqir is a traditional polite self-reference in Tatar text of the early twentieth
century.

22 Ifread directly, the title says “Turkish’ (tdrekchi) and not “Turkic” (tirkichi). 1
reason that for those who had access to the manuscript there was no need to
emphasise the distinction between the western and eastern forms of Turkic
language. For our purposes, however, the difference is important, hence my
interpretation.
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Praise be to God, the final copying (bayad) of the first half of this
translation has been accomplished in my house on Friday night, 8 Rab1’
al-Akhir 1348 of the Muslim calendar [12 September 1929]. My boy ‘Abd
al-’Aziz had a stomach disease at the time. May God grant him a cure.
This has been written by the poor ‘Imad al-Din b. Muhammad ‘Arif
al-Chochaki.®

According to a note in the manuscript, al-Ramzi continued his work a
few days later, on 4 August, and al-Chochaki began copying the second
half on 14 September. The final colophon (Fig. 1.2) provides more details
on the way these two proceeded with their task:

Thanks God, this has been completed on Monday morning, 27 Dhii-l-
Hijja 1348, or 13/ 26 May, 1930.* The work began on 13/28 October 1927
corresponding to Sunday 2 Jumada al-Akhir 1346. This means that the
work has been accomplished in nearly two years and seven months of the
lunar calendar. During this time, only four months after the death of the
former governor, between early July and early November 1928, no work
related to the translation was done. Hence the period of engagement was
two years and three months.

In my home in Chuguchak, I, ‘Imad al-Din b. Muhammad ‘Arif
Abii Bakri al-Chochaki, have copied and completed this translation
on 1 Muharram 1349 [28 May 1930]. May God make it of use to my
family, who will remember me in their prayers. May God grant me
endless reward and allow me to Paradise. Completed on 7 Jawza 1308
of the solar Muslim calendar and on Thursday 16/29 May 1930 of the
Christian calendar.

23 Muhammad Murad al-Ramzi, Qur’an ‘azim al-sha’nining tiirk[i]chd tirjemise,
p- 374.

24  This double form of date reflects the difference in Julian and Gregorian calendars.

25 al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, p. 738. This mix of multiple calendars, including the
solar and lunar Muslim calendars, the Julian and Gregorian calendars, reflects the
peculiarity of the region in which al-Ramzi found himself: between empires, on
the fridges of Central Asia and the Islamicate world, at the intersection of Turkic,
Persian, and Chinese cultures.
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Figs 1.1. and 1.2. Colophons in al-Ramzi’s work: intermediary (on the left) and
final (on the right). ©Alfrid Bustanov, Creative Commons license CC BY.

These colophons thus provide informative details about the composition
process. Even though the manuscript is no autograph, there can be no
doubt as to authenticity of the text and its attribution to al-Ramzi. It is
not only in the colophons that the author reveals his identity. On several
occasions he refers to himself as ‘I the poor’ (fagirimiz).* In another
place he calls himself ‘Murad efendi’, for example when warning his
readers from erroneous understanding of his translation of Q 10:24.
Even though ‘Imad al-Din the copyist had aimed to produce a
final copy (bayad), the manuscript, while clearer in the first pages,
contained just enough omissions and mistakes—possibly caused by
the illness of his son mentioned in the first colophon—that someone
had to go through the entire text once more and leave corrections
with a traditional abbreviation of approval (sad and ha? for sahh).?® A
break in pagination after p. 207, the next page left blank with the page
after paginated as 165 and then corrected to 208, suggests that the part

26 al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, pp. 41, 157, 173.
27 Ibid., p. 281.
28 Ibid., p. 211 especially is full of corrections.
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running before this was rewritten due to an abundance of mistakes and
later attached to the remaining body of the manuscript. The copyist
was in a hurry, as this rewriting must have taken place after already
copying the book, and he allowed himself wider handwriting. Thus, the
copyist ended up taking up more space than was previously planned,
i.e. more than 165 pages of initial pagination. This oddity is not reflected
in the colophons but is attested by the double pagination starting from
p- 207—the new numbers were written in pen next to the old ones. In
fact, there are very few omissions in the text before this break.” The task
of copying such a text was clearly difficult for this person, who failed
to do justice to the idea of the final copy announced in the colophons.
This could be the reason the manuscript remained unpublished:
there was still more work to be done with the text, and no resources
to continue the project, especially after al-Ramzi’s passing and/or the
disappearance of his patron. Given that the manuscript survived in the
ownership of al-Ramz1’s direct descendants, one might speculate that
any earlier versions of the text, namely al-Ramzi’s autograph, have been
destroyed. According to Dilyara Usmanova, in the 1960s a portion of
the manuscript was acquired by the Public Academy in Xinjiang and
another copy of the translation has been lost.*® However, I suggest that
rumours of its destruction may owe much to the widespread trope of the
Bolsheviks’ intended destruction of Muslim libraries in Soviet Russia—a
trope which downplays the inner logic of manuscript production and
circulation.®" Autographs usually bear a great deal of editorial work and,
despite their appreciation in Orientalist scholarship, often lose their
practical function after the appearance of a better copy, as was the case
with the manuscript in question.

This eagerness to have as clean a copy as possible can be explained by
the desire to eventually publish this text, for example in a lithographed
form, for which a manuscript would be suitable.*> The organisation

29  On page 28 the copyist unnecessarily repeated the phrase hammii piaygambirlirga,
and on p. 84 he first omitted a word birgiiche but later added it on the top. Similar
edits were made throughout the text, clearly upon comparison with the original.

30 Diliara Usmanova, ‘Murad Ramzi (1853-1934)’, p. 103.

31 For a critique of this trope, see Alfrid Bustanov and Shamil Shikhaliev, ‘Archives of
Discrimination: The Evolution of Muslim Book Collections in Daghestan’, Journal
of Islamic Manuscripts, 15:1 (2023), 82-109.

32 On the impact of printing on Sufism, see Sufism, Literary Production, and Printing
in the Nineteenth Century, ed. by Rachida Chih, Catherine Mayeur-Jaouen, and
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of the manuscript supports this hypothesis: the book has Arabic
pagination on each side of the folio, every Qur’anic verse bears a number
to facilitate consultation, there are indications in the margins for the
divisions into parts (para) and chapters (siira). These notes have been
applied systematically throughout the text, which would be unusual
for a manuscript for private use. Similarly, the presence of European
punctuation—i.e. inverted commas, brackets, dots, and even quotes—
suggests that the author aims to address a broader audience than just
readers of the manuscript itself.

According to the obituary for al-Ramzi published in the journal
Yanga Yapon Mdkhbire in Tokyo in 1935, the local governor in Chuguchak
wanted to get rid of al-Ramzi, using his Turkish passport as a pretext.
As the population in Chuguchak did not want to lose al-Ramzi, the
governor stipulated a condition for his remaining in the area: al-Ramzi
had to produce a translation of the Qur’an in the regional form of the
Turkic language (mdmlikit tiirkichise). If he failed to prove his status as
a great scholar of Islam by doing so, he would have to leave the country.
Reportedly, al-Ramzi promised to present the governor a copy of the
translation for his library.® If [ understand the second colophon correctly,
this is the governor who passed away in 1928, which caused a break in
the project. However, work on the translation soon recommenced and
was completed by May 1930.

Based on paleographic evidence, I reconstruct the manuscript history
of al-Ramzi’s work as follows. The project was backed by Mir Abid
Bay, a wealthy local, who seized the opportunity to have the famous
Sufi shaykh and scholar at his premises. He sponsored the endeavour,
provided enough paper and ink, and hired an assistant named ‘Imad
al-Din who would produce a clean final copy of the text for a lithograph
publication. The shaykh took his time and produced approximately
one page of the translation every day—his glosses suggest that he had
to experiment with the phrasing and consult the opinions of classical
scholars of tafsir. Al-Ramzi and ‘Imad al-Din worked in parallel, the
latter regularly taking portions of the text from the translator, with
a time lag of only one month between the production of the original
and its copy. Once the job was done, the copy was compared with the

Rudiger Seesemann (Wiirzburg: Ergon Verlag, 2015).
33 Ibid., pp. 108-09.
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autograph and the numerous errors became apparent. To fix these
mistakes, ‘Imad al-Din produced the first 207 pages anew, leaving the
restintact. Despite all these efforts, the quality of the manuscript remains
far from perfect. I reason that the failure of the copyist to accomplish the
task to a sufficiently high standard is one reason that the work did not
enjoy wider circulation. The old age of the translator could have played
a part in this: he went through eye surgery in 1923 and possibly did not
recover completely enough to perform the endeavour. <Imad al-Din’s
copy was transferred to the mosque in Urumchi on its completion, but
soon after al-Ramzi’s passing away it was returned to his family.*

Al-Ramzi the Scholar

Despite the utterly modern appearance of the manuscript, which
could easily serve as a basis for a printed edition, the book maintains
the tradition of providing glosses in the margins, directly labelled as
hashiya at one instance.®® While the additions in brackets within the
main body of text helped al-Ramzi to establish a clearer narrative in
his translation, he used glosses to explain subtle matters, to prevent
people from misunderstanding the translation or to further highlight
the meaning (mafhiim) of the Qur’anic verses. Interestingly, each gloss
is accompanied by his signature—at the beginning in full as ‘translator’
(mutarjim), and later on only with two letters jim and mim. The latter
feature resembles the system of shortcuts used in Arabic premodern
legal and grammatical works for quotes from established authorities in
the field.* By applying this system to his engagement with the Qur’an
(Fig. 1.3), al-Ramzi developed a hybrid intellectual approach that
would combine the tools of translation, commentary within the text
(akin to sharh in legal compendia), and glosses on the margins. Indeed,
on many occasions al-Ramzi refers in his glosses to the legal tradition
(figh kitaplarida) to further elucidate this or that notion in the text.”

34 Ibid., p. 103.

35 Ibid., p. 100, on the margin.

36 For example: Diana Gadzhieva, ‘“Al-Kafiia fi-n-nakhv” Ibn al-Khadzhiba s
ierarkhiei kommentariev v Dagestane’, Vestnik instituta istorii, arkheologii i etnografii,
1:37 (2014), 40-55.

37  For example, al-Ramzi, Qur'an tirjemase, on p. 39 and 129 in the margin.
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Fig. 1.3. The text, commentary, and glosses in al-Ramzi’s work. ©Alfrid Bustanov,
Creative Commons license CC BY.

Al-RamzI’s Qur’an translation is also notable for the fact that in
it he continues his decades-long fight with a particular faction of
Islamic reformists within Russia. This is how al-Ramzi introduces his
commentary on Q 6:111:

In our times in Russia (rusiyya yortinda) have appeared those who have
moved towards atheism, and fallen away from the right path and true
religion. They are ignorant of the meaning of the Qur’anic verses and
reject the miracle descending to the Prophet from God. They make fun of
and ridicule the prophetic miracle (1muiza). Musa Bigl and Diyya Kamali*®
are the leaders of these reckless people. Stay far away from reading and
accepting their books, and from listening and accepting the words of their
unfortunate supporters. Otherwise you will join them in hell.*

38 Musa Bigeev (1873-1949) and Diyya al-Din al-Kamali (1873-1942) were
prominent Muslim intellectuals and public figures in early twentieth-century
Russia who advocated for Islamic reform.

39  Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, p. 201.
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As he did in his early writings,*" al-Ramzi does not hold back on the use
of negative epithets for Musa Bigeev and his followers, accusing them of
heresy (zindig).** One of the main points of disagreement he had with
them related to the eternal nature of hell. According to al-Ramzi, the
unbelievers ‘will stay in hell forever. This is the creed of all Muslims,
except for Jahiz—the worst of the Mutazilites, Abti al-Husayn al-Basr1
the Rafidite, and Miisa Bigl and his stupid followers.”* As is well known,
Musa Bigeev was indeed of a different opinion on this subject and wrote
that all humankind at some point will enjoy Paradise thanks to God’s
all-encompassing mercy.* In several places in the translation, al-Ramzi
warns his readers that such assistants of Satan (shaytan vakilleri) were
also present in his current place of residence.* Al-Ramzi was right in
saying that Chuguchak and, we should add, the entire region of Eastern
Turkestan, was home to Islamic reformists of various sorts,* and even
scholars of Wahhabi tendencies, such as Shami Damullah.*

To remain true to the tradition of Qur’anic exegesis, al-Ramzi
consulted numerous sources as part of his translation methodology. His
approach to tafsir as a field of knowledge is hybrid too. In glosses, he
references a wide range of more conventional, classical tafsirs by authors
such as al-Nasafi,*” al-Baydawi,* Hasan al-Basr1,* Ibn Mujahid,” and

40 Muhammad Murad al-Ramzi, Mushaya‘at hizb al-rahman wa-mudafa‘at hizb
al-shaytan (Orenburg: n.p., 1911).

41  Al-Ramzi, Qur'an tirjemase, p. 191. Here al-Ramzi translates Q 6:71 as promising
hell to those with incorrect beliefs (nachar i'tigadlari).

42 Tbid., p. 394.

43  Musa Bigeev, Rihmiit ilahiya burhannari (Orenburg: Wagit, 1911).

44 Al-Ramzi, Qur'an tdrjemase, pp. 39, 507.

45  David Brophy, Uyghur Nation: Reform and Revolution on the Russia-China Frontier
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016); Alexandre Papas, ‘Muslim
Reformism in Xinjiang: Reading the Newspaper Yengi Hayat (1934-1937)’, in
Kashgar Revisited: Uyghur Studies in Memory of Ambassador Gunnar Jarring, ed. by
I1diké Bellér-Hann, Birgit N. Schlyter, and Jun Sugawara (Leiden and Boston:
Brill, 2017), pp. 161-83; Eric Schluessel, ‘History, Identity, and Mother-Tongue
Education in Xinjiang’, Central Asian Survey, 28:4 (2009), 383-402.

46 David Brophy, ““He Causes a Ruckus Wherever He Goes”: Sa‘id Muhammad
al-’Asali as a Missionary of Modernism in North-West China’, Modern Asian
Studies, 54:4 (2020), 1192-224.

47  Al-Ramzi, Qur'an tdrjemase, p. 376.

48 Ibid., p. 161.

49 Ibid., p. 153.

50 Ibid., p. 173.
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al-Tabari,*! to al-Zamakhshari,>?> Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,*®* and Abt Muslim
al-Isbahani.** In addition to these references, al-Ramzi turned to the
Bustan al-‘arifin by Aba-1-Layth al-Samarqandi, a legal treatise that was
very popular in Russia and Central Asia in the nineteenth century.® In
one instance he does not shy away from quoting Ibn Taymiyya on the
longevity of the seven sleepers’ stay in the cave.® Such recourse to Ibn
Taymiyya in a text by a conservative Sufi shaykh may be surprising,
but it seems that al-Ramzi shared the respectful attitude towards Ibn
Taymiyya that was prevalent among the Tatar ‘ulama® of the early
twentieth century.” This is despite the terrible losses caused to the Sufi
heritage in Saudi Arabia by the newly enthroned dynasty of Wahhabis
who also celebrated Ibn Taymiyya.”® In addition to Islamic literature,
al-Ramzi writes of consulting the Pentateuch for his commentaries.”
However, he was not interested in engaging in anti-Christian polemics
when doing so: when he writes about the theological views held by
Christians, he does not go beyond mere description or brief refutation.*
Thanks to the Bolshevik anti-religious struggle, by the late 1920s the
Orthodoxmission had ceased to present a challenge to Muslim thinkers.*!

Although he used a wide range of sources, al-Ramzi was very critical
of the opinions translated in the premodern tafsir tradition, claiming at
times that ‘everything that is written about this [the story of Yasuf and
Zulaikha] in tafsirs is baseless and false superstition (khurafat)’,** which
cannot but remind us of reformist anti-Sufi rhetoric. In other cases he
refrained from narrating the opinion of commentors, instead referring
the readers to consult those works directly.®® When it came to views that

51 Ibid., pp. 157, 310.

52 Ibid., p. 362.

53 Ibid., pp. 376,419, 553.

54 Ibid., p. 59.

55 Ibid., p. 377.

56 Ibid., p. 378.

57 Ibn Fakhr al-Din, Rida al-Din, Ibn Taymiyya (Orenburg: n.p., 1911).

58 Rosie Bsheer, Archive Wars: The Politics of History in Saudi Arabia (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2020), ch. 1.

59  Al-Ramzi, Qur'an tdrjemase, p. 173.

60 Ibid., p. 145,377, 391.

61 Things were different throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
when a series of anti-missionary treatises were composed by Tatar ulama’.

62  Al-Ramzi, Qur’'an tirjemase, p. 312.

63 ‘Tafsir igeleri bu tugrida kub nerseler ziker qgilgandurlar. Khokhlagan keshe anda
qarasun’ (ibid., p. 319).
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he found intolerable, al-Ramz1 harshly criticised the hagiographic style
of Qur’anic commentary. In particular, in his note on the identity of Dhix
1-Qarnayn in Q 18:84, the translator did not hide his emotions:

God did not inform us of Dht 1-Qarnayn’s lifetime, his location,
or identity. People ask who he really was, but in fact there is a lot of
uncertainty about him. Most of the authors in tafsir, hadith and history
have been mistaken in this issue. Only a few have escaped grave mistakes
[...] To say that he was Iskander Rami Yunani Makidoni is faulty, I swear
to God. This is a fault by all the names of God. He was a worshipper of
idols who claimed to be a deity.®*

We find a similar note of criticism on the premodern style of interpreting
Islamic history in his commentary on the passage of the Qur’an that
deals with the wall erected by the same Dhii 1-Qarnayn to protect the
world from the evil Yajij and Majaj:

The authors in tafsir, hadith and history claimed that this is the wall
built between the Turks and Chinese people. This is a mistake, as the
Chinese erected the wall themselves. According to al-Baydawi, what is
meant here is Darband or Timer Qapu [which is] located between the
Armenians and Daghistanis in the Caucasus.*®

These quotes reveal the complex profile of al-Ramzi as a scholar.
While he was a famed Sufi shaykh, he developed a rational method of
verification of facts and sources, in the same vein as did the reformists®
he so terribly disliked. His Qur’an translation reveals instances in which
al-Ramz1’s scholarly personas contradicted each other. On the one hand,
he promised hell to the unbelievers, who have discovered the telegraph
system, the phone, the gramophone, and cars and airplanes.” On the
other hand, he observed that all these technical discoveries are part

64 TIbid., p. 385.

65 Ibid., p. 386.

66 For example, Hasan al-Alkadari (1834-1910), a Daghestani intellectual, made
sure to carefully distinguish between the historical Alexander the Great and
the distinguished person of Islamic tradition. See Hasan-afandt al-Alkadart
ad-Dagistani, Jirab al-Mammniin (Temir-Khan-Shiara: al-Matba‘a al-Islamiyya
li-Muhammad-Mirza Mavraev, 1912). I would like to thank Dr. Shamil Shikhaliev
for bringing this similarity to my attention.

67 Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, p. 17.
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of God’s creation,®® and referenced Ahmad Midhat Pasha’s (1822-83)
book on zoology® and proudly claimed that modern botanical science
has proved observations made in the Qur’an.”® Al-Ramzi speaks of
modernity (hazirda) as the time when material objects have become
extremely efficient.” Judged from this perspective, al-Ramzi’s translation
of the Qur’an can be seen to lie at the intersection of the author’s lifelong
professional engagement with history, translation, and theology. This
mix of approaches explains a lot when it comes to the hybrid character
of the book.

Al-Ramzi the Sufi

What does the hybrid style of al-Ramzi’s translation conceal? In fact,
there is not much trace of Sufism, hagiography, and story-telling left in
the text.”” From the text, one would not guess that the translation was
authored by someone who had in previous years written extensively on
muragaba (a Sufi’s concentration on the self) and tawassul (turning to
God’s help via one’s master). There are very few Sufi terms throughout
the book,”? but when they do occur their usage does not suggest a
specific mystical dimension and does not make it a Sufi commentary on
the Qur’an, as one might expect given al-Ramzi’s famous Sufi persona.
For example, this is how al-Ramzi translates Q 2:152, a verse that is
central to Sufi cosmology and practice: ‘“Therefore, remember me (ziker
gilingizlar) [in the margin: “by following God’s orders, respecting and
abiding Him”] and I will remember you [in the margin: “by expressing

68 ‘Bu kungeche parakhutlar, ut arbalar, tramvaylar, avtomobiller, tayyara
(aeroplanlar), telegraflar, telefonnar, kitab basmalari, yazu mashinalari, tikesh
mashinalari wa har gism mashinalar [Khuda] yaratdi. Mondin kiyin yana
nimeler yaratir.” (Ibid., p. 345, commenting on Q 16:8, saying that until the Day of
Judgement God will create for you things previously unknown).

69 Ibid., p. 183.

70 ‘Bu ‘asirimizda fan ildn thabitder.” (Ibid., p. 340).

71 1Ibid., p. 198.

72 Itis remarkable, however, that at one point al-Ramzi uses Fuzali's poem to
comment on a Qur’anic verse.

73  Clearly under the influence of my public lecture (see the discussion below), the
publishers commented on the lack of Sufi terminology in al-Ramzi’s work: ‘this
is a translation and it needs to be brief, otherwise it would turn into an extensive
commentary (fafsir), and one would not read a huge book’ (édl-Kazani, Kor”’in
gazyimu-sh-shannyng torkichd tirjemdse, p. 5).
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mercy and rewarding you”].””* Neither here, nor elsewhere, is the reader
to find engagement with an explicitly Sufi interpretation.

The only element that reminds the reader of the author’s grounding
in tasawwuf is his very detailed treatment of kiingel as a metaphysical
concept denoting the space of emotions and knowledge within human
body. This is a Turkic word that al-Ramzi uses throughout the text as
an equivalent for the Qur’anic qalb (heart), and in so doing establishes
an intertextual link with the rich tradition of kiingel as a theme in Tatar
poetry and autobiographical writing. In close relation with kiingel,
the author occasionally speaks of love towards God (‘ishg, mahabba),”
purification of the soul (fazkiyyat al-nafs),” establishing a bond with
God (tawassul),” and the ethics of God’s remembrance—apparently in
defence of the silent forms of dhikr,”® but these separate notions never
formed a system. Thus, al-Ramzi the shaykh is almost absent from his
Qur’anic commentary.

When it comes to the veneration of shrines—one of the key practices
in Nagshbandiyya Sufism—al-Ramzi expresses his negative attitude
towards Sufi shrines of questionable, in his opinion, origin. For example,
he says that the shrine of the Seven Sleepers (ashab al-kahf) in Turfan
is ‘undoubtedly a lie and something that has been created recently to
collect money from people.””” In addition, he writes negatively of the
occult (siher jadu).®® Topics relating to sex are dealt with in a legalist
fashion, which is completely alien to the usual explicit descriptions
in the early-nineteenth century of same-sex relationships.®" The story
of Yusuf and Zulaikha that was paradigmatic for generations of Tatar
madrasa graduates in the Volga-Ural region® is not even mentioned

74  Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, p. 32.

75 Ibid., pp. 20, 34, 37, 73.

76 Ibid., p. 75.

77 Ibid., p. 19.

78 Ibid., a gloss for Q 2:198 on p. 43: ‘That is, remember God appropriately (adab
ilin), not like the ignorant innovators who have no respect and make a lot of noise
(hay-huy dib).

79 Ibid., p. 376.

80 Ibid., pp. 2122, 401.

81 Ibid., pp. 40, 43 (jima’), 302 (liwata).

82 Agnes Kefeli, “The Tale of Joseph and Zulaykha on the Volga Frontier: The
Struggle for Gender, Religious, and National Identity in Imperial and Post-
Revolutionary Russia’, Slavic Review, 70:2 (2011), 373-98.
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in al-Ramzi’s dry translation.®® Again, these aspects make al-Ramzi
look very much like the reformists he criticised and suggest a rational
approach towards the Qur’an and a rejection of literary takes on the
holy text that is characteristic of the Persianate cultural sphere. For a Sufi
shaykh, al-Ramz1 has written a very rationalist translation that does not
allow space for even a bit of the Sufi cosmology that is so richly present
in the premodern Tatar tradition of Qur'an commentaries.* Even the
very genre of al-Ramzi’'s work suggests engagement with reformist
and colonial discourses: the Qur’an was turning into the sacred book
of Islam, like the Bible has for Christianity, at the beginning of the
twentieth century.®

Al-Ramzi the Translator

When writing the final colophon to the translation, <Imad al-Din added
that he had not only copied the work, but also completed it (tdmam
ittem). This hints at a prominent role that the copyist felt the need to
articulate in the work’s final stage. If I am correct in my reading of the
production process, the project’s sponsors wanted to have a translation
of the Qur’an that would bear the blessing of the Sufi shaykh, but that
was written in a vernacular familiar to the people of Chuguchak. Without
denying al-Ramz1’s linguistic talents as a translator (he apparently knew
Arabic, Persian, and Ottoman well, in addition to Tatar and Russian),
it is plausible that <Imad al-Din’s role went beyond the mechanical
reproduction and ordering of al-Ramzi’s original writing, and that he
helped to make the language colloquial and idiomatic.®

83  Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, p. 311.

84 A good case in comparison is the Sidrat al-muntaha by Taj al-Din al-Bulghari
(1768-1838), which is full of Sufi cosmology in a Persianate style. See Tadzh
ad-Din b. Talchygul al-Bulgari, Sidrat al-muntakha (Lotos krainego predella), 2 vols,
ed. by Alfrid Bustanov (Kazan: Tatarskoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo, 2022).

85 Gulnaz Sibgatullina, “The Ecology of a Vernacular Qur’an: Rethinking Mitisa Bigi's
Translation into Tiirki-Tatar’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies, 24:3 (2022), 46-69.

86 The contrast in language is especially striking when compared with the Turkic
texts penned by al-Ramzi—there he preferred forms closer to Ottoman. See,
for example, Shaykh Muhammad Murad [al-Ramzi], Insif (Kazan: Tipografiia
Karimovykh, 1900).
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The question of translating the Qur’an into vernaculars was a hot
topic during al-Ramzi’s youth,*” but in the last years of his life he clearly
had no doubt about his take on the issue. Throughout the manuscript
his approach to the text is consistently termed as “translation” (tarjama),
sometimes accompanied by explanations as to why a certain way of
rendering a given verse was found preferable in comparison with
previous, classical commentaries.®* However, what we are dealing with
is not simply a word-by-word translation, but an elaborated narrative
that includes extensive additional remarks from the translator, all
presented in parenthesis so that they are discernable from the actual
translation of the Qur’anic passages.

The hybridity of al-Ramzi’s approach mirrors the hybridity of the
language used in the translation. The linguistic choices in the book struck
me the most while reading it. Most of the text is written in Chaghatay,
clearly bearing in mind the immediate linguistic environment of
Chuguchak where the work was composed and where al-Ramzi spent
his last years.* Moving beyond grammar, the choice of vocabulary is
also very indicative. For example, the translator uses gap for ‘speech’,”
nan for ‘bread’” tilla and pul for ‘money’,”* and never uses their Tatar
equivalents.” There are, however, many instances throughout the text
when the language changes to Tatar and even uses its spoken
variant, as with the use of the vernacular expression falan-tugan—i.e.

87 Al-Ramzi’s eternal rival Musa Bigeev was also engaged in these debates and
prepared a Qur’anic translation on his own: see Gulnaz Sibgatullina, “The Ecology
of a Vernacular Qur’an’.

88  Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, pp. 125, 307, 367.

89 Interestingly, Dilyara Usmanova managed to guess the language of the work
without consulting the manuscript: see Usmanova, ‘Murad Ramzi (1853-1934)’,
p- 102. The publishers of the manuscript claim that the language used in
al-Ramzi’s translation was the language customarily used by prerevolutionary
Tatar ‘ulama’ (which is simply not true) and that it only ‘slightly” diverges from
the contemporary Tatar language and appears close to Uyghur(!) and Chaghatay
language: see &dl-Kazani, Kor"'in gazyimu-sh-shannyng térkichd tirjemise, p. 8.

90 Al-Ramzi, Qur'an tdrjemase, pp. 4, 22, and throughout the text.

91 Ibid., p.13.

92 Ibid., p. 81.

93 Inal-Ramzi’s youth it was customary and fashionable to use Ottoman phrases.
See Muslim Subjectivity in Soviet Russia, pp. 102-5; Alfrid Bustanov, ‘On Emotional
Grounds: Private Communication of Muslims in Late Imperial Russia’, Asiatische
Studien, 73:4 (2019), 655-82 (p. 673).
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‘such-and-such’—in one of the glosses.”* In another place, al-Ramzi
refers the reader to his commentary on various other verses of the
Qur’an using the Tatar formula shunda bag (‘look there’).”> Sometimes
Tatar forms are used interchangeably with Chaghatay ones: for example,
while he usually uses yagach for ‘tree’, it is sometimes agach.”® Al-Ramzi
also refers to Russian Muslims as niighay, which was a customary
terminology current in Central Asia.”

There is also a very prominent Persian influence in the text, which
gives it a peculiar flavour.”® For example, al-Ramzi extensively uses
the words asman-u zamin in his translation of Qur’anic passages on
al-samawat wa-l-ard (the skies and earth).” Another word pair is
very productively used for the term farh (happiness): in al-Ramzi’s
translation, it becomes the poetic khursand-u shad.'™® Ka‘ba is rendered
as khana-yi khuda (the house of God),”" and the worshippers of idols as
pot-parast.’® When reading al-Ramzi’s translation I expected to find an
elaborate treatment of garden culture, full of Persianate imagery and
descriptions. However, al-Ramzi clearly decided to refrain from the
more traditional (for Tatar literature) concept of bagh(cha), or garden,
in the description of Paradise. For ‘heavenly gardens’, al-Ramzi uses the
Persian word behesht with arigs, or irrigation canals (and not springs,
chishmildr!) flowing beneath.'® Even though the Qur’anic text uses the
term janna consistently when speaking of both heavenly and earthly

94  Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, p. 60.

95 Ibid., p. 120.

96 Ibid., p. 229.

97 Seeibid., p. 353 (where he explains the word umarta and provides its Arabic
equivalent khaliyya), and p. 363 (where he quotes a Tatar colloquial expression uh
tuydim to comment on Q 17:5). Needless to say, Soviet-style ethno-nationalism was
completely alien to al-Ramzi’s sense of self.

98 On the role of Persian in Eastern Turkestan, see David Brophy, ‘A Lingua Franca in
Decline? The Place of Persian in Qing China’, in The Persianate World The Frontiers
of a Eurasian Lingua Franca, ed. by Nile Green (Oakland: University of California
Press, 2019), pp. 175-91; Alexandre Papas, ‘Lingua Franca or Lingua Magica?
Talismanic Scrolls from Eastern Turkistan’, in The Persianate World, pp. 208-12.

99  Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, pp. 25, 34, 57, 64, and elsewhere.

100 Ibid., p. 101 (Q 3:169-71).

101 Ibid., pp. 26, 33.

102 Ibid., p. 104.

103 For example, the translation of Q 3:195: ‘Saraylari wa darakhtlarining astlarinnan
ariglar aqib yatqan beheshtldrga kirgezermen’ (ibid., p. 106). A similar phrase is
repeated for Q 2:25, Q 3:136, Q 3:198, and elsewhere.
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gardens, al-Ramzi prefers to distinguish between the two, using behesht
for Paradisical gardens and the term bagh for orchards in the translation
of Q 18:32-34 and his commentary on Q 17:1.! By doing so, al-Ramzi,
in a rationalist fashion, establishes the difference between the sacred
and the profane, thereby ignoring the centuries-old concept of physical
gardens serving as an earthly metaphor of Paradise.'™ In doing this
he goes even further than the Tatar translators of the Soviet era, who
preserved the garden imagery in the translations they produced during
the 1950s and 1970s.

A big absentee from Ramzi’s impressive translation work is the
Russian language. Strikingly, not a single word of Russian has slipped
into the translation'®—in sharp contrast to many Tatar commentaries
and translations of the Qur’an in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
where the occasional use of Russian loanwords was a norm. It is safe
to assume that for al-Ramzi, this rejection was a personal choice that
emphasised his intellectual struggle against colonialism.

Al-Ramzi the Warrior

In the obituary published by the Tatar press in Tokyo, al-Ramzi was
portrayed as a staunch enemy of Russia who would take up a weapon
if needed."”” This aspect of al-Ramzi’s personality certainly informed his
reputation as a scholar, and we can find it spectacularly manifested in his
Qur’anic translation. As far as I can judge, the work in question is the only
case of a Russian Muslim’s detailed engagement with the Qur’an that
takes the question of jihad seriously. In no other work can we find such
eagerness to discuss the matter as part of the contemporaneous political

104 Ibid., p. 360 (here: bagh-bustanlar), and pp. 379-80.

105 Alfrid Bustanov, ‘A Space for the Subject: Tracing Garden Culture in Muslim
Russia’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 65 (2023), 74-125;
Nicolas Roth, ‘Poppies and Peacocks, Jasmine and Jackfruit: Garden Images and
Horticultural Knowledge in the Literatures of Mughal India, 16001800, Journal
of South Asian Intellectual History, 1 (2018), 48-78. For a comparison with the
medieval European context, see Thomas Hinton, ‘Conceptualizing Medieval Book
Collections’, French Studies, 70:2 (2016), 171-86.

106 After the first portion of the translation was published, I was shown one instance
using a Russian word: kravat (bed). See &dl-Kazani, Kor"in gazyimu-sh-shannyng
torkichd tirjemdse, p. 41.

107 Usmanova, ‘Murad Ramzi (1853-1934)’, pp. 106, 109. I am surprised to see these
fragments uncensored.



1. Hybrid Subjectivity in a Translation of the Qur'an 51

situation, as Eastern Turkestan was an arena of competition between
the Russians and the Chinese. Al-Ramzi brings the reader’s attention to
jihad at the first mention of the topic in Q 2:190. In various glosses on
the page, the author makes his point of view clear: war with infidels
is only permissible when there is discrimination, especially religious
discrimination. The only legitimate goal for war, he claims, is to eliminate
the trouble that has led to conflict, not the conversion of unbelievers to
Islam. Here he promises to attach a detailed treatment of the topic either
at the start or the end of the manuscript,'® and indeed, the copyist has
placed al-RamzT’s treatise on jihad—the language of which is plain Tatar,
unlike the rest of the book—after the final colophon. This detail suggests
that this discussion was important to al-Ramzi personally, such that he
did not risk it being translated inaccurately into Chaghatay.

In his anti-imperialist treatment of jihad,'” al-Ramzi criticised
European colonialists and ignorant Muslims who viciously accuse
Islam of promoting war for the sake of spreading religion among the
unbelievers. In his opinion, this political rhetoric is intended to defame
the religion in the eyes of Europeans as well as those Muslim elites who
have distanced themselves from the bearers of true Islamic values, i.e.
Sufis. The irony here is that although he was a Sufi shaykh, al-Ramzi
himself had unwittingly joined the ranks of those among whom European
colonialists ‘had planted the seeds of trouble."° In his treatise on jihad,
al-Ramzi effectively adopted the language of European modernity and
adapted this to Islamic discourse, thus adopting the early twentieth-
century debates around Ernest Renan.""! To prove his argument of the
defensive nature of jihad, al-Ramzi turned to the works of a number of
Orientalists, one of them being Thomas Walker Arnold (1864-1930),

108 Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, p. 41. Later on (pp. 125, 266), he returns to explaining
the reasons for jihad.

109 See my translation of the text in the attachment to this contribution.

110 Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, pp. 739-40.

111 Moderne Muslime: Ernest Renan und die Geschichte der ersten Islamdebate 1883,
ed. by Birgit Schébler (Leiden: Brill, 2017), esp. pp. 205-30 with a German
translation of Ataullah Bayazitov’s reply to Renan. On the latter, see: Anke von
Kiigelgen, ““Progressiver Islam” im ausgehenden Zarenreich: Das Pladoyer des
St. Petersburger Imams und Regierungsbeamten Ataulla Bajazitov (1846-1911)
fiir die Partizipation der Muslime an der modernen Zivilisation’, Asiatische Studien
| Etudes asiatiques, 67:3 (2013), 927-64; Ol’ga Bessmertnaia, ‘Ponimanie istorii
iidentichnost” avtora v vozrazheniiakh Ataully Baiazitova Ernestu Renanu’,
Islamology, 9:1-2 (2019), 54-82.
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who had spent many years teaching in British India and was a friend
of Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-98), a key figure in the Islamic reformist
movement in South Asia.'? Remaining true to Orientalist tropes, Arnold
promoted the idea of the golden age of Islam, and as a historian of art he
celebrated the great achievements of premodern Muslim civilisation.'”
For al-Ramzi, the well-intentioned Orientalists knew Islam well and
their discourse and ideas served his goal of proving the defensive nature
of jihad and consequently the civilised (as opposed to ‘savage’) nature
of Islam, the best of all religions. “The seeds of trouble” were indeed
implanted quite literally: al-Ramzi Arnold’s The Preaching of Islam held a
cherished spot in his private library."* Al-Ramz1’s silence on Sufi topics
throughout his engagement with the Qur’anic text, combined with his
position on the question of jihad, moved al-Ramzi dangerously close to
alignment with the Islamic reformers he so tirelessly condemned in his
theological works.

What al-Ramzi did with the concept of jihad is very similar to his
novel approach to creating a distinction between the heavenly gardens
(behesht) and the earthly—almost secular!—orchards (bagh) discussed
earlier. He broke away from the established semantic tradition that
had been preserved and transmitted by Sufis, and started to speak in
the language of modernity. This becomes especially apparent when
al-Ramzi turns to the issue of the defence of human rights, dignity, and
justice—this entire discourse was borrowed from European sources via
Ottoman intermediaries (in this context, it is important that he accessed
the ideas of European Orientalists through Arabic and Ottoman Turkish
translations). It is bitterly ironic that when speaking of his ‘defensive
jihad’, al-Ramzi still used the term jang, a paradigmatic term known
in conversion narratives in Central Asia and Western Siberia between

112 See Margrit Pernau, ‘Fluid Temporalities: Saiyid Ahmad Khan and the Concept of
Modernity’, History & Theory, 58:4 (2019), 107-31.

113 Thomas Walker Arnold, The Preaching of Islam: A History of the Propagation of the
Muslim Faith (Westminster: A. Constable & Co., 1896); Thomas Walker Arnold, The
Court Painters of the Grand Moghuls (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1921). See
also Roy Bar Sadeh, ‘Islamic Modernism between Colonialism and Orientalism:
Al-Manar’s Intellectual Circles and Aligarh’'s Mohammedan Anglo-Oriental
College, 1898-1914’, in The Muslim Reception of European Orientalism: Reversing the
Gaze, ed. by Susannah Heschel and Amr Ryad (Oxon and New York: Routledge,
2019), pp. 103-28.

114 Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, p. 741.
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the fourteenth and the twentieth centuries.!”” Hagiographic works
associated with the Yasaw1 and Nagshbandi traditions insisted on the
crucial role of warrior heroes who spread religion by the sword, and
fought the infidels with precisely the goal of military proselytism so
fiercely denied by al-Ramzi.''® The topic of jihad in modern Qur’anic
exegesis was so important for al-Ramzi that he elevated it to the level
of a personal duty, saying ‘Even if there is no one [else] willing to fight
the infidels, do it alone. Do not harm those [who did not join you], but

encourage them. God will help you."”

Discussion

Muhammad Murad al-Ramzi had no monopoly on hybrid subjectivity,
as many other intellectuals of his era shared a similar profile, defined by
complexity and uncertainty.'® The main challenge for scholarship so far
has been identifying an analytic framework that would explain how such

115 Islamizatsiia i sakral’nye rodoslovnye v Tsentral noi Azii: nasledie Iskhak Baba v
narrativnoi i genealogicheskoi traditsiiakh, vol. I, ed. by Ashirbek Muminov, Anke
von Kiigelgen, Devin DeWeese, and Michael Kemper (Almaty: Daik-Press, 2008);
vol. II, ed. by Ashirbek Muminov and Devin DeWeese with an appendix by
Alfrid Bustanov (Almaty: Daik-Press, 2013); Devin DeWeese, ‘Khwaja Ahmad
Yasavi as an Islamising Saint: Rethinking the Role of Sufis in the Islamisation of
the Turks of Central Asia’, in Islamisation: Comparative Perspectives from History,
ed. by A. C.S. Peacock (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017), pp.
336-52. [ihad as part of conversion narratives was quite a common thing in
the premodern Islamicate world. See: Alfrid Bustanov, ‘Sufiiskie legendy ob
islamizatsii Sibiri’, in Tiurkologicheskii sbornik, 2009—-2010: Tiurkskie narody Evrazii v
drevnosti i srednevekov’e, ed. by Sergei Kliashtornyi, Tursun Sultanov, and Vadim
Trepavlov (Moscow: Vostochnaia literatura, 2011), pp. 33-78; Ahmed Manan, A
Book of Conquest: The Chachnama and Muslim Origins in South Asia (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2016); A. C. S. Peacock, Islam, Literature and Society in
Mongol Anatolia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 188-217.

116 Several Eastern Turkestani hagiographies have been published recently. See: Jeff
Eden, The Life of Muhammad Sharif: A Central Asian Sufi Hagiography in Chaghatay,
with an appendix by Rian Thum and David Brothy (Vienna: OAW, 2015);
Muhammad Sadiq Kashghari, In Remembrance of the Saints: The Rise and Fall of an
Inner Asian Sufi Dynasty, trans. by David Brothy (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2021).

117 Al-Ramzi, Qur’an tirjemase, p. 127.

118 Cf., for example: Michael Kemper, ‘Sufi Saint or Salaff Reformer? ‘Al T@intar in
Fakhreddinov’s Tatar Lineage of Kalam Critique’, in From the Khan’s Oven: Studies
on the History of Central Asian Religions in Honor of Devin DeWeese, ed. by Eren
Tasar, Allen J. Frank, and Jeff Eden (Leiden: Brill, 2022), pp. 258-83; Danielle Ross,
‘The Age of the “Socialist-Wahhabi-Nationalist Revolutionary”: The Fusion of
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hybrid subjectivities were performed socially and textually. As I hope
to have demonstrated above, different segments of al-Ramzi’s written
oeuvre were associated with distinct types of scholarly persona. In his
earlier writings he adopted the persona of a Sufi shaykh, a sociolinguistic
mediator between Central Asian and Ottoman Sufi trends, a historian of
Muslim Turks in Russia, and a polemicist well-grounded in questions
of theology and Islamic law. In some texts these distinct personas could
be present together. In other cases, only a single persona can be located
in his text. Moreover, one can also speculate about al-Ramzi’s personal
transformation and his unwillingness at a later stage of life to build his
archival self around imagery from the past. The marginal gloss format
al-Ramzi chose to use in his Qur’an translation allowed the author make
exegetical comments freestyle, without caring much about constructing
one coherent version of the self, leaving the task of interpretation to
future readers and historians.

For al-Ramzi, his Qur’an translation was a project initially set in
motion by a bureaucratic request, but it subsequently evolved into
a wide discursive platform in which he made discrete claims that
reflected the complexity of his thought and personality in the later years
of his life, and is impossible to categorise under a single type of scholarly
persona. Significantly, the Sufi persona that brought al-Ramzi so much
fame is almost entirely absent from his final intellectual achievement.
The Qur’an translation reads as if the elderly shaykh had tired of Sufi
cosmology by the late 1920s, and simply did not want to produce a work
full of specialised terminology and intertextual references to the great
Sufi thinkers of the past. He was undoubtedly able to take this approach
if he had so wished, but it is clear that he consciously refrained from
doing so. Were we not familiar with al-Ramzi’s outstanding contribution
to Sufism, his translation of the Qur'an would make an impression
similar to the science-inspired and strictly rational commentaries and
translations produced by Tatar Muslim reformists in Soviet Russia.!*
An ambiguous attitude towards modernity and colonialism, even in his

Islamic Fundamentalism and Socialism in Tatar Nationalist Thought, 1898-1917’,
Genealogy, 3:4 (2019), 1-18.

119 Alfrid Bustanov, ‘The Qur’an for Soviet Citizens: The Rhetoric of Progress in the
Theological Works of ‘Abd al-Bari Isaev’, Forum for Anthropology and Culture, 14
(2018), 169-84.
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treatment of the topic of holy war, brought al-Ramzi very close to his life-
long intellectual opponents and led him to bid farewell to hagiographies,
metaphoric exegesis, the drive to convert, the blessings of holy places,
and the symbolism of spatial terminology. In the competition between
Sufis—the self-proclaimed guardians of the Islamic tradition—and
Orientalists—the vanguard of European colonialism—al-Ramzi seems
to have silently taken the side of the latter. Of his entire written oeuvre,
it is in his translation of the Qur’an that al-Ramzi’s hybrid subjectivity
found its most vivid manifestation.

Appendix

Muhammad Murad al-Ramzi, An Explanation of
Holy War in Islam'*

/739/ Opponents [of Islam] claim: if the Islamic religion is true and
sacred, why does God prescribe war (jang) and the killing of His slaves
for the followers of this religion? They say that this call constitutes the
correct religion and comes God.

This forms, in fact, the biggest and strongest criticism of Islam and
the Qur’an, therefore I found it my biggest duty (fard) to react to this
critique here and to highlight the issue. The critique is articulated by two
groups of individuals. The first group is ignorant fools who are unaware
of the Qur’anic meanings and secrets, Islamic prescriptions and grace,
[and] human nature, who have no idea about the goal of the ruling [of
jihad] as well as the difficulties experienced at that time and place by
the Prophet and his companions from the unbelievers. They say that
the Qur’an orders [Muslims] to kill unbelievers everywhere [they] find
them. They believe that Islam consists of stealing property, humiliation
of human dignity (namiis-abriiy), discrimination against women, failure
to implement Qur’anic rules, the rejection of all human rights in political,
personal, social and religious dimensions, and in slavish submissiveness
to any will like a donkey, without defending one’s rights and defaming
God’s predestination, by saying “You can do whatever you please, it was
destined by God for us.” This group is not just the opponents [of Islam].

120 In the margin: ‘These seven pages are to explain the regulations in regards of jihad
in Islam in the third line of p. 41 [of the manuscript].” Interestingly, this is the only
part of the manuscript that has carry-over words at the end of each folio.
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Unfortunately, many people who claim to be Muslims these days also fall
into this group.

The second group is the unfortunate cursed people. They are like
Pharaoh and Abti Jahl, who were cognizant of the Qur’an being the word
of God, its content being true, and Islam being the best religion. They
know who was the object of the verses of war (jang ayatlari) and with
whom war is legally allowed and not. Out of enmity towards the Islamic
religion and Muslims they have tried to find flaws in the Qur’an and
Islamic religion, but after they failed to discover the smallest bit of error,
they started to slander Islam with the goal of placing enmity towards
Islam in [the hearts and minds of] God’s slaves and making them leave
it by saying that the Qur’an is full of verses that call for the killing of
non-Muslims without leaving them in peace, that such religion cannot
be from God, [and that] this is a savage and cruel religion. Europeans,
who are known among the Chinese as fan qu’i or ‘the red savages,” have
spread like locusts throughout Africa, the Arabian deserts, Hindustan
and China. They have preached among the ignorant people their belief
that ‘God slept with Maryam and she gave birth to “Isa. Maryam is God’s
wife and ©Isa is God’s son.” In every place they have planted the seeds of
trouble. The missionaries who have propagated their religion are people
of outrage. They are mainly present in China. Many of them are Christian
(ruslar dindi) and some of them have even reached the rank of general.
They convinced not only the lay people /740/ but also the Muslim elites
that the Qur’an has such verses [of war] and warned them about it.
They have established friendships with the elites and spread the seeds
of trouble among the Sufis (Sidagat fugarasi, literally: the poor [speaking]
the truth),?! and in this way they have caused coldness [towards Islam].
Some true-hearted rulers have trusted these claims and started to look
with suspicion at Sufis, and distance [themselves] from them. They
would also perform deeds that are not appropriate to their status. They
harmed their hearts (kiingel) and polluted their consciences (wijdan),
causing inner struggle. Sometimes this also led to wars, as is known from
history. Among [such leaders] is Kuyuk Khan, the son of Ugedey Khan
and the grandson of Chingis Khan. Those who want to find a detailed
discussion [of this] can look [it] up [in] the Rawdat al-safi and the first
volume of my Arab-language historical book the Talfig al-akhbar, pages
389, 392-399.

Some thirty to thirty-five years ago, the first European, named Mr.
Gladstone, the British prime minister who claimed first-rank intelligence

121 Sidagat fugarasi is the kind of epithet that I expected to find in abundance in

al-Ramzi’s translation of the Qur’an but, as I have shown above, he rarely used
Sufi vocabulary in the text.
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and culture, referred to the Qur’an during a speech in the Parliament and
exclaimed toits members: “With this Qur’an in existence, our Christian folk
will not be in peace.” With this idea in mind, they intend to discredit the
religion by claiming that Islam was spread by force. The falseness of this
claimisapparent from Q2:256, Q 18:29 and Q 41:40, as well as from history
books. If their claims were true, no people (millit) except Muslims would
have been left on earth at the time when Muslim rule was strong and had
spread to China, Africa and Europe. Historical records bear witness [to
the fact] that all peoples lived in freedom and peace under Muslim rule.
Did five of the six Muslim travellers who called Almas Khan, the ruler
of Bulghar, with all his folk to convert to Islam exercise any violence?
Who managed to force Berke Khan, among Chingis Khan’s descendants,
Uzbek Khan, Sultan Ahmad Khan, Ghazan Khan and Tughluq Timur
Khan to accept Islam? Nobody did, as they all consciously recognised
the supremacy of this religion and chose to become Muslims with free
will. Therefore today the first-rank European scholars of Islam who have
mastered the true meaning of Islam, the Qur’an and Islamic history, have
produced books debunking the proofs formulated by the second group
of liars. They serve not the cause of conflict, but truth. /741/ I have in
my library (kitabkhana-yi “ajizi) the Turkish translation of a [work by a]
British professor from London University and a teacher of Arabic, T.W.
Arnold, the Intishar-i Islam tarikhi,** and an Arabic translation of [work
by] a French Professor Sadon, the Arab tarikhi. Such true scholars and
good persons recognise the enmity of Islam’s opponents and spread the
word by compiling books. This is a divine support (“indya ilahiyya) from
God for Islam and Muslims.

And now, as we are done with this subject, let us proceed to
explaining the true reason for God’s call for war. Anyone with a basic
understanding of the world and humankind knows that people were
initially created ignorant, with a tendency to do evil and disrespect each
other’s rights. God says in the Qur’an: ‘Humans will be exceedingly cruel
and ignorant.” Arabs have a saying to the effect that ‘If people were just,
the judge would rest” From the creation of the world up to now this
enmity of people towards one another has been the main reason for all
wars. If one person does, or intends to do, an injustice to another, or one
community to another, the will of the oppressed to defend [themselves]
against the oppressor is a natural and moral thing. There is no one in
the world who would welcome and support anyone who wants to kill
them. This is why the Prophet, his Companions and [all] Muslims until
the present day have survived, because they had to defend themselves
against the enmity of other peoples. To create balance God, allowed and

122 In the margin: ‘The original English title is The Preaching of Islam.
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prescribed for Muslims to fight [their] enemies for self-defence under
certain conditions. This is the war meant by God in the Qur’an, nothing
else.

Let me provide details on the matter. For 530 years after Isa there
was no Prophet and humankind drowned in the darkness of ignorance
and idolatry without knowing God. Some of them worshipped idols,
[while] others preferred cows, snakes, the sun or the moon. To save
humankind in general, and Arabs in particular, God (khodawand-i
jahan) sent the final Prophet from the Quraysh tribe and descendants of
Hashim—Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah. He supported his prophethood by
multiple miracles and granted him his Word in the form of the Qur’an.
At that time, the Arabs made sacrifices and worshipped self-made idols
of stone and wood, and they filled the Kaaba meant for God with these
idols. When people saw how the Prophet destroyed these self-made
meaningless idols, some of them /742 / became Muslim, however many—
especially the elites—knew the truth but, due to their arrogance, became
the Prophet’s enemies: ‘He threatens our idols and blames our ancestors
in stupidity. They caused much trouble to him and his Companions.
They even killed some of them cruelly, as the latter had no one to help.
When the Muslims asked the Prophet permission to fight back, he
refused by saying: ‘God has not instructed me to go to war. You have to
be patient as He will help soon.” The Prophet ordered the migration to
Ethiopia. More than a hundred people migrated in two instances. [The
Arab unbelievers] sent two persons after them with countless presents
for the Ethiopian ruler, asking [him] to return their people. He replied:
"How would I give away the oppressed to their enemy?,” and these two
messengers were beaten up and sent back. [ The Arabs] attempted to bribe
Ibn Hashim with a great sum to kill the Prophet, but he naturally rejected
the offer, for which he was imprisoned in the mountains near Mecca. He
spent three years there in terror until the people of Medina converted
to Islam and invited the Prophet and his companions to resettle [with
them]. Even though [his opponents’] forces tried to prevent the Prophet,
with God’s protection all his community moved to Medina and it became
a Muslim city. Even though the Muslims left their belongings and their
children in Mecca and went with simple luggage, their resettlement was
akin to a move from hell to Paradise. The unbelievers of Mecca started
to be even harsher with the weakest [believers] who remained in Mecca,
i.e. women, children and elderly people. They put them in chains and
imprisoned them without food or drink. That time the poor Muslims
prayed to God crying: ‘Let us leave Mecca, the city of evil people and
be our helper in our affairs.” Look up Q 4:74. They fought with Muslim
Bedouins near Medina, who were called to invade the city regularly. In
short, the unbelievers tried everything to harm the Muslims.
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And now, given this was the situation, what would those liars who
find war problematic and call it a cruelty say? Would they say that the
Prophet and Muslim should have submitted themselves to these godless
and ignorant idol-worshippers who knew no mercy and humanity? /743 /
Of course not. As mentioned above, Islam is not about submitting like a
donkey while having all the chances to resist the enemy. Islam consists
of peace and mercy towards all the slaves of God, and commanding
right and forbidding evil. At the same time Islam entails full possession
of human rights and dignity (“zzat-i nafs) to an extent allowed by law
(urf wa-‘adat wa-shari‘at jihhetleri), especially in regards of religious
identity. And if one has to sacrifice oneself to preserve the religion, Islam
consists of sacrifice (fida qilmagq). Islam is not about capitulation, showing
weakness or consent to injustice and shame, especially turning a blind eye
to religious oppression while one has resources to fight. Maybe Judaism
is about submission, but when someone disregards the rights of Muslims
and other Muslims support each other in defence, the issue is not with
Islam and Muslims. This enemy is akin to the Meccan unbelievers. Those
who blame Islam for the call for jihad have no idea what Islam is and
what difficulties the Prophet and Muslims had to go through. Only
hypocrites would pronounce such lies that the verses on jihad deal not
with the infidels of Mecca, but with all unbelievers in the world. Only
they would be the enemies of Islam willing to show the religion in a false
light while knowing the truth. Others would surely not utter such words.

In short, the Muslims resettled in Medina and mixed with the locals
and the city became the centre of Muslim government. For many years
they were forced to tolerate the terror caused by their enemies, and
subsequently God showed them mercy by sending down Q 22:38-41.
He allowed the Muslims to fight the infidels of Mecca after so many
years of injustice [at their hands]. He helped them, promising to defend
[them] against the evil of [their] enemies (truly, God has enough power
to lift the trouble from Muslims), and allowed them to go to war with
the words ‘Allah is our God” against those who had harmed Muslims
unjustly and deprived them of their homes. The Qur’an says that God
is capable of helping them. The words ‘Fight those who are fighting
you’ /744/ has a similar meaning of allowing defensive action against
aggressive unbelievers. They do not allow war against all unbelievers in
the world. [The Qur’an] orders that war should not go beyond the rules
[set down by] God, namely leaving women, children, and the elderly
and weak in peace, as well as religious personnel engaged in praying
in their places of worship. It is forbidden to fight those who have good
relations with Muslims and those who did not join in the war on the
side of the opponent, simply on the grounds of them being unbelievers.
It is forbidden to kill unbelievers living peacefully under Muslim rule
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without any sign of rebellion. It is forbidden for Muslims living under
non-Muslim rule to fight a government that does not suppress religion. It
is forbidden for a Muslim peacefully entering the lands of unbelievers to
cause injury to their property or safety without experiencing any injury
themselves. Similar things go beyond the divine limits in performing
jihad and are strictly forbidden (haram). God does not like those who
transgress the limits of what is permitted. If someone caused you trouble,
do the same to them, anything beyond that would be against the law.
Fear God in this regard, He who addressed the God-fearing this way
in Q 5:3-9: ‘Be severe with unbelievers who forced you from the Sacred
Mosque. Do not exceed beyond what is just in regards of their rights
and do not harm them unjustly. Justice is closer to piety. In Q 60:8-9, it
says: ‘God does not prescribe you to break justice and peace with those
who do not harm your religion and do not force you from your homes,
simply on grounds of being infidel. God loves those who respects justice
towards everyone. God only calls you to break friendship with those who
struggle against your religion, who force you from home, or help in doing
50.1% This is God’s approach towards the infidels of Mecca who had
terrorised Muslims for so many years. However, /745/ the unfortunate
liars and enemies of Islam do not see these verses and do not want to
see them, may their eyes become blind. The following are the verses that
they do see [and use] to criticise Islam and Muslims. In Q 9:6, it says:
“Upon the end of holy months, kill infidels wherever you find them and
break their ways.” And Q 9:37 says: ‘All of you fight with infidels. Do
not stay aloof when one community is in fight,” because the infidels are
fighting against all of you. These unfortunate liars understand the word
‘infidel” in both verses as pertaining to all unbelievers in the world. They
attach a faulty meaning to the latter verse by saying that you have to fight
with all unbelievers and kill them all without leaving a single person
[living]. This way, they manage to cheat ignorant and simple-hearted
people. In fact, the meaning of the verse is as I have explained. The
meaning of “infidel” here is not all unbelievers, but the aforementioned
infidels of Mecca who had been terrorising the Prophet and Muslims for
so many years, and those Arab infidels who had had bad relations with
them. This is because, except for one or two verses, all the rest relate
to the Arab infidels in Mecca. The matter concerns them and the word
‘infidel” refers to them. The definite article al- at the beginning [of the
word ] suggests this meaning. Another meaning is also possible: since the
Prophet was an Arab and the Qur’an is in Arabic, the Arab infidels had

123 In the margin: ‘Note that He warns against being friends with them, but does

not preclude from doing good towards them. Can there be a better and merciful
religion?’
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no excuse to reject Islam and it was expected that they convert. In any
case, these two verses are not about all unbelievers. How could they be?
Fighting against those who do not harm Muslims is strictly forbidden [in
other verses], as we have demonstrated. In short, the war verses in the
Qur’an all relate to the Arab infidels of Mecca. As for other [unbelievers],
if they behave similarly towards Muslims, Muslims have the right to
defend themselves.'* [However,] war in Islam cannot be aggressive,
it is always a defence. This means [it can only be undertaken with the
intent] to defend against harming property and dignity, especially when
it comes to enmity towards the holy religion. This verse and Q 8:39,
which says ‘Fight them until disorder caused by the infidels is over and
until they fulfil their religious duties to their ability, are clear arguments
that support my case. The verse Q 47:4 says that “You have to fight them
until the war lays down its burdens’” with the word ‘burden’ referring to
the cause of war. The goal is not, as the enemies of Islam and ignorant
Muslims would have it, to fight infidels for their infidelity and to convert
them to Islam. The former are enemies, and the latter are idiots and their
words should not be taken seriously. I have explained here the goals and
regulations of war in Islam because of the terrible damage caused by
these two groups. Other verses coming later in the Qur’anic text build
on this explanation with some specific provisions. What is the problem
with these goals and regulations? What other religion allows as much
justice and grace? The true problem is probably in the savage wars of
Europeans.

Post Scriptum??

Upon completing my preliminary investigation of al-Ramz1’s translation
of the Qur’an, I ventured to make my findings publicly available to
Muslim audiences that might be interested in the project for pious
reasons.'” Unexpectedly, my lecture on the subject found some currency
among Sulfi circles in the Republic of Tatarstan. As a result, I received
substantial feedback from the mufti, Kamil Samigullin, who has
proposed an alternative reading of the manuscript. Among a number
of technicalities, contrary to my statement in the article above, he has

124 Explained in the margin as follows: ‘If Muslims defend themselves against trouble,
the problem is not with Muslims or Islam, but with those who perform injustice,
like the infidels of Mecca.’

125 I'would like to thank Waleed Ziad and Igor’ Pankov for their insightful comments
on the developments described here.

126 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YTHYhpEfoGl&t=3283s
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pointed out the presence of Russian loanwords in al-Ramzi’s work—
this does not, however, change my conviction that al-Ramzi was critical
of the Russian state. The mufti and his group of Sufi disciples are
especially critical of my argument that the absence of Sufi terminology
in the manuscript testifies to the fact that the author had drifted away
from Sufism towards the modernist platform. In our interviews, which
took place at a street café in the Fatih neighbourhood of Istanbul, I was
repeatedly questioned by the mufti’s associates: how come you claim
al-Ramzi broke with Sufism?’, ‘what is your definition of Sufism?’, and
even ‘does the work you do make you closer to God?’ In this debate, I was
seen by my opponents as a Muslim historian who ‘studies Sufism from
outside as a medical scientist would inspect a frog’. Moreover, I received
some half-joking comments on my assumed sympathies towards
Salafis—indeed, why else would anyone dare to say that al-Ramzi
experienced an intellectual transformation? However, the attitude
towards the camp of Orientalist scholarship supposedly embodied in
my person remained ambivalent in the debate. My opponents insisted
that I have to consult specialists in Sufism, e.g. Kamil Samigullin,
before formulating ideas of doubt, and read the Maktiibat in al-Ramz1’s
translation to get what Sufism is really about. While my critics claimed
that, in fact, the opinions of secular scholars can safely be disregarded
and cannot serve as a guide in matters of religion, they still made sure to
communicate their opinions on al-Ramzi, in some cases without having
read the actual manuscript, insisting that Sufism is not about reading
books, being rather a matter of emotional experience.

According to Samigullin, one should not expect any particularly
Sufi language in a Qur’anic commentary, especially one written in the
mujaddidi spirit. In the final years of his life, he said, al-Ramz1 entered
the highest stage of his spiritual path and did not need the technical
language of Sufism to convey his messages. At the stage of sayr fr
l-ashya (a path in the created world)—here Samigullin used the kind of
terminology I failed to locate in the manuscript—al-Ramzi made it clear
that Sufism cannot be decoupled from shari‘a and ethics, and this is the
reason for his language choices. This concept forms the main doctrine
promoted by Samigullin and his followers. Himself a mujaddidi shaykh,
Samigullin celebrates al-Sirhindi1’s pious letters, the systematic reading
of which evidently forms an essential part of their Sufi group’s practice.
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For al-Sirhindi, so the narrative goes, the Sufi path was about the
strict following of legal rules and the rejection of religious innovations
introduced by mystics. It is thus no surprise that al-Ramzi would take
the approach he did in his Qur’an translation. Here, Samigullin and
his followers fail to note that his translation of the Maktibat might
have had a different purpose from al-Sirhind1’s original: the defence of
Sufism against modernist critique. In the present day, Samigullin and
his associates instrumentalise the mujaddidi legacy to counter, as I read
it, the challenge presented by Salafis who undermine the significance of
Sufi ideas on the basis of the legalist streams in Islam.

It would be all too easy to dismiss Samigullin’s discursive
constructions as merely ahistorical, and failing to situate al-Ramzi’s
work in its place and time. However, this debate reminds us that secular
scholarship’s pretence to authoritative interpretation of Islamic past can
be challenged by well-informed non-academic discourses in the field.
As an anthropologist, I can only praise the Tatarstani Sufis’ insistence on
intellectual autonomy, in sharp contrast to their predecessor al-Ramzi
who, at least in matters of jihad, gave in to the opinions of European
Orientalists and turned his back on the centuries-old literary tradition
nurtured in Sufi hagiographies of the type that he had translated in
his early years. It is probable that the anti-Orientalist and anti-Western
convictions of Samigullin and his followers have their roots in the self-
defensive writings of Muslim authors popular in the second half of
the twentieth century.'”” Al-RamzI’s oeuvre, of course, predates these
developments and, as I maintain, has proved to be closer to the reformist
writings of his era than his Sulfi roots.
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2. ‘Vernacular Qur’anic
Space’ within Post-Soviet
Uzbekistan: A Qur’an
Translation by a Leader
of the Turkestani Emigré
Community, and its
Uzbek Competition

Filipp Khusnutdinov

Introduction

The widespread Bolshevisation of Soviet Central Asia and the anti-
religious policies of the Soviet authorities during the 1920s and 1930s
triggered a wave of emigration from the region.! Many emigrants
from Central Asia, which they preferred to call Turkestan (Persian
for ‘Land of the Turks’), ended up settling in Afghanistan, Xinjiang,

1 I'would like to express my sincere gratitude to Alfrid Bustanov, Shamil
Shikhaliev, the editors of this book, the copyeditor Helen Blatherwick, and
Alexander Maier for their valuable advice, thoughtful questions, and kind
support during the writing of this chapter. I also would like to thank the two
anonymous readers who have reviewed the manuscript for the publisher for
their time and careful reading.
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India, Egypt, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia. The latter enjoyed special
status in this context due to the location of the ‘two holy cities’
of Islam (Arabic: al-Haramayn, i.e. Mecca and Medina), where a
significant diaspora of Central Asian Muslim scholars (‘ulama?)
found refuge.” Despite the remoteness from their homeland, the
Turkestani emigrants who settled in Saudi Arabia in the first half of
the twentieth century maintained contact with their fellow Muslims
in Uzbekistan. During the Cold War period, these relations were
necessarily limited and were largely confined to interactions during
visits by members of the Soviet delegation to Mecca and Medina in
the Hajj seasons.®> With the fall of the Soviet Union (1922-91) and
the Republic of Uzbekistan’s declaration of independence, the once

2 Mansir b. ‘Abd al-Baqi al-Andijani al-Bukhari, ‘Ulama® Ma wara® al-nahr
al-muhdjirin lil-Haramayn (Istanbul: Dar al-Mirath al-Nabawi lil-Dirasat al-Tahqiq
wa-Khidmat al-Turath, 1434/2013). For a brief overview of al-Bukhari’s book
and perspectives on its use in the context of Central Asian Islamic studies,
see Filipp Khusnutdinov, ‘From Soviet to Saudi: On Central Asian Ulama
and their Hijra’, SICE Blog, 2022, https://www.oeaw.ac.at/sice/sice-blog/
from-soviet-to-saudi-on-central-asian-ulama-and-their-hijra

3 Eren Tasar, Soviet and Muslim: The Institutionalization of Islam in Central Asia,
1943-1991 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 269-73. One
can learn about such interactions between Soviet pilgrims and their former
compatriots not only through archival documents and oral testimonies of
eyewitnesses, but also through Soviet fiction. In this respect, a novel by the
Tajik writer Fazliddin Muhammadiev (1928-1986) deserves special attention.
It describes in detail (of course, not without a fair share of irony) the story
of one Hajj pilgrimage by Soviet Muslims and, in particular, their encounters
with Turkestani emigrants: Puteshestvie na tot svet ili povest” o velikom khadzhzhe,
trans. by Yuri Smirnov (Dushanbe: Irfon, 1970), pp. 121-25, 133-35, 174-75,
180-81, 191-92, 198, 201, 220, 228, 239-40, 243-49, 265-67. For more on this
work and its author, see, for example, Vladimir Bobrovnikov and Artemy
Kalinovsky, ‘Fazliddin Muhammadiev’s Journey to the “Other World”: The
History of a Cold War Hajjnama’, Die Welt des Islams, 62:1 (2021), 21-52, https://
doi.org/10.1163/15700607-61020007; Vladimir Bobrovnikov, ‘From Moscow to
Mecca: Entangled Soviet Narratives of Pilgrimage in the Unlikely 1965 hajjname
of Fazliddin Muhammadiev’, in Narrating the pilgrimage to Mecca: historical and
contemporary accounts, ed. by Marjo Buitelaar and Richard van Leeuwen (Boston:
Brill, 2023), pp. 221-41. Originally published in 1965 in Tajik, the novel was
later translated into a number of languages, including Russian. As Vladimir
Bobrovnikov and Artemy Kalinovsky write, Muhammadiev’s work has seen
more than thirty editions, with a total print run of over one million copies.
Bobrovnikov and Kalinovsky, ‘Fazliddin Muhammadiev’s Journey’, p. 51.
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sporadic ties began to grow rapidly stronger, especially in the context
of the Islamic revival within Uzbekistan.*

One of the vectors of this interaction, which began to crystallise as
early as the late 1950s, was the infiltration of Islamic literature written
by Turkestani émigrés into the Uzbek SSR (1924-91).5 According to
the historian Manstr al-Bukhari, Muslim scholars from Turkestan
who settled in Medina worked to clandestinely distribute their books
in their native region, with the aim ‘to teach [their] descendants the
prescriptions of their religion under socialist occupation.”” And some
books did indeed reach Soviet Central Asia, although initially the
number of copies was hardly significant. However, by 1990, such works
were being imported into what was still Soviet Uzbekistan by the
thousand.” Despite this, when, only a few years later, writings by these
Turkestani emigrants were distributed gratis in a number of Tashkent
mosques or published in an adaptation using the modern Uzbek script,®
they never really became widely popular.

In this chapter, I argue that the Islamic literature written by
Turkestani emigrants fell on fertile ground among Muslim intellectuals
and secular scholars in Central Asia precisely during the Soviet era,
when there was virtually no alternative available in the vernacular
languages of the Muslim peoples of the USSR. Following the fall of
the Iron Curtain and the national-religious revival that swept across

4 Sayfiddin Jalilov, Buxoriylar gissasi (Muhojirat tarixidan lavhalar) (Tashkent:
Toshkent islom universiteti nashriyot-matbaa birlashmasi, 2006), pp. 4-8, 64-68,
77-149; Bayram Balci, Islam in Central Asia and the Caucasus since the Fall of the Soviet
Union, trans. by Gregory Elliott (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), pp.
121-23, 125-26.

5  The Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic was one of the union republics of the
former Soviet Union, situated in Central Asia. It was established in 1924 as a
result of the so-called national-territorial delimitation in the USSR. For more
information on the topic, see Adeeb Khalid, Making Uzbekistan: Nation, Empire,
and Revolution in the Early USSR (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press,
2015).

6  al-Bukhari, “Ulama?, pp. 255-56 (reference 1).

7 Sayyid Mahmud Taroziy, Nurul basar, ed. by Abdul Azim Ziyouddin (Samarkand:
Imom Buxoriy xalgaro markazi nashriyoti, 2017), pp. 5-6.

8  In this case, I am referring to Cyrillic script, which has been and remains the main
script for Islamic literature in Uzbekistan, although the official script in the country
is Latin. More details about the current situation regarding the script used in Qur’an
translations in Uzbekistan will be provided in the last section of this chapter.
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the country, Islamic literature in vernacular languages experienced
an enormous increase in popularity, and the vacuum that had
previously existed in this segment of the book market has begun to
rapidly fill. Books written by local authors living in Uzbekistan began
to appear rather quickly, and quite successfully superseded their old
predecessors. This rapid development can be explained by the fact
that the ‘new’ Islamic literature was more in line with the demands
of a wider readership and had a corresponding socio-political
capital. To illustrate this, I will highlight how the fate of the Qur’an
translation and exegesis by al-Sayyid Mahmid al-Tarazi—the leader
of the Turkestani émigré community in Saudi Arabia in the 1950s and
1980s—has changed within post-Soviet Uzbekistan when compared to
its reception during the Soviet period.

Al-Sayyid Mahmiid al-Tarazi was born in around 1895 in the city
of Awliya Ata, nowadays called Taraz, in Kazakhstan, and died in 1991
in Medina (see Fig. 2.1).° Having emigrated from Soviet Central Asia
in around 1930 against the backdrop of the mass persecution of ‘cult
servants’ (Russian: sluzhiteli kul'ta), over the next thirty years he became
a prominent Muslim scholar and head of the Religious Administration
of the National Turkestanian Unity Committee (1942-76), the largest
and most influential Turkestani emigrant political organisation.'” He
is also notable for being the author of arguably the first known full
interlinear translation of the Qur'an with commentary (fafsir) to be
written in Central Asian Turki.

9  al-Tarazi is also known by his honorary nickname (lagab) of Altian-khan-tiira
(Uzbek: Oltinxonto’ra). For his biography, see Filipp Khusnutdinov, ‘Altin-khan-
tura: biobibliograficheskii ocherk’, Journal of Central Asian History, 1:2 (2022),
329-38.

10 For more information on this organisation, see Ahat Andican, Turkestan Struggle
Abroad (From Jadidism to Independence) (Haarlem: SOTA, 2007), pp. 471-503,
553-58, 570-75, etc.
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Fig. 2.1. Undated photograph of al-Sayyid Mahmiid al-Tarazi. The identity of the
photographer is unknown. ©Filipp Khusnutdinov, Creative Commons license CC BY.

Existing scholarship on al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation in Arabic-,
Persian-, Turkish-, and Uzbek-language academic spaces is mainly
based on a philological analysis of some fragments of al-Tarazi’s text
itself, or is limited to a brief mention of the place and time of publication
of a particular edition of this translation.!" Researchers have not focused

11 See, for example, Hasan “Abd al-Majid al-Ma‘ayiriji, ‘Tarjamat hayat al-mu°allif’,
in Qur'an-i kartm. Mutarjam wa-muhashsha bi-I-lugha al-tirkistaniyya bi-qalam al-ajiz
al-Sayyid Mahmiid b. al-Sayyid Nadhir al-Tarazi al-Madani (Qatar: n.p., 1993),
pp- 709-10; Al-Qur'on ul-karim (o’zbek tilida izohli tarjima), trans. and comm.
by Sayyid Mahmud ibn Sayyid Nazir at-Taroziy al-Madiniy (Oltinxon To'ra),
ed. by Hoji Ismatullo Abdulloh (Tashkent: G’afur G'ulom nomidagi Adabiyot
va san’at nashriyoti, 1994), pp. 5-6; Ibrahim Khudayar, ‘Mu‘arrifi-yi chand
tarjuma-yi Qur’an-i karim ba zaban-i uzbaki’, Tarjuman-i vahi, 7 (1379/2000-1),
92-96 (pp. 94-95), http://ensani.ir/file/download/article/20101106123337-58.
pdf; Rahmatulloh qori Obidov, Markaziy Osiyo olimlarining tafsir sohasida
tadgiqotlari (Toshkent islom universiteti malaka oshirish kursi uchun ma'ruza matni)
(Tashkent: n.p., 2008), pp. 9-10; Ibrohim G’afurov, ‘Qur’on tarjimalari: tajribalar’,
O'zbekiston adabiyoti va san’ati, 16:3999 (2009), 3-4; Nevin Mazman, ‘Hindistan’da
basilmis bir Kur’an terciimesi: miitercem ve muhassa bi'l-lugati't-tiirkistaniyye’,
Cukurova Universitesi Tiirkoloji Aragtirmalart Dergisi, 3:1 (2018), 131-53; Yunus


http://ensani.ir/file/download/article/20101106123337-58.pdf
http://ensani.ir/file/download/article/20101106123337-58.pdf
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on analysing its theological or legal characteristics, and even less on the
specifics of the circulation of this book in the past and present in any of
the regions where it may have been disseminated.

Al-Tarazi's work first appeared in 1956 in Indian Bombay (now
Mumbai), in the form of a lithographed six-volume publication.”” The
author positioned his translation as the first complete translation of
the main sacred text of Islam ‘into the Turkestani language’® (Arabic:
bi-I-lugha al-tirkistaniyya, Uzbek: Turkiston tilida/shevasida).** In the
introductory part of the book, al-Tarazi lamented that ‘[..] the
[Qur’anic] translations and fafsirs written in Persian and Urdu, praise
be to Allah, exist in abundance. However, the Turkestani Muslim
communities who do not master these two languages have been
deprived of this happiness.””® According to this introduction, al-Tarazi
was not the main initiator of the translation; it was instead the fulfilment
of a ‘great sacred task’ entrusted to him by a group of Muslim scholars,

Abdurahimoglu, ‘Seyyid Mahmtd et-Tarazi ve Kur’an-1 Kerim'i Tiirkistan Diline
Terctime ve Hasiyesi’, Tiirkiye llahiyat Arastirmalar: Dergisi, 6:2 (2022), 827—44.

12 Qur’an-i kartm. Mutarjam wa-muhashsha bi-I-lugha al-tirkistaniyya, 6 vols, trans.
and comm. by al-Sayyid Mahmiid al-Tarazi al-Madani (Bombay: al-Matba‘a
al-Karimiyya al-Ka’ina fT Bambay al-Hind, 1375/1956), al-Biruni Institute of
Oriental Studies, Fund of Hamid Sulaymanov, Litho. NoNe 4015-4020.

13 In many of his writings, by “Turkestani language/dialect” al-Tarazi essentially
meant the Uzbek language that was in use in Central Asia in the early twentieth
century, also referred to by specialists as ‘Central Asian Turki.” See Emir Nadzhip
and Galina Blagova, ‘Tiurki iazyk’, in lazyki mira. Tiurkskie iazyki (Moscow and
Bishkek: Izdatel’skii Dom ‘Kyrgyzstan’, 1997), pp. 126-38 (pp. 126-29). For some
comments on the language of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation, see Abdurahimoglu,
‘Seyyid Mahmiid et-Tarazi’, pp. 837-38. Regarding the term ‘Turkestani language’,
researchers have not yet been able to give a definitive answer as to when it was
first coined and by whom. However, a glance at the writings of émigré Turkestani
‘ulama? illustrates that al-Tarazi was not the only one who employed this
expression. See, for example: Muhammad-Zarif al-Kashghari, Tafsir juz’ ‘amma
yatasa’aliin (bi-I-lugha al-turkistaniyya), abridged by Rahmatallah ‘Inayatallah
(Makka al-Mukarrama: Rabitat al-*Alam al-Islami, 1403/1983); Mugaddimat
al-Jazariyya wa-tarjamatuha bi-I-lugha al-turkistaniyya, trans. and comm. by ‘Abd
al-Salam b. al-Shaykh Shir-Muhammad al-Khtigandi (Madina al-Munawwara:
n.p., nd.).

14 Previously, there were translations and exegeses of individual siiras or groups of
siiras in very limited quantities. As an example, I can mention the interpretation
of the thirtieth part (juz’) of the Qur’an in Central Asian Turki by Muhammad-
Zarif al-Kashghart (1872-1959). This work, of over 730 pages, was completed in
Kashgar in 1926 and published there in 1937. See Muhammad-Zarif al-Kashghari,
Tafsir Amma yatasa’aliin (Doha: Matabi® al-‘Artiba, 1413/1992). For more on
al-Kashghari's biography, see al-Bukhari, Ulama’, p. 32.

15 Qur’an-i karim, vol. I, trans. by al-Tarazi, p. i.
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after representatives of the Turkestani diaspora approached them with
a request for a translation of the Qur’an into their native language. At
the same time, al-Tarazi warns readers that for him to “‘write a proper
translation and commentary (Uzbek: tarjima va tafsir) on the ‘Pure
Word’ (Uzbek: Pak Kalam, i.e. the Qur’an) [all by himself] is beyond his
ability.” For this reason, the ‘[Qur’anic] translations and exegesis carried
out earlier by Indian Muslim scholars’ serve as his guidance.'®

In the commentary he includes in Qur’an-i karim, al-Tarazi follows the
Sunni exegetical tradition of past centuries. His work is in many respects
an imitation of the classics. This tendency can be traced in the content
of the commentary and in the methodology of its narration. The author
dwells on the sacred history of Islam; explains the occasions of revelation
(asbab al-nuzil) of certain verses of the Qur’an, providing excerpts from
the biography of the Prophet Muhammad (al-sira al-nabawiyya); clarifies
a number of ritual-legal and doctrinal issues (al-masa’il al-fighiyya,
al-masa’il al-‘aqa®idiyya); and gives lexical comments elucidating the
meanings of some Qur’anic words and expressions. His commentary
on the ayat is rather laconic, and does not reflect the deep scholarly
discussions between different factions of Islamic theological thought."”
Al-Tarazi prepared his annotated Qur’an translation in accordance with
the Hanafischool of law (madhhab), afactwhichisespecially evidentin the
articulation of ritual-legal prescriptions. The names of the personalities
and writings that served as the foundation for his commentary are only
rarely mentioned in the text, but include recognised Sunni authorities
such as the founders of the four madhhabs, the authors of the authentic
six hadith collections (al-sihah al-sitta), companions of the Prophet
(ashab al-nabr) and their followers (al-tabi%in), and medieval Muslim
intellectuals like Ibn Kathir (c. 1300-73), Abt Muhammad al-Husayn
al-Baghawi (c. 1041-1122), Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (1372-1449) and Jalal
al-Din al-Suyti (1445-1505). Scholars from the Indian subcontinent are
represented by Mulla Jiwan (c. 1637-1717), the author of the best-known
tafsir from the time of Aurangzeb “Alamgir (1618-1707, r. 1658-1707),
the historian Muhammad-Qasim Firishta (c. 1572-1620), the prominent
religious figure Shabbir Ahmad ‘Uthmani (1886/87-1949), and others.

16  Ibid., pp. iii.
17  In total, al-Tarazi’s text is a little over 700 pages long.
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In less than fifty years after its first publication, this translation by
al-Tarazi has been issued in more than ten reprints and editions in
various regions of the Muslim world—in India (Bombay, 1956); Pakistan
(Karachi, 1975, (not earlier than) 1992); Saudi Arabia (Medina, 1975;
Jeddah, 1980-81); Qatar (Doha, 1975, 1980, 1993); Turkey (Istanbul,
1990); and Uzbekistan (Tashkent, 1994, 2002)." In one way or another—
for example, through Hajj pilgrimages and foreign trips taken by
religious figures and secular scholars from the Uzbek SSR—some of
these editions reached Soviet Central Asia, where they developed their
own rich history.

Until practically the last years of the USSR’s existence, translations of
Islamic materials were restricted to the official state language of Russian
and the authorities forbade the publication of any Qur’an translation
in a vernacular language'—whether this be a translation prepared in
accordance with all the canons of Islam by a major Muslim scholar who
held the post of chairman of one of the Muslim spiritual boards, or
even a translation made by a retired militia officer who wanted to show
through his writing that ‘the Islamic tradition contains many errors and
misinterpretations aimed at deceiving ordinary people and enriching
the bourgeoisie.” Despite this, a few decades before the Islamic revival
in the region, al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation was actively circulating in
Uzbekistan, the main Islamic outpost of the USSR.*!

18 The wide geographical spread of the publication might perhaps be explained by
the concentration of Turkestani emigrants in these locations.

19 Meanwhile, the publication of the Qur’an in Arabic was authorised. On the
first official Soviet edition of the Qur’an, realised in Tashkent in 1956, and the
foreign policy goals of this action, see Viacheslav Akhmadullin, ‘Deiatel nost’
gosudarstvennykh organov SSSR i dukhovnykh upravlenii musul'man po izdaniiu
Korana na arabskom iazyke v SSSR i ego rasprostraneniiu v 50-e gody XX v.,
Vestnik Dagestanskogo nauchnogo tsentra, 52 (2014), 84-89, http://vestnikdnc.ru/
IssSources/52/Akhmadullin.pdf

20 Alfrid Bustanov, ‘The Qur’an for Soviet Citizens: The Rhetoric of Progress in the
Theological Writings of ‘Abd al-Bari Isaev’, Antropologicheskij forum, 37 (2018),
93-110 (pp. 95-97, 100-01), https://anthropologie.kunstkamera.ru/files/pdf/037/
bustanov.pdf

21 Among the Muslim republics of the Soviet Union, Uzbekistan enjoyed the
most significant historical and cultural Islamic heritage and the largest Muslim
population. The Central Asian Muftiate was headquartered in the UzSSR and
played the most prominent role of all the Soviet muftiates in the state’s approach
to Islamic affairs in the international arena. The Mir-i ‘Arab Madrasa and the
Imam al-Bukhari Tashkent Islamic Institute also operated in Uzbekistan. These
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My field studies have revealed that, since at least the 1970s, despite
the isolation of most Soviet Muslims from the Islamic world, al-Tarazi’s
Qur’an translation still found its way to the author’s homeland. The book
circulated there in the private libraries of major Central Asian Muslim
intellectuals as well aslocal secular scholars.” It used to be seen illegally on
sale at the Friday markets (jurm‘-bazaars) held in Kokand and Tashkent. It
was also found in the collection of the Central Asian Muftiate (SADUM,
1943-92),% and in the confessional and educational institutions under its
jurisdiction, and even in state academic depositaries.**

Due to the changing nature of the socio-political situation in
Uzbekistan in the early 1990s, the use of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation
became more widespread. Simultaneously during this period, other
translations of the holy scripture of Islam began to appear in Uzbekistan.
These also gained an enthusiastic readership, and competed directly
with their illustrious predecessor. In this chapter, I discuss some aspects

were the only official Islamic educational institutions in the USSR that opened in
the post-war period.

22 Among them were probably the most notable Hanafi scholar of Soviet Central
Asia, damld (teacher) al-Hindustani (Muhammadjon Rustamov, 1892-1989); the
Kokand Sufi Shaykh Ibrahim-hadrat (Ibrahimjon Mamatqulov, 1937-2009); a
number of theologians of the SADUM; and the last Mufti of the SADUM, Shaykh
Muhammad Sodiq Muhammad Yusuf (1952-2015). For more on their biographies
and intellectual legacies, see Bakhtiiar Babadzhanov, ‘Hindustani’, in Islam na
territorii byvshei Rossiiskoi imperii: Entsiklopedicheskii slovar’, vol. I, ed. by Stanislav
M. Prozorov (Moscow: Vostochnaia Literatura, 2006), pp. 426-28; Bakhtiiar
Babadzhanov, ‘Ibrahim-hazrat’, in Islam na territorii byvshei Rossiiskoi imperii, pp.
155-56; Haydarxon Yo'ldoshxo’jaev and Irodaxon Qayumova, O zbekiston ulamolari,
ed. by Usmonxon Alimov and Baxtiyor Bobojonov (Tashkent: Movarounnahr,
2015), pp. 82-83; Bakhtiiar Babadzhanov and Muhammad-Ayyubxon Hamidov,
‘Muhammad-Sodiq’, in Islam na territorii byvshei Rossiiskoi imperii: Entsiklopedicheskii
slovar’, vol. II, ed. by Stanislav M. Prozorov (Moscow: Nauka—Vostochnaia
Literatura, 2018), pp. 267-70.

23 SADUM is a common acronym for the Central Asian Muftiate (from Russian:
Sredneaziatskoe dukhovnoe upravlenie musulman). The official name of the institution
is the Spiritual Board of Muslims of Central Asia and Kazakhstan. In 1992, it
was renamed as the Spiritual Board of Muslims of Mawerannahr, and in 1996, its
name was changed to the Muslim Board of Uzbekistan. For recent major studies
on the Central Asian Muftiate, see, for example: Tasar, Soviet and Muslim; Talgat
Zholdassuly, Sovyetler'in Islam Siyaseti ve Orta Asya’da Dini Idare (1943-1990)
(Leiden: SOTA, 2022).

24  Thave dealt with these storylines in an article: Filipp Khusnutdinov, ‘“Turkestani
Muslim Communities ... Have Been Deprived of This Happiness”. The
Dissemination of Tarazi’s Qur’an Translation and Exegesis in Soviet Uzbekistan’,
Islamology, 11:1 (2021), 84-103.
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of the circulation history of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation within
Soviet—and especially post-Soviet—Uzbekistan, and offer my thoughts
on why his writing has not been as widely disseminated in the country as
the other full Qur’an translations produced by Shaykh Alouddin (¢Ala®
al-Din) Mansur (1952-2020), Shaykh Muhammad Sodiq Muhammad
Yusuf (Muhammad-Sadiq Muhammad-Yasuf), and Shaykh Abdulaziz
(‘Abd al-‘Aziz) Mansur (b. 1944).%

By using a creative reinterpretation of the Foucauldian idea of
heterotopia, or ‘other’ spaces, in this chapter I propose to introduce
the concept of “vernacular Qur’anic space” and demonstrate how this is
relevant to Uzbekistan.? In this case, by the term ‘vernacular Qur’anic
space’, I mean: (1) translations of the Qur’an into Uzbek, produced
within Uzbekistan and/or circulating within its borders; as well as
(2) the complex of social and political processes that accompanied the
publication and circulation of these translations. Moreover, this reveals
(3) the production practices (publication, open or clandestine sale,
free distribution, etc.) associated with translations of the Qur’anic text
in Uzbekistan, and (4) the main actors and institutions that shape and
regulate this space.” I consider the case of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation
to be quite informative in this respect. This translation, by nature of
being the first complete modern translation of the Qur’an into Central
Asian Turki, has the longest history of dissemination in Uzbekistan of
all Uzbek Qur’an translations. Furthermore, I believe that turning to the

25  For a brief biography of the latter, see Yo'ldoshxo’jaev and Qayumova, O’zbekiston
ulamolari, pp. 110-12.

26 Being both a word and a thing, the Qur’an—Ilike its translations into other
languages, by interacting with the ‘places’ of its presence within the outside
world—creates its own unique ‘Qur’anic space.” I owe my broader understanding
of the concept of heterotopia to a collection of articles in Heferotopias: Worlds,
Borders, Narratives, ed. by Galina Michailova, Inga Vidugiryte, and Pavel Lavrinec
(Vilnius: Vilniaus Universiteto Leidykla, 2015).

27  The concept of ‘Qur’anic space’ itself—not limited to the word ‘vernacular'—in my
view, carries a broader semantic load because, in addition to characteristics and
practices 1-4 mentioned above, it can also comprise of: (5) the original texts of the
Qur’an and its various translations imported from abroad or published within the
country; (6) the teaching of Qur’anic disciplines within the state and the people
and books involved in this practice—teachers, students, and writings used as
educational material; and (7) the authors of various books as well as audio and
video products related to the Qur’an and its sciences. Certainly, I do not claim
to be all-encompassing here, and I am convinced that this line of logic could be
continued.
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circulation history of al-Tarazi’s book will enable us to trace the dynamics
and trends of the vernacular Qur’anic space within Uzbekistan, from
the late 1950s up to the present day.

This chapter will now move on to provide a brief description
of the history of the circulation of al-Tarazi’s writing within Soviet
Uzbekistan. It then discusses the features of this story in the context of
the significantly altered social and political realities within post-Soviet
Uzbekistan. I also provide a general overview of the situation within the
vernacular Qur’anic space of the country at the turn of the 1990s. This is
important in order to have an idea of the dominant trends in Uzbekistan
that served as the background to the events surrounding the reception
of al-Tarazi’s writing. Finally, the last part of the chapter will be devoted
to an analysis of the factors that may have hindered the proliferation of
al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation and exegesis in post-Soviet Uzbekistan.

My main sources include, firstly, various editions of al-Tarazi’s
Qur’an translation and archival materials that mention this work (in
particular, the accounts of Soviet delegations on their visits to Saudi
Arabia, the inventories of official academic and Islamic institutions,
and the drafts that formed the basis of the Cyrillic edition of al-Tarazi’s
Qur’an translation). This corpus of heterogeneous sources has been
generated by various state institutions and private individuals for
multiple purposes (for submission to the authorities, including security
bodies, or for official, public, or private use). This context needs to be
borne in mind in order to avoid normalising the sometimes politically
biased connotations of the material presented here.”® I found these
documents in the State Archive of the Russian Federation (Moscow),
the al-Biruni Institute of Oriental Studies (Tashkent), the libraries of the
Mir-i ‘Arab Madrasa (Bukhara), the Imam al-Bukhari Tashkent Islamic
Institute (Tashkent), the Muslim Board of Uzbekistan (Tashkent), and
a number of private libraries of local Uzbek scholars and bibliophiles.
The second group of sources consists of oral accounts by people who
were directly or indirectly involved in the dissemination of writings by
al-Tarazi in Soviet and post-Soviet Uzbekistan. A final, third group
of sources I have used comprises a number of editions of several full

28  See, for instance, the next section of this chapter.
29 Here, [ am referring mainly to material from interviews I conducted between 2018
and 2022.
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Qur’an translations into Uzbek that have been officially published in
Uzbekistan since 1990.%

Al-Tarazr’s Qur’an Translation in Soviet
Uzbekistan3!

The earliest reference I have seen to al-Tarazi’s translation of the Qur’an
in official Soviet documents dates back to 1959. That year, al-Tarazi
visited a group of Soviet pilgrims in Mecca. The Soviet delegation’s
report of this visit describes him as an ‘evident enemy’ of the Soviet
state, who ‘tried to engage in anti-Soviet discourse about the alleged
oppression of the religion of Islam in the Soviet Union.”** At the same
time, the document acknowledges that ‘at present [al-Tarazi is] one of
the most famous mudarrises in Mecca and Medina.”* Moreover, it says
that he invited several pilgrims ‘from among the Uzbeks’ to his home
and ‘showed them the quran,* which he himself had translated into the
Uzbek language. Along the way, Mr. Ishankhanov [i.e. al-Tarazi] tried
to engage in anti-Soviet discourse about the alleged oppression of the

30 Uzbek translations of the Qur’an that have been published abroad or that translate
only part of the Qur’an are not taken into consideration. This selection may be
explained by the fact that these editions of the Qur’an are very unpopular in
Uzbekistan. For example, there are translations by the third Mufti of SADUM
Shamsuddin (Shams al-Din) Babakhanov (1937-2003), and by a group of
translators led by the Uzbek scholar-philosopher Mutalib Usmanov (1924-94):
Qur’oni karim (30-pora), trans. by Shamsiddinxon Boboxonov (Moscow: COMIL,
1992); Qur'oni karim. Tarjima va ilmiy-tarixiy izohlar. I-kitob. (1992 y.), trans. and
comm. by Mutallib Usmon, Abdusodiq Irisov, Hoji Ismatullo Abdullo, and
Ubaydulla Uvatov, ed. by Mutallib Usmon (Tashkent: Fan, 2004). For recent
translations published outside Uzbekistan, see, for example: Qur’oni karimning
yengil tafsiri, 2nd edn trans. by Abdulloh Kamol Yusuf, (Istanbul: n.p., 2019);
Qur'on ma’nolarining arab tilidan ilmiy-izohli akademik tarjimasi, trans. and comm. by
Mahmudhodja Nuritdinov (Germany: GlobeEdit, 2018/2021).

31 In this section of the chapter, I partially utilise material presented in my previous
article: Khusnutdinov, ‘Turkestani Muslim Communities’.

32  Gosudarstvennyi arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatsii. F. R-6991 (Sovet po delam religii pri
Sovete Ministrov SSSR). Op. 4. D. 102. L. 48. (Spravka o poezdke palomnikov v
Mekku v 1959 godu).

33 Ibid.

34 Ibid. In the text, the word ‘Qur’an’ is written with a lower-case letter, and I have
replicated this in my translation.
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religion of Islam in the Soviet Union. Our pilgrims responded to him
with dignity and left his house.”

During the same period, in the late 1950s, in his The Pilgrimage Book,
al-Tarazi unequivocally expressed the hope that his Qur’an translation
would spread to Soviet Central Asia:

Praise and gratitude to Allah, [...] the translation of the Holy Qur’an with
commentary in our mother tongue that we embarked upon was completed
within two years, [and then] published. O Lord of the Worlds, accept this
humble service from Your humble servant and make it suitable and useful
for my compatriots both in the homeland and abroad!*

And it seems that soon, by the mid-1970s and early 1980s, the author’s
aim was gradually being achieved. Arguably, by that time the wider
circles of ‘ulama® and secular scholars in Soviet Central Asia were
becoming aware of the existence of this translation. I will provide some
examples to demonstrate this increasing awareness.

The exemplar of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation depicted in Fig. 2.2 was
preserved, until 1983, in the book collection of Shaykh Ibrahim-hadrat,
a famous Sufi and a representative of the Nagshbandiyya-Husayniyya
from Kokand. However, as a result of his arrest, the translation and
dozens of other books were confiscated from the Shaykh’s library and
removed to the Hamid Sulaymanov Institute of Manuscripts in Tashkent
(1978-98). A few months later, when Ibrahim-hadrat was released, it
was instructed that his books be returned to their rightful owner. Before
returning the confiscated books, an employee of the Institute—whose
name was Boboxon Qosimxonov (d. 2018)—asked the Shaykh to leave
the complete six-volume set of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation in the
Institute’s collection. Negotiations were successful, and the books found

35 Ibid. The last two sentences clearly show the biased nature of the document,
which ought to be taken into consideration—the circle of readers of these reports
included representatives of the Soviet secret services. For an analysis of this
and other similar documents in the context of al-Tarazi’s relations with Soviet
pilgrims, see Tasar, Soviet and Muslim, pp. 270-71.

36 al-Sayyid Mahmiid b. al-Sayyid Nadhir al-Tarazi al-Madani, Hajj kitabt (Tiirkistan
tilida imam Abii Hanifa rahimahu Allah madhhablarigha mutabiq) (Jeddah: Dar
al-Funtin lil-Tiba‘a wa-I-Nashr, 1378/1958-9), p. 2.
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anew home. In 1998, after the Institute of Manuscripts was abolished, the
collection was transferred to the al-Biruni Institute of Oriental Studies.”

Fig. 2.2. The first edition of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation and exegesis, published
in six volumes in Bombay (1956), vol. I, al-Biruni Institute of Oriental Studies,
Tashkent. ©al-Biruni Institute of Oriental Studies, Creative Commons license CC BY.

However, before officially moving permanently to the al-Biruni Institute
in 1998, al-Tarazl’s translation had already paid a visit to this Institute,
albeit in a different form. Around 1978-79, one of the staff members
(Hamidulla Hikmatullaev, d. 1994)* brought to the Institute a microfilm
he had had delivered from Pakistan or Afghanistan which contained

37 Qur'an-i karim, trans. and comm. by al-Tarazi, al-Biruni Institute of Oriental
Studies, Fund of Hamid Sulaymanov, Litho. NoNe 4015-4020. Personal interview
with Bobokhon Qosimkhonov on 23 February 2018. On his biography, see
Sharifjon Islamov, ‘Ustoz Boboxon Qosimxonovni Xxotiralab’, Meros, 1 (2019),
150-52.

38 Malik Abdusamatov, O’zbekiston sharqshunoslari (bibliografik ocherk) (Tashkent:
Qomuslar Bosh tahririyati, 1996), pp. 496-97.
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al-Tarazi’s work.” Colleagues at the Institute helped him to print the full
text of the book on photographic paper and prepared its binding.

Despite the risk of possible criminal prosecution for the distribution
of religious literature, al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation could be found
illegally for sale at Friday markets (jum¢‘-bazaars) in Kokand and
Tashkent.® Thus, in the early 1980s the translation—especially its
thirtieth part, the juz’ ‘amma—enjoyed a certain circulation (mostly in
the form of photocopies) in Kokand. The full translation of the Qur’an
in its original edition was less commonly available and cost up to 1,000
Soviet rubles.*

The reason for the popularity (if that word is appropriate in this
context) of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation seems to lie in the fact that for
several decades, this Qur’an translation into Uzbek was basically the
only one of its kind. The next full translation did not appear on the scene
until the second half of the 1980s.# Its author, damla al-Hindustani—the

39 The process of smuggling Islamic literature from abroad into the USSR deserves
a specific study. For a brief analysis of the ways Islamic publications penetrated
into Soviet Central Asia, see Bakhtiyar Babajanov, Ashirbek Muminov, and Anke
von Kiigelgen, Disputes on Muslim Authority in Central Asia in 20th Century: Critical
Editions and Source Studies (Almaty: Daik-Press, 2007), pp. 21-24.

40 The activities of selling Islamic literature from abroad fell under a number of
administrative and criminal offences. These include, for example, ‘smuggling’,
‘hand trade in unauthorized places’, and “petty speculation.” Moreover,
considering the anti-Soviet message of most of al-Tarazi’s works, the distribution,
production, or possession of his books could be regarded as ‘dissemination of
deliberately false fabrications defaming the Soviet state and social order’, or ‘anti-
Soviet agitation and propaganda’. The latter is taken from articles of the Criminal
Code of the Uzbek SSR that characterise particularly dangerous offences against
the state. See Ugolovnyi kodeks Uzbekskoi SSR (Tashkent: Uzbekistan, 1977), pp.
54-55, 58, 113, 127; Kodeks Uzbekskoi SSR ob administrativnykh pravonarusheniiakh
(Tashkent: Uzbekistan, 1986), pp. 91-92, 113-15.

41 At that time, the average salary of an ordinary Soviet citizen was about 120 rubles,
and that of a doctor of science at the al-Biruni Institute was 400—450 rubles, and
the cost of a mid-range car was about 5,000 rubles.

42 There also existed translations into Uzbek of parts of the Qur’anic text. These
were produced by private individuals (mainly religious figures) for their own use
(not for open publication) and were aimed at teaching the basics of the Qur’an
to their children. One such example was written in 1970 by Muhammadxon
(Muhammad-khan) Mahjuri (1889-1973), a prominent religious scholar who at
various times was a member of the Uzbek SSR Academy of Sciences and a teacher
at the Mir-i “Arab Madrasa: Muhammadxon mullo Is’hoq qori 0'g’li Mahjuriy,
Fotiha, Yosin, Taborak va Amma suralarining tafsiri, ed. by Sayfiddin Sayfulloh and
Magsudxon hoji Muhammadxon 0’g’li (Tashkent: Movarounnahr, 2004). See also
Yo'ldoshxo’jaev and Qayumova, O’zbekiston ulamolari, pp. 158-60.
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most eminent Muslim scholar of the Fergana Valley and Tajikistan in the
second half of the twentieth century—wrote his work in Arabic script
and then published it as a samizdat of 500 copies which was distributed
to anarrow circle of trusted people. Thereafter, the official edition of this
text, as far as I know, did not come out until 2006, by which time it had
been transliterated into Cyrillic.*

In the capital of the Uzbek SSR, Tashkent, in the mid-1970s, al-Tarazi’s
translation had been hijacked by the state—meaning thata book authored
by an anti-Soviet figure was exhibited among other translations of the
Qur’an in the SADUM library so as to serve the interests of the Soviet
state’s policy vis-a-vis Islamic affairs. Naturally, there were impediments
in place to prevent ordinary citizens holding this book in their hands.
The purpose of exhibiting Qur’an translations in the SADUM library,
along with other Islamic objects, was primarily to provide a symbolic
demonstration of religious freedom in the USSR and to create a positive
image of the state during visits by foreign delegations.* However,
almost twenty years later, between 1990 and 1993, al-Tarazi’s work was
openly available at the local jurm‘a-bazaar in the Old City on the territory
of the Hast-i Imam (Hadrat-i Imam) architectural complex. According
to witnesses, in the years 1991 to 1992, when Uzbekistan gained state
independence, there were occasions when the Qur’an translation and
other writings by al-Tarazi that had been published abroad were given
away for free in the mosques of Tashkent.

Given the substantive history of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation
and exegesis during the Soviet era, it is of clear interest to explore the
reception of this text in the post-Soviet period. Before moving on to do

43 For more on al-Hindustani’s Qur’an translation and the history of its publication,
see Qur’oni karim. Oyatlari ma’nolarining izohli tarjimasi, trans. and comm. by Shayx
Muhammadjon mullo Rustam o’g’li (Mavlaviy hoji Hindistoniy), ed. by Sayfiddin
Sayfulloh (Tashkent: Movarounnahr, 2006).

44 A similar situation could be observed when it came to the Soviet Islamic press. As
Shamil Shikhaliev points out, the magazine Muslims of the Soviet East, which was
published by SADUM from the end of the 1960s, ‘was largely aimed at an external
audience—Islamic and European countries. Perhaps, under the Iron Curtain
it served as a kind of message to foreign Muslim countries about the Soviet
government’s support of religious communities and as a consequence—a certain
attempt to legitimise the USSR in its domestic religious policy’. Shamil Shikhaliev,
‘Islamic Press in the Early Soviet Dagestan and the Journal “Muslims of the Soviet
Orient”, Islamology, 7:2 (2017), 74-100 (p. 94).
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this, however, attention should be paid to the historical context in which
events unfolded.

The Vernacular Qur’anic Space in Uzbekistan
at the Turn of the 1990s

One of the markers of the changing socio-political situation in Uzbekistan
in the late 1980s and early 1990s was a rapid rise in interest in religion
among the local Muslim community.* This process was accompanied
by a change in leadership within SADUM. The new Mufti, Muhammad
Sodiq Muhammad Yusuf, and his supporters largely represented that
generation of young Soviet theologians who, unlike their older colleagues,
actively sought to liberate the religious sphere from the meticulous
tutelage of the state. They were perfectly conscious of the trends of their
time and strove to realise what they considered to be their paramount
objectives. Alongside an increase in the number of mosques—and the
extension of quotas for Islamic educational institutions, with the direct
involvement of religious elites—many thousands of copies of Islamic
literature were printed and distributed within the country.

It was at this time that the first Qur'an translations into modern
Uzbek appeared in the official public space. In 1990, perhaps the most
authoritative ‘literary and artistic, social and political’ magazine in
Uzbekistan, Sharq yulduzi (“Star of the East’),* began to serialise publication
of a Qur’an translation prepared by Alouddin Mansur.*” The release of

45 Adeeb Khalid, Islam after Communism: Religion and Politics in Central Asia (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2007), pp. 117-18; Bayram Balci, Islam in Central
Asia and the Caucasus Since the Fall of the Soviet Union, trans. by Gregory Elliott
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), pp. 29-33.

46 During these years, the editor-in-chief of the magazine was Utkir Hoshimov
(1941-2013), People’s Writer of the Uzbek SSR.

47 ‘Qur’on’, trans. and comm. by Alouddin Mansur, Sharq yulduzi (1990), 3-12;
‘Qur’on’, trans. and comm. by Alouddin Mansur, Sharg yulduzi (1991), 1-12;
and ‘Qur’on’, trans. and comm. by Alouddin Mansur, Sharq yulduzi (1992), 1-2.
The magazine’s print run at the end of 1990 numbered about 206,000 copies;
at the end of 1991, it was 98,000; and at the beginning of 1992 it was 111,000.
Interestingly, the Russian-language version of the magazine, appropriately
titled Zvezda Vostoka, published a full translation of the Qur’an by the academic
Ignatii Krachkovskii (1883-1951), with commentary by Mutalib Usmanov,
alongside Mansur’s Uzbek translation. The Uzbek translation appeared after the
publication of the Russian translation had begun: see ‘Koran’, trans. by Ignatii
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the first fragments of this work sparked a heated public debate about the
advisability of continuing the project, and the Office of the President of
Uzbekistan received numerous letters from local citizens on the subject.
The arguments were various. Some people believed that printing passages
from the Holy Book of Islam in a magazine was disrespectful to the Qur’an,
as the pages of these magazine editions could then end up anywhere: they
might be sent for recycling, or even used as packaging by vendors who
have traditionally used sheets of paper from newspapers and magazines
for their products (e.g. for sunflower seeds, nuts, or condiments).

The public outcry reached as high as the President of the Republic.
In response, Islam Karimov (1938-2016), the President of Uzbekistan
between 1989 and 2016, convened a special public council of government
officials, clerics, and prominent figures in science, art, and culture to
address the issue. The council decided to proceed with the publication.*
Later, in 1992, Cho’lpon publishing house undertook the publication of
Alouddin Mansur’s complete work, with a print run of half a million
copies. This was the first ever edition of a complete translation of the
Qur’an into modern Uzbek produced within Uzbekistan.*

Some six months before Mansur’s work was first published in Sharg
yulduzi, in August 1989, the popular science journal Fan va turmush
(‘Science and Life’) included translations of brief Qur’anic passages
with commentary. The author of this translation was a scholar-Arabist

Krachkovskii, comm. by Mutalib Usmanov, Zvezda Vostoka (1990), 1-12; ‘Koran’,
trans. by Ignatii Krachkovskii, comm. by Mutalib Usmanov, Zvezda Vostoka
(1991), 1-12. The magazine’s print run in Russian at the end of 1990 numbered
about 212,000 copies; at the end of 1991 it was 73,000. For a concise description
of Alouddin Mansur’s Uzbek translation of the Qur’an, as well as this scholar’s
activity in translating the holy scripture of Islam into other Turkic languages,
and the influence of his work on later Qur’an translation into Crimean Tatar,
see Mykhaylo Yakubovych, ‘Qur’an translation of the week #08: Kur’oni Karim.
Uzbekcha Izoxli Tarjima’, Qur’an Translation of the Week, https://gloqur.de/
quran-translation-of-the-week-08-kuroni-karim-uzbekcha-izoxli-tarjima/

48 This story was kindly shared with me by a former employee of the Office of the
President of Uzbekistan, who wished to remain anonymous. Personal interview
on 18 September 2021.

49  Qur'oni Karim, trans. and comm. by Alouddin Mansur (Tashkent: Cho'lpon,
1992). At the end of the same year, the translation was reprinted again, this time
in a print run of 100,000 copies: see Qur’oni karim. O’zbekcha izohli tarjima, trans.
and comm. by Alouddin Mansur (Tashkent: G'afur G'ulom nomidagi nashriyot-
matbaa birlashmasi; O’zbekiston Respublikasi prezidenti mahkamasining ishlar
boshqarmasi huzuridagi «Sharq» nashriyot-matbaa konserni, 1992).


https://gloqur.de/quran-translation-of-the-week-08-kuroni-karim-uzbekcha-izoxli-tarjima/
https://gloqur.de/quran-translation-of-the-week-08-kuroni-karim-uzbekcha-izoxli-tarjima/
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from Namangan, Ismatulla Abdullayev (1927-2005).° The publication
of this fragmentary translation, unlike Mansur’s, did not receive much
public recognition, did not generate any visible discussion, and was

limited to only two issues of the magazine.

jJbwohly wabluy

KYPBLOH mycy acocui My KHTO-
6m, HMpHK AMHMA-(hancadui Ba XyKYKMH acap, apa6-

yey Ba HaxoH yaura xoc HoAMP
B MYXHM p
Ba MTHMOMH Tap VP
Kynamu HyKTan HasapuaaH Kypuon Gy TyH HHCOHMATHUHT
Mapanni mepocu 6ynub xmcoBGnanaam.

«Kypbosn cjau apabua «kapaa» [yKMMOK) hebnnaan
onuHran 6ynu6, «yKMiu», ALHK «FKMNaAMTaH MyKaaaac
KHTO6» MabHoCHHM aurnatagu. Y KypuoMu Kapum,
Kypvonu wapudp, Kanomynnox, an-Kuto6, an-Mycxadp
Kabu Gup Kawua HoMnap Gunan IOPHTHAAAK.

KypboH — MCNOM AMHWHMHE 2cocH. Y AMHMI Mapo-
CHMNAPHHHT TapTHE-KOMAANAPH, AXNOKHMA Ba XYKYKM#H
KOHYH-KOMQANAPHH {3 MUK onrah, YP(h-0AaT, TypAu
ynK: pH Ba
XaéT TapTMOMPArH OHF MyXMM Jpuunapuu Genrmnab
Gepaau. KypboHHMHT Cypa Ba osTnapu Typnu mGopar-
nappa, AMpMK AABNaT axamusTHra ra Gynran xaHuT-
Gaipamnap, ounasuit TaHTaHaNapAa Ba KyHAANNK Xaér-

¥

anp. Lapk

yarapmpunran smac. KyphoH Kodmsnm Hacp (canm)
Gunan &aunran, yHMHr TMNM Hadakay apab Gynmaranm
xanknap yuyH, 6anku apabnapHuur jy3am yuyH xam Tywy-
Huwra Huxoataa ormp. Wy Gouc Kypuonra Wapumnr
Wypa Kynna6 onumnapu Typau-TyMan taenp (wapx-
M30oX|nap &3Mwran Ba yHM Wapxnawran.

MCnom TapHXM B2 MYCY NMOH MAAaHHATHHM YpraHuiu,
XOIMPrH AABPAA MYCYNMOH AYHECH TAPMXMHMHI YA
Kyn Ba Lapkn
XaéTHHM TYFPU TywyHMwaa KyphoH MyXMM axamuar
Kac6 ataan. My P

yprany P, Mycy
XOMPrH 3aMOH XadTMu Tapsub Kunysuunap yupau
KMMMaTnm y P FonBMH
TapHxn GunaH Ku3KKyBUMAAP YUYH Y HOAWP Bup &arop-
nMKAMp.

Kypusou Hadpakar dancadpmi, xyKyKni &3ma éarop-
nuk 6ynu6 Konmak, 6anku ynaa axnok-0406, ota-oma ea

parn Gowka Gup KaHua p
Kypuonaarn Typiu puBost, cj3 Ba n6opanap HCROMHu

Kabyn Kunrau, XuNMa-xun TMapa cy
HUHT 6uéTH Ba Ky
cunrn6, GyTyn mycy
6uém, cys, panapu Ba p
Ketran. McnomHu Kabyn Kunraw xanknap tHAWAaru
TapuXHH, AMHMK, apabui acapnap XoX WebPHi, XOX
HACPWM BYNcuM, XOX XanK oF3akM mwoam Gyncum,
K 6 & Kypvon uacpaxat

yey A BGanku Gowka ann-
paru onuM Ba WHOAUra XaM
Gapakanu Tancup Kypcatran. A. C. Mywkun KypooHHHHT
15 cypacura 15 wi Garuwnaran.

610—630 kmnnap moGainupa Kypbon Myxammap
naiirambap TomoHnaan TaHrpuaan KenraH Baxui cuda-
THAa of3akM GadM KMnMHraW Ba nairambapra AKMH

énnab 651 #mnmu xanu-
a Ycmonuunr Gyipysn Gunan y taprtubra conunmB,
AroHa sa matH p
MyKappac kuto6 cHhatMAa To XOIMPIM KyHraua xeu

Y Knap
yB THAMIA 4YKYP

LWa, p’nn

ypyfnapra xypmar, NOKNMK, T§F-

pHAnK, e P 6 yPY 3
P XHEHAT KM,

K, Ajernmk, Gupogapnuk kabu kyAa kyn fosnap

Kypron yeup-

MK, 3mHO
#muiiGaT, HOXaK KOM TykMw Kabu xypa kynnab mnnar-
NAPHM HMXOATAA KATTHK KOpanaam.

Y36ex xankuuuur 1300 FAMNra AKMH Xa8TH HCNOM ANHK
Gunan Gornuk. By Ty H XyKYKH¥ Ba OMNaBmi Xa&THMUIHK,
(hau, Tapux Ba (] yMyMaH,

MHM3 TAPXMHM MCROM AWHM, YHWHT MYKaAAAc KMTOGH
KyphoHHH uyKyp Jpranmak Typu6 tacansyp xam KuianG
Gynmanam.

KypboH EBponanuur 6up KaHua THANAPMra, Wy Ky M-
napan Gup Hewa MapTa PyC THAMFA TAPMMMA KHAKHIAH.
Pyc Twnwra oXMprH
M. 10. Kpaukosckuii kanamura mancy6 6§nu6, 1963 na
1986 sAmnnapu Hawp >THNAK. Xo3npru kKywpa Kypvou
y36ex Tunura tapiuma KunauHmoxaa. Kyiupa yuuur
Huco (xotmmunap) cypacu [Kypwon xamu 114 cypapan
ubopar) [ 6
Xagona >Taémpmms.

yP P

¢

HUCO (XOTUHNAP) CYPACH

MEXPUBEOH BA PAXMAMI TAHIPU HOMKH
BUNAH

1. D% uncomnap! Y3 napeapAMrOpMHIM3-
pan Kypuuer. Y cuanapum 6up okonaan'
naiao Kunau Ba ywa 6up KOHAAH YHMHT
XOTMHMHM SPATAM Ba XOTMHAAPHM TAPKATAM.
Y Taurpuaat KJPKMHTAAP, YHH BOCHTA KMAHG
§38po caBon-xasob KunypcHanap Ba KapuH-
Aownapra 6eMapATMK KUNMILAAH CAKNAHMHI =
nap’. AnBatra TaHrpu cH3Hm KYPUG Typamm.

KaTTa FyHOXanp. 3... 4. XoTunnapra ynapHunr
MaXPAAPMHM  XYPCAHANMK Gunan  Gepuwr.
Arap ynap ynaaH 6Mp KMCMMHM XyPCaHARMK
Gunan (cuara) NOIMM KJPCanap, cHa yHn ca-
NOMATAMK BA XOTHPKAMAMK Gunam McTen-
Mon  Kuaumr, 5. TaHrpu CHINapHUHe manuwa-
TuMruara cabab KuAraH MONMHIMIHM AXMOK-
nap kynura 6epub Kyimaur, ynaan ynapum
@AMPWHT B0 KMAMHTMPWHT Ba ynapra sxuiu
cjanapun aituur. 6. Ba etumnapun To
HHKOX, BUNHTa @TryHUA Ky 3aTH Ty PUHTNAP, Ka-
4OH ynapAa XywiEpAMK COICAHIUI, MO NNAPU-
Wn yanapura GEPMHT; ynapHuHI Katta 6nu6

KyPKM6, Bexyaa

2. Etamnapra ynaphuHr y3 o-
PMHENAP Ba HOTOK MONHM MOK MONHMHI YP-
Wra Kyfimanrnap. YnapHAHT MORNapuHA 3
MONAAPHHTM3Ta apanawTHpH6 emanrnap, By

20

xapi kunnb sa wowmmb e6 Kylimanrnap.
Ba kmin Goii Gynca, eTumnap Monnapugak
NAPXe3 KUACMM, B KMMKM MyxTOM 6ynca,

MyHOCE MuKAOPAA oncuH. KauoH ynapHumr
MOARAPHHH GEPMOKYM BYACAHTM3, Tenana-
pura rysox kyimnr. Ba xucob yuyw Tanrpm
Widhos kunyp. 7. OTa-oManapu sa Kapu-
AOWNEPM  KONAMPraH HapcafaH 3pKaknap
Yy ynyw 6op, XoTAMAGp yuyH Xam oTa-
OManapu Ba KapHHAOWINAPH KONAMPraH Hap-
cagan ynyw Gop, y Hapca xox 03 Gyncum,
X0 _Kyn Byncun, By xMCCa MyKAPPAPAMP.
8. Ba arap rakcumnaw saktmaa (sopuc 6yn-
Maran) KapHHAOWINAP, @TMMAAP Ba MyXTONK-
nap xoamp 6ynca, ynapra xam yuwa monaax
6up 03 BePUHT Ba yNapra AXWM CYIHM ARTHHS.
9. Arap opamnap y3napnaaH Keim Kkuumi
Gonanapnu Konaupran 6yncanap, KypKCuH-
nap, ynap xakuaa xasgaa 6yncurnap. Ynap
TaHIpUAGH KYPKCHHAGP Ba TYFpH Cy3nacwi-

‘Qur’oni karim’, trans. and comm. by Ismatulla Abdullayev, Fan va turmush, 8
(1989), 20-21; ‘Qur’oni karim’, trans. and comm. by Ismatulla Abdullayev, Fan va

turmush, 9 (1989), 22-23.
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nap. 10, 3ynm Gunan eTum monnapuHK eran
30TNAp XaKMKaTAN ¥3 KOPMNAAPHHM YT BHnan
Tynaupran Gynagunap sa anarra aysax

yruaa énapunap. 11. Tanrpu asno, w3
XaKUAA cu3napra Xykm Kunagu: 6up yeun-
MMHF XMCCACH MKKM KMIHMHT Xuccacura 6apo-
Gapaup. Arap Ku3nap MKKMTaAaH OPTHK
6ynca, ynapra (o1acu) KONAUPTaH MONHUHI
yuAaH KKKneH Ba arap Gupruna kus 6ynca,
yHra apum mon Gepunaau. Arap (yarannunr)
Bonanapu Gynca, ova-onacuaaH xap Gupura
TamoM MOAHMHI ONTMAAH Enpw Gepunaau.
Arap ynur asnoau 6ynmaii, oTa 8a oHacu
mepocxyp 6ysnca, ynaa onacura yuaan Gupu
Gepunaau. Ba arap ynunr 6upaan opruk
aKa-yKa, ona-CuHrunnapu 5yn=a, nmnuG e

Tyrpumml

KypwoH AyHéaars kyn THARApra YapXKMMa KMAMHIan AeiMwanm, w
Hera wy nairrava y36ex tunura vapyuma Kununmaran! Axup Kypson
XaérH, Tapuxu, dTHOTPaduncura onp Earopnni-ky! Yuu Gytyn ayné
Bemanon jkub rypran nairAa GM3 JIHMU3 YKHIL MMKOHHATHTA T2 IMACAMIHMHI

Tyrpumnl
pya wapk

TowAYnuur 6up rypyx
TanaGanapu.

JpHura Gowka BMp XoTHHHM OnMoKuM 6n-
CaNrM3 Ba GupwHuMnapura KynpoK Mon
GG 106opran Gyacarus, yHAIH xeu Hap-
cann onmanr. HaxoTkw cua y Wap-

raW  BacuaTM Ba A
KeWMH OHACMra ONTHAAH ann Gopnnunn,
OTa-0HANAPUHIH3 Ba JFUNNAPUHTMIABH Kaki-
™ 6Gupu cusra KynpoK oiAanU IkanuHu

Tanrpu y
MyKappap KunuHran, Xakukatan TaHrpu Swr
WAMAHK B2 XMKMATAMKAWP. 12, Arap XoTHH-
napuHrusHuKr  Gonanapn 6ynmaca, ynap
KONAMPFaH MONHMHI pMu cu3napra Gepu-
nyp. Arap Gonanapu 6ynca, kuamb ketran
BaCMAT BA Kap3napuru BepranpaH Keimn
KONAMPraH MONHUHT TYPTAAH Bupk cu3napra
6ynaau. Arap cusnapaa Gonanap 6ynmaca,
M3 KONAMPTaH MONHMHI TYPTAAH 6upu Gepu-
nyp. Ba arap cwanappa Gomanap 6ynca,
xunub KeTraH BACHAT B3 KAPINAPHHIMIHM

canw Byxton sa 3ynm Gunaw onacusi.
21. Ba Kanaait kunub yHu onacusnap, KAHOHKK
cM3nap y3apo Tonuwrarcu3nap wa y (xo-

3anam 6ynca, XoTHHra cakKM3AaH Bup mepo-
cu Gepunaan. butra xotun 6ynca Xxam, opTHK
6ynca xam, wywnpaii 6apoGap xucca onaau-
nap. By - BacuaT Ba Kap3nap yaunraHaan
KefuH. XoTuHra 3pu Gepran maxp mepocra
KHPMaiiaM. Arap NraH KHUWMHHHE M@POC-
XVPH GupruHa oTa Ba GupoaapH éKu OHa Ba

THH)nap
onmwran? 22, OY!-éOﬁollupuNru: yinanran
XOTUHNAPHU  HUKO XNAPUHIU3ra onmanr,

Mmarap 6y1u6 yrran 6ynca (676 yrranaup),
6y Kyn xabca3nuK Ba MUPKAHUAAMP B
mon AnAup. 23. Ba Xapom KMMMHAW CH3-
Napra OMAMAPMHTHI Ba  KMINAPHHIM3 Ba
aMMANAPUHIUS Ba XONANAPMNTH3 Ba BMPO-

6ynca, ota-oHacu Ba hapsana-
nap Gynmaca, y xox spKax Gyncu, xox
XOTHH BYNCUH, yHUHT BUpo Aaph KM Xamum-
pacura mepocHuHr ontuaan bupw Gepunaau.
Arap ynap 6uppan oprtuk 6ynca, yupam
Gupra wepuk 6ynaamnap. By xam sacaT sa
Kapanap GepunraHAan KeimH.

6. By OATAQ OXMWA XOTHHNGPra Hado

ASPRAPHHTMS KuInapK v
KHINAPH B3 CU3HM IMAITAH OHANAPUHINI Ba
SMMLITAH CUNTUANGPHHTMS BO XOTUNNAPHHTHD
OHANapK 83 GUPra 6TTaN XOTHHNAPHHTHIHMAT

KenH
Aax ynapra cakkuapaw 6upwm Gepunyp. Arap
Bup 3p éKku 6up xoTuW 6ynub, monu orta-
OMACH3 MEPOC KUNMHCA Ba y (3pHunr) Bup
6upoaapu & 6UP cuNrnuck Bynca, ynapHUHT
xap 6upura ontupan 6upn Bepunyp sa arap
YNap YHASH OPTHK 6NC, KMAHHIAH BACKAT
8a Kaps Gepunrawpan xewmw, ynap yuaau
Gupwra wepux 6ynaaunap, TaHrpu TOMONM-
AaH Bynran xykmra 3apap eTMaranu Xonaa.
Taurpu WWxoATA MnmnM, 6€03IOPAMP’.
13. Mana wynap Tawrpu uerapacu. Kumku
Tanrpura 8a yHwnr nairambapura utoar arca,
Tawrpw yHnu octuaan anxopnap oku Typram
MAHHATAPTa AOXMN KMNAAW — YNap Y ePAd
abapui Konaawnap. Mana 6ylok mypoara
eTuw. 14, Ba kumiu TaHrpw Ba yHHHE NadiFame
Bapura MTOAT 3TMAca Ba YHUHT XaAAMNAPUAAH
ownb kerca, Tarpu yhu Aysaxra poxun
winyp. Y epaa y AoMm Konb Keryp ba
y«mr yuyH xop Kuneyuu aso6 Gopaup.
Ba x

CHUIHUHT Tap! e 6ynran kuanapw, arap
oHanapu Gunan Brmaran Gyncanrns, yHAd
cu3anapra ryHox WyK; 8a Y3 NyWTUHrM3AaH
Bynran JEMNNAPUHIUI XOTHHNAPH; BA MKKW
cuHrunim Gup HuKko XAa BupnawTHpuw, arap
Gy assan 6716 yrmaran Gynca. Tanrpu mar-
dupar Kunysuu, paxmmmkaup’. 24, (Xapom
KuNMHAK) CHINMHT Tanrpu knTo6u BYinua
MYNKMHIM3ra  YTMAraH  IpNMK  XoTHHNAP
xam'". Ba BynapAaH TaWKapH MOANAPHHIMA
6unan Tanab KuauG, GyyKmuK KuImai,
HUKOXTa ONFaHMHIUS Gouusa XOTUHAAP XaM
cuInapra xanon KuauHaW'. Ynapaaw m-
Mauku oipanancanrus, ynapra $aps ku-
nunran  xaknapuuu Gepuwrnap. Ba ¢apa
Bynranaan KeMMH HWMa HAPCara y3apo posu
6yncanruanap, cusnapra rynox Gynmac. An-
Garra Tanrpu  Gunysum, xnumavnnnlﬂp'.

TaiMH Kesinn Hyp cypi Haso
TasiuH sTuaran: 6okupa Ku3 Gynca, 103 Kamum
yPHIaAM, KyBoH xoTH 6ynca, Towbypom
KunmHaam.

7. By oatiu Gavan onumnap Gawabos-
NMKKa MWOPA KMACANap, KYNNapK 3uHora sa
Babaunapu Xap MKKMCUTa MWOPA KWUNaAWNap.

8. Ucnompaan assan 6up KWWK XOTHHMHM
K§iiuG, BoWKACHNHM 0 NMOKuM Bynca, aBsanrk
XOTHHMIa Typ/mM Tyxmar sa GyxToHnap K-
napaM Ba XoTuHnap KypKu6 Maxpunu Ka
rapu6 Gepapau. Ipnapu ywa maxp xucobura
Gowka xoTuHra yinawn6 onuwapau. by
OATAA BHA LY AAONATCHINMK MaH KMIMHIGH.

9. Haca6 kuxaTupan yAnanuis mymimn
Eynmaran XoTHHNAP €TTHTA: OHA, KH3, CHHIHA,
amma, Xona, aKa-yka TOMOHAGH JKMAHNAP,
Ona-cuHrun TOMOHAAH usHnap. CyT MU~
raHnap puWTacH Xam XyAAu WyHAaH eTtTa.
aKar cyT amran 6os1aruHa CyT IMMIraHHHHT
KM3n, cunramcu Ba Gowkanapra yinaHon-
MRAH, AMMO CyT SMraHHWHF aKa-yKanapw

25, Ba wkumiru 0304
XOTHHAGPHM HAKOXMTA OnMWIFa KOAP 671-
Maca, y CHINMHE KYIMNTW3AATH MYCYIMON

uapan Gupop hoxu-
umw KMNCa, ynapra yaMHru3gaH Typrra
KHWHHK TYBOX KWAMKE, Arap ynap rysoxnmk
Bepcanap, T0 y XOTMHNAPra ynum KenryHua
éKn TaHTpW ynapra Bupop #yn naiAo K-
ryWua, ynapHu yinapuaa Ganasa caknamr'.
16. Ba cuanapaan Kakicu Gup ukim pKak
By MWHKM Kuncanap, ynaphu Ky narra rupugp-
Top KuamKr. Arap ynap. tasba uncanap ba
y3napuhu Ty3atcanap, ynaphu Kyim6 Gepunr.
AnGarra Tawrpu Tasbawn Kabyn kunysuw,
mexpubornamp’. 17. Hopounmk Gunan émon
wwhn kuamb, KeimK Tespa Tasba Kunran
uuwmnap Tabacuhu TaHrpu Kabyn Kunyp.
Awa wynaainap Tasbacutm Tanrpu Kabyn
Kunyp. TaHrpW BUAMMAOH, XHKMATIHAMP.
18. 3oTnapuku, ympniapu ryHOXHM Kuim6,
KauoH ynapaan 6upura ynum etmb kenranaa:
«Inan 1anba KMNAMMY — AEANNAP, BA 30T-
napuKM, KODMP  XONAA  ynAuNap — awa
wynap rasGacu Kabyn stuamac. Ynap yuyn
6u3 orup a3obuu Taitépnab KyiraHmwus.
19. Dit MJbMMMAAP: XOTMHNAPHM 3YPAMK
Gunan mepoc KB onMwW cHanapra xanon
Imac Ba arap ynap TomoHMAaH paswan 6up
SmoHNMK COAMp Byamaca, ynapra Bepran
HapcanapuHrnapan Bup Kucmunn onub ke-
TMWAAPHTa TYCKUHAMK KiAMmaHT. Ynap Bunar
SXWH yMP YTKa3MHr. Arap ynapHu &mow
KYPCAHTH3, IXTUMON CH3NAP EMOM Kypra
Hapcasa Tawrpu KyNruHa AXWMAMK Naipo
kunranaup. 20, Ba cua Bup XoTHHHM Kyim6,

AaH GupuHM ONCHH.
Ba TaHrpu CHIHMHE MMOHWHIMIHM 3HT AXWIK
6y BUMAND. CHIHUHT GUPUHTMI UKKAHUMH-
ru3aan. LLyHUHI yuyH Sranapu pyxcath Sunan
YNapHu §3 HUKOXNAPUHIM3ra omHr 8a By3yk-
MUK KANTaH B2 MAXuin 8P TyTraW XonAa
IMAC, HUKOXIa ONFaH XONAd YNAPHUHT MaXp-
napuim Gepunr', Baktiku ynap HMKoXra
ONUHTAH XONAA (POXULIATMI KHNCANAP, ynap-
ra 030 xotuunapra Gepunaguran asoGHuHr
apmu  GBepunyp. By cusnapaan (sumora)
MmyB1ano 6yIMWAGH KYPKKAH KULUM YHYHAWP.
Ba arap ceﬁpmm Gyncanmz, 6y cu3 yuyH

Taurpu P

M, PaXMIMAMP.

U3OXNAP:

yhapra y# Ba CHHIUNNApM Typ-
Mylra uKaBepaan.

10. Bowka oAam HuKOXuAA Gynran Ipnuk
XOTUHra TO 3pu TanoK Kuamb Typr oi 10 Ky
MARACH TyraryHua 6a 3pu yAran XoTMHra Xam
TO MApacu TyraryHua yiinanm6 6Gynmaiiau.
Arap XoTHH uypH 6¥A1Ca, ALHM yHUHE 10PTHTA
6owa sasnat xamna kunub 6ocnb onca sa
y Xomn acup Tywica, spu Gynca-6ynmaca,
KHMHMHI XMCCACHTa TywiCa, JALIQHMHT MyiH ,
uypucn 6ym6, yrra xanon 6ynaam..

11. IOKopuaa Gaén KuaMHraH XoTWHnap-
AaH BOWKa XamMMacH Xanonaup, NekuH Typt
wapr Gunaw: 1) 1186, AuHu TN GunaH Kabyn
STuncuH; 2) mon, abhu maxp Gepuw Kabyn
KMMHCHH; 3) XamMulia ¥3 XMMOACHAA caKia-
CHH; yH-TPT KyH WaXBaT KoHaupG, KyiHG
10BopMmacut; 4) SHI Kamu MKKM IpKaK SKm
6MP 3PKAK, MKKM XOTHH HHKOX YCTMAA ryBOX
6ncun. Arap wynaai rysox 6ynmaca, WKoX
xmcob A

(Tapuma 8a M3OXNAP My )

1. Sunm. 6up Osam Arosen.

2. Svhm, xaMma Xew Ba aKPabonaPUHIM3-
AaK xabapaop 6ymub Typunr, ynapaan ano-
KaHM y3MaHr, ynapra Aoum mexpuboH 6y-
nmnr,

3, 4.,
5. Xotun ynm6, dapsanam 6ynmaca, spura
APUM MONM Mepoc Gepunaan. Arap Xox wy
3paan, xox Gowxa spaan apsanau Gynca,
spura Typraan Gup mepocu Gepunaau. Arap
ap ymb, apsanan 6ynmaca, Xxoruuura
TypTAaH 6up mepocu Gepunaam, arap ap-

12. XoTuim Hukoxra o6, y Gunan 6up
mapra Gupra 6ynuHca, XotMHWmHE 6yTyn
MaXpM 3p IMmmacura noaum Gynaaw, arap
XOTHH Keumaca, cokut 6Eynmanan. Maxp
MYKappap KuMHIraHAaH KeiMH, XOTHH YHHHT
6Hp MUKAOPHHM KeHca &Ku 3P BUP MMKAOP
oLHpCa 6 naBepaAH, NeKMH XOTHH MyKapPap
MaxpaaH OpTHK Tanab Kuimium €Kk 3p yHm
KaMaRTUPMLIM JKOM3 SMAC.

Mcmatynna ABAYIUIAESB,
Y3CCP A LLapKWYHOCIUK MHCTHTY Twbsnr
© eTaK4YM MMM XO Rumn.

Aasomu Kenrycu cowpa.

Fig. 2.3. The fragmentary publication of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation in Cyrillic
by Ismatulla Abdullayev in Fan va turmush, 8 (1989), pp. 20-21. ©Fan va turmush,
Creative Commons license CC BY.

It is notable that there was no mention of al-Tarazi’s name in either the
preface to Abdullayev’s translation or the commentary it contained.
However, even a cursory comparative analysis shows that Abdullayev’s
translation was based on al-Tarazi’s work, with some adaptations to
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bring in more modern vocabulary. This is clearly evident from the text
of the commentary. As for the fact that Abdullayev does not credit or
mention al-Tarazi, this may have been due to censorship considerations
(perhaps self-censorship on the part of the translator or editors), given
al-Tarazi’s anti-Soviet positions in the past.

A few years later, in 1994, Abdullayev published the full text of
al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation which had been reworked using the Uzbek
Cyrillic alphabet. As far as I know, this publication did not generate
much public excitement and had a fairly restricted circulation, in only
a few circles. The same fate befell the second edition of this adaptation,
published in 2002. I shall return later to these editions, but for now I will
turn to a few anecdotes about the history of circulation of the original
text of al-Tarazi’s translation within post-Soviet Uzbekistan.

The Circulation of al-Taraz1r’s Qur’an
Translation within Post-Soviet Uzbekistan

The circulation history of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation, as well as a
number of his other writings, in the post-Soviet period will be outlined
here. Their dissemination was primarily linked to former Turkestani
émigrés who visited Uzbekistan, their descendants, and other foreign
emissaries, alongside local confessional and educational institutions.
In addition, as in Soviet times, al-Tarazi’s writings continued to be
available through jum‘-bazaars and pilgrimage trips made by citizens
of Uzbekistan to Mecca and Medina.

The Gifts of a Turkestani Emigrant from the USA

In the early years after Uzbekistan gained independence, access to
the country was open and easy, even for those who might have been
explicitly denied entry in the recent Soviet era. Former Turkestani
emigrants and their descendants, in particular, began to visit their
historical homeland. Some of them attempted to participate in the local
religious agenda,” and they sponsored the construction of numerous

51 For a concise analysis of the cumulative contribution of Turkestani emigrants
living in Saudi Arabia to the reconstruction of the Islamic sphere in post-Soviet
Uzbekistan, see Balci, Islam in Central Asia and the Caucasus, pp. 121-23, 125-26.
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mosques, participated in official SADUM events,* and/or brought with
them religious literature, which included writings by al-Taraz1.

In 1992, Abdulla Chighatay (c. 1928—c. 2018), a well-known figure in
Turkestani émigré circles in the United States, visited Tashkent. When
he was four or five years old, in 1932-33, he had emigrated with his
parents from Tashkent to Afghanistan, later moving to Turkey, and from
there relocating to the United States in 1965. There, one of his most
noteworthy jobs was working for the Uzbek section at the news outlet
Voice of America from 1971 to 1977.

On returning to Tashkent, Chighatay visited his native
neighbourhood community (mahalla) on Boyko’cha Street in the old
part of the city, met with local residents, and told them about himself.
A number of the people attending this meeting already knew of him
from his radio broadcasts. To one of them (namely Marif Salimov,
who told me this story),> Chighatay gave a pocket-sized version of
al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation (in paperback) that he had brought with
him.* This testimony is pertinent because it affirms that al-Tarazi’s
work had reached the USA, and was then transferred by an intricate
route to the cultural and linguistic area it was originally intended for.

Al-Tarazr’s Qur’an Translation in the Collections
Held at the Mir-i ‘Arab Madrasa and the Tashkent
Islamic Institute

Foreign emissaries also played a major role in the dissemination of
al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation. This observation is especially relevant
in regard to the famous Bukharan Madrasa Mir-i ‘Arab. Some
graduates of the madrasa who studied there in 1995-99 told me that in
around 1997, a group of visitors from the Near East donated dozens

52 For example, the Extraordinary Fifth Kurultai (Congress) of Muslims of Central
Asia and Kazakhstan, held in Tashkent on 2627 February 1992, was also attended
by representatives of Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Libya, and other foreign countries.

See P. Nishanov, ‘Kurultai musul’man Srednei Azii i Kazakhstana’, Narodnoe slovo,
41:292 (1992), 1.

53 Shodmon Hayitov, O'zbek muhojirligi tarixi (1917-1991 yillar) (Tashkent: Abu
Matbuot Konsalt, 2008), pp. 66-67.

54 Marif Salimov (d. 2023) was a renowned Uzbek specialist in the conservation of
Arabic manuscripts, and a long-time staff member of the al-Biruni Institute.

55 Personal interview with Marif Salimov on 15 April 2021.
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of copies of the Qur’an translation by al-Tarazi to this educational
institution. Many of them were then gifted to the students, but some
remain in the library and are still there today. In February 2021, I
counted twenty-four copies of the translation in the madrasa library:
one copy published in Jeddah in 1980-81, and twenty-three of the
Doha edition of 1993.%

Fig. 2.4. Al-Tarazi’s writings, preserved in the library of the Mir-i “Arab Madrasa
(2021). ©Filipp Khusnutdinov, Creative Commons license CC BY.

According to my informants, in the mid-1990s al-Tarazi’s work served
as a kind of propaedeutic textbook on the subject of tafsir for first-year
students at the madrasa.”” Its use may have served several purposes:

56 The 1993 Doha edition was prepared by Hasan ‘Abd al-Majid al-Ma‘ayiriji
(1927-2008), a renowned Egyptian-Qatari scholar and a specialist in Qur’an
translation into various languages. Under his supervision, translations of the
Qur’an into a number of other Turkic languages were also published. See
Mykhaylo Yakubovych, ‘Qur’an Translations into Central Asian Languages:
Exegetical Standards and Translation Processes’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies,
24:1 (2022), 89-115 (p. 89). For more on al-Ma‘ayiriji and his professional
activities, see al-Duktiir Hasan al-Ma“ayirjt rahimahu Allah ta‘ala: al-ra®id al-imlag
al-majhiil, ed. by Abd al-Salam al-Basytini/al-Bassiytni (n.p., no earlier than
2018), https:/ /islamsyria.com/storage/NewResearch/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8
%AF%D9%83%D8%A A%D9%88%D8%B1-%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%86-%D8%
A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%8 A%D8%B1%D8%AC %D9%8A /
f9541e4de0b59610043e8e95d0cad649.pdf

57  Also among the study books was an abridged version (mukhtasar) of
al-Kashghari’s translation of the thirtieth part of the Qur’an, Tafstr juz’ ‘amma
yatasa’aliin (bi-lI-lugha al-turkistaniyya).


https://islamsyria.com/storage/NewResearch/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%83%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1-%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%8A/f9541e4de0b59610043e8e95d0cad649.pdf
https://islamsyria.com/storage/NewResearch/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%83%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1-%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%8A/f9541e4de0b59610043e8e95d0cad649.pdf
https://islamsyria.com/storage/NewResearch/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%83%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1-%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%8A/f9541e4de0b59610043e8e95d0cad649.pdf
https://islamsyria.com/storage/NewResearch/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%83%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1-%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%AC%D9%8A/f9541e4de0b59610043e8e95d0cad649.pdf
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preparing students to read Arabic books in general and the Qur’an
in particular; teaching some features of tafsir in a language that was
familiar to the students; and acquainting students with elements of
tafsir written mostly in the spirit of Hanaft law.”® It seems that by the
early 2000s, however, this book had disappeared from the madrasa’s
curriculum. The lack of demand for al-Tarazi’'s Qur’an translation
among today’s students is demonstrated by the fact that neither the
administration of Mir-i ‘Arab and its library, nor the students whom
I talked to, were even aware of the availability of this book in the
madrasa.®

The library of the Tashkent Islamic Institute also possesses copies of
al-Tarazi Qur’an translations, but considerably fewer than are held in
the library of Mir-i “Arab—only six copies.® And unlike in Mir-i “Arab,
according to staff and students this translation was never used as a
textbook at the Islamic Institute in the 1990s.°!

Pilgrimage Trips and jum‘a-bazaars

At the beginning of the 1990s, as in Soviet times, al-Tarazi’s Qur’an
translation was brought back home by pilgrims. For instance, during
an expedition to Namangan in June 2021, my colleagues from the
al-Biruni Institute and I had a chance to take a close look at the
library of Ahmad Ubaydulloh (b. 1945), a renowned bibliophile who
lived in the city. This collection consists of about 2,500 manuscripts
and lithographs. Ubaydulloh inherited it from his grandfather,

58 Personal interviews with Komiljon Rakhimov and Ahtam Akhmedov in August
2019 and on 16 February 2021, respectively. The repertoire of al-Tarazi’s writings
was not limited to one title. For instance, first-year students also studied Niir
al-basar, his biography of the Prophet Muhammad, and his annotated translations
into ‘“Turkestani” of al-Figh al-akbar by Abti Hanifa (c. 699-767) and Riyad al-salilin
by Muhy1 1-Din al-Nawaw1 (1233-77).

59 At the same time, the Niir al-basar and the translations of al-Figh al-akbar and Riyad
al-salihin were widely known. It transpired that these books continue to be used as
preparation or supplementary manuals for students.

60 One book is an edition from Jeddah (1980-1), the others are 1993 editions from
Doha. One of the Doha copies has an oval-shaped seal with an inscription in
Uzbek: ‘Shaxsiy kutubxonasi. Ne. 428. Saydaliev Mominjon Andijoniy” [Private
Library. Ne. 428. Saydaliev Muminjon Andijoniy].

61 However, the Institute holds about 200 copies of al-Figh al-akbar translated by
al-Tarazi, and several dozen copies of Niir al-basar.
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Khwadja ‘Ubaydallah-makhdiim, who was chief mudarris in one of the
madrasas in the city of Namangan during the rule of the Kokandian
khan Muhammad Khudayar (c. 1831-81, r. 1844-75).¢* This private
library also includes a number of modern works, among which
was one copy of al-Tarazi’s translation of the Qur’an, published in
Medina in 1975. Ubaydulloh personally brought the book back with
him in 1994, when he went on the Hajj. It was given to him as a gift
by relatives of Namanganians who had ended up in Saudi Arabia as
a result of leaving the USSR.

With regard to the jum‘-bazaars, translations of the Qur’an and a
number of other writings by al-Tarazi published abroad continued to be
available in Uzbekistan until the mid-1990s, where they have been seen
on sale at the Tashkent Friday bazaar at the Hast-i Imam complex and
in Kokand. In addition, according to eyewitness accounts, al-Tarazi’s
Qur’an translation could be found on book stalls in Bukhara in the
second half of the 1990s, for instance at the Tak-i Sarrafan (Persian for
‘Dome of the (Money) Changers’): a famous traditional covered bazaar
in the historic heart of Bukhara.

The Tashkent Editions of al-Tarazr’s Qur’an
Translation, and Their Competition

The survey presented in the previous section is sporadic, and in no
way systematic or exhaustive. However, the considerable number and
geographical distribution of copies of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation
across Uzbekistan suggest that it was not perceived as marginal in

62 In approximately 1920, their family was forced to move from Namangan to
Samarkand. Before leaving, “Ubaydallah-makhdiim hid his library in a wall—in
a niche which he walled up, adding broken glass to the lime to protect the
books in case anyone decided to dismantle the wall. After Stalin’s death (1953),
the family returned to Namangan to find that the library was still in place—it
was opened up and began serving the family again (personal interview with
Ahmad Ubaydulloh on 10 June 2021). On the current situation regarding private
manuscript collections in the Fergana Valley and the practices of concealment of
manuscripts in Arabic script during the Soviet period, see Ashirbek Muminov and
Nodirjon Abdulahatov, ‘Chastnye sobraniia vostochnykh rukopisei i redkikh knig
v Ferganskoi doline: perspectivy ikh izucheniia” (unpublished report presented at
the ‘Ethnography of Book Collections in the Islamicate World” workshop, Istanbul,
27-28 April 2023).
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the local environment, and it is clear that its copies reached their
readers in a variety of ways. The final outcome of this process was
the eventual publication of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation in Cyrillic.
This adaptation represented an effort to promote his translation to a
wider audience who could not access the original text in the Arabic
script.

Fig. 2.5. The front cover of the first Tashkent edition of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an
translation (1994). ©AIl-Qur'on ul-karim (o’zbek tilida izohli tarjima), Creative
Commonts license CC BY.

The first edition of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation in Cyrillic was
published in 1994. Due to lack of funding, its author, Ismatulla
Abdullayev, was forced to publish the book at his own expense.®® For
this reason, the print run was only a hundred copies. The lack of
finances had an impact not only on the number of copies distributed,

63 Al-Qur'on ul-karim (o’zbek tilida izohli tarjima), trans. and comm. by at-Taroziy,
p. 438.
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but also on the quality of the publication—it was printed on newsprint
paper and in small font (there were an average of 60-62 lines per page,
which was close to A4 size).

Abdullayev provided this extensive adaptation with a brief
introductory historical overview, and a short glossary of some terms
used in the translation and a thematic index of the ayat on Qur’anic
prescriptions and guidelines (Uzbek: ‘Qur'on hukmlari va yo'l-yo'riglari
hagidagi oyatlar ko’rsatkichi”). The introductory part provided general
information about the Qur’an, its history, structure, and popular
interpretations and translations into the Turkic languages, including
the new translations into Uzbek appearing at the time. The book also
contains a succinct discussion of al-Tarazi’s life, his translation of
the Qur’an, and the principles of the Cyrillic adaptation. Abdullayev
stipulates that he tried to retain al-Tarazi’s style and language, but
in some cases had to change the structure of sentences to make them
understandable to the modern reader.®*

A second expanded edition of the book was published in 2002.% It
was printed at the Fan publishing house of the Uzbekistan Academy of
Sciences and was of noticeably higher quality than the first. The preface
provides new information about al-Tarazi’s translation and corrects
the previous edition’s misprints and omissions. Furthermore, the
glossary that accompanies the adaptation has undergone a significant
expansion, and has been extended by more than tenfold (from 83 words
to approximately 1,030).

64 Ibid., p. 6. As a preliminary comparison of the text of Abdullayev’s edition with
al-Tarazi’s original text has shown, the changes made by Abdullayev cover mainly
morphological and lexical features of the text. Such changes are quite numerous.
They are characterised by the replacement of archaic/classical word forms with
modern ones, fairly frequent omission of words or individual phrases, and the rare
addition of explanatory words. Unfortunately, all these editorial changes are not
labelled in any way in the text of the edition.

65  Al-Qur'on al-karim ma’nolarining tarjimasi va sharhlar, 2nd edn, trans. and comm. by
Sayyid Mahmud ibn Sayyid Nazir at-Taroziy al-Madaniy (Oltinxon To’ra), ed. by
Hoji Ismatullo Abdulloh (Tashkent: Fan, 2002).
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Fig. 2.6. The front cover of the second Tashkent edition of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an
translation (2002). ©AI-Qur’on al-karim ma’nolarining tarjimasi va sharhlar, Creative
Commons license CC BY.

It should be recognised that neither the first nor second editions are
free from occasional errors, including factual ones. For example, in
several cases Abdullayev’s adaptation gives a different location for
the revelation of certain chapters of the Qur'an in comparison to
al-Tarazi’s text.®® There are also some misreadings of names: instead of
the famous scholar from Deoband, ‘Shabbir Ahmad Uthmant’, there
appears a certain ‘Sherahmad Usmani’.#’ In addition, incorrect reading
of individual words, as well as their omission, is not uncommon. In
this regard, these adaptations should be handled with a fair degree
of caution and, if necessary, reference should be made directly to the
original text in the Arabic script.

66 See, for example, siiras 67, 98, and 108.

67  Al-Qur'on ul-karim (o’zbek tilida izohli tarjima), trans. and comm. by at-Taroziy, p.
333; Al-Qur’on al-karim ma’nolarining tarjimasi va sharhlar, trans. and comm. by
at-Taroziy, p. 567.
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As it turned out, in terms of the number of copies printed, the second
edition met the same fate as the first one—again only a hundred copies
were produced, for reasons that are as yet unclear. However, I am more
interested in another question: why has al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation
not been widely disseminated within post-Soviet Uzbekistan? As I see
it, there are several reasons for this.

Firstly, as was already noted, a whole group of translations of the
Qur’an into modern Uzbek appeared during the 1990s and 2000s. In
terms of language, they were better suited to the demands of the times
and were aimed at a wider readership. Even damli al-Hindustani,
explaining his motivation for writing his own Qur’an translation,
noted in the early 1980s that al-Tarazi’s language was already difficult
for ordinary people and young students to understand.® Indeed,
this observation by al-Hindustani seems quite astute: the language
of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation, both morphologically and lexically
speaking, was different from that which prevailed in Uzbekistan at the
end of the twentieth century (this was a problem for virtually all émigré
Central Asian writers, not just al-Taraz).

There is no reliable data on what percentage of the population of
Soviet Central Asia in the 1970s and afterwards was able to read texts
in Central Asian Turki, but it is clear that the number of such people
did not constitute a majority. To the average man of the time (let alone
the present day), al-Tarazi’s vocabulary would have seemed archaic,*
especially his use of a large number of Arabisms and Persianisms
that have fallen out of active use in modern Uzbek.”” In addition,
both al-Tarazi and al-Hindustani, educated in the pre-Soviet period
or abroad, remained committed to their adopted linguistic practice
throughout their lives and continued to write in the Arabic script. It
is therefore not entirely clear why they would expect their books to be
widely disseminated without being adapted to the dominant script in
use in Soviet Central Asia.

68  Qur'oni karim. Oyatlari ma’nolarining izohli tarjimasi, trans. and comm. by
Hindistoniy, p. 14.

69 Abdurahimoglu, ‘Seyyid Mahmtd et-Tarazi’, pp. 838—41.

70  For this reason, Abdullayev compiled such an extensive explanatory dictionary for
the second edition of al-Tarazi’s translation.
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Qur’an translations into Uzbek produced after 1990 were
characterised by a more comprehensible vocabulary and were written in
Cyrillic. This gives them an advantage over editions written in both the
Arabic script and the official Uzbek Latin alphabet today.”” In general,
the publication of Qur’an translations in Uzbekistan has followed in line
with the established tradition of publishing Islamic literature in Cyrillic
over the last few decades. Religious books written in this script vastly
outnumber those issued in the Latin alphabet.”” Thus, the foremost
factor that may have limited the spread of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation
is its linguistic inaccessibility to a wide range of readers.”

The second reason behind the failure of al-Tarazi's work to thrive
in the post-Soviet era relates to the popularity and authority in the
religious sphere of the personality behind this translation of the Qur’an.
While Alouddin Mansur, Muhammad Sodiq Muhammad Yusuf, and
Abdulaziz Mansur were popular with the believing masses, al-Tarazi
remained far less known. Perhaps if al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation had
been actively promoted by any of the aforementioned translators or by
the Muslim Board of Uzbekistan, its fate would have been different.
However, given that the process of domesticising a translation by
transcribing it into Cyrillic with the aim of popularising it was handled
by an enthusiastic scholar rather than a renowned religious figure—and
at his own, frankly modest, expense—the potential for success was
naturally rather limited.

The impressive numbers involved in the print runs of newer, modern
Uzbek translations of the Qur’an suggest that their authors and/or
publishers had both authority within the community of believers and
certain financial resources. For instance, the first print run of Alouddin
Mansur’s translation in 1992 numbered half a million copies. Shaykh
Muhammad Sodiq Muhammad Yusuf’s translation of the twenty-
seventh through to the thirtieth parts of the Qur’an was published in

71 As aside note, most translations of the Qur’an produced since 1991 have their
prototypes in the Latin alphabet as well.

72 This trend seems to be primarily due to the preferences of the older generation
(both book authors and their audiences) brought up on the Cyrillic script in the
Soviet and early post-Soviet period.

73  On the other hand, as far as I know, certain philologists (among them some
Arabists and Turkologists) sympathise with al-Tarazi’s translation, noting its
lexical purity and elegance of the language.
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separate volumes in Tashkent between 1991 and 1993. Each of these
had a circulation of between 100,000 to 150,000 copies. From this, we
can conclude at least that Abdullayev did not have as much social and
financial capital as his competitors to help him successfully roll out his
product.

The final important factor in determining the proliferation of a
given Qur’an translation in post-Soviet Uzbekistan (apart from its
conformity to the prevailing Hanafi Islamic tradition in the region,”
the accessibility of its language to a wide audience, and the financial
capacity of the author and/or publisher) is the backing and approval
of the official authorities. In the late 1990s, there was debate in political
high circles over whether or not to publish an ‘official” translation of
the Qur’an authored by Abdulaziz Mansur, who had worked for a long
time for the Muslim Board of Uzbekistan and was, by then, the State
Adpviser to the President on Religious Affairs. There are testimonies that
President Karimov initially suggested that such a publication should be
delayed, on the basis that there was already one translation available in
the country (i.e. that by Alouddin Mansur) and that publishing a new
one might lead to unnecessary social divisions.”

Over the next two years, in a bid to instill ‘good” Islam within the
country,”® this opinion changed. Perhaps the terrorist attacks that
took place in Tashkent in February 1999, and the opening of Tashkent
Islamic University in April that year, made it necessary to publish a
new translation of the Qur’an: a translation that would be positioned
as corresponding to the Hanafi school of law. The reference to the
Hanafi doctrine—adherence to which has often been encouraged at the
state level—was a major factor leading to the authorities’ favourable

74 A brief yet insightful overview of the Hanaff legal doctrine’s hegemony in Central
Asia over the centuries has been provided, for example, by Paolo Sartori: Visions
of Justice: Sharia and Cultural Change in Russian Central Asia (Leiden and Boston:
Brill, 2016), p. 250. Basic bibliography is also provided there. On the history of the
formation and development of the Hanafi school of law in Central Asia up to the
fifteenth century, see the outstanding study by Ashirbek Muminov: Khanafitskii
mazkhab v istorii Tsentralnoi Azii, ed. by Stanislav M. Prozorov (Almaty: Qazaq
entsiklopediiasy, 2015).

75 Personal interview with one of the former employees of the Office of the President
of Uzbekistan on 18 September 2021.

76 Bakhtiiar Babadzhanov, ““Good” and “Bad” Islam: From Personal Experience of
Participation in Religious Expertise’, Alatoo Academic Studies, 4 (2015), 34—-46.
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decision regarding the publication of Abdulaziz Mansur’s commentary
translation of the Qur’an in 2001. Over the following twenty years, the
book has seen ten editions and has become perhaps the main official
Qur’an translation in the country.”

Another prime example of the power of official sanction can be
seen in the case of Muhammad Sodiq Muhammad Yusuf’s translation.
According to oral evidence, after the Shaykh decided to emigrate in 1993,
a ban was imposed on the publication and distribution of his writings.
Almost ten years later, when he returned to the country, his books were
again granted legal status, a change that was not possible without the
permission of the relevant authorities (in particular, the Committee for
Religious Affairs).”

As for the Tafsiri Irfon—authored by the former chairman of the
Muslim Board of Uzbekistan Shaykh Usmonxon (‘Uthman-khan)
Alimov (1950-2021, chairman 2006-21)”—a complete version of this
text has appeared only recently (in 2019) and is not yet as popular as
the Qur’an translations mentioned earlier.*” This work is noteworthy
for being the only one among those discussed here in which al-Tarazi’s
tafsir is included as an accredited source.®!

77 Qur’oni karim ma’nolarining tarjima va tafsiri, 10th edn, trans. and comm. by Shayx
Abdulaziz Mansur (Tashkent: «Munir» nashriyoti, 2021) (the print run is 20,000
copies). The status of the ‘main official translation’ is confirmed, for example, by
the fact that some publishers (for instance, ‘Maverannahr’: the publishing house
of the Muslim Board of Uzbekistan) have for many years advised authors of
works published in Uzbek to use this particular translation. The same is true of the
textbooks published for the Tashkent Islamic University and then for its successor,
the International Islamic Academy of Uzbekistan (founded on 16 April 2018 on
the basis of the Tashkent Islamic University (1999-2018) and the Islamic Academy
of Uzbekistan (2017-18)).

78 The Committee for Religious Affairs under the Cabinet of Ministers of the
Republic of Uzbekistan is the state body responsible for coordinating relations
between the state and religious organisations located in the territory of the
Republic. The Committee was established in March 1992 and de facto succeeded
the Office of the Plenipotentiary of the Council for Religious Affairs under the
USSR Council of Ministers across the Uzbek SSR.

79  For more about him, see Yo’ldoshxo’jaev and Qayumova, O’zbekiston ulamolari, pp.
90-91.

80  Tafsiri Irfon. Qur’oni karim ma’nolarining o’zbekcha tarjimasi va tafsiri, 6 vols, trans.
and comm. by Shayx Usmonxon Temurxon Samarqandiy (Tashkent: Sharq, 2019)
(the print run is 5,000 copies).

81  Tafsiri Irfon, vol. VI, trans. and comm. by Samarqandiy, p. 747. It is noteworthy that
not one of the Arabic-script editions is cited, but rather Abdullayev’s adaptation
from 2002.
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It seems that, for a number of reasons, al-Tarazi’s translation was
not equipped to take on the competition presented by more modern,
vernacular renditions of the Qur’an and so remained in the shadows,
even though it possessed the honourable rank of being the first full
interlinear modern translation of the Qur’an into Central Asian Turki.
It may well be that, in addition, al-Tarazi’s writing—two adaptations of
which were published in Uzbekistan—was simply unlucky in terms of
both its time and place of publication. The first edition came out in 1994,
following the stellar appearance of Alouddin Mansur’s translation,
while the second one was brought out in 2002, following the publication
of Abdulaziz Mansur’s translation—which was officially positioned to
take the mantle of the primary translation of the Qur’an in the country.
Moreover, the first fragments of al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation were
published (without attribution) in Fan va turmush rather than in the
much more popular and authoritative Sharq yulduzi, which released
Alouddin Mansur’s translation. Had the text by al-Tarazibeen published
in the latter, perhaps it would have been disseminated more broadly and
would have received the greater recognition it is due.®

Concluding Remarks

The material presented in this chapter enables one to reflect on the
complexity of recent Islamic intellectual history within Soviet and post-
Soviet Uzbekistan. This chapter also shows that the local vernacular
Qur’anic space was shaped not only by Muslim scholars of the region,
but also by those religious figures who once emigrated from Soviet
Central Asia. Islamic literature authored by Turkestani emigrants was
circulating in the area and finding its readership decades before the
fall of the Iron Curtain. In the post-Soviet period, these books moved
from the underground to the official public sphere and at first were

82 Asit turned out, the influence of al-Tarazi’s translation spread beyond the
Uzbek-speaking community as well. For instance, al-Tarazi’s book is mentioned
among the sources used by Xalifa Altay (1917-2003) in his Qur’an translation
into Kazakh. See Quran Kdrim: qazaqsa magina jine tiisinigi, trans. by Xalifa Altay
(Medina: Sarapatti eki xaramniii qizmetkeri Fahd patsanin Quran Sérif basim
kombinati, 1411/1991), pp. iii, vi. I owe this valuable reference to Mykhaylo
Yakubovych.
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actively used, but they eventually gave way to the proliferation of more
numerous and up-to-date local content.

Al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation provides an illustrative example of
this process. Despite its early circulation history, it has not seriously
competed with those translations of the Qur’an that have emerged in
Uzbekistan since 1990. The situation can be primarily explained by such
factors as the comprehensibility of its language to the average reader, the
level of public prestige of the translator and the financial power behind
them, as well as the approval of the official Uzbekistan authorities.

Al-Tarazl’s writing did, however, possess a combination of these
factors abroad, in the places where Turkestani émigré communities were
concentrated. Because of this, it seems that this translation was more
relevant not for historical Turkestan, but for its ‘islets” in emigration.
The ‘Turkestani’ language chosen, with its Arabic script, made this
text understandable mainly to the various Turkic-speaking diasporas
scattered across the expanses of the Muslim world.

In fact, al-Tarazi’s Qur’an translation might be seen as part of a
global process of ‘nationalisation” of Muslim written heritage that
began during the rise of Islamic modernism with the production of
translations and wide dissemination of the Qur’anic text, hadiths, and
a range of writings on Muslim law in ‘the languages of non-Arabs’
(‘ajami). Under the restrictive official framework for publishing
Islamic literature in the Soviet Union, al-Tarazi’s writing—while being
a product of its time and linguistic range—has nevertheless played a
notable role in shaping the vernacular Qur’anic space within Soviet
Uzbekistan. However, in the post-Soviet period, with the advent of
new Qur’an translations into Uzbek, the window of opportunity for
the dissemination of al-Tarazi’s text has substantially narrowed, and
his translation has lost its former significance.
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3. I Quenched the Thirst of
Seventy Million’:! Sumayya
‘Afifl, an Egyptian Qur’an
Translator for a Post-Soviet
Readership?

Elvira Kulieva

Introduction

In 2000, at the end of the first decade following the collapse of the
USSR, a joint project undertaken by a number of Egyptian institutions
produced a Russian translation of an Arabic tafsir work entitled
al-Muntakhab, the primary translator of which was an Egyptian woman
named Sumayya °Afifi (1935-2005).° The translation, known primarily
by its Russian-speaking readers as Azkharovskii perevod (‘the al-Azhar
translation”) transcended national borders and was republished and

1 Najwa Tanawi, ‘Ra’ida al-lugha al-Riisiyya wa-mutarjima ‘Abd al-Nasir, Dr.
Sumayya Afift: rawitu zama’an sab“ina milytinan’, al-Ittihad Dunya, 21 August
2003.

2 This publication is the result of the project ‘GloQur—The Global Qur’an’, which
has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant
agreement no. 863650).

3 al-Muntakhab fi tafstr al-Qur®an al-karim, trans. by Sumayya Afifi and ‘Abd al-Salam
al-Mansi (Cairo: al-Ahram al-Tijjariyya, 2000).
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disseminated in a number of post-Soviet countries where Russian
continued to be used alongside local languages. It primarily reached
its readership through a number of local institutions but also gained a
grassroots circulation, and it continues to be used and reprinted up to
this day.* The original, Arabic source text was a short tafsir composed by
a committee of thirty-two al-Azhar scholars with diverse specialisations,
and designed to be translated into multiple languages in a project
that was directly supported by the Egyptian Ministry of Religious
Affairs and Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs. The publication of
al-Muntakhab in Russian was part of a larger, ambitious, Egyptian state
project intended to win global influence in a region recently liberated
from communism that represented a new horizon for Egyptian da‘wa
(Islamic missionary activity). In contemporary contexts, da“wa primarily
refers to efforts aimed at educating or revitalising fellow Muslims and
encouraging conversions among non-Muslims. Since the early twentieth
century, da‘wa has experienced significant global growth, supported by
advancements in technologies such as printing and the internet. It now
includes diverse methods of Islamic propagation and features various
grassroots initiatives led by Muslim laypeople, including women and
children, highlighting the modern democratisation of religious and
political authority alongside state-led efforts.” Egypt has been one of
the key centres of da‘wa in the modern Middle East and it has received
significant scholarly attention. Studies have focused on the pioneering
approaches of Egyptian modernists such as Rashid Rida (1865-1935),
the religio-political da“wa of the Muslim Brotherhood, the global da‘wa
efforts of Shaykh Yasuf al-Qaradawi (1926-2022), and anthropological
explorations of domestic da“wa within Egypt.® However, the use of Qur’an

4 For instance, one of the recent reprints was produced in 2017 by the Russian
state-related religious institution Spiritual Administration of Muslims of
Kabardino-Balkaria, which distributed 30,000 copies of the Russian translation
of al-Muntakhab. See Khyzir Otarov, Raz"iasnenie po povodu izdaniia knigi Al’
Muntakhab Tolkovanie Sviashchennogo Korana (perevod s arabskogo na russkir), online
video recording, kbrdum, 4 August 2017, https://www.kbrdum.ru/video/2186-raz-
yasnenie-po-povodu-izdaniya-knigi-al-muntakhab-tolkovanie-svyashchennogo-
korana-perevod-s-arabskogo-na-russkij-imam-khatyb-otarov-khyzir

5  For more on Islamic da“wa, see Matthew J. Kuiper, Da’wa: A Global History of Islamic
Missionary Thought and Practice (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2021),
pp- 4-5.

6  For the list of bibliographical references, see Matthew J]. Kuiper, ‘Da‘wa’, 27 June
2018, https://doi.org/10.1093/0bo/9780195390155-0252
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translations as a tool of da‘wa, particularly through state-sponsored
initiatives and the role of al-Azhar, remains a largely unexplored aspect
of modern da‘“wa.

The story of the Russian translation of al-Muntakhab and its Egyptian
female translator is intriguing on several levels. Sumayya °Afift was an
Egyptian Muslim who had studied in the USSR in the 1960s, a very
unusual situation that came about because of the political and ideological
circumstances during the Cold War. In a paradoxical twist, given the
Nasserist and communist policies that had led her to learn Russian
in the first place as part of her secular education, ‘Afifi subsequently
turned to da‘wa, and her inclusion in an Egyptian state-sponsored soft-
power Islamic initiative is notable given the historical scarcity of women
in Qur’anic fields. Those women who have produced translations of the
Qur’an and other Islamic works are of particular interest, as they enjoy
a rare degree of agency in a male-dominated field.” What was the nature
of this agency during that specific historical period, and how can it be
understood? What were the constraints and possibilities it presented? As
a transnational project, the Russian al-Muntakhab not only highlights the
existence of Egyptian da‘wa efforts in the region, but also demonstrates
how, during the 1990s, the Arabic media celebrated “Afifi as a national
heroine, while her personality remained rarely discussed in the target
language context, where the focus shifted to al-Azhar’s institutional
authority. This chapter suggests that the narrative built up around
Afifi in Egypt can only really be understood in the context of al-Sahwa
al-Islamiyya (the ‘Islamic revival’), which facilitated women’s ‘pious’
involvement with the Qur’an, as opposed to feminist hermeneutical
‘resistance’ to traditional exegesis and interpretations.

The exploration of °Afifi’s biography as an Egyptian national heroine
who ‘quenched the thirst of seventy million® undertaken in this chapter
entails an examination of the relevant Arabic print sources as well as the
personal testimonies of people who knew her, or who were also involved
in the Russian translation of al-Muntakhab. This chapter uncovers some

7 Tomy knowledge, only two women have acted as the main translators in
published translations of the Qur’an and tafsirs into Russian. See Iman Valeriia
Porokhova (trans.), Koran: perevod smyslov i kommentarii (Moscow: Ripol Klassik,
2022), and Ibn Kathir al-Dimashqi, Tolkovanie Korana, trans. by Anastasiia Shipilina
(Moscow: Al’ Kitab, 2022).

8  Tanawi, ‘Ra’ida al-lugha al-Rasiyya’.
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significant differences in the Egyptian and Russian reception of “Afift’s
persona which cast light on notions of female religious agency held by
conservative religious authorities. It begins with a biographical sketch
of Sumayya Afifi before she turned to Islamic translation, situated in the
political context of the USSR and Nasserist Egypt which facilitated the
emergence of the professionals later involved in da“wa projects such as
al-Muntakhab. The subsequent section analyses how the Islamic revival
that took place in Egypt facilitated female involvement in Egyptian
religious institutions, and how this in turn affected Sumayya ‘Afifi’s
‘Islamic” persona as a female translator of the Qur’an. The following
two sections look at her early translations of a number of Islamic works,
notably al-Muntakhab, after which I discuss the spiritual significance of
Qur’an translation within the framework of the overall state project.
Finally, I highlight the challenges and limitations of the reception of al-
Muntakhab in the Russian-speaking context.

Between Nasserism and Communism:
Sumayya ‘Afifr’s Life Trajectory

Sumayya °Afifi was born in 1935 into an upper-class Egyptian family
with a respectable social standing during the rule of King Farouk,
prior to the Egyptian revolution of 1952. Her mother was one of the
first Egyptian women to study in Europe, which indicates that the
family had very progressive views on the spectrum of societal roles
for Egyptian women. She attended an elite school for girls in the Cairo
district of Zamalek, where she was taught in English and French by
foreigners. As in other affluent Cairo neighbourhoods, her social and
cultural life reflected the strong European influences favoured by the
upper class and bourgeoisie. ‘Afifi was the youngest of three girls,
all of whom also received higher education, and she was firm in her
intention to pursue a similar intellectual trajectory to her elder sisters.
Her family can be placed within the urban upper and middle class of the
so-called effendiyya, who were the beneficiaries of the monarchy’s pre-
revolutionary promotion of education, as well as the post-revolutionary
expansion of a modernised civil service. While her family was eager
to assert that °Afifi was always a religious person, it is significant that
her student and early professional life were lived under Nasser’s Arab
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Socialism, in which religion was not seen as a driving force for societal
change. This may explain why outward expressions of Islam such as
involvement in da‘“wa activity, as well as her choices in public attire, only
became visible during the time of Anwar Sadat (d. 1981) and Husni
Mubarak (d. 2020), reflecting larger societal trends, as will be discussed
in the next section.

Afifi’s quest for education has been emphasised in the press, which
has highlighted her ambitions in this arena. In the Egyptian public
discourse of the early 1990s, media portrayal of successful women often
aimed to engender admiration for confident women who successfully
balanced a career forged through secular education while also prioritising
family responsibilities, rather than the ‘traditional’ housewife, who
remained unseen.’ This is reflected in the recurring narrative about our
heroine, which reads as follows: in 1956, she successfully graduated
from Ain Shams University in Cairo with a BA in English Language and
Literature, following which she intended to pursue a Master’s degree in
an English-speaking country; despite her marriage, her plans remained
intact. However, fate intervened and C°Afifi’s graduation coincided
with the 1956 Tripartite Invasion of Egypt (otherwise known as the
Suez Crisis),"” and Gamal Abdel Nasser Nasser’s (1918-1970) radical
reconsideration of foreign policy in its aftermath impacted scholarship
grants. Funding was withdrawn for scholarships in Western countries
during that particular period and, instead of her planned destination,
Afifi found herself presented with the opportunity to pursue further
studies in the USSR. In a coincidence that eased the risky venture of
travelling to the USSR, her husband, who was a scholar of chemistry,
was suddenly appointed as cultural attaché to Moscow.

The political context that made such educational initiatives possible
rested on two factors: the Soviet Union’s shift in foreign policy focus in
the late 1950s towards the Global South, and President Nasser’s drastic
reconsideration of his foreign policy after the Tripartite Invasion. His

9  Aaron Rock-Singer, Practicing Islam in Egypt: Print Media and Islamic Revival
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 159-60.

10 Israel, France, and the UK invaded Egypt, seeking to depose the Egyptian
president Gamal Abdel Nasser and regain control of the Suez Canal, which Nasser
had recently nationalised.

11 His appointment illustrates the general lack of Russian-speaking specialists in
Egypt at the time, as he did not speak Russian.
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opening of Egypt to a new strategic alliance with the USSR went far beyond
simply obtaining Soviet military aid, and the period of collaboration has
been called ‘the Soviet-Egyptian marriage” by some scholars because it
included a wide range of scientific and cultural endeavours.'? However,
the implementation of Soviet-inspired, non-capitalist developments and
modernisation—which was an integral element of Soviet aid to the Global
South—would have been impossible without specialists on the ground
who had been educated by the Soviets." Recognising this critical need led
to a remarkable influx of foreign students over several decades, drawn to
the Soviet Union in pursuit of higher education at its various universities.
That some of these individuals turned in subsequent decades to da‘wa
activism and became involved in religious projects such as the Russian
al-Muntakhab translation was an unexpected outcome of these Soviet and
Nasserist policies."*

Sumayya °Afifi, who was renowned as umm al-lugha al-Riisiyya
(‘the mother of Russian’) in Egypt, earned recognition as a successful
translator and academic," and embodied the ‘state feminism’ approach

12 Paul B. Henze, ‘Flexible Opportunism’, in Soviet Strategy and Islam, ed. by
Alexandre Bennigsen, Paul B. Henze, George K. Tanham, and S. Enders Wimbush
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1989), pp. 79-100 (p. 84). Playing the game of
anti-imperialism, Soviets began to see the countries of the post-colonial South—
which had just achieved formal independence but not yet full ‘sovereignty’—as
targets for its exertion of soft power. Soviet aid included a wide range of
assistance, such as financial, military, technological, technical, cultural, and
most importantly, scientific aid. Soviet specialists were sent abroad to undertake
research and teaching at the educational institutions of host countries as well as
to assist with various costly construction projects that were crucial for national
development, such as the Aswan and Euphrates dams. See Constantin Katsakioris,
‘Soviet Lessons for Arab Modernization: Soviet Educational Aid to Arab Countries
after 1956’, Journal of Modern European History, 8:1 (2010), 85-106 (p. 89).

13 Katsakioris, ‘Soviet Lessons’, p. 92.

14  The history of Arab students benefiting from Soviet education policies and
influencing Islamic da%wa in post-Soviet countries represents an area of study
that remains relatively unexplored. Specifically, within the domain of Qur’an
translations, noteworthy Arab figures (beyond °Afif) have directly or indirectly
engaged in translating the Qur’an. For instance, another popular Qur’an
translation by a woman, Iman Valeriia Porokhova’s poetic Qur’an translation,
highlights this trend. Her Syrian husband, Muhammad Sa“id al-Rushd (b.

1946), arrived in the USSR to study engineering and influenced her conversion
to Islam. Subsequently, he assumed the role of editor for her widely read Qur’an
translation. See footnote 7.

15 <Abd al-Fattah al-Maghawri, ‘Sumayya °Afifi ... rihla “ata>, Afaq Arabiyya, 8

September 2005.
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espoused by the authoritarian, socialist Nasserist state.'® Her career
trajectory resonated with state-driven public debates about women’s
active participation in government-led development, whereby
Egyptian-educated urban women were made ‘agents of modernization’."”
Successful, educated, and not restrained by ‘obscurantist’” views on
women’s roles, “Afifi could be said to represent a symbolic nationalist
Egyptian ideal of that time: a married woman who fulfilled her
supportive domestic role at home, but also worked outside of her
household in ‘the service of the nation’, and played a part in shaping a
prosperous future for the state.”® Her personal life and career took shape
within the framework of the prevailing discourse of secular nationalism,
which regarded certain public religious manifestations—such as
wearing the veil—as culturally outdated symbols. Instead of relying on
such traditional symbols, as Laura Bier explains, the public discourse
of the pre-Sahwa period emphasised ‘veiling of conduct’. This involved
shaping new societal roles for Egyptian middle-class women, who
were integrated into male-dominated workspaces, with an emphasis
on modest behaviour, coupled with education and professionalism."
This period of AfifT’s life is not reflected in the images of her that are
available in public sources, which instead often feature later photos of
her, in which she is wearing a Muslim veil, a practice she adopted in the
1980s while working at Ain Shams University.

16 ‘State feminism entailed the recognition of women as enfranchised citizens and
the explicit commitment by the Nasser regime to liberate women in order to
guarantee their inclusion and participation in the postrevolutionary nation on the
equal footing with men. Through laws, social programmes, and the creation of
new institutions that redrew the parameters of the public, state feminism aimed to
make women into modern political subjects by dismantling traditional patriarchal
structures in the family, creating new gender subjectivities, and mobilising them
in the service of national development’. Laura Bier, Revolutionary Womanhood:
Feminisms, Modernity, and the State in Nasser’s Egypt (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2011), p. 3.

17 Nasser’s nation-state project placed a significant emphasis on women’s
empowerment and mobilised Egyptian women for labour, considering this an
integral aspect of national development. In her Revolutionary Womanhood, Bier
critically explores this state feminism project and demonstrates how Nasserist
emancipation also led to new patterns of state involvement in women'’s lives. She
highlights the interconnectedness between these novel forms of emancipation and
the emerging mechanisms of social control and coercion. See Bier, Revolutionary
Womanhood, pp. 6-7, 10.

18  Bier, Revolutionary Womanhood, p. 34.

19 Ibid., p. 91.



116 Qur’an Translations in the Eastern Bloc and Beyond

In 1959, Afifi travelled to the USSR as one of the first cohort of
Egyptian students who were part of Egypt’s sponsored programme.
Most of the sources emphasise that while she was abroad studying
in the USSR, she was accompanied by her husband—an important
aspect of the Egyptian moral exemplar of a woman. While the Nasser
era promoted socialist progressive ideas concerning women'’s rights, it
retained its fundamentally conservative social values. Thus, her narrative
during that period intertwines two elements: there is a ‘transgression’
of the norm, i.e. her travels to unknown lands governed by communist
dogma, but she is accompanied there by a mahram (‘guardian’), her
husband. She is thus represented in a way that is intended to depict
her as successful, but uncontroversial, particularly in terms of religious
concerns and ideas.

The influx of students to the USSR raises the question of to what
extent they were subject to indoctrination and the promotion of
communist ideas.” While this was certainly one of the long-term
objectives of Soviet policy, the Soviet approach towards Arab students
reflected a wider policy towards Arab countries, which represents what
Henze has named ‘flexible opportunism’—a pragmatic and adaptable
approach to foreign politics.*® Egyptian-Soviet collaboration existed
alongside Nasser’s persecution of communists in Egypt, which the
Soviets knew about but decided to disregard in favour of their short-
term objectives and the longer-term effects of social engineering through
education. Egyptian students were thus released from any obligation to
enrol for courses related to the study of Marxism or Leninism, because
these were viewed as a clear threat to the political status quo of Middle

20 For statistics and dates on foreign students from the Global South, see Constantin
Katsakioris, ‘Statistics on Arab Students in the USSR (1959-1991)’, in Russian-
Arab Worlds: A Documentary History, ed. by Eileen Kane, Masha Kirasirova, and
Margaret Litvin (Abingdon: Oxford University Press, 2023), pp. 236—44.

21 Karan Dawisha’s analysis of the Soviet policy in Egypt suggests that we view
the USSR as having two types of approach, namely ‘short-term objectives” and
‘long-term goals.” The short-term objectives aimed to diminish Western influence
and strengthen the target countries’ independence, while the long-term goals
were intended to promote communist ideals, which included the promotion of
a political, economic, and social system similar to that of the Soviet Union. See
Karen Dawisha, ‘Soviet Cultural Relations with Iraq, Syria and Egypt 1955-70’,
Soviet Studies, 27:3 (1975), 418-42; Henze, ‘Flexible Opportunism’, p. 73.
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Eastern regimes and were seen as having clear communist propaganda
and revolutionary potential.

The Egyptian approach was also to support its established specialist
professionals, particularly by requalifying, retraining, and strengthening
the skills of those who were already qualified. Postgraduate degrees were
prioritised for study in the USSR because the Egyptian government relied
on the assumption that these students had mature personalities, which
would reduce their vulnerability to communist indoctrination. As a
result, compared to other African countries, a much greater proportion of
Egyptian students pursued postgraduate degrees in the USSR rather than
their first higher education degree.> Despite lacking any formal training
in Russian language, culture, or history, ‘Afifi was enrolled at Moscow
State University to pursue a PhD (‘kandidat nauk’) in the philology of
the Russian language.” The acceptance of a foreign student without
any relevant prior training at the undergraduate level for such a course
of study can only be read as signifying a vested interest on the part of
the Soviets. In order to compensate for her lack of linguistic background
knowledge, Afift received language immersion training with a private
tutor on a daily basis, facilitated by the Russian authorities.

Despite their agreement with the Egyptian government that
communism-related courses would be optional for all students, the
Soviet authorities found other ways to implement their long-term
objective of immersing students in Soviet ideology, for example through
the mandatory but vaguely defined ‘USSR Today’ course, as well as
various other extracurricular activities. The Soviets also imposed these
courses as a punitive measure for student misconduct, as indicated by a
number of private testimonies.” However, in 1968, in a change in policy,
the USSR made enrollment in Marxism-Leninism courses compulsory

22 Constantin Katsakioris, ‘Soviet Lessons for Arab Modernization: Soviet
Educational Aid to Arab Countries after 1956’, Journal of Modern European History,
8:1 (2010), 85-106 (p. 96).

23 Somaiia M. Afifi, ‘Leksikologicheskii analiz glagolov idti-khodit” i ikh
proizvodnykh v sovremennom russkom iazyke.” (unpublished dissertation, M. V.
Lomonosov Moscow State University, 1964).

24 Katsakioris, ‘Soviet Lessons’, p. 98; Margaret Litvin, ‘Should Dormitory Bathrooms
Have Doors? Zakaria Turki’s An Upper Egyptian among the Russians (1967-1972)’, in
Russian-Arab Worlds: A Documentary History, ed. by Eileen Kane, Masha Kirasirova,
and Margaret Litvin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023), pp. 245-54 (p. 251).
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for all foreign students.” This shift reflects the weakened Arab position
post 1967, which made Nasser more dependent on the Soviet Union
and provided the Soviets with an opportunity to assert their worldview
more vigorously.

Sumayya Afifi was among the first cohort of Egyptian students to
study in the USSR, and her time there thus corresponds to the earlier
period when it was possible to avoid the more overt attempts at political
indoctrination; but ‘Abd al-Salam al-Mansi, who worked under °Afifi
and also contributed to the translation of al-Muntakhab as a second
translator, was not able to avoid these courses.” However, according
to his recollection, despite the fact that foreign students attended the
same classes as the Soviets, they were usually graded more leniently
and it was often enough to simply positively mention Friedrich Engels
and Vladimir Lenin in relation to various subjects to be deemed to have
shown some kind of familiarity with communist ideas.” Importantly,
neither the philosophy of dialectical materialism nor an anti-Western
orientation seem to have been instilled in the Arab students who went
on to form the new educated class in their home countries. For instance,
many of those who studied technical specialisations later used their
Soviet degrees to work for American companies in the Gulf.*

Now fluent in Russian, upon her return to Egypt Sumayya ‘Afifi
undertook various literary translations from Russian into Arabic, thereby
popularising Russian and Soviet classics, such as the plays of Ivan
Turgenev and Aleksandr Vampilov. However, despite her education
in a ‘Soviet” school of thought, “Afifi’s educational background did not
bind her to any fixed ideological stance. This is evident in her decision to
pursue an additional MA degree from the American University in Cairo

25 Katsakioris, ‘Soviet Lessons’, p. 98.

26  “Afiff also visited the USSR after completing her degree, but subsequent trips were
for research rather than study purposes.

27 Based on an interview conducted by the author with ‘Abd al-Salam al-MansT in
Cairo (Egypt) in February 2023.

28 Katsakioris, ‘Soviet Lessons’, p. 88.

29 A series of theatre plays was published in Kuwait under the title The World Theater
(Min al-masrah al-‘alami) and included Afift’s translations, for example: Ivan
Turgenev, al-A%zab, trans. by Sumayya Afifi (Kuwait: Ministry of Information,
1983); Alexander Vampilov, Wada® fi Yiiniyii, trans. by Sumayya °Afift (Kuwait:
Ministry of Information, 1993).
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(AUC) in 1985.% Moreover, as time went on, she shifted her focus to the
translation of religious works, indicating the personal transformations
she underwent, which also reflected changes in her broader social milieu.

It is important to note, however, that ‘Afifi’s life in the USSR was
truly exceptional compared to other foreign students who went to the
USSR. As the wife of an Egyptian diplomat who represented not only
Egypt but also the United Arab Republic (which included both Egypt
and Syria) during the partial period of Nasser’s rule, her family’s life
in the USSR was luxurious. They were very affluent, largely thanks to
her husband’s high income as a diplomat—which was paid in foreign
currency and which, when exchanged into rubles, amounted to an
extravagant sum by local standards. A demonstrative example of this
is the fact that, for the entire five-year period of her PhD, they were
able to live in a spacious suite in the iconic Hotel Moskva: a symbol of
Stalinist grandeur located in the city centre near the Red Square. During
this time she also gave birth to her two sons and her husband’s salary
was enough for private babysitters for each child, allowing her to focus
on her studies and travel throughout the USSR and Eastern Bloc. As
the wife of a diplomat, she enjoyed a range of opportunities, including
meeting politicians and celebrities at events such as film festivals. The
lavish income of the family, in contrast to the average Soviet living wage,
allowed her to enjoy the social life of the Soviet capital to the full; for
example, she attended numerous performances of the iconic Swan Lake
ballet at the Bolshoi Theater in the company of various delegations.* The
descriptions of her academic and life experiences in the USSR provided
in public sources, as well as in family narratives, are overwhelmingly
positive. However, press reports and interviews that discuss her life in
the USSR tend to be limited to a few lines outlining her studies and the
fact that she was accompanied by family. This is not surprising, given
that her cultural immersion in the USSR was purely secular in nature. To
the general public, she was portrayed by the media as a woman whose
life was dedicated to scholarship and knowledge, and who would later

30 Her degree from American University of Cairo was in Teaching English as a
Foreign Language.

31 Information about the family’s income and their pastimes while in the USSR is
taken from an interview conducted by the author with °Afifi’s family members
Dr Khaled Abdelazim Abbas and Dr Yasser Abdelazim Abbas in Cairo (Egypt),
February 2023, as well through online communications.
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translate the Qur’an, as if the details of the more secular aspects of her
everyday life could diminish the seriousness of the religious narrative
that was built around her, or bring it into question.

Upon “Afiff’s return to Egypt, she first taught Russian and then became
a professor at Ain Shams University,* eventually being appointed as the
head of the Department of Slavic Languages.*® Her appointment reflects
the Egyptian policy of ‘state feminism’, which allowed professional
women to access the higher ranks of a number of professions, especially
in the area of education.* In this regard, ‘Afifl can be regarded as a
successful career woman and an exemplar of an educated Egyptian wife-
mother-scholar-civil servant—in other words, as a demonstrative case
of the regime’s symbolic achievements, on which the state modernising
project discursively depended.®® Another facet of her public image, that of
the female daya (‘preacher’) and Qur’an translator, can be connected to
the social reconfigurations of post-Nasserism which we will now turn to.

The Sahwa and Sumayya ‘AfifT’s
‘Islamic’ Persona

The social movement known as the Sahwa (‘the Egyptian Islamic
revival’) emerged after the end of a period pursuing an Arab Socialist
dream under the charismatic leadership of Nasser, who died in 1970.
The Six-Day War of 1967—in which Egypt was part of the Arab coalition
that was defeated by Israel—played a part in changing Egypt’s socio-
political outlook. For many Egyptians, from ordinary Muslim citizens
to religious and political leaders, this defeat had a significant impact. It
served as a catalyst for self-reflection, sparking a new public discourse
grounded in the Islamic faith which led to a renewed focus on religion
as a potential source for positive transformation. The Egyptian Islamic

32 Thana® al- Batil, ‘D. Sumayya Afiff: tarjamat tafsir al-Qur°an al-karim lil-Rasiyya’,
al-Jumhiiriyya, 20 May 2004.

33 It was not her only experience of visiting the USSR. Subsequently, the family
returned to Moscow for shorter research trips.

34 Bier points out that this trend was in many respects a continuation of the
prerevolutionary trends when these professions had experienced significant
feminisation: see Bier, Revolutionary Womanhood, p. 66.

35  Bier, Revolutionary Womanhood, p. 69.
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revival became an important subject of scholarly investigation, offering
diverse perspectives to understand this transformative period.*

For the purpose of this chapter, which situates the intellectual path
of a female Qur’an translator, a recent study by Aaron Rock-Singer
is particularly relevant for understanding the context that shaped
Sumayya °Afifi’s public image. He argues that the newly emerged
Islamic discourses of the time about pious Muslim public practices came
out of the interplay between various non-state Islamic groups, such as
the Salafis and the Muslim Brotherhood, and state-related actors such
as al-Azhar and its associated institutions, which influenced changing
perceptions of the role of religion in the public sphere. The outward
architecture of Egyptian society was rapidly changing, and the features
of modernisation became very much connected with public expressions
of religion that were incorporated into the state project. These included
the rise of debates over, and the practice of, veil-normativity, segregation
on public transport, and the right to pray within work and educational
settings. Notably, Rock-Singer demonstrates how the inclusion of
middle-class women within the Egyptian public sphere by various
Islamic actors was a side effect of the ‘state feminism’ policies of the
Nasserist era, and this became an inevitable part of evolving modern
social reality. As a result, new, pious public figures who demonstrated
the proper models of public comportment had to be established. By
utilising print media and delivering sermons, Muslim intellectuals and
preachers—who (with rare exceptions) were all male—actively shaped
the public discourse on adab (‘etiquette’ or ‘deportment’), encompassing
a range of topics related to the proper conduct and behaviour expected
of pious women in academic and professional working environments,

36 Asnoted throughout the literature, the religious revival during this period was
not an exclusively Egyptian phenomenon but rather part of a global trend that
challenged prevailing assumptions about modernisation in various parts of the
world, with manifestations differing according to specific political, religious, and
cultural contexts. Regarding the Egyptian Sahwa, Aaron Rock-Singer’s recent
study, Practicing Islam in Egypt: Print Media and Islamic Revival (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2019) offers a useful overview of the literature on this
topic in both the Egyptian context and beyond (pp. 1-2). For discussions of female
agency in the context of the Islamic revival, as well as a general overview of the
period, see Saba Mahmood, The Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist
Subject (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), pp. 3—4; and Ellen Anne
McLarney, Soft Force: Women in Egypt’s Islamic Awakening (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2015).
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as well as in public spaces more broadly. This discourse covered such
aspects of daily life as adhering to prescribed Islamic dress codes (which
varied across different Islamic groups in terms of strictness), and the
observance of gender-specific behaviours and manners in mixed-gender
settings such as work environments.

In the beginning stages of al-Sahwa, most Egyptian preachers
approached the inclusion of women in public life through the lens of
the legal concept of mecessity’ (dariira). The implication was that it
was only due to the ‘necessities or demands of social and economic
life’” that women’s default mode of home seclusion had shifted to one
of public participation, and thereby their public morality now had to
be regulated. However, in subsequent decades (from the late 1980s
onwards, and throughout the Mubarak era), the discourse changed to
approaching the behaviour and deportment of women as ‘a barometer
of public morality’—women’s public presence became a norm, and in
fact the whole of society was now evaluated on the basis of women’s
public behaviour and garments.* This shift within the later stage of
al-Sahwa was evident in public discourse, particularly in contrast
to that of the early Sadat era. In the late Mubarak period, women’s
employment and visibility gained such importance that women became
‘necessarily public objects and agents of change’.* Consequently, many
preachers and spokesmen for Islamic institutions and organisations
demonstrated an acceptance of the widening of the range of professions
available to women in the labour market. These Islamic spokesmen and
preachers covered a spectrum of ideological orientations, but despite
their differing perspectives and often contentious relationships, they all
agreed—either directly or indirectly—on the acceptability of women’s
inclusion in public life; yet it was primarily men who retained the power
and authority to regulate and navigate the boundaries of women'’s
inclusion in this modern reality.

The formation of anew public morality within the context of al-Sahwa,
which included the perception of women as active participants of social
change, highlights the idea that ‘Religious principle[s] can be lived not

37 Y. Linant de Bellefonds, ‘Dartira’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online.

38 Aaron Rock-Singer, Practicing Islam in Egypt: Print Media and Islamic Revival
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), p. 155.

39 Ibid., p. 155.
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merely through resistance to an unjust regime, but also through attempts
to morally shape society under the leadership of state-aligned scholars
and intellectuals.”®® In such circumstances, the emergence in Egypt of
various local piety projects, the idealisation of a number of exemplary
figures, and the pursuit of influential global Islamic initiatives may
be understood as the results of al-Sahwa, as the interests of the state,
religiously motivated women, and various ideological Muslim factions
intersect and overlap.

The life trajectory of °Afifi is very demonstrative of these overlaps
and changes. Looking at the various Egyptian journals that mention
Afifi and her work, a reader is left with the impression that she was
no ordinary person. For example, there is a repetitive emphasis on her
‘being the first’. ‘Firstness’ in this context was not only a description, but
also a rhetorical tool that was employed effectively by newspapers to
persuade the reader of her success as a woman, as well as to emphasise
the uniqueness and extraordinariness of her actions.*' While any activity
or action can be repeated and improved upon, the idea of placing
someone on the pedestal of ‘firstness’ necessarily entails the breaking
of boundaries. Being a pioneer in a given field implies that all later
contributions or efforts follow a path that has already been paved, that
the person in question is someone who has already made the work
easier for those who would want to repeat or improve upon it.

However, ‘Afifi was not, in actual fact, the first to translate the Qur’an
into Russian, as there was already a history of Qur’an translations into
Russian. Following the dissolution of the USSR a few Russian Qur’an
translations had already been published by Muslims, and these even
include one by a Muslim woman. This information was well-known
in the Russian-speaking context, and was also recognised by ©Afifi in a
number of interviews.*? She is on record as mentioning both that there
were other Russian translations of the Qur’an, and that her work was

40 Tbid., p, 181.

41 The trope of firstness in titles related to “Afift can be rightfully interpreted as a
modern manifestation of the literary practice found in Arabic literature, known
as the genre of awa’il. See Shosh Ben-Ari, “The “Awa’il” Stories: Legitimization of
Norms and Customs’, Quaderni Di Studi Arabi, 2 (2007), 103-18.

42 For example, in this video, she mentions some of the earlier works: ‘Barnamaj
Muwajihat ma‘a d. Sumayya Muhammad Miisa “Afift’, online video recording,
YouTube, https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=2m3784QUzyc&t=1704s
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in fact a translation of al-Muntakhab and not a translation of the Qur’an
itself. However, the media emphasis on her ‘firstness” can be understood
as a necessary step in the creation of an heroic figure, as it ‘refers to [the]
phenomena of singularity” which builds up a picture of the uniqueness of
certain individuals.®® Accordingly, the titles of some articles written about
Afift pointed to the fact that she had translated the first tafsir in Russian,
others to the claim that she had published the first Russian Qur’an
translation, giving rise to titles such as “The First Russian Translation of
the fafsir of the Noble Qur’an’, and ‘Finally, the Qur’an in Russian!# All
aimed to underscore the exceptional nature of her intellectual endeavour
using the rhetorical strategy of emphasising her ‘firstness’.

The titles of many of these articles also specifically emphasised the
female gender of the translator as an important aspect of her achievement:
‘The First Female Translator of the Meanings of the Noble Qur’an into
Russian’, “The First Arab Woman to Translate the Meanings of the Noble
Qur’an into Russian’, and ‘The First Egyptian Woman Translator of
the Exegesis of the Noble Qur’an into Russian’.*® Her story appeared
in the ‘Successful Woman’ column of the governmental journal al-Liwa?
al-Islami,* which directed readers’ attention not only to her works, but
also to the exemplary nature of female participation in an endeavour
that was considered to be tough and challenging. Not only was the task
considered difficult in itself, it was also believed to be dangerous, given
the grave consequences Islamic tradition associates with misinterpreting
the Qur’an. Highlighting the fact that a woman was contributing to
a historically male enterprise—and a precarious one at that—was a
strategic means by which journalists demonstrated her transgression of
established religio-societal boundaries whilst simultaneously conveying

43 Olmo Golz, “Collectives’, in Compendium heroicum, ed. by Ronald G. Asch, Achim
Aurnhammer, Georg Feitscher, Anna Schreurs-Morét, and Ralf von den Hoff
(Freiburg: University of Freiburg).

44  For example: Narmin Khashaba, “Sumayya Afifi: awwal tarjama Rasiyya li-tafsir
al-Qur°an al-karim’, Kolenas/ Kull al-nas, 20-26 February 2002, pp. 38—40; Hiba
al-Sayyid °Al1, ‘Akhiran al-Qur°an bi-l-Risiyya’, Hawa?, 10 June 1995, pp. 26-27.

45 Iman Muhammad Imbabi, ‘Awwal mutarjima li-ma‘ani al-Qur®an al-karim lil-
lugha al-Raisiyya’, al-Ahram, 1 December 2001; ‘Awwal “‘Arabiyya tutarjimu ma‘ani
al-Qur°an al-karim ila al-Rasiyya ... al-duktura Sumayya Afift: al-lugha hiya
silahuna li-nashr dinina wa-thaqafatina’, Kull al-Usra, 23 August 1995, pp. 70-71;
Iman Muhammad Imbabi, ‘Misriyya tutarjimu ma‘ani al-Qur°an ila al-Rasiyya’,
al-Ahram al-Masa’iyy, 27 May 1995.

46 ‘Imra’a najiha’, al-Liwa’ al-Islami, 31 July 2003.
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the acknowledgement of her translation by established male scholarly
authorities, adding extra significance to ‘Afif1’s achievement.”’

Fig. 3.1. Sumayya Afif (1935-2005). ©Elvira Kulieva, Creative Commons license CC BY.

Some other titles have pointed to her Egyptian nationality, using such
wording as ‘Egyptian Woman Translates the Meanings of the Qur’an into
Russian!’, for example. However, when articles on her were published in
other Arab countries such as the UAE, her Arab origin was noticeably
emphasised instead.*® This is clearly intended to trigger nationalistic
sentiments and feelings of pride in readers, who can share in being a part
of an ‘imaginary community’ in which women play an important role.*
Another way that nationalistic elements are brought into stories about
°Afifi is through connection of this female heroine to other, ‘bigger” and
more famous national heroes. For instance, the titles of some newspaper

47  Tobias Schlechtriemen, ‘Transgressiveness’, in Compendium heroicum, ed. by Ronald
G. Asch, Achim Aurnhammer, Georg Feitscher, Anna Schreurs-Morét, and Ralf
von den Hoff (Freiburg: University of Freiburg), 19 August 2002, https://www.
compendium-heroicum.de/lemma/transgressiveness/

48 Imbabi, ‘Misriyya’.

49 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread
of Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006). For more on the conceptualisation of the
national hero, see Johanna Pink, ‘National Hero’, in Compendium heroicum, ed. by
Ronald G. Asch, Achim Aurnhammer, Georg Feitscher, Anna Schreurs-Morét, and
Ralf von den Hoff (Freiburg: University of Freiburg), 19 September 2022, https://
www.compendium-heroicum.de/lemma/national-hero/
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articles specifically pointed to her close work in the early years with
Gamal Abdel Nasser, explicitly incorporating his name in their titles—
as in al-Shabab’s use of the title ‘Mutarjima °Abd al-Nasir’ (‘Nasser’s
Translator’). By linking °Afifi with the former Egyptian president,
a symbolic figure of Arab nationalism, such titles used his name as a
hook to inform readers about the importance of this woman, who had
worked for him, unknown, in the shadows. The press adopted this idea
with great enthusiasm, dubbing °Afifi the “‘unknown soldier behind
the army forces’, and highlighting her role in facilitating the smooth
running of national military operations, as well as preparing specialist
professionals to work with the Soviets in the industrial sector.’" At one
point in her career, °Afifi also worked as a simultaneous interpreter for
Nasser’s meetings with Soviet top officials such as Nikita Khrushchev
(1894-1971) and Alexei Kosygin (1904-1980), and had been involved in
translating Soviet press reports for the Egyptian president. She had also
accompanied him and his family on unofficial trips in 1969 to Tsqaltubo
in Soviet Georgia, when Nasser travelled there for medical treatment.*
Thus, “Afiftf was characterised as an important personality who had
served the state during a crucial historical period—but her feminine
character is subordinated, which only served to emphasise the heroic
nature of her endeavours for the state. Her association with Nasser
was a detail that was frequently mentioned, and appears repeatedly in
numerous sources, adding prestige to her image as a translator. This
also served as a pretext for her later role as translator of the Qur’an,
giving her persona a definite sense of gravitas.

Afifi’s belief in the importance of women in the public sphere is clear
from press interviews, and she especially highlights the part women have
to play in da“wa. She stresses that by learning foreign languages, women—
as the ‘keys to society’ *—can pave the way to open people’s hearts to

50 ‘Mutarjima “Abd al-Nasir’, al-Shabab, June 2004, p. 46.

51 During Nasser’s rule, the Department had a strong cooperative relationship
with the Egyptian military, as this was the only institution in which the Russian
language was taught. “Afift focused on teaching Russian to meet the needs of
the army, training around 200 translators every six months. See Tanaw1, ‘Ra”ida
al-lugha al-Riisiyya; Safiyya al-Khiili, ‘D. Sumayya °Afifi: dinuna al-samh ... bi-1-
lugha al-Rasiyya’, al-Jumhiiriyya, 21 November 2002.

52 Interview conducted by the author with Afifi’s family members in February 2023,
Cairo.

53 ‘Awwal Carabiyya’, p. 71.
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Islam, and she believes that ‘with a little time-management, any woman
can become a great scholar, as well as a dedicated home keeper with no
shortcomings.”* These ideas correspond to the socio-historical background
of the Egyptian Sahwa through which she lived and worked (and in this
light, it is interesting that the interview with Afifi cited here—which
focused on women’s career paths—was accompanied by a table showing
statistical data relating to women’s employment, which illustrates the social
demand for female participation in the nation-state project).®

The Beginning of ‘Afifr’s Involvement with
dawa and the Russian al-Muntakhab

The social processes related to state feminism that had their origins in the
Nasser era continued to evolve during the periods of Anwar Sadat and,
particularly, his successor Husni Mubarak; and women’s involvement in
the Islamic revival, especially in terms of writing and teaching, became
increasingly evident. The inclusion of women in state-related religious
institutions (such as the Ministry of Endowments, the Supreme Council
for Islamic Affairs, and even al-Azhar itself) is also an element of the late
period of al-Sahwa, and is particularly observable in the 1990s. In 1989
or 1990, Dr Muhammad Ali al-Mahjiib—who was then the Minister of
Endowments—approached ‘Afifi—who worked at Ayn Shams University
at the time—with the proposal that she translate into Russian a number of
short books related to the pillars of Islam. Aside from her qualifications, it
might be that she was also approached in part due to the practical aspect
that Russian was not studied or taught at al-Azhar University (which only
had the relevant expertise in English, German, and French), and thus an
appropriate candidate to publish Russian language da“%wa books had to be
found from outside al-Azhar. It seems that “Afifi was approached on the
basis of her professional reputation, but also her reputation for piety: her
visibility as a devout, practising Muslim woman was as important as the
prestige of being Nasser’s translator. (This contrasts somewhat with the
Saudi approach to selecting translators, which primarily focuses on creedal
aspects, which often served as a decisive factor in recommendations for

54 al-Sayyid Ali, ‘Akhiran al-Qur’an’, p. 27.
55 Ibid., p. 27.
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translators, made via the extensive Salafi global network.*® This creedal
aspect appears to carry less weight when it comes to Egyptian dawa, which
exhibits a less sectarian and more easy-going approach to such matters.)>”
Afifi has confirmed in many interviews, both in print and on
television, that it was her translations of the religious booklets about
the pillars of Islam that she undertook in the early 1990s at the request
of al-Mahjub that made her confident enough to take on translating
al-Muntakhab.>® It is still possible to find some of these books, in various
editions, in libraries in the region. These Russian translations were
part of the ‘Essentials of Islam’ series that had been published in other
languages, including English, French, and German, and deal with
subjects such as praying (salat), compulsory almsgiving (zakat), fasting
(siyam), and pilgrimage (hajj and ‘umra).”® The books are short (all are

56 By creedal aspects, I refer here to “agida-related criteria: that is, matters of Islamic
creed. While these may vary slightly depending on the context, they can carry
serious social consequences. For example, a translator who adheres to Ash¢ari
theology (as is common among many traditional Egyptian scholars) may be
excluded from Salafi translation circles, even if their Arabic and English are
excellent, because their theological framework is not considered “pure” according
to the Salafi standards widely accepted among Saudi scholars. The Salafi global
network refers to the transnational infrastructure of interconnected Muslims who
subscribe to the Salafi creed. While they are often represented by graduates of the
Islamic University of Madinah, the network is not limited to them.

57 Based on an official letter from the Wizarat al-Awqaf to ‘Afifi, al-Mahjtb’s
proposal for these short booklets was made on a purely voluntary basis and did
not involve any financial compensation for the translator. However, working on
al-Muntakhab was not a purely voluntary project, as Zaqztgq stated in his interview
that the translators were reimbursed on the basis of a salary of 40 Egyptian
pounds for every 200 words. See Salah al-Bili, ‘al-Qur°an al-karim: awwal tarjama
kamila li-tafsirihi bi-1-InjlizT wa-l-Faransi wa-l-Almani wa-I-Rast’, al-Muwassar /
al-Musawwar, 18 May 1999, 28-30 (p. 30).

58 For example, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2m3784QUzyc&t=1710s;
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NM_QLJBErRU

59  For example, Al-Bakhi Al-Kholi [al-Bahi al-Khali], As-Siiam, trans. by Somayia
Afifi [Sumayya °AfifT] (Cairo: Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs Ministry of
Awqaf of the Arab Republic of Egypt, 1991); Hadzh i Umra/palomnichestvo i maloe
palomnihestvo, trans. by A. Voronin, ed. by Somayia Afifi [Sumayya Afifi] (Cairo:
Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs Ministry of Awqaf of the Arab Republic of
Egypt, 1991); Abdel’ Razzak Nofal’ [‘Abd al-Razzaq Nawfal], As-Salat Molitva,
trans. by Sumayya °Afifi (Cairo: The Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs Ministry
of Awqaf of the Arab Republic of Egypt, 1991); Abdel’ Razzak Nofal” [‘Abd
al-Razzaq Nawfal], Zakiat, 3rd edn, trans. by Somayia Afifi [Sumayya °Afifi]
(Cairo: The Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs Ministry of Awqaf of the Arab
Republic of Egypt, 1991). The Russian translations were completed by Afifi,
except for the hajj-‘umra booklet, which was translated by someone named A.
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around fifty pages in Russian), and were first published in 1991, in a
small format, under the auspices of the Supreme Council for Islamic
Affairs in Cairo. The front matter states that: “This book was prepared
by The Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs of the Arab Republic of
Egypt, which is trying to do its duty to our brothers in the Soviet Union,
especially at this critical period, when our brothers there need support,
guidance, and help.”® In comparison to later English editions, which
have different content, the Russian versions have lower clarity and
quality.®" They also highlight the challenges of transliterating Islamic
terms and Arabic names into Russian, a lexicon that had not yet been
firmly established in the Russian Islamic context, and the sometimes
peculiar transcriptions “Afifi provided in these books have not been
perpetuated.®? The challenge of identifying suitable terminology for
Islamic terms was an issue that “Afiff openly acknowledged in several
interviews,® and the difficulty it presents is evident in, for example,
the definition of hajj (‘pilgrimage”) in one of the books that she edited
in this series, where it is described as the “yearly congress’, or kongress
(koHrpecc) of Muslims.** There are inaccuracies connected to Russian
syntax, prepositions, and word endings, as well as typos, and the books
would clearly benefit from the editorial expertise of a native Russian
speaker. This, however, was acommon aspect of foreign-produced Islamic
publications in Russian of this period.®® While the books do not follow

Voronin (whose identity I have not been able to determine) under the editorship
of “Afifi.

60 For example, in Nofal’, As-Salat Molitva.

61 For example, Muhammad M. Ghaly, al-Salat “Prayer’, rev. by Shawki Sokkary
(Cairo: The Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs, 1998).

62  For example, she transcribed €isha® as a’shaa (A'11aa) whereas today it is
commonly transliterated as isha (M11a).

63 For example, see Islam Rif¢at, ‘“Tarjamat al-Qur’an al-karim ila al-Risiyya ... afdal
a*malt’, al-Ammal (Usbu‘iyya tusdaru ‘anal-Ittihad al-*Amm li-Nagabat “Ummal Misr),
11 November 2002.

64 Hadzh i Umra/palomnichestvo i maloe palomnihestvo, trans. by A. Voronin, ed. by
Somayia Afifi [Sumayya Afifi] (Cairo: Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs
Ministry of Awqaf of the Arab Republic of Egypt, 1991).

65 The initial years after the collapse of the USSR saw the production of subpar
Islamic booklets covering fundamental tenets and practices, which were riddled
with typos and incorrect conceptual issues. These booklets generally reflected
an absence of cooperation with and feedback from the Islamic communities they
were aimed at. It is important to note that these problems were not exclusive
to Egypt; similar issues could be observed with works produced by Turkish
publishers, for instance Hakikat Kitabevi.
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Islamic conventions in regard to referencing hadiths and other Islamic
sources—a feature often observable in modern style da‘wa literature—it
is possible to find references to Tafsir al-Manar and certain positions that
can be attributed to Muhammad ‘Abduh. The default target audience
is assumed to be male, as can be seen, for example, in the fact that one
translation is dedicated to ‘brothers in the Soviet Union’, as well as the
way practical aspects of Islamic rituals are handled when a specific
gender is not indicated. While this lack of gender inclusivity was not
generally seen as a problem in Russian-speaking Muslim communities,
it is important to note that the female identity of the translator did not
influence the treatment of, or attitude to, gender in the translations of
these short books. Although this is partly because she is replicating the
attitudes and ideas of the male authors of the texts she is translating,
Afift does occasionally add some small notes and clarifications, but it
is notable that none of these relate to gender issues. Although she does
not entirely adopt the mantle of the ‘invisible translator’, she is invisible
when it comes to gender.

The source texts which the translations were based on were written
by different authors with diverse ideological orientations, such as
‘Abd al-Razzaq Nawfal (d. 1984), an Egyptian writer who is mainly
popular for his books about the ‘scientific’ and numeric miracles of the
Qur’an.®® ‘Afifi’s translation of his book on salat accordingly reflects his
adoption of the ‘scientific’ (“lmi) paradigm that was popular at the
time. Consider, for instance, the explanation of the pre-prayer ablution,
a Qur’anic requirement, which is presented as the ‘best method for
prevention of any kind of infection.””” The ¢lmi approach was a popular
way of seeing and explaining Islamic rituals because it gave additional
‘scientific” support to their religious meanings, and was an important
feature of many Qur’anic commentaries that were produced during the
twentieth century, including al-Muntakhab.

‘Afift’s translations of these short books on the pillars of Islam
established her credibility with Egyptian religious bureaucrats and

66  Another author was al-Bahi al-Khiili (d. 1977), who played a significant role in
both the Muslim Brotherhood and state-sponsored religious institutions. He held
teaching positions at al-Azhar, served as a member of the Supreme Council for
Islamic Affairs, and was involved in publishing the journal Minbar al-Islam (‘The
Pulpit of Islam”).

67 Nawfal, As-Salat, p. 26.
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scholars as a reliable translator with the requisite skills to undertake
translations of religious texts, particularly when it came to an ambitious
state-project such as al-Muntakhab. However, before turning to explore
the Russian al-Muntakhab, a few important remarks must be made
regarding Qur’an translation in Egypt and the role of al-Azhar during
the Mubarak era.

While al-Muntakhab did not end up becoming a primary,
internationally-acclaimed source for understanding the meaning of the
Qur’an, there were certainly hopes that it would do so among the early
proponents of Qur’an translation in Egypt. This vision was nurtured
following the success of the Cairo edition of the Qur’an, also known
as the King Fu®ad edition, which was first printed in 1924 under the
authority of al-Azhar, and which gained significant global authority to
the extent that, as a printed and disseminated project, it practically held
greater influence than any other Qur’an manuscript or printed edition,
and has since become canonical (although it now faces competition
from the mushaf produced by the Saudi King Fahd Glorious Qur’an
Printing Complex). In a similar vein, having realised the practical
utility of Qur’an translations and the authoritative potential of such a
project, scholars and statesmen tried unsuccessfully to win King Fu®ad’s
approval for the creation of a similarly Egyptian Qur’an translation.®® In
this regard, the Grand Imam of al-Azhar and ijjtihad-advocate Mustafa
al-Maraghi (d. 1945) is an important figure in the history of this debate,*
not least because he published a study in favour of the permissibility
of Qur’an translation, in 1936, although he did emphasise his position
that it should only be undertaken with the guidance and oversight of
Islamic scholars. Al-Maraghi’s study was followed by a memorandum
that offered a detailed conceptual explanation of how Qur’an translation
should be approached.” He thus serves as a genealogical starting point
for the acceptance of Qur’an translation in the Azhari context. However,

68 El-Hussein A. Y. Aly, Qur’an Translation as a Modern Phenomenon (Leiden: Brill,
2023), pp- 158-71.

69  See his study on the topic: Muhammad Mustafa al-Maraghi, Bahth fi tarjamat
al-Quran al-kartm wa-ahkamiha (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Ragha®ib, 1932); for more on
al-Maraghi, see Rainer Brunner, ‘Muhammad Mustafa I-Maraght’, in Qur’anic
Hermeneutics in the 19th and 20th Century, Vol. 4, ed. by Georges Tamer (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 2024), pp. 173-90.

70  Aly, Qur’an Translation, pp. 169-70.



132 Qur’an Translations in the Eastern Bloc and Beyond

this project was not realised in his lifetime, and subsequent changes in
the Egyptian political regimes—with their new ideological framings
of Arab socialism and pan-Arabism under Nasser and Sadat—might
explain why al-Maraght's project did not quickly come into fruition.

Things changed with al-Azhar’s increasing influence under
Mubarak’s regime. This rise in influence could be a result of the
ideological gap left by Nasserism and Sadat’s economic reforms. In these
circumstances, al-Azhar became a pillar of the government, serving as
a trustworthy force capable of guiding a society to which Islamic values
were becoming an increasingly important factor. This was especially
pertinent given the existence of a number of violent militant groups that
had already proved themselves to be a threat to the state regime. Thus,
Mubarak’s government was willing to give more power to al-Azhar,
both to confront militant religious groups and to gain the acclaim of
citizens by empowering the Azhari centrist and moderate position.
Consequently, during the Mubarak era, Azhari theologians gained
influence. They had a particularly strong presence in the media, and
were provided with ample resources through which they were able to
shape public discourse within the local Egyptian milieu, as well as aspire
to project their influence beyond national borders.”” It was precisely at
this time, in the 1990s, when the al-Muntakhab translational project, with
its global objectives, began to be realised.”

While the emergence of al-Muntakhab—both in translation and as
an Arabic tafsir— represents a later outcome of al-Maraghi’s project, it
differed in some aspects from the initial framing al-Maraghi conceived,
for example in terms of the addition of ‘scientific’ explanations to the
scripture. We will turn to the actual content of the translation and
the discrepancies connected to fafsir “ilmi in the Russian translation of
al-Muntakhab, after a few comments on °Afifi’s selection as the main
translator and the factors contributing to her selection.

As mentioned earlier, al-Maragh’s initial guidelines for Qur’an
translation required that the translator be of sound religious credentials

71 Steven Barraclough, ‘Al-Azhar: Between the Government and the Islamists’, Middle
East Journal, 52:2 (1998), 236—49.

72 The original Arabic al-Muntakhab appeared as early as in 1961, followed by a
series of editions. Al-Muntakhab i tafsir al-Qur°an al-karim (Cairo: al-Majlis al-A‘la
li-]1-Shu¢tn al-Islamiyya, 1961).
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and have the required scholarly expertise. In addition to having
language proficiency in the target language, it was important that the
translator(s) be known as pious Muslim individual(s).”? When Sumayya
Afifi was offered the job and accepted, her commitment to it was deeply
rooted in her recognition of the project’s importance—a recognition
fostered by her interactions with individuals from the post-Soviet
region. ‘Afif shared stories of her interactions with Russian-speaking
students who approached her seeking advice and consulted her on a
variety of issues, including those related to the Arabic language used
in religious texts. Despite her high profile as a university professor, she
was always accessible to anyone who wished to consult with her, and
is remembered for her pietistic qualities and active efforts to educate
students from the ex-USSR on Islamic practices. These qualities won her
recognition among Russian-speaking Muslims who came to Egypt to
study Arabic, with whom she fostered close bonds that went beyond
merely academic association. Many of these students viewed her as an
exemplar of Muslim piety, and °Afifi herself has described how they
sought her counsel on matters related to their studies, personal issues
related to Islam, and even marriage. “Afifi shared that it was common
for her to receive religious questions and give advice about fasting,
make-up, and clothes, such as ‘to avoid jeans in prayers and avoid
makeup during fasting.””* She also taught some students how to pray
and read the Qur’an in Arabic.”” Thus, “Afif’s public image was also
an important factor in her selection as the translator of al-Muntakhab.
In addition to her academic qualifications, the fact that she was seen as
a high-profile, pious Muslim woman and Egyptian national played a
crucial role in her selection for this task.

At the time, Egyptian scholars adhered to the notion that,
particularly when working with Islamic texts, especially the Qur’an,
native Arabic-speakers possess a distinctive edge in delivering the
‘correct” interpretation, having a native capacity for precise translation.
Afift’s background harmonised with this predominant viewpoint: her
status as a native speaker of Arabic with extensive skills in Russian
reinforced conceptions about her suitability for the role of translating

73 Aly, Qur’an Translation, p. 169.
74 Imbabi, ‘Misriyya’.
75 al-Sayyid Ali, ‘Akhiran al-Qur’an’, p. 27.
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of al-Muntakhab. Having said that, during the 1990s, Russian-language
specialists were becoming more common in Egypt, thanks to the era
of political cooperation with the USSR and the work of the Slavic
department of Ayn Shams University, which had been training Russian-
language specialists for several decades. It is interesting that, despite the
availability of potential male translators, ‘Afifi, a devout Muslim woman,
was assigned the responsibility to lead the translation. Her appointment
can be seen as part of a trend of appointing female translators”®—in
contrast to another trend in Muslim Qur’an translations whereby the
main translator was often a man, while a woman (or women) edited
the translated text, or assisted in the actual translation process in a
supportive, secondary capacity.” It is my contention that the selection
of AfifT can be seen as a result of the Sahwa, which led to the inclusion
of ‘pious” women in professional roles in established, state-run, or
affiliated religious projects.

To ensure the translation’s quality, Afifi personally selected several
people to assist her in the process. One such person was ‘Abd al-Salam
al-Mansi, an Egyptian colleague at Ain Shams University with expertise
in Russian literature. He translated the commentary from Siirat Yiinus
up to Siirat al-Hijr, and from Siirat al-Shiira up to Siirat al-Nais, which
constitutes approximately one-third of the whole fafsir. His involvement
was primarily a result of “Afifi’'s concern that she might not have
enough time to complete the work on her own, due to her advanced
age. Another person who worked on the Russian al-Muntakhab was the
Uzbek Arabist (and another woman) Rano Umarovna Khodzhaeva (b.
1941), with whom “Afifi became acquainted in 1994 when Khodzhaeva
was accompanying a group of Uzbek students to Cairo. Khodzhaeva
was invited to work on the project in an editorial capacity, and her
knowledge of Arabic and near-native Russian language proficiency
meant that she was able to handle both the source and target texts
with expertise. The ‘Introduction’ of the translation also mentions a
less well-known figure, Polina Ivanovna Belova: a Russian convert and

76  The fact that it was part of a trend and not simply an exception is illustrated by the
fact that the two translators of the French al-Muntakhab (1998) were also Egyptian
women: Ruqayya Jabir and “Ashira Kamil (Rokaya Gabr et Achira Kamel).

77  For example, in English: The Qur’an: English Translation, Commentary and Parallel
Arabic Text, trans. by Maulana Wahiduddin Khan and Prof. Farida Khanam
(Bandar Lampung: Goodword Books, 2011).
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native speaker who was the wife of an Egyptian national. According
to information provided in the Introduction, she made contributions to
the final typesetting, and also provided additional editing. Significantly,
none of the people who worked on the translation had a theological
background, but the sources available stress the fact that they were
Muslim. Mahmood has noted that, in the context of the Sahwa, women's
involvement in da“wa rested ‘not so much on the doctrinal expertise as
on one’s moral uprightness and practical knowledge of the tradition””*—
and in this light the representation of °AfifT in the press as a pious
Muslim woman with life-long scholarly ambitions and a successful
career, but also Muslim piety, contributes to the image of her translation
of al-Muntakhab as a “piety project’ that intersects with the state, its
institutions, and the mobilisation of Muslim women. Mahmood’s ideas
are also relevant to “Afif1’s fluidity in terms of doctrine—namely, her lack
of strict allegiance to any single theological school—and her assertions
in interviews that it is the practical understanding of ‘the correct Islamic
culture” and religiosity (mutadayyin(a)) that should be the main criteria
for translators of the Qur’an and religious texts.”

In order to demonstrate the institutional authority of the project,
Afifr’s Russian translation of al-Muntakhab (as with the other languages
it was translated into) was prefaced with two introductions, reflecting
the fact that the book was a joint project undertaken by al-Azhar and the
Ministry of Awqaf. The first was written by the late Shaykh of al-Azhar,
Muhammad Sayyid Tantaw1 (d. 2010), who held the post between 1996
and 2010, and the second by the Minister of Pious Endowments in the
period from 1995 to 2011, Mahmtid Hamdi Zaqziq (d. 2020)—both of
whom were well-known scholars with religious and academic weight in
Egypt and beyond.

In regards to the content of the Russian al-Muntakhab, perhaps the
most striking initial observation pertains to its form: al-Muntakhab
falls somewhere between Qur’an translation and tafsir, even though
it is very limited in its addition of explanatory words and phrasing to

78 Saba Mahmood, The Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), p. 65.

79 Mahmid “Ushb, “al-Duktiira Sumayya AfifT ash®uru bi-sa‘ada wa-ana utarjimu
ma‘ana al-Quran ila al-lugha al-Rasiyya’, Agidati, 29 August 1995, p. 10; Islam
Rif¢at, “Tarjamat al-Qur’an al-karim ila al-Rasiyya ... afdal a*malt’, al-Ammal /al
Omal, 11 November 2002.
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the translation/interpretation of the Qur’an. Additionally, it features
footnotes that provide a more expansive space for commentary, reflecting
a common approach of the time when al-Muntakhab was published.
During this period, many Muslim scholars framed religious meanings
within the ‘scientific’ paradigm, as mentioned above. Accordingly, the
Arabic source text of al-Muntakhab includes various footnotes that imbue
Qur’anic verses with a supplementary ‘scientific’ meaning.** However,
there are clear discrepancies in the way this ‘scientific’ commentary is
treated in the Arabic original and its Russian translation, both of which
are included in the published work.

In the initial Egyptian edition of the Russian al-Muntakhab, the Arabic
tafsir, footnotes, and Qur’anic verses are printed on the right-hand pages,
while the translation is on the left-hand pages. The Arabic footnotes take
up a large amount of space, and often go into extensive scientific detail,
using complex technical language. For example, in the footnote to Q
36:68, the Arabic commentary explains the complexities of the metabolic
process, as well as the biological processes related to human ageing. To
give another example, the word akhdar (‘green’) in Q 36:80 is described
as being a reference to chlorophyll, which plays a part in the process
of photosynthesis. However, most of these scientific footnotes are not
carried over into the Russian translation, and the Russian footnotes
largely omit such explanations, predominantly comprising only short
footnotes about linguistics, classic tafsir stories from the asbab al-nuziil,
and discussions of the ethical importance and meaning of Islamic
principles, or rituals and rules, as well as historical information. The
decision to omit the “scientific’ explanations present (and preserved) in
the Arabic source text is also found in the translations of al-Muntakhab
into other languages such as German (in the first edition), and this
indicates that it was probably a decision made by the official board that
oversaw the project, or a practical issue related to layout, rather than
a personal choice by the individual translators. This seems even more
likely given the book’s massive length, which extends to nearly 1,300

80 This stands as a significant departure from the original vision of al-Maraghi,
whose time already saw the influence of fafsir %ilmi, though he did not promote
it. His memorandum explicitly stated that the translation ‘should not include any
scientific explanation of the Qur®an or refer to scientific terms or theories’ (Aly,
Qur’an Translation, p. 170).
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pages. What does seem significant here is that despite the fact that the
project was technically overseen by an institutional authority, there
was realistically no practical way for Azhari scholars to verify the final
Russian version: the contents of the final product rested on trust rather
than formal approval.

The idea behind limiting the translation to a more concise, tafsir-
like explanation in the target language implies that the translators
were deliberately constrained in how much theological interpretation
they could include. The Russian al-Muntakhab was intended to be
representative of the Azhari Islamic vision, which in later decades
would more persistently self-identify as the theological brand wasatiyya.
The Azhari scholars’ vision for the project should thus be conceived as
an attempt to produce a non-controversial work that would reflect its
institutional outlook, and express a centrist, moderate, and non-radical
interpretation of Islam.

In the 1990s, as today, Al-Azhar promoted ‘peaceful da‘wa’®'—a
framing that was shaped through its distance from and opposition
to militant groups, Saudi Salafi interpretations,® and the politically-
oriented Muslim Brotherhood. Its main official creedal orientation was
often considered to be Ash¢arism.®® However, this does not mean that
there was a complete absence of voices from ideological opponents
within the polyphony of Muslim perspectives in the extensive structures
of al-Azhar and its affiliated institutions, both historically and up to
the present day. When it comes to assigning a particular theological
framework to the Arabic al-Muntakhab, it seems fair to say that this
was not considered essential and, in fact, was intentionally avoided.
However, it is difficult to represent a wide, non-sectarian orientation in
a Qur’an translation/short fafsir, especially given the fact that certain
interpretations (and consequently even more so the translations of

81 Matthew J. Kuiper, Da'wa: A Global History of Islamic Missionary Thought and
Practice (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2021), p. 231.

82  For more about al-Azhar’s opposition to Salafism, see Raihan Ismail, ‘Al-Azhar
and the Salafis in Egypt: Contestation of Two Traditions’, The Muslim World, 113
(2023), 260-80.

83 While al-Azhar’s historical orientation has been Ash¢arT and it maintains a critical
stance toward Salafism, it is important to note that al-Azhar’s critique of Salafism
has grown stronger in recent decades, particularly with the rise of ISIS. In the
1990s, the boundaries were much more blurred. See Ismail, ‘Al-Azhar and the
Salafis’, p. 273.
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these interpretations) necessarily involve translatorial choices that are
inescapably and inherently charged with a particular theology.

This contradiction was avoided in the case of the Arabic al-Muntakhab
(and its Russian translation) by a certain inconsistency in explaining
and then rendering theologically charged verses—an approach that
can be seen simultaneously advantageous and disadvantageous. Since
some wording assumes a specific theological understanding, the word
choice of the translator may end up reflecting a particular stance in
sectarian disputes over the ‘correct’ interpretation, even if this is not
their specific intention. Theological disputes between traditional
Ash€arl and Maturidi scholars and Salafis over the anthropomorphic
depictions of God in the Qur’an and their accurate interpretation, for
example, present longstanding hermeneutical problems, and there
are different and competing understandings which also find their
reflection in Qur’an translations. In addressing verses depicting God’s
anthropomorphic attributes, the Arabic text of al-Muntakhab lacks
consistency, and does not conform to one particular theological camp.
A demonstrative example of this can be found in the explanation and
rendering of the phrase al-rahman ‘ald al-arsh istawd in Q 20:5, where
Ash‘arT and Maturidi interpretations usually opt for understanding the
word ‘arsh (literally ‘[God’s] Throne”) as metaphorically implying God’s
power and authority, or other related notions, whereas Salafis prefer
a literal interpretation and rendering. The Arabic al-Muntakhab does
not show consistency in the way it deals with such anthropomorphic
phrases, and nor do “Afift and her team in their translation. The Arabic
al-Muntakhab explains the verse as having the meaning “azim al-rahma “ala
mulkihi istawa (“The One of great mercy, who established Himself over
His dominion’), which “Afifi translates as ‘Milostivyi—On utverdilsia
na Nebesnom Trone’ (‘The Merciful—He established himself on the
Heavenly Throne”), where ‘utverdilsia’ is a word which was apparently
borrowed from Krachkovskii’s literal translation of the Qur’an.® Q
7:54, istawad ‘ald al-‘arsh, is explained in the Arabic tafsir as istawla ‘ala
al-sultan al-kamil fiha (‘"He seized complete authority over it") and its

84  For more on Ignatii Krachkovskii’s Qur’an translation, see Elvira Kulieva, ‘In the
Shadow of Orientalism: Tracing the Legacy of Ignatii Krachkovskii in Russian
Salafi Qur’an Translations’, in Retranslating the Bible and the Qur’an, ed. by Pieter
Boulogne and Marijke de Lang (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2024).
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Russian translation, while different in wording, conforms to the Ash¢art
reading, so Afifi renders it as ‘ustanovil na nikh Svoiu sovershennuiu
vlast’ (‘[He] established His perfect authority upon them [upon the
sky and the earth]’).® In some other places such as Q 32:4, istawa “ala
al-‘arsh, the Arabic al-Muntakhab takes the Qur’anic words literally and
does not replace them with another, theological meaning, but just adds
the phrase istiwa® yaliqu bihi (‘in a manner befitting Him’), and the
Russian version follows this, providing a literal translation of its specific
wording—utverdilsia na Trone, kak podobaet emu’ (‘established on the
Throne in a in a manner befitting Him”). It seems reasonable to assume
that the authors of the Arabic al-Muntakhab aimed to leave a certain
ambiguity in its reading of this sensitive theological issue, which was
intended to capture theological plurality and avoid sharp sectarianism.

Qur’an translations are frequently crafted by Muslim preachers
or scholars to reflect their identities and ideological orientations,
thereby influencing how their work is perceived within the Muslim
community. But the Russian al-Muntakhab did not attempt to harmonise
the inconsistencies or hermeneutical plurality of the Arabic original,
instead incorporating them—and one might question whether this
was a deliberate approach. “Afifi’s individual agenda was to adhere to
established theological norms within a ‘secure” environment of Arabic
tafsir where the translator’s agency was minimised. Expanding the scope
of analysis beyond her Qur’an translation to encompass the broader
context of her other translated works can provide a more comprehensive
account of her translatorial persona.

Afifi’s selection of texts to translate offers an insight into her own
conception of her Muslim identity. Examining the works she chose to
publish under her own name might clarify her ideological orientation,
as it seems only logical that her choice of texts reflects her personal
beliefs and commitments as a Muslim. During the same decade that she
worked on al-Muntakhab, she participated in co-translating another tafsir,
published by the German Islamic publisher SKD Bavaria, which was
associated with the European network of the Muslim Brotherhood. This

85 For example, a similar approach against literalism can be also seen in Q 10:3 and
Q13:2.
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drew extensively on Sayyid Qutb as one of its primary sources.®** While
Qutb is often attributed with laying the ideological groundwork for
contemporary jihadism, it would be simplistic to confine his ideas solely
to this domain. His ideas on Islamic social justice, for instance, enjoyed
widespread popularity, and his influence can be traced across a wide
spectrum of later thinkers. However, the fact that “Afiff simultaneously
worked on tafsir projects for al-Azhar and SKD Bavaria complicates our
picture of her ideological orientation. Moreover, during her work on
al-Muntakhab, ‘Afifi also translated a short book about the agida sahiha
(“correct creed’), which she also often mentioned in interviews. This
was not solicited by the Egyptian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs,
but was a translation of a work by the famous Salafi Saudi preacher
Ibn Baz for a Saudi publisher, Dar al-I‘tisam, which was published in
1997. Considering the fact that she had already begun the translation
of al-Muntakhab at this time, her involvement in the translation of this
clearly ultra-Salafi work shows a degree of ideological latitude on “Afift’s
part. While Ibn Baz’s book is about basic tenets of the Muslim faith
which are largely shared by all Muslims, this short brochure gives very
vocal expression to a number of specific Salafi tropes. Its main agenda
is clearly to explain the Salafi hermeneutic approach to the Qur’an
and to promote the literal acceptance of Qur’anic statements related
to anthropomorphism, which contradicts the approach used on many
occasions in al-Muntakhab.¥” This work, in which AshCfaris and their
hermeneutical tenets are explicitly criticised, stands in clear contradiction
to the Azhari vision that at least partially informs al-Muntakhab. These
factors complicate the assumption that °Afifl had a specific ideological
affiliation with al-Azhar, and instead showcase her religious identity as
an eclectic when it comes to her doctrinal orientation.* Her lack of a
formal theological education might have contributed to her openness
towards projects with competing ideologies, but her openness may
also reflect the Egyptian milieu of the 1990s when she was translating,

86 Ignatii Krachkovskii’s Qur’an translation is used by °Afift in SKD Bavaria tafsir as a
direct translation of the Qur’an.

87 “Abd al-‘Aziz b. ‘Abdallah Ibn Baz, Istinnoe Verouchenie: Istinnaia ‘Akida v Islame,
trans. by Sumayya Afifi (Riyadh: Al-I¢tisam, 1997), pp. 19-24.

88  Financial motivation may typically explain the translation of diverse and
conflicting materials, yet given the family’s wealth this rationale fails to account
for °Afifi’s ideologically ‘omnivorous’ approach to Islamic translation.
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when these issues were not as politicised as they became after 9/11 in
a process which subsequently intensified with the rise of ISIS in more
recent times.

Another issue that comes to mind, specifically in terms of female
involvement in translation projects relating to the Qur’an, is the idea
of possible feminist hermeneutical ‘resistance’, as Afif's academic
background suggests that she was familiar with Soviet, Egyptian, and
global feminist perspectives. This raises the question of whether she felt
the need to address related issues in her translation of al-Muntakhab,
especially since, as there was effectively no editorial control over the
final Russian text, she had a free hand and thus could have potentially
intervened in the text’s ‘traditional’ approach to material related to
women—either through specific word choices, additions, and omissions
in the translation itself, or by her use of footnotes. Her approach to gender-
related material can be understood by looking at some verses that are
often evoked in gender-related discourse. For example, Q 4:34 contains
two of the most controversial words related to feminist interpretations in
modern times, gawwamiina and idribithunna.® In the Arabic al-Muntakhab,
they are interpreted in light of the most historically widespread Sunni
approach. This means that qawwama is explained as referring to men’s
guardianship over and care for women. Following this, the word daraba
is interpreted literally as ‘beating” but restricted with the addition of
the word khafif (‘lightly”). This interpretation also appeared in Afifi’s
Russian translation, without any significant changes. Other verses often
invoked in feminist critique of the classical tafsir tradition—such as that
about women'’s inheritance in Q 4:11, or women'’s testimony in Q 2:282
(which equates the testimony of one man to two women) —are also
translated in a way that accords with the Arabic al-Muntakhab’s standard
Sunni approach, and “Afifi does not provide any additional clarification
or explanation. This is also the case for Q 4:3, in which the Qur’an sets the

89 ‘Husbands should take good care of their wives, with [the bounties] God has
given to some gawwamiina (more) than others and with what they spend out of
their own money. Righteous wives are devout and guard what God would have
them guard in their husbands’ absence. If you fear high-handedness from your
wives, remind them [of the teachings of God], then ignore them when you go to
bed, then idribithunna (hit them). If they obey you, you have no right to act against
them: God is most high and great”. M. A. S. Abdel Haleem (trans.), The Qur’an
(Abingdon: Oxford University Press, 2008).
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rules for polygyny. The Arabic al-Muntakhab offers a lengthy apologetic
commentary on this verse, which is fully reproduced in the Russian
translation. Its perspective on polygyny is modern in that it does not
promote it, but rather defends it as a common historical practice that
is relevant today only in special circumstances, such as war-induced
scarcity of marriageable men, or the dignity of being a legal wife (or
even a second, third, or fourth) compared to the status of a mistress. The
defence presented revolves around the benefits of marriage for women,
and does not address the issue of concubinage, which is also mentioned
in the Qur’anic verse. In short, it can be said that al-Muntakhab manifests a
modern ‘refined” Sunni mainstream take on such issues, meaning that, for
CAfif1, its interpretations of these verses were not seen to be problematic in
a way that compelled her to challenge them.

Afifi, therefore, was not inclined to resist the selected meanings
offered to her by the institutional authority of al-Azhar, and hence she
embodied the proper image of the female di‘iya whose hermeneutic
approach was celebrated within the Sahwa. It is apparent that, for
her, translating gender issues ‘in line” with the established norm was a
conscious stance, shaped by her endorsement by the patriarchal social
structure as a translator and transmitter. This stance, in turn, provided
room for ‘pious’ female hermeneutical involvement in this previously
male-dominated field. This paradigm of inclusion opened up in the
1990s, when women like °Afifi secured their own spaces within the
various structures of Islamic revival. It is important to understand that
for women operating within the Sahwa like ‘Afifi, their participation was
not merely strategic subservience to Muslim patriarchal structures—
rather, they viewed their activity as submission to God, which they
considered liberating.”

An analogous example of this paradigm can be found in the career of
Kariman Hamza (1942-2023), who was a pioneer of female public da“wa
in the media, best known for her TV show Qur%n rabbi (‘the Qur’an
of My Lord’). Her media representation bears similarities with that of
Afif in that she was also presented in terms of her ‘firstness’ as the
first veiled TV presenter. The path trodden by her was not easy: as a
veiled female preacher working in the media, she was seen in the initial

90 Ellen Anne McLarney, Soft Force: Women in Egypt’s Islamic Awakening (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2015), p. 12.
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decades of the Sahwa as resisting both secular and religious forces in
Egypt.” She did not confine herself to media alone, but also wrote her
own exegetical work, al-Lu’lu® wa-I-marjan fi tafsir al-Qur’an (‘Pearls and
Corals in Qur’anic Exegesis’), which subsequently received the approval
of al-Azhar because it conformed to the Azhari Sunni approach to the
interpretation of the Qur’an.”> Her contributions in areas such as her
TV show about the interpretation of the Qur’an, as well as her fafsir
authorship, signified her inclusion in various different aspects of da‘“wa
and, consequently, led to a redefinition of the structural boundaries of
the field itself. However, her tafsir was described specifically as ‘a work
for children and the youth: a common framing that demarcates the
boundaries of women’s da‘wa influence.”® Similarly, the neutrality of
Afifr’s own celebrated work—her translation of the tafsir al-Muntakhab—
implied limited agency as well as compliance with the ‘orthodox’ norms
delineated by Azhari scholars, upon which she relied.

The Spiritual Significance of Qur’an
Translation

Muslim translators of the Qur’an often say that the translation process
serves as a pietistic practice that has a transformative personal impact
and spiritual significance for those involved. In “Afifi’s case, there are
two dimensions to this pious practice: an outer dimension and an inner
one. Outwardly, the project aimed to provide service to transnational
Muslim communities under the banner of national Egyptian da‘wa. It
contributed to the extension of Egyptian religious and national influence
beyond its own state borders. ‘Afifl’s Russian translation of al-Muntakhab
was closely intertwined not only with ‘ummatic’ aspirations to help
non-Arabic speaking Muslims, but also with national sentiments, which
Afifi often expressed through patriotic utterances and expressions of
appreciation for the state’s support for and involvement in the project.

91 For more about Kariman Hamza, as well as other women who have been active in
the Egyptian Islamic revival, see McLarney, Soft Force, p. 154.

92 For more about the fafstr by Kariman Hamza, and specifically her exegesis
on polygamy, see Johanna Pink, Muslim Qur’anic Interpretations Today: Media,
Genealogies and Interpretative Communities (Bristol: Equinox Publishing, 2018), pp.
172-81.

93  Pink, Muslim Qur’anic Interpretations Today, p. 173.
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In turn, through President Mubarak’s public support of her, the state
honoured her alongside members of the male religious and intellectual
elite, granting her various awards and honours.* This reflects the level
of state support for the overall project of translating al-Muntakhab into
a number of languages, not just Russian. Thus, Hamdi Zaqziiq, the
Minister of Awqaf, provided an introduction that was inserted into the
al-Muntakhab translations in various languages, not just the Russian one
produced by °Afifi. Likewise, the Shaykh al-Azhar, Muhammad Sayyid
Tantawi, highlighted in an interview the fact that ‘[al-Muntakhab]
came as a direct directive from the President Mubarak for the service
of Islamic call [...] and was distributed to all embassies and cultural
centers in Egypt and abroad.”” This is a clear example of the way that
religious institutions (primarily al-Azhar) reinforced the authority
of the Egyptian nation-state through participating in, and endorsing,
global da‘wa projects; and, in turn, the state—which had sponsored
the project—used these projects to reinforce both its own authority
and that of the participating institutions at both the local and global
level. This intertwining of religious and nationalistic dimensions is
evident in “Afift’s description of her work. Supported by the authority of
al-Azhar, she reciprocated by dedicating her translation to the nation, as
personified by its leadership. For instance, she says in one interview: ‘So
far I have finished translating the meanings of Siirat al-Fatiha and Siirat
al-Bagara, and I presented these as a gift to President Mubarak on Laylat
al-Qadr last Ramadan.””® Women such as “Afifi who were involved in
these kinds of state-sponsored religious projects were important agents
who reinforced this dynamic, which in turn solidified and reinforced
their personal reputation and standing.

94  °Afifi received various awards, including the Medal of the Arab Republic of
Egypt for Science and Art, First Class, and has been honoured by various Islamic
scholars. See, for example, Hisham al-‘Ajami, ‘Mishwar al-“ata® lil-‘ulama® wa-I-
mufakkirin alladhina karramahum al-ra’is: al-‘ulama® isham fT al-fikr al-insant
wa-l-taqrib bayna al-diyanat’, al-Akhbar, 10 August 1995, p. 5; Safiyya al-Khali,
‘al-Muntakhab ...°tabn?’, al-Jumbhiiriyya, 15 June 1999.

95  al-Bil1, ‘al-Qur°an al-Karim’, p. 30; Sa“id Halw1 and Suhayla Nazmi, ‘Fi ihtifal
Misr bi-dhikra al-mawlid al-nabaw1 al-sharif, mubarak yugqallidu 12 aliman
wa-mufakkiran al-awsima wa-yakrumu al-fa°izin fi-l-musabaqat al-Islamiyya
lil-awqaf’, al-Ahram, 10 August 1995, p. 13.

96 al-Sayyid Ali, ‘Akhiran al-Qur’an’, p. 27; ‘Akhbaraha’, al-Ahram, 12 May 1995.
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Beyond this, however, al-Muntakhab also had an ‘inward’, personal
significance for the women involved in its translation, who perceived
the task as a ‘charitable act’. Afift described her religious motivations
for embarking on the project, implying that it was not only a religious
duty but a personal ‘investment” in the next life:

I know well that a person who possesses knowledge is favored in the
eyes of Allah, the Almighty. There is a noble hadith that says ‘when a son
of Adam dies, all his [good] deeds come to an end, with the exception
of three: a righteous child who prays for him, ongoing charity, and
beneficial knowledge.” Despite having translated numerous literary
books by prominent Soviet authors into Arabic, in recent years I had
been contemplating doing something that would leave a lasting impact
on people in general, and Muslims in particular. It was then that the idea
of translating the meanings of the Qur’an into Russian came to my mind.”

This statement illustrates how the translation of the Qur’an held a
distinctive significance for ‘Afifi compared to other works, and carried a
unique and personal devotional importance. For all the women involved
in the project, the translation of al-Muntakhab had a profound personal
impact on their lives. It can be seen to parallel the practice of working on
a tafsir in the classical Islamic tradition, which was seen as a crowning
achievement for (male) scholars and was often undertaken in the last
period of the scholar’s life, and as a final purifying khatm (full recitation
of the Qur’an). It is with this context that one should understand
AfifT’s reference in an interview to the passing of the typesetter and
second editor—Polina Belova, who was advanced in age—soon after the
completion of her work on al-Muntakhab, thereby implying that her work
on the translation was a ‘purifying” activity that prepared her, as a pious
Muslim, for the last journey.” °Afifi’s family members recall that she
prioritised her work on the translation of al-Muntakhab, setting aside her
other academic responsibilities and leisure activities to fully concentrate

97 al-Sayyid “Ali, ‘Akhiran al-Qur’an’, p. 26. The fact that the translation was
commissioned to ‘Afifi might seem to contradict her claim to have an independent
idea of translating. However, this can be reconciled by noting that she agreed to
become the translator of al-Muntakhab because she already recognised the need for
such a translation and understood its importance through her interactions with
Russian-speaking students in Egypt.

98 Tanawi, ‘R@’ida al-lugha al-Riisiyya wa-mutarjima ‘Abd al-Nasir, Dr. Sumayya
CAfift: rawitu zama’an sab“ina milytnan’, al-Ittihad Dunya, 21 August 2003.
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on the translation.” Afift herself also shared that she prayed day and
night that she would be able to complete the task, and that her work
on the translation was undertaken in solitude, mirroring the religious
practice of khalwa (sole spiritual retreat). These factors show that far from
being a ‘mechanical” process, the translation of the Qur’anic meanings
had profound personal spiritual significance for °Afifi. She even shared,
with slight embarrassment, that while translating al-Muntakhab she had
the ineffable feeling of ‘immense satisfaction” and a miraculous sense
of being surrounded by a ‘radiant aura’, which she was hesitant to
elaborate on for fear that people might think that she was exaggerating.'®

The editor Rano Khodzhaeva is likewise on record as having said that
her work on al-Muntakhab marked the fulfilment of her longstanding
dream to work with the Qur’anic text, which dated back to the Soviet
era—to the time that she received a mushaf as a gift from an Arab scholar
visiting the USSR." Fearing repercussions under the Soviet regime,
she donated it to the state manuscript foundation, but later, eventually,
retrieved it, and placed the mushaf in her home library. Ever since that
time, she had longed to have a chance to work closely with the Qur’an,
an impossible ambition during the Soviet period. When asked to become
an editor of al-Muntakhab, she gladly accepted, as it would finally
give her the opportunity to fulfil her dream. Khodzhaeva recounts a
mystical experience she had when, on the first night she began work
on al-Muntakhab, she felt herself lifted up and experienced a sense of
spiritual tranquility and ease.!® She interpreted this as a beautiful sign
marking the start of her participation in this religious work.

These anecdotes clearly show that for the women involved in this
project, the translation was much more than simply a commissioned
work. For °Afifi, it was more than the performance of a religious duty
under the authoritative umbrella of the Azhari global da‘wa: it was an
opportunity for the self-cultivation of piety. For Khodzhaeva, it was also
an exploration of her own heritage, the embarkation on a long-awaited
journey to learn more about the Qur’an after the end of the USSR.

99  She also confirmed this in the interview ‘Mutarjima ‘Abd al-Nasir’.

100 al-Sayyid °Ali, ‘Akhiran al-Qur’an’, p. 27.

101 Personal interview with Rano Khodzhaeva conducted by the author in January
2023.

102 Ibid.
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Neither they nor, presumably, Belova, felt inspired to use the project as
a space to promote a feminist reading of the Qur’an, or to challenge the
Azhari interpretation which sustains the patriarchal norms dominant
in traditional Muslim societies. Rather, for these women it was a space
in which they were able to find a combination of outer and inner
significance, and which gave them the opportunity to be remembered
as both professional women and pious Muslims.

It might perhaps be surprising to a modern reader that a group
of women from a wealthy social stratum—who were open to and
acquainted with a variety of intellectual trends, owing to their wide
geographical and ideological backgrounds—willingly adhered to the
existing hermeneutical conservatism of al-Muntakhab. However, this
relies on the assumption that if such a woman decides to participate
in a religious project that sustains patriarchal norms, there would be
necessarily an agenda on her part to subvert the prevalent narrative. For
Afifi and the other women involved in the al-Muntakhab project, their
participation corresponded to other, larger global da‘wa projects which
have been described by Mahmood as “piety movements’ that sought to
educate ordinary Muslims, in which women played an integral role.
Participation in a da‘wa mission was not only motivated by the primary
goal of providing others with access to religious texts: the process itself
also provided these women with the opportunity for spiritual growth
on their own personal transformative journeys. The involvement of
women within larger piety movements—such as the mosque movements
described by Mahmood, in which the public representation of religiosity
played a significant role—meant that issues relating to women's
outward appearance, and involvement in religious rituals and other
aspects of an ‘Islamic lifestyle’, took on a deep personal relevance, which
was directed towards the cultivation of virtues and formation of ‘pious
dispositions” within the conceptual frame of the Islamic tradition.'® The

103 Saba Mahmood described the Egyptian urban mosque movement of that period
as a grassroots initiative among Muslim women (particularly in Cairo), where
women increasingly began attending and organising mosque-based religious
study groups led by other women. These gatherings aimed to cultivate Islamic
virtues, ethical dispositions, and religious subjectivities. According to Mahmood’s
study, the women involved were not merely seeking religious knowledge, but
rather, they were engaged in a programme of ethical self-transformation, moral
cultivation, and spiritual discipline grounded in Islamic texts and practices. See
Mahmood, The Politics of Piety, p. 133.
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way that the women involved in al-Muntakhab describe their work also
shows how, for them, working within the field of traditional Qur’anic
exegesis—in this case in the guise of its modern continuum of the genre,
translation—allowed them to participate in a transformative project that
also benefitted their personal piety. Moreover, they clearly perceived
al-Muntakhab as a trustworthy repository of Qur’anic meanings, which
facilitated profound experiences that transcended issues of outward
appearance and behavioural norms.

Some Remarks on Reception

The translation of al-Muntakhab into Russian signalled the recognition
among Egyptian scholars and politicians of emerging opportunities
in the post-Soviet region, and the potential for Egyptian soft power
through the assertion of religious authority. It reflected Egypt’s desire
to position itself as a key player in contemporary global Islam, as a
counter to other Islamic projects like Saudi Salafi da“wa, which had had
an active presence in Russian-language publishing since the 1990s. As
early as 1991, Afifi’s booklets about the pillars of Islam were actively
being distributed in post-Soviet nations, as evidenced by the number of
reprints of these books. This is significant, as it indicates both the ability
of Egyptian actors to find distribution networks for religious materials
(presumably in part due to the lack of religious books in Russian at the
time) as well as the willingness of various local Islamic institutions to
accept al-Azhar as a valid Islamic authority. However, the fact that these
booklets were not written specifically for the post-Soviet region meant
that they were unable to address regionally-specific issues. For example,
they were mostly distributed among the Turkic nations, which were
historically predominantly HanafT in their religious practices. The books,
however, lacked a clear madhhab focus and mostly reflected ideas held
by the Shafi‘T legal school that was predominant in Egypt, but not in the
ex-Soviet countries in which they were disseminated. The securitisation
of Islam in the region also resulted in a gradually increasing trend of
madhhabisation of the state-related Islamic institutions. This is in contrast
to the Egyptian paradigm, which instead aligned with the prevalent
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‘post-madhhab character of modern religiosity” of the Arab world."™
This, in addition to the quality of these works, was perhaps one of the
reasons why local religious organisations did not subsequently support
their distribution. However, while these booklets are now largely out
of use, it is still possible to find them in libraries across Russia and
Kazakhstan, as well as in private collections.

The dissemination of al-Muntakhab in Russian was primarily driven
by al-Azhar’s institutional prestige. The discourse surrounding this
work in the Egyptian press could not be related to the target language
environment, which shows how “AfifT’s public representation was mainly
restricted to Egypt. Al-Azhar played the main role in the institutional
acceptance for and marketing of the Russian al-Muntakhab—and in this
context, no emphasis was given to the female gender of the translator.
Since its first publication in 2000, the book has been actively disseminated
through al-Azhar’s institutional networks, reaching audiences in Russia
and neighbouring countries such as Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Ukraine. This is one element of a wider endeavour on the part of the
Egyptian state. In Kazakhstan in 1993, for example, Presidents Nursultan
Nazarbayev and Husni Mubarak agreed to collaboratively establish Nur-
Mubarak University. This university, whose main focus is on training
imams and offering education for local madrasas, promotes the Egyptian
interpretation of Islam while incorporating specificaspects of Kazakhstan’s
religious and cultural traditions. It is managed by local Muftiate (state-
promoted Islamic administrative structure) and overseen by appointed
Egyptian-Azhari scholars, who serve as rectors. Up to the current date,
°Afiff and al-Mans1’s Russian translations can be accessed through Nur-
Mubarak University. On the wider stage, after the initial publication of
al-Muntakhab there has been a continuous flow of reprints, with some
changes and local adaptations. For example, the Arabic tafsir has been
removed in later editions due to the fact that it is incomprehensible to the

104 The differences between the legal schools were mentioned only in Afifi’s
translation of Nofal’s book on zakat, but Hanafl opinions specifically were not
explained even though this was the main school of the target audience. The
prevalence of the trend of talfig in Egypt was clearly at odds with the growing
indoctrination of state-Islam narratives in Russia and the majority of Central
Asian states. The lack of understanding of these particularities on the part of the
Egyptian publisher could be one of the reasons why these books were not in use
for long. On talfig in popular legal manuals in Egypt, see Mahmood, The Politics of
Piety, p. 81.
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majority of people and also makes the volume heavy and unwieldy, and
the Qur’anic text has been localised by replacing the original Egyptian
naskh with the locally developed Kazan basmasi.

The Russian al-Muntakhab was predominantly promoted by local
statist religious organisations in the countries of the region during the
years they lacked their own Qur’an translations, or before they produced
these. A number of reprints have been undertaken in Russia, for example
by Tatar publishers in 2009 and 2012,'® while the most recent edition was
published by the Mulftiate of the Kabardino-Balkarian Republic in Russia
in 2017.1% Confirming the continued prioritisation of the institution that
produced the translation over the translators themselves, the official
representative of the Muftiate publicly reassured readers about the
translators’ affiliation with Ain Shams University, incorrectly stating
that it is a branch of al-Azhar."” The translation is also usually present in
online and offline libraries of state-related Muftiate in Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan, where it has also been reprinted.

In Uzbekistan, print editions have not been made available to the
wider public despite the Uzbeki nationality and institutional affiliation
of the main editor, Rano Khodzhaeva. However, al-Muntakhab can
currently be accessed for free online on various websites, which perhaps
explain why it features on some Uzbeki governmental websites that use
Russian. The use of the Russian al-Muntakhab as a source for Qur’anic
citations on these websites shows that many post-Soviet, state-related
Islamicinstitutionscontinuetorecogniseal-Azharasareliableauthority.'*®
Al-Azhar’s history, as well as its modern positionality, continues to
generate local trust and respect.!” In contrast, the Ash®arl leanings of
this work have made it a focal point for critique and disapproval among

105 See, for example, Sumayya °Afifl and ‘Abd al-Salam al-Mansi (trans.), Koran
al-Muntakhab fi Tafsir al’-Kuran al’-Karim (Kazan: Akademiia poznaniia, 2009).

106 See footnote 4.

107 Otarov, ‘Raz”iasnenie po povodu’.

108 For example, see these Uzbekistan state-related Islamic websites: http://dkm.gov.
uz/ru/goroda-upomanutye-v-korane-medina and http://old.muslim.uz/index.
php/rus/mir/item/6094

109 This can be also supported through the statistical data of student numbers from
the region. See Masuda Bano, ‘Protector of the “al-Wasatiyya” Islam: Cairo’s
al-Azhar University’, in Shaping Global Islamic Muslim Societies Discourses: The Role
of al-Azhar, al-Medina and al-Mustafa, ed. by Masooda Bano, Keiko Sakurai, and
Helena de Felipe (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015), pp. 73-92 (p.
75).
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Salafi-oriented Muslims. Their criticism of it, and warnings against
it, are apparent in numerous online debates, illustrating the ongoing
contest between the state’s anti-Salafi tendencies and independent Salafi
circles, and reflecting the sectarian atmosphere of the Russian-speaking
Islamic milieu.

It is important to note that Egyptian da‘wa towards the post-Soviet
space has exhibited a notable lack of awareness of the national revivalist
trends that emerged following the collapse of the USSR. These trends
often saw local Islamic revivals intertwining with the use of national
languages. Consequently, Egypt’s reliance on the imperial lingua franca of
Russian failed to demonstrate a forward-looking strategy. Additionally,
the securitisation of Islam—which became a shared concern among
the newly established nation-states in the region—has contributed to
shaping the discourse of ‘traditional Islam’. In Russia, for instance,
this discourse aimed to foster loyal and local authorities, favouring
them over foreign actors. In recent decades, there has also been an
increase in Qur’an translation activity by local institutions, leading
to competitive dynamics among these local authorities. As a result,
al-Muntakhab, without the continuous support of robust institutional
backing, lacks a distinct advantage in the market. The main reason why
the large Muftiates in Russia have not promoted al-Muntakhab is that
printing their own Qur’an translations became a means to enhance
their own prestige, and to produce a marketable good. For example,
Shamil Aliautdinov (b. 1974)—a popular imam who is associated
with the Moscow-based Muftiate DUMRF (Spiritual Administration of
Muslims of the Russian Federation), and who is himself a graduate of
al-Azhar—decided to produce his own Qur’an translation in 2011."° In
another example, Akhmad Abu Yakhya aka Kirill Ivanovich Ivaniugo
(b. 1983)—an Islamic preacher associated with Tatarstan Muftiate
DUMRT (Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Republic of
Tatarstan)—used to recommend al-Muntakhab on the basis that it
was prepared by a group of Azhari scholars. However, he criticised
al-Muntakhab for mixing the wording of the Qur’anic translation and
the commentary together, and pointed out a ‘number of semantic errors

110 Sviashchennyi Koran. Smysly, 4 vols, trans. by Shamil Aliautdinov (St. Petersburg:
Dilia, 2009/2020).
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and stylistic errors’,'"! advocating that editorial volunteers rectify these
errors. Ultimately, however, he opted to develop a new Qur’an tafsir in
Russian using his own team, and subsequently a new Russian Qur’an
translation, which was more aligned with the institutional branding
of Tatarstan’s Muftiate. This sequence of events demonstrates the
considerable impact of marketing, claims to authority, and rivalry for
institutional prestige in the contemporary genre of Qur’an translation.
The potential recognition of a Qur'an translation, whether produced
individually or institutionally linked to a specific local authority, tends
to take precedence over the inclination to share in the transnational
acclaim of existing works. Despite these factors, while the narrative of
Afifi remains relatively unknown among the Russian-speaking public,
the impact of her dawa has undeniably left a mark on the shaping of
Islam in the post-Soviet space.
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STATE POLICIES AND QUR’AN
TRANSLATIONS






4. The State, ‘Official’
Ulama’ and Tatar Qur’an
Commentary-Translations
In Russia

Elmira Akhmetova’

Introduction

During the launch of a new translation of the Qur’an into Tatar, Kilam
Shirif: Mighniwi Tirjemd (‘Kalam Sharif: A Semantic Translation’)
on 18 October 2019 in Moscow, Kamil Samigullin—the Mufti of the
Republic of Tatarstan—posed the rhetorical question: ‘Why should the
Arabs authorise our Qur’an?” He further elaborated: “We do not wait
for fatwas® from Turkey, Pakistan, Egypt, or Saudi Arabia. When a fatwa
is necessary, we [Muslim scholars of Russia—in this case, Tatars] get
together, debate it, and reach a consensus. Come, let the Arabs learn

1 This paper was written under the fund provided by the Alexander von Humboldt
Foundation Award for Experienced Researchers (2021-23), entitled ‘Tatar
Translations and Commentaries on the Qur’an in Imperial Russia’.

2 By fatwa, Mufti Samigullin here refers to a special certification provided by
Muslim institutions that authorises a specific Qur’an translation. To minimise the
possibility of unconventional and different interpretations, al-Azhar University,
the Saudi Ministry of Islamic Affairs and Endowments, and the King Fahd
Complex for Printing the Holy Qur’an have each produced their own guidelines
and standards for evaluating and approving new translation works.
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from us. Why should they verify our Qur’an? How can I trust our book
to some Arab who doesn’t know a single word of Tatar?”

Samigullin’s statement exposes the realities concerning matters of
representation, the contested nature of Islamic authority, and religious
knowledge creation in contemporary Tatar society in Russia. When it
comes to the Tatars, who represents Islam today? Who judges whether
a particular Tatar translation of the Qur’an and interpretation of Islam
is accurate? What are the primary motivations behind contemporary
vernacular translations and interpretations of the Qur’an? Additionally,
what role does the Russian state play in these readings?

Thijl Sunier has described the domestication of Islam that occurred
in Europe during the second half of the twentieth century as having two
primary targets: national integration and the securitisation of Islam.*
The process of domesticating Islam in European countries has a political
aspect that necessitates new vernacular readings and interpretations of
the Qur’an which primarily serve the state’s domestic and international
policies, as well as national security and other interests. This implies
the secular state’s intervention in the actual content of Islamic systems
and convictions, usually through the mechanism of state-sponsored,
official Muslim religious bodies—a process which Hernandez Aguilar
and Zubair Ahmad have referred to as the ‘policing of the Qur’an” in
the German context.> However, Russia appears to be quite a different
case to Western European countries, in which Muslim populations are
primarily composed of recent immigrants.

Russia’s history of intervention in the affairs of its Muslim population
extends over two centuries, beginning in the days of the empire
and continuing through the Soviet era to the present time. In 1788,
Catherine II (r. 1762-96) ordered the establishment of the first Islamic
directorate (commonly known as a muftiate) in Russia: the Orenburg
Muslim Spiritual Assembly (OMSA, Orenburgskoe Magometanskoe

3 Razim Sabirov and Elena Kolebakina-Usmanova, ‘Kamil Samigullin: Pochemu
araby dolzhny proveriat’ nash Koran’ [Why Should Arabs check our Qur’an],
Business Gazeta, 18 October 2019, https://m.business-gazeta.ru/article/442980

4 Thijl Sunier, “Toward a Common European Islamic Landscape?’, in Yearbook of
Muslims in Europe, vol. XII, ed. by Egdunas Racius et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2021), pp.
1-18 (p. 3).

5  Luis Manuel Herndndez Aguilar and Zubair Ahmad, ‘A Dangerous Text:
Disciplining Deficient Readers and the Policing of the Qur’an in the German Islam
Conference’, ReOrient, 6:1 (2020), 86-107 (p. 88).
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Dukhovnoe Sobranie), which became an essential component of the
government and which oversaw and managed the empire’s expanding
Muslim populace.® Since then, as this chapter will explore, the Russian
state has changed its form of governance significantly several times,
yet this specific approach to ‘managing’ the Muslim population
continues to dominate the relationship between the state and its
Muslim subjects. The institution of the muftiate has repeatedly proven
its indisputable authority to determine the guidelines and standards
for Islamic beliefs and customs inside the boundaries of Russia. Thus,
ongoing developments and debates around the Tatar interpretation and
translations of the Qur’an should be understood in light of the influence
of Russian colonial policy.

This chapter contributes to regional and historical perspectives
on Qur’anic studies by discussing the Qur’an commentary (tafsir)
and translation (tarjama) traditions among Tatars in Russia from
the nineteenth century to the present. Special emphasis is devoted to
changes in the Tatar Qur’an commenting-translating patterns, priorities,
and trends, by evaluating the topic through an analytical framework that
explores the interactions between the institution of the muftiate and the
Kremlin. The main focus of the discussion is vernacular commentaries
(tafsirs) and translations of the Qur’an among Kazan Tatars, also referred
to as Volga Tatars (‘Idel Buyi Tatarlari’ in Tatar): a Turkic-speaking ethnic
group that resides in the Volga-Urals and central areas of contemporary
Russia. They are descendants of the Volga Bulghars who ruled the
region between the seventh and thirteenth centuries, and—from the
tenth and eleventh centuries—founded an Islamic educational and
civilisational system with advanced madrasas and renowned scholars,
as well as strong relations with the rest of the Muslim world. According
to Edhem Tenishev, a few commentaries on the Qur’an in local Turkic
dialects appeared during that time, particularly in the Bulghar and
Karakhanid-Uygur dialects, such as a translation of the Tafsir al-Tabart

6  Renat Bekkin, ‘People of Reliable Loyalty ... Muftiates and the State in Modern
Russia’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Sédertorn University, 2020), p. 71; Galina
M. Yemilianova, ‘Muslim-State Relations in Russia’, in Muslim Minority—State
Relations: Violence, Integration, and Policy, ed. by Robert Mason (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2016), pp. 107-32 (p. 108).
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(d. 310/923).” None of these manuscripts have survived, as some were
burnt during the Russian colonial administration while others were lost
or destroyed over time.

Up to nearly 1900, the Russian-ruled Volga-Ural region endured
its importance as the Persianate world’s northern frontier.® From the
seventeenth century onwards, the Persian language and tradition became
crucial to Qur’anic exegesis among Tatars. Persian interpretations of the
Qur’an remained popular until the October Revolution of 1917, as did
Persian poetry and religious literature.” What mechanisms then facilitated
the significant shift from the dominant Persianate tradition to a modern
interpretation of the Qur’an influenced by Tatar perspectives, as evidenced
by Samigullin’s statement? This chapter delineates the intellectual shift
within the Tatar Qur’an translation tradition, highlighting it as a part of
the decline of Persianate culture in the Volga region and the subsequent
rise of modern Tatar models toward the Qur’an.

The first section of this chapter will explore several commentary-
translations in vernacular Tiirki-Tatar produced during the period of
Russian colonial rule, including ‘Abd al-Nasir Qursawi’s (1776-1812)
Haftiyak Sharif, Numanb. Amirb. “‘Uthman al-Samant’s Tafsir, the Tafsir-i
fawa’id of Husayn b. Amirkhan al-Talgishi (1816-93), Muhammad Sadiq
b. Shah Ahmad al-Imanquli al-Qazani’s (1870-1932) Tashil al-bayan fi
tafsir al-Qurin, and Asadullah al-Hamidi's (1869-1911) al-Itgan fi
tarjamat al-Qur°an. This section will highlight the historical background
against which these commentaries emerged, the decline in the Persianate
commentary culture in the region,'’ and the gradual localisation of the
tafsir genre during the first half of the nineteenth century. In light of this
review of the ‘official” “ulama®’s undisputable historical privilege when

7 Edhem Tenishev, lazyki mira. Turkskiye inzyki [ World Languages: Turkic Languages]
(Moscow: Russian Academy of Sciences RAN, 1997), pp. 35-47.

8  Gulnaz Sibgatullina and Gerard Wiegers, “The European Qur’an: Towards an
Inclusive Definition’, in European Muslims and the Qur’an: Practices of Translation,
Interpretation, and Commodification, ed. by Gulnaz Sibgatullina and Gerard Wiegers
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2024), p. 10.

9  Nile Green, ‘Introduction: The Frontiers of the Persianate World (ca. 800-1900)’,
in The Persianate World: The Frontiers of a Eurasian Lingua Franca, ed. by Nile Green
(Oakland: University of California Press, 2019), p. 53.

10 On the impact of the Persianate world’s decline on Turkic vernacular Qur’an
translation traditions, see Gulnaz Sibgatullina, “The Ecology of a Vernacular
Qur’an: Rethinking Miisa Bigi’s Translation into Tiirki-Tatar’, Journal of Qur’anic
Studies, 24:3 (2022), 46-69.
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it comes to explaining the Qur’an to laypeople, the next section outlines
debates that surfaced among Tatars in the 1910s regarding the necessity
of translating the Qur’an into Tatar, the accuracy of the printed copies
of the Arabic Qur’an in the Russian Empire, and the eligibility of new
Tirki-Tatar translations and translators. The final section elaborates on
Tatar translations of the Qur’an in the post-Soviet sphere.

I would like to clarify two terms used in this chapter before moving
on to the main discussion. I refer to the language of the vernacular
commentary-translations written by Kazan Tatars before the October
Revolution of 1917 as ‘Tiirki-Tatar” despite the fact that grammatical and
lexical variations between these works are evident." Tiirki-Tatar was a
written language that used Arabic and Persian words extensively, and
was written in Arabic script. Thus, it was not the same as the Kazan
Tatar spoken vernacular, but was rather a literary language that was
comprehensible to a wide range of Turkic peoples from the Balkans
to Central Asia, serving as the lingua franca of Muslims in imperial
Russia.” The second term pertains to the classification of vernacular
Tiirki-Tatar commentaries. Though the authors themselves mostly
classified their works as tafsir (‘commentary’, ‘exegetics’), these texts
are actually translations of the Qur’an into the vernacular Tiirki-Tatar,
supplemented by lengthy commentary drawn from classical Arabic
or Persian works of fafsir. Therefore, I refer to them primarily as
‘commentary-translations’—a term Nathan Spannaus has employed
to describe the Haftiyak Sharif of Qursawi,® although other terms like
‘tafsir’, ‘commentary’, or ‘interpretation of the Qur’an” are also used
interchangeably with the same meaning.

11  Gulnaz Sibgatullina uses the same term, ‘Tiirki-Tatar’, to define the language of
Jarullah. See Gulnaz Sibgatullina, “The Ecology of a Vernacular Qur’an: Rethinking
Miisa Bigi’s Translation into Tiirki-Tatar’, Journal of Qur’anic Studies, 24:3 (2022),
46-69.

12 In fact, the term ‘Tatar’ did not imply the literary language of the Kazan Tatars
until the twentieth century. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, for
example, Numani described the language of Qursaw1’s Haftiyak Sharif simply as
‘Ttrki". See Nu®man al-Samani, Tafstr-i Nu‘mani, vol. I (Kazan: Millet, 1911), p. 3.

13  Nathan Spannaus, ‘Islamic Thought and Revivalism in the Russian Empire: An
Intellectual Biography of Abwi Nasr Qursawi (1776-1812)" (doctoral thesis, McGill
University, 2012), p. 70.
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The Turki-Tatar Qur’an Commentary Tradition
Prior to 1917

At the dawn of the nineteenth century, an intellectual dynamism arose
among Kazan Tatars, who made conspicuous attempts to produce
localised vernacular commentaries and interpretations of the Qur’an in
Tiirki-Tatar. For about two hundred years, from the fall of the Kazan
Khanate in 1552 until the reign of Empress Catherine II, the Kazan Tatars
experienced a multidimensional intellectual and scholastic stagnation
as a result of the severe anti-Islamic policies of the Russian empire; the
number of learned individuals was severely limited, primarily to those
few who had had a chance to travel to the major intellectual centres
of the Persianate world, Central Asia, or the Caucasus, to pursue an
advanced level of education. However, a series of religious, political,
and economic reforms initiated by Catherine changed the imperial
attitude towards its Muslim subjects. Prior to Catherine’s rule, the
empire conceived of itself as a religiously and ethnically homogeneous
state, only recognising its Orthodox Christian and ethnic Slav citizens
while completely denying the needs of other subjects with ‘non-Russian’
nationalities. The state’s insistence on homogeneity in dealing with its
multireligious and multiethnic population became unsustainable with
the massive expansion of the empire’s borders to the south and west
that took place during Catherine’s reign, during which the empire
absorbed the northern parts of the Black Sea region, Ukraine, Crimea,
the Northern Caucasus, Belarus, and Lithuania. In seeking effective
ways to monitor and control the empire’s growing Muslim population,
Catherine opted for the legalisation of Islam. As a result, in 1773
the Holy Synod issued a Toleration of All Faiths Edict which granted
Muslim subjects of the empire the freedom to confess their faith openly,
and religion-based persecution substantially decreased.” In Catherine’s
imperial vision, the Kazan Tatars were pictured as ‘potential promoters
of Russia’s interests and as a civilising force among the culturally
less developed Islamic regions within and outside the borders of the

14 Yemelianova, ‘Muslim-State Relations’, p. 108.

15 Alan Fisher, The Crimean Tatars (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1978), p. 71;
Mikhail Khudiakov, Ocherki po istorii kazanskogo khanstva [Essays on History of the
Kazan Khanate], 3rd edn (Moscow: Insan, 1991), p. 154.
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Russian empire.”’® Furthermore, to promote her project, Catherine went
so far as to provide favourable conditions for Kazan Tatars to pursue
economic and cultural development. Restrictions placed on Muslim
trade and entrepreneurship were partially lifted, and the educational
and intellectual activities of Tatars received a boost from the proceeds of
international trade and manufacturing.

The creation of an Islamic religious administration for Eastern
European and Western Siberian Muslims—the Orenburg Muslim
Spiritual Assembly, in 1788"—was the next step in Catherine’s project to
create a formal relationship between the imperial government and Tatar
‘ulama®, and its head, the Mufti, became the highest Muslim religious
authority in Russia.” In her discussion of the function of the muftiate
under Russian imperial rule, Danielle Ross has commented that,
‘Whether Catherine meant it or not, the founding of the OMSA integrated
the Kazan Tatar “ulama into the imperial administrative structure.”” In
the nineteenth century, due to its further imperial expansion into other
Muslim-populated areas, the empire opened two additional muftiates,
one in the Caucasus in 1823 and the other in the Crimea in 1831.%°

The establishment of the muftiates in Russia gradually reduced
Kazan Tatars’ theological, educational, and intellectual dependence
on Central Asian religious authorities and centres of learning, where
Persian was a language of instruction. The muftiates were designed
by the state to oversee local religious education structures, theological
discourses, and mosque communities, and also their imams. Soon,
dozens of local madrasas emerged in the Muslim-populated towns and
larger Tatar villages in the Volga-Urals region, mostly with generous
financial assistance from manufacturers and merchants from the

16  Galina Yemelianova, ‘Islam in Russia: An Historical Perspective’, in Islam in
Post-Soviet Russia: Public and Private Faces, ed. by Hillary Pilkington and Galina
Yemelianova (New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), p. 25.

17  The muftiate carried out operations in Ufa from 1789, until its headquarters was
transferred to Orenburg in 1796. In 1802, the muftiate moved to Ufa back again.
As a result of these moves, the institution went under different names at different
times: the Orenburg Muslim Spiritual Assembly or the Ufa Spiritual Muslim
Spiritual Assembly (Bekkin, ‘People of Reliable Loyalty’, p. 71).

18 Danielle Ross, Tatar Empire: Kazan’s Muslims and the Making of Imperial Russia
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2020), pp. 43—44.

19 TIbid., p. 44.

20 Yemelianova, ‘Muslim-State Relations’, p. 108.
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emerging Tatar middle-class.* By 1844, there were four madrasas in
Kazan alone,* although the most famous ones—such as the Estédrlebash
Madprasa in the Ufa province, the Kishkar, Kargali, and Tiintir Madrasas
in the Kazan province, and the Bubi Madrasa in Viatka province—were
located in rural areas. Alongside the localisation of religious education
and theological discourse among Kazan Tatars, imperial restrictions
on the publication of Islamic literature were gradually loosened in the
1800s, and the ensuing decades saw a surge in the printing of various
types of religious works. The new religious, intellectual, and economic
possibilities for Kazan Tatars—reinforced by the industrial revolution,
which facilitated transportation and book printing—nourished Islamic
discourse in the Volga-Urals region and imbued it with a fresh scholarly
dynamism. Most of the issues subject to intellectual debate among
Kazan Tatars in the nineteenth century were of local origin, and were
derived as a reaction to the existing realities of their time and daily lives.

Alongside these scholarly and educational transformations, a Tiirki-
Tatar vernacular Qur'an commentary genre developed progressively
among Tatars throughout the nineteenth century—however, these
commentaries were not all the result of a single, unified movement.
The first such Qur'an commentary was undertaken by “Abd al-Nasir
Qursawi (1776-1812), a Tatar Muslim theologian and a graduate
of the traditional educational system in Bukhara who later became a
renowned scholar and mudarris (“teacher’) at the Madrasa Qursa in the
Kazan province, and who gained high esteem for his innovative thought
and advanced teaching methods. The style, format, and methodological
aspects of his approach were articulated in his interpretation of one
seventh of the Qur’an in vernacular Tirki-Tatar: Haftiyak Sharif (or
Hiftiidk Tifsire in Tatar—haft in Persian means ‘seven’ and yak means
‘one’, so the title literally means “The Noble One-Seventh’). This partial
Qur’an commentary, which was certainly an inspiration for later Tatar
Qur’anic interpretations of the nineteenth century, consisted of an
interpretation of al-Fatiha (Q 1), the first five verses of al-Bagara (Q 2),
the entirety of Yasin (Q 36), and all of the siiras from al-Fath up to the
end of the Qur’an (i.e. Q 48-114), and was intended for a lay readership.

21 Serge Zenkovsky, Pan-Turkism and Islam in Russia (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1967), pp. 21-22; Ross, Tatar Empire, pp. 77-78.
22 Gaiaz Ishagqi, Idel-Ural (Naberejniyi Chelny: KAMAZ, 1993), p. 32.
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As Spannaus has commented, Qursawi’s aim was ‘to make the Qur’an
understandable to those who have no knowledge of Arabic.”” Qursawi’s
method of commenting in his Haftiyak differed from that found in the
traditional tafsir works that were used as textbooks in Central Asian
madrasas, predominantly due to his cautious attitude towards excessive
symbolic-allegorical interpretation (ta’wil) of the Qur'an and the
abstract polemics associated with God’s attributes, which, Qursaw1
deemed, often distorted the original meaning of the Qur’an.**

In addition to further works of the haftiyak genre, other attempts
to interpret the entire Qur’anic text in vernacular Tirki-Tatar were
undertaken around the same period—firstly by Qursawi’s student,
Nu‘man b. ‘Amir b. <Uthman al-Samani, during the first half of the
nineteenth century. Nu‘man remained dedicated to his teacher’s method
and style of commenting in his two-volume exegesis, entitled Tafsir-i
Nu‘mani (‘The tafsir of Nu‘mani’). His dedication was such that,
when interpreting those parts of the Qur’an that had been included in
Qursaw1’s Haftiyak, Nu°man simply replicated QursawT’s text within his
own fafsir without substantial modifications.”

Tafsir-i Nu“mani is notable because it also shows early signs of the
localisation of Qur’an commentary among Kazan Tatars even though,
as can be expected, Nu‘man consulted numerous classical works of
exegesis in his tafsir, including Ibn al-Athir’s (d. 630/1233) Jami€ al-usiil
fi ahadith al-rasiil ("A Collection of Precepts in the Collected Hadiths of
the Messenger’); a compilation of six hadith books, al-Muwatta®, Sahil
al-Bukhart, Sahth Muslim, Sunan Abii Dawiid, Sunan al-Tirmidhi, and Sunan
al-Nasa®i; the tafsir of al-Qurtubi (d. 671/1273); and Abi'l-Layth
al-Samarqandi’s (d.373/983) Qurrat al-‘uyiin wa-mufrih al-qalb al-mahziin
(‘The Joy of the Eyes and the Heart in Sorrow’).* Tafsir-i Nu‘mani,
however—in its purpose, method, and style of commentary—represents
much more than a simple translation of the existing tafsir tradition into

23 Spannaus, ‘Islamic Thought and Revivalism’, p. 36.

24  Gulnara Idiiatullina, ‘“Vvedeniie’ [Introduction], in Abti Nasr ‘Abd al-Nasir
al-Qursawi, al-Irshad lil-ibad (Kazan: Tatarskoie Knizhnoie Izdatel’stvo, 2005), pp.
45-46.

25 al-Samani, Tafsir-i Numani, vol. I, p. 266.

26  Arthur Azmukhanov, ‘Kazan Bolgese Tefsir Calismalarindan Tefsir-i Nu'mani
Ornegi’ [Tafsir-i Nu'mani: An Example of Tafsir Studies in the Kazan Region]
(master’s thesis, University of Ankara, 2012), pp. 27-28.



168 Qur’an Translations in the Eastern Bloc and Beyond

Tiirki-Tatar. Rather, Nu‘man expressed his rationalistic approach to
interpreting Qur’anic concepts in a way that reflected the realities of his
time and was relevant to the challenges and problems experienced by
the Russian Tatar Muslim community. For instance, while commenting
on Q 9:60, he interpreted the phrase fi sabili llah (‘in the way of Allah”),
which references the legitimate use of alms, in the following, detailed
manner: ‘[...] such as giving to those poor who struggle [make jihad]
in the way of Allah, building mosques and madrasas, assisting students
who receive education, and spending for necessities of madrasas.”
Azmukhanov has documented many other instances in which Nu‘man
attempts to use #jtihad and independent rational reasoning to construct
a personal, opinion-oriented interpretation of the Qur’anic verses.”
Such interpretations commonly emerge out of a regional public need to
understand the Qur’anic message in the light of ongoing social changes,
and scientific and technological developments, as well as specific local
cultures. Tafsir-i Nu‘mani earned extensive popularity among laypeople
and was initially transmitted through handwritten copies, in multiplying
numbers. The first printed edition appeared in 1907 in Orenburg, and
the Milliyet Electro-Printing House reprinted it in Kazan in 1911.

The advent of Muslim book publishing in the Russian Empire and, by
extension, the opportunities for Muslim communities and individuals
to publish religious works they deemed relevant to their socio-religious
context, accelerated the process of vernacularisation of the Qur’an
among Tatars throughout the nineteenth century. State restrictions on
the publication of Islamic literature were greatly relaxed in 1800, and
shortly thereafter a number of Tatar individuals were granted their
first licences to print Islamic books. By 1802, about 14,300 copies of
various Islamic works, including the Qur’an in its original Arabic,” had
been printed in the empire.*® The nineteenth century also witnessed
the opening of new local madrasas, reformed learning institutions
with a renewed curriculum that was deemed more appropriate to the

27 al-Samani, Tafsir-i Numani, vol. I, p. 272.

28 Azmukhanov, ‘Kazan Bolgese Tefsir’, p. 61.

29 The publication of the Qur’an in the Russian Empire started much earlier, in 1787,
when the typography of the Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg published the
Qur’an in its original Arabic on royal orders. By 1798, five editions of this Qur’an
copy had been published in St. Petersburg.

30 Zenkovsky, Pan-Turkism and Islam, p. 26.
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Volga-Urals context, and which increasingly placed weight on the use
of Tiirki-Tatar as their language of instruction and scholarship, both
leading to and reflecting the waning authority of Persian and even
Arabic. The predominant trend of localisation of Islamic education
necessitated the production of more simplified Tiirki-Tatar vernacular
Qur’an commentary-translations. One of the earliest printed Tiirki-Tatar
full commentary-translations of the Qur’an—7Tafsir-i fawa®id (“The Useful
Commentary”) by Husayn b. Amirkhan al-Talqishi (1816-93)—should
thus be appraised within the context of this urgency for Tiirki-Tatar
textbooks and religious literature.

Husayn b. Amirkhan served in Kazan as an imam of the Iske Tash
(“‘Old Stone”) Mosque between 1847 and 1889, and was a teacher at the
famous Madrasa Amirkhaniia. Before Tafsir-i fawi’id, he had already
authored several scholarly books and textbooks for the local curriculum.
In the introduction of his tafsir, Amirkhan emphasised the fact that
many ordinary inhabitants of the Volga-Urals region were not capable
of understanding the sophisticated literary language of existing Qur’an
commentaries in Arabic, Persian, or Ottoman Turkish. For that reason,
he said, we should write ‘a new tafsir in a simple regional Tiirki-Tatar
language which would be understandable to all its speakers and would
lead them out of the darkness of ignorance and which would become
a light of useful knowledge.”' The outcome of Amirkhan’s labours,
Tafsir-i fawa’id, was first printed by the G. Viacheslav Printing House
between 1885 and 1889 in four volumes at the expense of Amirkhan’s
son, Muhammad Zarif Amirkhan.* It was reprinted several times in the
following years due to high demand, and gained broad popularity among
Kazan Tatars because of its easy language and timely interpretation.

Two other analogous vernacular Tiirki-Tatar commentary-translations
of the Qur’an that also earned extensive popularity in imperial Russia
were Tashil al-bayan fi tafsir al-Qur®in (“The Facilitation of Clarification in

31 Husayn ibn Amirkhan, Tafsir-i fawa?id, vol. I (Kazan: Typography of G Viacheslav,
1885), p. 2.

32 G. Nurgatina, ‘Tafsir-i Fawaid Husaina ibn Amirkhana i Tatarskaia Ekzegeticheskaia
traditsiia kontsa XIX- nachala XX vekov’ [The Tafsir-i fawa'id of Husain ibn
Amirkhan and the Tatar Exegetic Tradition at the End of the Nineteenth and
the Beginning of the Twentieth Centuries], in Teologiia Tradisional nikh Religiy v
Nauchno-Obrazovatel 'nom Prostranstve Sovremennoi Rossii: Sbornik Materialov (Kazan:
Brig, 2020), p. 109.
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the Interpretation of the Qur’an’) by Muhammad Sadiq b. Shah Ahmad
al-Imanquli al-Qazani (1870-1932), and al-Itqan fi tarjamat al-Qur’an
(“The Perfect Guide to the Translation of the Qur’an’) by Asadullah
al-Hamid1 (1869-1911)—both published in 1911.

Both al-Imanquli and al-Hamidi served as imams at local mosques
that functioned under the close supervision of the muftiate. Al-Imanquli
received his religious education in Bukhara and Samarkand, and
later emerged as an eminent religious scholar, publicist, and poet. He
also was an imam at the Sixth Mosque in Kazan. He completed his
vernacular commentary-translation of the Qur’an, Tashil al-bayan, in
1905 and published it in 1911 in two volumes. Al-Imanqult described
the language of Tashil al-bayan as ‘Qazan méimleketeneng ahle islami lisani’
(“the language of the followers of Islam in the Kazan province”).* Based
on Tashil al-bayan’s style of commentary and linguistic peculiarities,
Saidbek Boltabayev has concluded that al-Imanquli’s work is nothing
more than a translation of Husayn Wa¢iz Kashifi’s (d. 910/1504-5)
Persian tafsir, Mawahib al-Aliyya (also known as Tafsir-i Husayni,
completed in 899/1494), into vernacular Tirki-Tatar.* Al-Imanqult
mentions al-Kashift in his introductory section, in which he wrote that
he benefitted extensively from Mawahib al-Aliyya as this classical work,
especially in its translations into Turkic dialects, was widely accepted
and highly respected and was used as the main tafsir textbook at
madrasas in the Volga-Urals region, Central Asia, and Anatolia.® Its first
translation into Ottoman Turkish, by Selaniklii “Alt bin Wali, appeared
in 1543.% Another Turkic version of Mawahib al-Aliyya that was widely
read by Kazan Tatars in the nineteenth century was published by a
Crimean Tatar, Isma“il Ferrtkh Efendi (d. 1840).

Besides heavily depending on al-Kashifi’s tafsir, al-Imanquli also
enriched his vernacular text with material gleaned from other classical
tafsirs such as Tafsir Qadi (i.e. the Anwar al-tanzil wa-asrar al-ta’wil of Nasr
al-Din al-Baydawi, d. 718/1319), Tafsir al-Kashshaf (i.e. the al-Kashshaf
‘an haqa’iq al-tanzil of al-Zamakhshari, d. 538/1143), and Tafsir Madarik

33 Muhammad Sadiq b. Shah Ahmad al-Imanquli al-Qazani, Tashil al-bayan fi tafstr
al-Qur2n (Kazan: Urnik, 1911), p. 2.

34 Saidbek Boltabayev, ‘Cagatayca Tefsir-i Hiiseyni (Mevahib-i Aliyye) Terctimesi ve
Farsca Dil Ozellekleri Uzerine’, Journal of Old Turkic Studies, 3:2 (2019), 287-309.

35 al-Imanquli, Tashil al-bayan, p. 2.

36 Boltabayev, ‘Cagatayca Tefsir-i Hiiseyni’, p. 298.
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(i.e. the Madarik al-tanzil wa-haqa’iq al-ta’wil of Abu l-Barakat al-Nasafi,
d. 710/1310). In terms of its genre, Tashil al-bayan can be classified as
a continuation of the classical tafsir genre in vernacular, rather than
an independent direct translation of the Qur’an into Tiirki-Tatar.
Al-Imanquli follows the same paraphrastic method of commenting as
Husayn b. Amirkhan before him. He first provides a small fragment
from the Qur’anic verse in its original Arabic, within brackets, and then
interprets it into Tiirki-Tatar. Yet al-Imanquli’s interpretation is more
detailed than Amirkhan’s. Along with the main text of his interpretation,
al-Imanquli also provides relevant additional information in an
annotation section in the margins of each page, mostly focusing on the
asbab al-nuziil (the ‘circumstances of revelation”’), for which he relied on
al-Suyutt’s (d. 911/1505) tafsir.>”

Another significant commentary-translation of the Qur’an into Tiirki-
Tatar was written by al-Hamidi. Unlike preceding Tatar interpreters of
the Qur’an, al-Hamid1 did not travel to study at the famous Central
Asian madrasas. Rather, he received his education at local madrasas,
such as Madrasa Marjaniia and Madrasa Muhammadiia, both situated
in Kazan, after which he was appointed as an imam in the village of
Yakhshibdy near the city of Minzilad in Ufa province. He also worked
as a mudarris at the Madrasa Usmaniia in Ufa.*® Al-Hamidi completed
his vernacular commentary-translation of the Qur’an, al-Itqan fi tarjamat
al-Qur?an, in December 1907 (as he states in the second volume).* The
work was published in two volumes a few years later, in 1911, in Kazan.

In al-Itqan, al-Hamidi frequently refers to other verses of the Qur’an,
the hadiths of the Prophet Muhammad, and the sayings of the Companions
in his interpretations of the Qur’anic verses. These are first cited in
their original Arabic, separated from the Tiirki-Tatar text with brackets,
followed by an extensive discussion of their meanings in vernacular. Many
exegetical traditions and the opinions of authoritative classical exegetes are
also incorporated into the main body of the text and smoothly integrated

37 al-Imanquli, Tashil al-bayan, p. 2.

38 G. Nurgatina, ‘Traditsiia kommentirovaniia Korana u tatar’ [The Commentary
Tradition among Tatars], in Teologiia traditsional nikh Religii v Nauchno-
Obrazovatel’nom Prostranstve Sovremennoi Rossii: Sbornik Materialov (Kazan: Brig,
2020), pp. 115-116.

39  Shaykh al-Islam Asadullah al-Hamidyi, al-Itqan fi tarjamat al-Qur°an, vol. II (Kazan:
Lito-Tipografiia Brat'ia Karimovy, 1911), p. 451.
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with the vernacular Tiirki-Tatar interpretation. Unlike the earlier Tashil
al-bayan and Tafsir-i fawa’id, Al-Itgan does not provide supplementary
clarifications in the margins of each page separated from the main text,
except in some rare cases where al-Hamid1 felt it essential to provide
additional information and explanation, or his own opinion on the relevant
concepts. For example, on page 73, while interpreting the phrase ‘do not
throw [yourselves| with your [own] hands into destruction’ in Q 2:195,
al-Hamid1 provides an analogy in a footnote between this verse and the
actions of some of his Tatar contemporaries who refrained from learning
Russian. Al-Hamid1 underlines the potential threat of such an attitude to
the well-being and resilience of the Kazan Tatars as a successful nation.
Based on the lived realities of his Tatar compatriots, he labels it a ‘sinful
action for which Tatars are answerable in front of Allah.”* However, such
attempts to relate the Qur’anic text to local occurrences and realities are
rare in al-Itqan.

Overall, the authority of classical Arabic and Persian tafsirs was
pivotal for the authors of these early vernacular Tiirki-Tatar commentary-
translations, and they adopted their conventions and techniques,
selecting specific main sources through which to interpret specific
terms and concepts. For example, the similarity between the titles of
al-Hamid1's al-Itqan fi tarjamat al-Qur’an and al-Suytti’s al-Itgan fi “uliim
al-Qur®in (“The Perfect Guide to the Sciences of the Qur’an’) signifies
the importance of this specific authoritative work of “ulitm al-Qur2an for
al-Hamid1.

All of these Tiirki-Tatar vernacular works had Arabic titles: Tafsir-i
fowa’id (Husayn b. Amirkhan), Tashil al-bayan fi tafsir al-Qur’an
(al-Imanquli), and al-Itgan fi tarjamat al-Qur’an  (al-Hamidi).
Interestingly, for the first time among Kazan Tatars, al-FHHamidi used the
word tarjama (‘translation’) in the title of his two-volume vernacular
commentary-translation. Yet, on the cover page of his work he indicated
that it was Qur’an tifsire Qazan telendi (‘a tafsir of the Qur’an in the
Kazan language”).* In conclusion, on the eve of the twentieth century, a
new trend appeared among Kazan Tatars that aimed at interpreting the
Qur’anic verses relevant to their localised context and realities.

40 al-Hamaidj, al-Itgan, vol. I, p. 73.
41 Ibid.
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The Mulftiate and the Qur’an Debates

The Tirki-Tatar commentary-translations of the Qur’an that emerged
during the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries
signified a gradual shift from Kazan Tatars’ intellectual and educational
dependency on Central Asian scholarship and centres of learning to the
localisation of Islamic intellectual discourse, the madrasa curriculum,
and Qur’anic interpretation generally in the Volga-Urals region. In
addition, around the same period, the quantity of printed Islamic books
produced in the empire multiplied. The number of Kazan Tatar readers
also increased, leading to a social change that has been described by
Brett Wilson in the Ottoman context as the ‘rise of commoners.*
The expansion of the educated stratum of Tatar society necessitated
the production of simplified commentary works and vernacular
interpretations of the Qur’an for a broader audience. A new subgenre
in the exegetical tradition—which Gunasti refers to as a ‘vernacular
paraphrastic commentary’*—emerged in nineteenth-century Russia
and immediately established itself as a characteristic phenomenon of
modern fafsir studies.

Having said that, the Tiirki-Tatar commentary-translations of the
Qur’an that were discussed earlier did not challenge the authority of
classical Arabic and Persian tafsirs in terms of their style, methodology,
references, or main sources, and they continued to use traditionally
accepted concepts while interpreting the verses in the vernacular. The
main goal of those who had interpreted the Qur’an in Tiirki-Tatar seems
to have been making the meaning of the Qur’anic message available for
Tatar laypeople and conveying it in line with generally accepted religious
views and well-established and widely accepted tafsir traditions that
they found worth mentioning.

The transformation in exegetical scholarship from the Persianate
tradition towards regional vernacular interpretations was not limited to
the Russian context alone. A dynamic intellectual atmosphere flourished
throughout the entire Muslim world during this period and eventually

42 M. Brett Wilson, ‘The Qur’an after Babel: Translating and Printing the Qur’an in
Late Ottoman and Modern Turkey’ (doctoral thesis, Duke University, 2009), p. 97.

43 Susan Gunasti, The Qur’an between the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic: An
Exegetical Tradition (London: Routledge, 2019), p. 53.
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influenced approaches to the Qur’an. Issues related to madhhab
boundaries, educational reforms, madrasa syllabuses, the questions of
ijtihad and taqlid, and the decline of the Islamic world in contrast to the
progressively advancing West were all being vigorously debated, and
this led to a new branch of intellectual discourse at the beginning of
the twentieth century—known as the ‘Qur’an debates’. The scope of
these debates encompassed robust discussions regarding the legitimacy
of printed copies of the Qur’an in the original Arabic, as well as that
of specific exegetes, translations, translators, or critics. In the Ottoman
context, Susan Gunasti has observed that participation in these debates
took several forms, such as ‘publishing anything related to the Qur’an,
publishing an opinion piece about Qur’an-related works in the press,
or direct intervention to resolve a hotly contested issue relating to the
Qur’an.”* In Russia, too, the newly emerging Muslim periodicals of the
post-1905 Revolution empire provided a perfect arena for such debates,
along with other ongoing developments in intellectual rethinking and
reformulation.

The first Qur’an debate took place in 1909, following claims put
forward by Misa Jarullah (1875-1949)—one of the most energetic and
thought-provoking Tatar Muslim intellectuals of the beginning of the
twentieth century in imperial Russia—that the copies of the Arabic
Qur’an printed in the empire (i.e. the St. Petersburg and Kazan editions)
contained errors, and that some spellings were different from those found
in the codex owned by ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan: one of Muhammad's closest
Companions and the third caliph (r. 644-56).* This was particularly
political because the printing of the Qur’an in Russia was a genuine
imperial project rather than an initiative pursued by its Muslim subjects.
In 1787, following a royal order issued by Catherine II,* the Academy
of Sciences in St. Petersburg published the Qur’an in its original Arabic,

44 Ibid., p. 62.

45  Selcuk Altuntas, "How to Be a Proper Muslim in the Russian Empire: An
Intellectual Biography of Musa Jarullah Bigiyev (1875-1949)" (doctoral thesis,
University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2018), p. 56.

46 This edition of the Qur’an was printed in a special Arabic typographic script based
on the handwriting of one of the most renowned calligraphers in the Russian
Empire, Mullah ‘Uthman Isma“il. This script cast was later passed on to Kazan, to
the newly opened publishing house of G. Burnashev, which in 1829 merged with
the publishing house of the Kazan Imperial University. See: Ravil Bukharaev, Islam
in Russia: The Four Seasons (London: Curzon Press, 2000), p. 310; Efim A. Rezvan,
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to be distributed freely to Russian Muslim subjects.”” This went hand
in hand with another of Catherine’s colonial projects—the construction
of new mosques at the state’s expenditure. Both of these policies were
intended to create a positive image of the Russian state in adjoining
Muslim lands as a “protector of Islam” and a ‘friend of Muslim peoples’
during the decisive years of Russian colonial expansion into the Central
Asian Steppes and the Caucasus.*® By 1798, just before the Arabic script
cast that had been designed for this imperial printing project was passed
on to the city of Kazan, five editions of the Arabic Qur’an had appeared
in St. Petersburg. In the following decades, the production of Arabic
Qur’ans continued unabated: some half-century later, between 1853
and 1859 alone, Kazan Imperial University published 326,700 copies of
what is now known as the Kazan edition of the Qur’an, along with other
Islamic books in Arabic.*

Jarullah’s criticisms of the print editions of the Arabic Qur’an
primarily targeted Shihab al-Din Marjani (1818-89), one of the most
prominent Kazan Tatar religious scholars and educational reformers of
the nineteenth century, who had been appointed by the muftiate in 1857
to proofread the Kazan edition of the Qur’an before it went into print.>
In an article published on 25 January 1909 in the periodical al-Isldh (‘The
Reform”), Jarullah asserted that a few typesetting errors still remained in
the Kazan edition of the Qur’an after Marjani’s proofreading, and called
upon the ‘ulama® of Kazan to gather to discuss the issue.” Jarullah’s
criticism of Marjani—the leading intellectual and religious authority of
the period—elicited a range of responses to the point that some of his

Koran i ego mir [The Qur’an and its World] (St. Petersburg: Russian Academy of
Sciences, 2001), p. 399.

47 Imperial documents state that the beneficiaries of these free copies of the Qur’an
were the Kyrgyz people, this being a general term used by the Russian state in that
period for the Turkic-speaking peoples of the Central Asian Steppe.

48 The obscured colonialist agenda behind the printing of the Qur’an was
documented in the diary of Alexander Khranovitskiy, the personal secretary to
Catherine II, who noted on 17 December 1786 that Catherine explained the aim of
this project as ‘creating a fishing lure” (‘primanka na udu’) rather than assisting the
spread of Islam (Rezvan, Koran i ego mir, pp. 397-98).

49  Zenkovsky, Pan-Turkism and Islam, p. 26.

50 Mulla Kashshaf al-Din Tarjumani, ‘Tashih al-Qur’an Haqqinda’, Yoldiz, 362, 10
February 1909.

51 Musa Bigiyev, ‘En Lazim Bir I'lan, Al-Islah, 58, 25 January 1909; Musa Bigiyev,
“Yine Muhim Bir Més’ald’, Wagt, 569, 21 January 1910.
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contemporaries, such as ‘Abd al-Rahman Gumerov and Kashshaf al-Din
Tarjumani (two local religious scholars), considered his attitude to be
blasphemous.”

In the 1910s, Jarullah initiated another Qur’an-related debate in the
Tatar press, this time on the permissibility of translating the text of the
Qur’an into vernacular languages. None of the Tiirki-Tatar commentaries
on the Qur’an that had been published so far had claimed to be a
‘translation’, and the word tarjama (tdrjemd) had never been used for the
Qur’an at this time either. As mentioned earlier, the relevant Tiirki-Tatar
works that had been published by this date can be classified as belonging
to the sub-genre of ‘commentary-translations"—a term used by Brett
Wilson to refer to vernacular commentaries in Ottoman Turkish.*® This
meant that the issue of their ‘permissibility” had never posed a problem.
Conversely, Jarullah publicised his intentions to translate the Qur’an into
Tiirki-Tatar. The vernacular translation of the Qur’an, in addition to the
production of timely and relevant commentaries of the Qur’an, was
crucial, he argued, for the advancement of Muslim societies, going so
far as to say that it was ‘[a] religious obligation of the time in order to
explain and reveal its meanings to every member of society.* Jarullah
was, however, not the first Kazan Tatar who wanted to translate the
Qur’an into Tirki-Tatar. An Azhar graduate, Diya® al-Din al-Kamalt
(1873-1942), had also embarked on a similar translation project during
the same period. Jarullah’s project, in contrast, attracted a great degree of
attention from the Muslim press, both domestically and internationally,
and several eminent Muslim periodicals in Cairo and the Ottoman
capital published diverse reactions to it from their readers.”

Making the meaning of the Qur’an accessible to every Kazan Tatar
was the main emphasis of the Qur’an debates, which took place primarily
in the pages of the most prominent post-1905 Tatar periodicals, such as
Din wi Maghiishit (‘Religion and Life’, 1906-18), Wagt (‘Time’, 1906-18),

52 ‘Abd al-Rahman Gumerov, ‘Ulema Dikkaten#’, Idel, 125, 3 February 1909;
Tarjumani, ‘Tashih-i al-Qur’an’; Altuntas, "How to Be a Proper Muslim’, p. 58.

53 M. Brett Wilson, Translating the Qur’an in an Age of Nationalism: Print Culture and
Modern Islam in Turkey (Abingdon: Oxford University Press, 2014).

54 Musa Jarullah, Haliq Nazarina Bernichi Mis'ili [ A Few Issues for the Attention of
the People] (Kazan: Elektro-Tipographiia Umid, 1912), p. 88.

55 See, for example, the Istanbul-based periodical, Islam Diinyast, 1:10 (1913), pp.
149-55; and 1:14 (1913), p. 217.
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Yoldiz (‘Star’, 1906-18), Idel (the Tatar name for the River Volga), and
Shura (‘Consultation’, which was likely a Tatar version of Al-Manar based
in Orenburg, 1908-18).% For example, in the four months from January
to April 1910, the relatively conservative Orenburg-based periodical
Din wi Maghiishit published forty articles that sought to criticise
Jarullah’s translation project by emphasising the prohibition against
translating the Qur’an. In contrast, modernist and more reform-oriented
periodicals such as Shura argued in favour of Qur’an translation as, for
them, the ability to understand the Qur’an was vital. As Brett Wilson
has observed, for Tatar modernists, increased access to the Qur’an was
envisaged as ‘an integral part of becoming modern and bringing about
progress for the Muslim world.”>

The disputes linked to Jarullah’s announcement that he would
translate the Qur’an reverberated beyond the boundaries of the Tatar
press. For example, in 1912, the Turkish writer Hasim Nahid (1880-
1962) exclaimed with delight that ‘the Luther of Islam has just emerged
on the Asian horizon. This reformer of religion is Miisa Jarullah Bigiyev
from Kazan. He is translating the Qur’an into Turkish at the moment.*®
An Azerbaijjani journalist, Muhammad Amin Resulzade (1884-1955),
discerned some resemblances between Jarullah and Martin Luther’s
translation efforts, stating that while Luther criticised the Pope’s
authority, Jarullah challenged the ‘ulama”s privileged authority as
mediators in the interpretation of the Qur’an for the public. Resulzade
suggested that, throughout the Muslim world, the ‘ulama® restricted
intelligence and science, although they were not solely responsible for
the fact that the masses were left in ignorance. Resulzade commented
that in Christendom, the Catholic Church burned all who defied its
teachings to death, whilst in the Muslim world, the “ulama® threatened
those who opposed them with eternal fire.””

Having said that, it would be an error to oversimplify the scope,
nature, and driving forces of the Qur’an debates that took place in

56 Sibgatullina, “The Ecology of a Vernacular Qur’an’, pp. 51-52.

57  Wilson, Translating the Qur’an, p. 8.

58 Hasim Nahid, Tiirkiye Icin Necat ve Itila Yollar: (Istanbul: Sems Matbaasi, 1915), p.
213.

59 M. E. Resulzade, ‘Bahadir ve Sona’, Ikbal, 541, 29 December 1913 (quoted in
Mohsmmad Omin Resulzads, dsarlari IT Cilt (1909-1914) (Baku: Tohsil, 2014), pp.
287-89); and Altuntas, ‘How to Be a Proper Muslim’, pp. 58-59.
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post-1905 Tatar society by interpreting them within the standard
Qadimist (conservative and old-fashioned ‘ulama®) vs Jadidist
(modernists and reform-minded Muslim Tatar intellectuals) binary
paradigm. Selcuk Altuntas, for example, has studied Jarullah from a
non-binary perspective using Talal Asad’s discursive Islamic tradition
model® to analyse ‘where he stands within the intellectual history of
Islam and what vision he has for the future of the Islamic community
in Russia and beyond.®' Adopting this methodology, Altuntas describes
Tiirki-Tatar commentary-translations, including Jarullah and Kamalt's
projects, as ‘a byproduct of internal Muslim affairs in Russia’® that
emerged out of the domestic intellectual, social, political, and religious
necessities of that historical environment. He consequently argued that
disagreements and diversity in ideas are always central to the nature of
a discursive tradition.®®

I suggest approaching vernacular Tiirki-Tatar commentary-
translations on the basis that they articulate their authors’ critiques of
the established privilege held by ‘ulama® when it comes to explaining
the Qur’an to laypeople. Qursawi’s Haftiyak Sharif shows the earliest
indications of such tendencies toward breaking away from the
intellectual and exegetical predominance of Central Asian scholars and
centres of learning—which had been, perhaps, almost the only possible
contacts that Tatar intellectuals could maintain within the Muslim umma
for 300 years following the Russian invasion of the Volga-Urals region
in the sixteenth century.®* As explained earlier, towards the end of the
nineteenth century, Tirki-Tatar commentary-translations proliferated
and the genre developed quickly, and these works were printed in large
quantities. The availability of religious texts in vernacular undermined

60 Talal Asad suggested the ‘discursive tradition” model in his conceptualisation
of Islam. He defined the Islamic discursive tradition as ‘a tradition of Muslim
discourse that addresses itself to the conceptions of the Islamic past and future,
with reference to a particular Islamic practice in the present.” See Talal Asad, The
Idea of an Anthropology of Islam (Washington, D.C.: Centre for Contemporary Arab
Studies, Georgetown University, 1986), p. 20.

61 Altuntas, ‘How to Be a Proper Muslim’, p. 44.

62 Ibid., p. 113.

63 Ibid., p. 45.

64 M. Kemper, ‘Imperial Russia as Dar al-Islam? Nineteenth-Century Debates on
Jjtihad and Taqlid among the Volga Tatars’, Encounters: An International Journal for
the Study of Culture and Society, 6 (2015), 95-124 (p. 97).
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the official ‘ulama®’s monopoly over the interpretation and mediation
of the Arabic text of the Qur’an for non-Arab believers.®®> However, in
the case of the Kazan Tatars, the rank of the official ‘ulama’® was also
associated with imperial power, as the institution of the muftiate
developed as an integral component of the colonial structure. As a
result, the authority of the official “ulama® over the Muslim population
in the Russian imperial context was unquestionable.
As Yemelianova has observed:

By the end of the nineteenth century, St. Petersburg, via the mufti’s
appointees, established its control over the Muslim inhabitants of
substantial parts of present-day Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, Moldova,
Russia, Crimea, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Kazakhstan. The close ties
between muftis, who came to embody ‘official’ Islam, and the Russian
Orthodox authorities undermined the moral and spiritual credentials of
the former with their flock and enhanced the moral and political authority
among ordinary Muslims of ‘unofficial” ulama (Islamic scholars), Sufi
sheikhs and other charismatic Islamic preachers.

Thus, attempts to produce new interpretations or translations of the
Qur’an were banned in Russia not merely because they challenged the
‘ulama’®’s authority to interpret the sacred texts, but also because they
were considered ‘dangerous’ for the colonial project and state interests.
Whilst new and timely interpretations were still in demand, the question
of who (or what group of people) had the authority to write such works
became contentious.®”

Jarullah’s groundbreaking ideas and personality were, it seems,
sufficient for the muftiate to ban his translation of the Qur’an in 1912,
before it had even appeared in print.®® As Sibgatullina has discussed,
Jarullah’s fundamental tenet was that the message contained in the
Qur’an s fixed, and can and should be understood through independent
reasoning.® As Jarullah notes in his Ozin Kiinlirdi Ruza (‘Fasting During
Long Days’), this crucial component of Qur’anic exegesis was largely
disregarded for centuries, leading to a misinterpretation of the text’s

65 Gunasti, The Qur’an, p. 68.

66 Yemilianova, ‘Muslim-State Relations in Russia’, p. 108.
67 Gunasti, The Qur'an, p. 63.

68 ’‘Qur’an Téarjemdse Haqinda’, Yoldiz, 810, 25 March 1912.
69 Sibgatullina, ‘The Ecology of a Vernacular Qur’an’, p. 57.
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meaning and purpose that ultimately contributed to the decline of
Islamic civilisation:

If we refer to the tafsirs such as al-Baydawi and al-Kashshaf, which devoted
all their efforts to the Arabic features of the Qur’an, and if we also take
a look at the commentaries on the verses that have been compiled
that cover all the verses that may refer to shar‘ laws, we will see that
everything is included in these books, but that there is nothing related to
the main purpose of the Qur’an and Islam. In such matters, it would be
better if an individual would look at the expressions of the Qur’an with
their own eyes and minds. Naturally, I did this.”

Hence, Jarullah deemed the translation of the Qur’an into Tirki-Tatar
to be an initial step in his broader mission of establishing intellectual
freedom and advancing reason and education in the Muslim world.” In
a newspaper article published in 1912, Jarullah asserted that translation
becomes a Muslim’s sacred duty (fard) when ‘silly’ and ‘absurd’
Tatar tafsirs dominate the religious market.”” It seems he called for a
fresh method of interpreting the Qur’an into the local vernacular that
is pertinent to contemporary, historical, political, and socio-cultural
circumstances—which, he believed, was missing from the earlier Kazan
Tatar tafsir tradition.

In early 1912, Jarullah signed a contract with the Umid Publishing
House in Kazan to publish his Qur’an translation. However, on 1 March
1912, according to an article in the Yoldiz newspaper, an official notice
issued by the Ufa muftiate was sent to the Umid Publishing House to
halt printing immediately:

On 25 February [1912], the Assembly received a telegram signed by
fourteen Muslims from Kazan. It informed [us] that printing had begun
on Jarullah’s translation of the Qur’an at the Umid Printing House and
demanded the Assembly stop its publication. According to the applicable
regulation, only the Assembly is eligible to issue permission to print any
work related to the sacred book of Muslims, the Qur’an, and its parts,
such as haftiyaks. Hence, without the consent of the Assembly, the Umid
Printing House is not authorized to publish the Tatar translation of the

70 Masa Jarullah, Ozin Kiinldrdid Ruza: Ijtihad Kitabi [Fasting During Long Days: The
Book of Ijtihad] (Kazan: Umid, 1911), p. 130.

71 Wilson, Translating the Qur’an, p. 143.

72 Jarullah, ‘Tatar Diinyasinda Razélat’, Wagt, 19 April 1912, p. 2.
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Qur’an. Therefore, the Assembly urges the Umid Printing House to cease
printing.”

During that same period, other Kazan Tatars initiated similar projects
with creative exegetical approaches. These included Diya® al-Din
al-Kamali (1873-1942), Burkhan Sharaf (1883-1942), Suncat Allah
Bikbulatov (1886-1954), Murad Ramzi (1854-1934), and ‘Abd Allah
Gismatullin (1883-1938), all of whom aimed to interpret or translate
the Qur’an so that it might provide solutions to the prevailing problems
that plagued their society. As a result of their progressivism, some of
these authors were accused of kufr, and the Spiritual Assembly and
other regional muftiates barred their works from publication.

The Tatar Muslim intellectual Muhammad Kamil al-Mutit
Tukhfatullin’s (1883-1941) Tatarcha Qur’an Tifsire (‘A tafsir of the
Qur’an in Tatar’) was destined for the same fate. Al-Muti‘l was born
in the city of Uralsk and graduated from al-Azhar University in Cairo.
His original plan was to publish his commentary-translation in 121
small-sized parts.” The first two volumes were published in 1914 by the
Mac¢arif Printing House, which was owned by ‘Abd Allah Kildishev and
based in Kazan, and a few more volumes were published in 1915. At
the end of the fifth volume, the author notifies his readers that the first
two volumes had already sold out, which means we can assume that
this new style of vernacular tafsir gained immediate popularity among
Kazan Tatars.” Nevertheless, production of the subsequent parts of
Tatarcha Qur’an Tifsire was halted, and the distribution of the earlier
volumes was banned by the Muslim Spiritual Assembly in 1915.

The immediate fame of Tatarcha Qur’an Tifsire could be attributed
to its simplistic language and the fact that the interpretation of each
verse was pertinent to the local realities of the author’s specific time
and place: on the back cover of the sixth volume, al-Muti1 highlighted
the lack of fafsirs in Tiirki-Tatar that were of relevance to the twentieth

73  ‘Qur’an Tarjumédse Haqinda’, Yoldiz, 810, 25 March 1912.

74 Muhammad Kamil al-Mutii Tukhfatullin, Tatarcha Qur’an Tiéfsire, vol. I (Kazan:
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century.”® Furthermore, his work includes only minimal references to
classical tafsirs. Rather, Tatarcha Qur’an Tifsire appears to be more in line
with the socio-literary exegetical approach that had been popularised
by Muhammad ‘Abduh towards the end of the nineteenth century, as he
advocated for an updated interpretation of the Qur’an that was pertinent
to contemporary cultural and socio-political realities. Numerous home-
grown examples of this approach can be found in the Tatarcha Qur’an
Tiifsire. In his commentary on Q 2:23-24, for example, which discusses
how humans are incapable of producing a perfect copy of the Qur’an or
altering its meaning, al-Muti cites a very local example of an Arabic
edition of the Qur’an which was printed with some technical mistakes
in 1913 by the Kazan-based Kharitonov publishing house.”

In another example drawn from his commentary on Siirat al-Bagara—
his description of the qualities of hypocrites (munafigin) and non-
Muslims (kuffar)—al-Mutil used the exemplar of a real-life swindler
called Gromov who had hoodwinked Kazan Tatars by adopting
an idealised Muslim appearance, shaving his head and donning a
turban and kaftan (chalma-chapan): a look that was perceived by his
contemporary Tatars as denoting piety.”® In fact, al-Muti‘l frequently
used the Tatar expression chalma-chapan to characterise the outlook of
the official Kazan Tatar clergy, the muftis and their officials; and the
ishans, or Sufi religious aristocracy and clergy—the descendants of local
Sufi family clans. Careful reading of his use of chalma-chapan gives the
impression that al-Mutil is not simply criticising the erroneous belief
that a person’s religiosity is determined by their outward appearance
and clothing. Al-Mutiq also asserts that recent closures of madrasas,
maktabs, and consultative bodies (majlis al-shiird) in the empire are not
directly the fault of the Russian government, but rather of individuals
who adopt “pious’ garb and hide their hypocrisy under religious titles.”
Given his critique of the religious establishment, it should come as no
surprise that the printing and distribution of Tatarcha Qur’an Tifsire
was banned by the Muslim Spiritual Assembly, a state-run regulatory
religious body; or that its author, al-Mutii, was charged with kufr.

76  al-MutiT Tukhfatullin, Tatarcha Qur’an Tifsire, vol. VI, p. 18.
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In sum, although the imperial state did not interfere in regional Muslim-
related affairs and scholarly developments directly, its colonial policies
and mechanisms indirectly imposed stringent controls. When it came to
vernacular fafsirs and Qur’an translations, the state’s intervention was
implemented through the mechanism of the muftiates and the local imams
recognised by these organisations. The main duty of the muftiates was
to oversee religious discourse and debates among scholars, as well as the
empire’s mosque communities and their imams. Eventually, this imperial
muftiate mechanism attempted to detach the intellectual and religious
thought of Muslims in the Russian empire from the rest of the Muslim
world. Thus, these institutions gradually brought the empire’s Muslims
under direct state control, not simply in terms of their political interests and
ideas, but also in terms of the control of their thoughts, beliefs, interests,
rituals, and their fundamental understanding of their religion.

The Role of the Qur’an in the Domesticisation
of Islam in Russia

Following the Bolshevik revolution in 1917, militant atheism coupled
with laicism provided the basis for the legal regulation of state-Muslim
relations. Islamic scholarship and the ability of Kazan Tatars to access
religious literature—especially the Qur’an and its commentaries and
translations—were severely curtailed during the Soviet era due to
state-regulated atheism and anti-religious persecution. However, a few
attempts to translate the Qur’an into contemporary Soviet Tatar did
begin to surface towards the end of Soviet rule. For instance, Muti‘Allah
Sungatullin (1891-?) from Nurlat, Tatarstan, made an abortive attempt
to publish his Tatar translation of the Qur’an during the 1960s.%° During
the same period, ‘Abd al-BariIsaev (a Muslim authority of the late Soviet
era, 1907-83), the imam of the mosque in Leningrad (St. Petersburg),
and the Mufti of the Spiritual Board of Muslims in the European part of

80 In 1967, Sungatullin sent a letter to Alexei Kosygin, the Premier of the Soviet
Union between 1964-1980, asking for his permission and assistance in publishing
his newly completed Soviet version of the translation of the Qur’an into Tatar. His
request was not successful. See Alfrid Bustanov, “The Qur’an for Soviet Citizens:
The Rhetoric of Progress in the Theological Works of ‘Abd Bari Isaev’, Forum for
Anthropology and Culture, 37 (2018), 93-110 (pp. 95-96).
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Russia and Siberia (1975-80), also endeavoured to translate the Qur’an
into Tatar.®! Broadly speaking, these isolated translation efforts—which
were not published or disseminated to the public during the Soviet
era—produced a version of the Qur’an that would be acceptable to
Soviet citizens. They largely demonstrated an amalgamation of Soviet
ideology into their understanding of Islam and the Qur’an.

As a consequence of centuries of state control, Kazan Tatars emerged
from the ruins of the Soviet Union in the 1990s with extremely limited
knowledge of their religious, cultural, and linguistic traditions, yet with
a great zeal to discover all that set them apart from ‘Russians’. Therefore,
a more comprehensive understanding of the Qur’an—as the basis of
their religion—was envisaged as an important part of the Tatar national
identity-building process. Towards the end of the Soviet regime, during
perestroika (1985-91), some international institutions began reprinting the
earlier Ttirki-Tatar commentary-translations written before 1917 in Arabic
letters. For example, Elif Ofset Tesisleri reprinted al- Hamid1's al-Itqan in
its original Tiirki-Tatar in Istanbul using an offset lithography method.
Three years later, in 1987, the Istanbul version of al-Itqan was reprinted
by the Mubarak b. Nasir al-‘Ali Foundation in Doha, which classified it
as a fafsir of the Qur’an in Tatar.® In 1989, Tafsir Nu‘mani was reissued
in Qatar on the private initiative of Hasan al-Ma’ayrijl. Al-Imanqult’s
Tashil al-bayan was reprinted in Doha in 1996, using Arabic letters in
the original Tiirki-Tatar script. However, Tatars in the post-Soviet setting
could not benefit much from these reprinted Qur'an commentaries as
the state had changed the official Tatar script twice, from Arabic to Latin
in 1927 and then to Cyrillic in 1937, and so the younger generations
were unable to read the Arabic script.®® Furthermore, modern Tatars
were completely unfamiliar with the old version of Tiirki-Tatar used in
these works because their language had undergone extensive lexical
and grammatical changes throughout the Soviet era. Accordingly, to

81 Isaev was the student of Diya®> Kamali, the pre-revolutionary Tatar translator
of the Qur’an whose translation has been described by Bustanov as a ‘peculiar
combination of a thorough study of the Quran and the Prophetic traditions on the
one hand and a fascination with the success of Soviet cosmonautics and science on
the other’. Bustanov, "The Qur’an for Soviet Citizens’, p. 92.

82  Shaykh al-Islam Asadullah al-Hamidi, al-Itqan fi tarjamat al-Qur°an (Doha:
Mubarak b. Nasir al-°Ali Foundation, 1987).

83 Yemelianova, ‘Islam in Russia’, p. 44.
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satisfy the public desire to understand the Qur’an during the immediate
post-Soviet era, Nurulla Arslani prepared and published a modernised
version of Tafsir Nu‘mani in 1991. The Tiirki-Tatar text in Arabic script
used in the original underwent a thorough revision to make it suitable
for a modern readership: it was transferred into the modern Tatar
language and Cyrillic alphabet, the interpretations were simplified, and
the lengthy stories (including riwayat) which characterised the classical
tafsir genre were either eliminated or substantially condensed. As a
result, this classical work was reincarnated as a modernised vernacular
text and was subsequently reprinted numerous times in Kazan.

A decade later, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, several
local Muslim activists and clergy published their own vernacular partial
or complete translations of the Qur’an, giving rise to another Tatar
commentary-translation subgenre in post-Soviet times. For instance, the
renowned Tatar playwriter and novelist Rabit Batulla brought out his
Qur’an Aiatlireneng Tatarcha Mighnilire (“The Meaning of the Qur’anic
Verses in Tatar”) in 2001.% Batulla’s proficiency in Arabic was insufficient
to enable him to translate the Qur’an from the original Arabic, and so
he depended heavily on contemporary Turkish translations. Ramil
Yunusov, a former student of the Islamic University of Madinah, was
another contributor to this post-Soviet subgenre. After his return from
Medina to Kazan in 1995, he started delivering fafsir classes to the
public at the recently restored Madrasa Muhammadiia. His oratory
prowess and solid grasp of Arabic and Tatar enabled him to quickly
earn widespread recognition among laypeople when his interpretations
were released as audio cassette recordings. Other noteworthy efforts
to produce a modern Tatar vernacular Qur'an were made by Kamil
Bikchantaev, an imam from Kazan and a candidate for the position
of mufti of the Republic of Tatarstan in 2001; and Farit Salman, who
held important positions at the Central Spiritual Board of Muslims of
Russia and European Countries of the Commonwealth of Independent
States (TsDUM, Tsentralnoe Dukhovnoe Upravlenie Musul’'man
Rossii i Evropeiskikh Stran SNG) based in Ufa, and was the Mufti of

84 R.Batulla, Qur’an Aiatlireneng Tatarcha Mighnilire [ The Meaning of the Qur’anic
Verses in Tatar| (Kazan: Qul Sharif Nashriiate, 2001).
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the Republic of Tatarstan from 1997 to 2001.% The popularity of these
impromptu Tatar translations of the Qur'an—which emerged in the
immediate post-Soviet space to bridge the religious and cultural gaps
felt by both Tatar intelligentsia and laypeople—was contingent upon the
translator’s perceived legitimacy and proficiency in Arabic, in addition
to their affiliation with recognised religious institutions. However, as
with the official posts these translators held in these institutions, the
majority of their translations had a short lifespan.

In 2019, the Huzur publishing house (based in Kazan) printed
another contemporary translation of the Qur’an into Tatar in 760
pages, titled Kilim Sharif: Médghniwi Tirjemd (‘Kalam Sharif: A Semantic
Translation”). A team of forty experts in Islamic studies, Arabic and Tatar
linguistics and literature, and sociology had worked for seven years
on this project, which was undertaken by the muftiate of the Republic
of Tatarstan and led by Mufti Kamil Samigullin. The translation team
consulted twenty-eight modern and classical Qur’an commentaries and
translations, including those in Tiirki-Tatar (such as Nu‘man'’s Tafsir,
al-Imanquli’s Tashil al-bayan, al-Hamid1’s al-Itgan, and the modern Tatar
translations of Isaev, Salman, and Batulla).*® They also made extensive
reference to classical fafsirs, including the works of al-Tabari, Abti Nafs
“Umar al-Nasafi (d. 537/1142), al-Qurtubi, and Aba al-Barakat al-Nasafi
(d. 710/1310).

The Kalam Sharif gained immediate popularity among laypeople
due to its simple language and accessibility: 45,000 copies of the Tatar
version were produced in 2020 alone. In addition to a print edition, it is
also available online and in audio format and, recently, a smartphone
application has also been launched. The appearance of Kalam Sharif was
hailed by the media and the Tatar intelligentsia as one of the top ten
achievements of modern Tatarstan,” and as the best alternative to the
Salafi tafsirs available in Russian translation (such as that by the Saudi

85  Qur’ani Karim (Farit Hazrat Haydar Salman Qur’an Karim Aiatlireneng Mighnilirend
Tatarcha Anglatmalar Biriiche) [The Qur’an Karim: Farid Hazrat Haydar Salman as
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shaykh €Abd al-Rahman al-Sa“di, 1889-1957, which was translated by
Elmir Kuliev into Russian in 2014 and later banned as extremist literature
in 2020).%® Perhaps the most important reason for the appeal of this
Tatar vernacular Qur’an is that it is the product of a collaborative effort,
whereas other contemporary Tatar translations are generally regarded
as reflecting the opinions of a single person—and, worse, someone
without proficiency in Arabic.

However, despite its popularity, the interpretation of certain verses in
the Kalam Sharifinstilled doubts aboutits legitimacy among many members
of the Muslim community, including the Spiritual Board of Muslims in the
Russian Federation: a state-sponsored central muftiate based in Moscow.*’
For instance, while interpreting the first five verses of Siirat al-Naziat (Q
79), the translators included the ambiguous phrase ‘seeking help from
the grave-dwellers’ (‘qédber dhellarenndn idrddm sorau’); Salafi-oriented
critics argued that this posed a serious threat to Islamic monotheism,
as only Allah is worthy of being worshipped or called upon for help.
The Kalam Sharif's heavy reliance on the Ismail Aga (Ismailaga Cemaati)*
tradition explains the rationale behind such interpretations, as the tafsir
of Mahmut Ustaosmanoglu al-Ufi (1929-2022)—the community’s
founder—is extensively cited as one of the primary sources.” Kalam
Sharif's inclinations towards this ultra-conservative Turkish branch of
the Nagshbandi Sufi order in interpreting the Qur’anic verses are not
accidental. The head of the translators’ team, Mufti Samigullin, received
his theological education at the Madrasa Ismailaga in Fatih, Istanbul
from 2003 to 2007. When Samigullin was voted to the position of Mufti
of Tatarstan in 2013, the Ismailaga Sufi order strengthened its position in

88 Up to the present date, much Islamic literature has been banned in Russia on
the basis that it is deemed to violate the 1996 Religion Law and the 2002 Law of
Extremism, based on allegations of ‘terrorism’, ‘violence’, ‘stirring up religious
hatred’, and ‘missionary activity.” See Religiia Segodnia, ‘Strasti Vokrug Tafsira
Qur’ana Kalam Sharif’ [Heightened Emotions Surround the Qur’anic Exegesis
Kalam Sharif), Religiia Segodnia, 23 February 2021, https://reltoday.com/news/
strasti-vokrug-tafsira-korana-kaljam-sharif

89 A. Mukhametrahimov and L. Farkhutdinov, ‘Spor pro ‘Obitateley mogil: Pochemu
Gainutdin poslal Minnikhanovu donos na Samigullina?’ [ The Dispute about
“Grave Dwellers”: Why did Gainutdin Denounce Samigullin to Minnikhanov?],
Business Gazeta, 8 April 2021, https:/ /www.business-gazeta.ru/article/505238

90 The Ismail Aga is an ultra-conservative branch of the Nagshbandi Sufi order in
Turkey.
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the republic.”? Interestingly, various contemporary media sources feature
the sharp increase of interest among Tatars in various Nagqshbandi Sufi
orders, including Ismailaga Cemaati.®®

The current discourse around Qur’anic exegesis in the post-Soviet
sphere is frequently framed in terms of a conflict between the ‘Salafis’
(the Salafi label in the Russian context is given to any stance which
represents “unofficial Islam,” primarily deemed to be inspired by foreign
ideas) and the Sufis (who are deemed traditional in the region, and
embody ‘official Islam’, which is thought to be ‘more appropriate’ to the
Tatar environment). Accordingly, the Religiia Segodnia—a community
of researchers who are monitoring the religious situation in Russia—
have highlighted that ‘the current crisis serves as a clear example of how
the Muslim community in Russia is not ideologically cohesive but rather
a patchwork of divergent currents, with long-running disagreements
between Salafis and Sufis over how to interpret sacred scriptures.”

In conclusion, three distinguishing characteristics of the development
of the Tatar Qur’an commentary-translation tradition in the post-Soviet
arena can be identified. First, the central or regional muftiates—with their
priorities and principal interests—determine the future, reputation, and
fate of Tatar Qur’an translations as they emerge onto the market. This is
not only true for Tatar translations, but also holds for vernacular Qur’an
versions in other languages in the Russian sphere. Currently there are
about eighty central, ethno-national or regional muftiates in Russia with
direct or indirect connections to the Kazan Tatars, Russia’s second-largest
ethnic group (which numbers 4,713,669 according to the 2021 Census,
i.e. 3.61% of the total population) after ethnic Russians (who number
105,620,179, or 80.85% of the total population). Renat Bekkin describes
the interactions between these Russian muftiates as ‘firms competing in
the Islamic segment of the religious market.”” He further asserts that the
Islamic segment of the Russian religious market exhibits an oligopolistic

92 ‘Muftiia Tatarstana obvinili v popytke rassprostraneniia sektantskogo ucheniia’
[Mufti of Tatarstan is Accused of Attempting to Spread Sectarian Teachings],
Information Agency TASS, 8 April 2021, https://tass.ru/obschestvo/11100323

93  https://tass.ru/obschestvo/11100323; R. Suleimanov, ‘Mufti Tatarstana i magnat
iz Bashkirii’ [Mufti of Tatarstan and Tycoon from Bashkiria], MKRU, 6 July 2020,
https://kazan.mk.ru/social /2020/07 /06 /muftiy-tatarstana-i-magnat-iz-bashkirii-
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structure at the federal, regional, and local levels.”® The direction and
priorities of debates over Qur’an translation in Russia, especially the
issue of the eligibility of a translator or the authenticity of a translation,
have been used as a marketing tool by competing muftiates. The ‘official
Islam’ of the Volga-Urals region, where the majority of Tatars reside, is
primarily associated with Tatar-centred Hanafism, which is a synthesis
of the Hanaft school of Islamic law and the Maturidi school of theology.
Accordingly, Mufti Gainutdin and his Spiritual Board of Muslims in
the Russian Federation affirm their adherence to ‘traditional’ Islam,
which is associated with Hanafism, and have consistently branded their
opponents as Wahhabis and Salafis.”” In the case of the debates regarding
the Kalam Sharif, its Turkish-style Sufi and Ismail Aga tendencies were
likewise viewed as “untraditional’ for the region.

Second, the domestication of Islam through the muftiate in modern
Russia has necessitated the production of new vernacular Qur’anic
interpretations and debates that primarily serve the state’s policies, and
other interests such as national security. The muftiates’ relations with the
Kremlin have alwaysbeen shaped by thelatter’s domesticand international
agenda,” and Islam in Russia has undergone a long and gradual process
of top-down institutionalisation since the establishment of the Orenburg
Spiritual Assembly in 1788. In the post-Soviet period, the state’s
management of Muslim affairs has taken the form of a ‘churchification’
of Islam according to which, as Egdunas Racius observes, ‘representative
Muslim organisations are expected to model themselves after, and
function like, Christian Churches, with their ecclesiastical hierarchical
structures.”” In all the state’s dealings with Islam, national security takes
precedence. As a result, policies intended to securitise and domesticise
Islam have been adopted, requiring the strict oversight and management
of religion and, in the end, ‘impl[ying] an intervention in the very content
of Islamic practices and convictions.”'® Although national integration is
not a primary concern in modern Russia for indigenous Muslim minority
groups such as Tatars, Chechens, Balkars, and Avars, the securitisation

96 Ibid., p. 55.

97 Yemelianova, ‘Muslim-State Relations’, p. 116.

98 Ibid., p. 118.

99 Egdunas Racius, ‘Governance of Islam in Europe’, in Yearbook of Muslims in Europe,
vol. X, ed. by Oliver Scharbrodt et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2019), pp. 1-22 (p. 15).

100 Sunier, “Toward a Common European Islamic Landscape?’, p. 4.
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of Islam has become one of the priorities of the federal state as a result
of the Chechen Wars of 1994-96 and 1999-2009, and 9/11. The Russian
state’s efforts to regulate Islamic discourse, literature, and education are
evident effects of their attempts to domesticise Islam. In 2002, the state
passed the ‘Law on Extremism’, which permits the prohibition of any
Islamic publications, speeches, or associations on the grounds that they
are ‘extremist’ and ‘contradictory to the traditional Hanafi madhhab.”™
The process of domesticising Islam in Russia has been accomplished
with the establishment of a model of ‘traditional” Islam which has clear
dimensions and a state-endorsed attitude. Because the Qur’an constitutes
the fundamental source of Islamic religious thought and moral codes,
muftiates were assigned the responsibility to interpret its message in
ways that accord with Russian national interests and priorities. Attempts
to decode the Islamic message in line with Russian state interests could be
seen at work, for example, in Russian military aggression against Ukraine
in 2022 and the subsequent war in Ukraine. Islamic concepts such as ‘the
greater jihad’, ‘fighting in the way of Allah” (fi sabilz llah), and martyrdom
(shahid) were often circulated by Muslim official institutions to justify
Russia’s war against Ukraine.

Thirdly, and finally, the domesticisation of Islam in Russia has
gradually led to its ‘Russification’. In the immediate post-Soviet
era, contemporary Tatar translations of the Qur’an functioned as a
component of the national awakening and identity construction of
Kazan Tatars. These vernacular translations were a result of state
democratisation policies of the late 1980s that assisted in reviving
Russia’s indigenous languages. In 1992, together with Russian, Tatar
became the official language of the Republic of Tatarstan. However,
as Tatarstan gradually lost the essentials of its illusory sovereignty
over the next twenty-five years, the prestige of Tatar in the official and
public spheres has also been significantly degraded. Since 2017, Tatar
classes are no longer mandatory in schools—a fact which does not
inspire much optimism about public demand for Qur’an translations
in Tatar in the future, and the situation is similar when it comes to
other indigenous minority languages in Russia. As in Soviet times,

101 Elmira Akhmetova and Ildus Rafikov, “The Legacy of Islamic Education in Russia
Since the Bulghar Kingdom’, Islam and Civilizational Renewal, 13:2 (2022), 30-51
(pp. 42-43).
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the Russian language has effectively remained the lingua franca for all
of Russia’s Muslims, who hail from over forty different ethnic groups.
Muslim authors have eventually begun to use Russian more and more,
which has facilitated the Russian Federation’s multi-ethnic discourse on
Islam.'® At present, the Russian language is the major vehicle for Islamic
knowledge and education in Russia. In the coming decades, if a similar
policy of domesticisation of Islam is maintained at the federal level by
the centralised state, with Russian serving as the primary medium of
Islamic communication, there may be no more need, or demand, for
Tatar vernacular translations of the Qur’an. Consequently, while the
Soviet context facilitated a thorough divergence of vernacular Tatar
Qur’an interpretations from the linguistic and conceptual dependency
on Persianate and Arab models, the post-Soviet period has led to the
marginalisation of Tatar and other minority languages.

Conclusion

This chapter has expounded the Kazan Tatar Qur’anic commentary and
translation tradition from the nineteenth century to the present day, in
the context of a critique of the “official” “ulama®s privileged position when
it comes to interpreting the Qur’an for laypeople. The role of the ‘official’
‘ulama®, throughout Russia, has been performed by the institution of
the muftiate—which emerged during Catherine II's reign and evolved
as an integral component of the colonial structure that was designed
to assist the state’s agenda, at both domestic and international levels.
Samigullin’s rhetorical question cited in the introduction, ‘why should
the Arabs authorise our [Tatar] Qur'an?’, thus perfectly encapsulates
the whole picture of political maneuvering that surrounds Tatar Qur’an
commentary and translation in modern Russia. The fundamental
purpose of the earliest Tiirki-Tatar commentary-translations in the
nineteenth century was to provide Tatar laypeople with an explanation
of the meaning of the Qur’an that was in line with generally recognised
religious perspectives and established and acknowledged tafsir traditions.

102 Michael Kemper and Alfrid K. Bustanov, ‘Introduction: Voices of Islam in Russian’,
in Islamic Authority and the Russian Language: Studies on Texts from European Russia,
The North Caucasus and West Siberia, ed. by Michael Kemper and Alfrid K. Bustanov
(Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Pegasus, 2012), pp. 7-6 (p. 7).
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When interpreting the verses of the Qur’an, these vernacular works
did not challenge the methodological or stylistic authority of classical
Arabic and Persian tafsirs, or their primary sources and references, or
their approach to traditionally accepted concepts. These works were not
deemed as a threat to the muftiate’s power or the survival of the colonial
government, so they were published and extensively circulated.

It was not until the advent of a new trend among Kazan Tatars in
the 1910s that conflicts began, when a number of Tatar scholars such as
Jarullah, al-Muti‘t Tukhfatullin, and Diya® Kamali produced modernist
interpretations of the Qur’an which were intended to be pertinent
to their time and socio-cultural and political context, and which,
sometimes, had an anti-colonial approach. These translation efforts
indicate a divergence from past conceptual and linguistic dependency
on the Persianate domain.'® The intellectual debates in the region at
the time about the interpretation and understanding of the Qur’an, as
described by Kemper, showed ‘significant dynamism in responding
to the colonial situation in Russia.”'™ In these new circumstances, the
muftiate shouldered new duties, authorising new translations and
vernacular commentaries and determining which groups of people had
the authority to write such works.

The disputes over Tatar Qur’an translations in the post-Soviet context
once again reveal the muftiate’s prioritisation of upholding and promoting
state policies when interpreting the Qur’an and Islamic teachings or
dealing with Muslim affairs. Policies promoting the domesticisation of
Islam in modern Russia through the mechanism of the muftiate have
necessitated new, vernacular interpretations of the Qur’an that primarily
serve the state’s policies, national interests, and priorities. Consequently,
this domesticisation has been characterised as ‘an intervention in the
very content of Islamic practices and convictions’,'” which is commonly
actualised through the muftiate. At present, as Samigullin’s rhetorical
question indicates, the institution of the muftiate represents Islam in
Russia, and its official ‘ulama’ are the sole judges of whether a particular

103 Alfrid Bustanov, ‘On Qur’anic Culture in Inner Russia between the Seventeenth
and Twentieth Centuries’, in European Muslims and the Qur’an: Practices of
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Gerard Wiegers (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2024), p. 166.
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Tatar translation of the Qur’an and interpretation of Islam is accurate or not.
This situation virtually eliminates any prospect of individually authored
Tatar Qur’an translation projects in modern Russia. Furthermore, the two-
centuries-long tradition of Tatar Qur’an translations may vanish entirely
in the next few decades, if the Russian state does not change its language
policies and attitude towards ethnic minorities.
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5. A ‘Qur’an Race’ in the Cold
War: Max Henning’s Qur’an
Translation in the German
Democratic Republic

Johanna Pink

Introduction

In 1968,' the publishing house Philipp Reclam jun. in Leipzig, then part
of the German Democratic Republic (GDR), published a new, revised
edition of the Qur’an translation by Max Henning, which dated back to
1901.% This was not a minor event in the GDR publishing landscape, but
was rather the result of four years of deliberation, political struggles,
ideological arguments, and practical challenges, and the project may
only have come to fruition due to the special situation of Germany
during the Cold War. The division of Germany after World War Two had
also brought about the division of Reclam, an important publisher of
inexpensive, accessible literature for a mass readership. Reclam Stuttgart,
the legally and administratively independent branch situated in the
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), had published a revised edition

1 This publication is the result of the project ‘GloQur—The Global Qur’an’, which
has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant
agreement no. 863650).

2 Max Henning (trans.), Der Koran (Leipzig: Reclam, 1901).
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of Henning’s Qur’an translation in 1960,° and Reclam Leipzig—which
liked to keep abreast of the publishing achievements of the Stuttgart
branch—very much took notice of that fact. This was entirely in the
spirit of the East-West competition that so deeply characterised the Cold
War, from the arms race to the Olympic Games, and from the Space Race
to (as this chapter shows) the publication of a Qur’an translation: a Cold
War ‘Qur’an race’, so to speak. However, the political and economic
realities of the GDR were very different from those of Western Germany.
Publishing a religious text was ideologically fraught, risky, and required
extensive justification. Reclam Leipzig commissioned the historian of
religion Kurt Rudolph (1929-2020), a professor at the University of
Leipzig, to revise Hennings’s translation and notes, and they arranged
for a new introduction to be written by Rudolph and socialist historian
Ernst Werner (1920-1993)—his colleague at the University of Leipzig.
The blurb on the back cover of the book advertised it by emphasising the
‘eminently political significance’ of ‘the life and work of Muhammad’,
and described him ‘as a model of a conscious, energetic, and responsible
statesman who paved the way for racial equality and social justice’ as
well as “Arab unity.”

In this chapter, I will examine the history and ideological framing
of the first and only Qur’an translation that was ever published in the
German Democratic Republic, using the 1968 translation itself, and
its subsequent editions, as well as archival sources from the publisher
and the GDR Ministry of Culture.® I will first outline the features of

3  Max Henning (trans.) and Annemarie Schimmel (ed.), Der Koran (Stuttgart:
Reclam, 1960).

4  Max Henning (trans.) and Kurt Rudolph (ed.), Der Koran (Leipzig: Reclam, 1968),
back cover. Translations from German are my own throughout this chapter.

5 Iwould like to thank the Deutsches Literaturarchiv in Marbach for providing
access to the Reclam Verlagsarchiv and the Federal Archive for the opportunity to
inspect the file of the GDR Ministry of Culture regarding the printing application
and authorisation for the GDR edition of Henning’s translation of the Qur’an. I
quote documents from the Reclam-Verlagsarchiv in the Deutsches Literaturarchiv
with the permission of the Reclam-Verlag and the Deutsches Literaturarchiv. I
have also endeavoured to obtain permission from the copyright holders of all
persons quoted. I succeeded in doing so in the case of Annemarie Schimmel,
Kurt Rudolph, and Ernst Werner. In the other cases, I was unable to locate any
copyright holders. I am prepared to settle justified claims retrospectively. I
have anonymised the names of employees of Reclam Verlag below the highest
management level who were involved in the correspondence, as the identity of
these persons is not essential to the chapter.
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the original 1901 version, following which I will discuss the division of
Reclam, and the 1960 edition of Reclam Leipzig’s West German sister
branch. After situating Reclam Leipzig in the publishing and censorship
landscape of the GDR, I will move on to the main three sections of this
chapter, in which I will tell the story of the debates, complications, and
endeavour from which the GDR Qur’an translation was born. I will then
describe the features of the edition resulting from competition with the
FRG, and outline the image of Muhammad and Islam that the GDR
edition draws. In the final section, I will make some brief remarks on the
intriguing fate of Henning’s Qur’an translation in reunified Germany,
which was characterised both by the aftershock of the partition of
Germany and by demographic changes that led to a large Muslim
population in Germany:.

Henning’s Original Qur’an Translation in its
Wilhelminian Context

Max Henning (1861-1927) was a German writer known for his
involvement in a movement of secularist ‘free thinkers’ (freigeistige
Bewegung). He was an autodidact in Arabic and had already translated
extracts from the ‘Tales of a Thousand and One Nights’ for the Reclam
publishing house before he produced his translation of the Qur’an.®
Both works were part of an established and widely popular series called
‘Reclam’s Universal-Bibliothek” (“‘Reclam’s Universal Library’), which
aimed to make literary works available to a mass readership in the form
of small, inexpensive books. Philipp Reclam jun. endeavoured to equip
the ‘common people” with cultural capital, but inclusion in the series
soon also became a source of prestige, or symbolic capital, for books and
their authors or editors.” Both functions later translated very well into
the realities of the GDR book market.

6  Brigitte Haberldnder, ‘Max Henning’, in Glaubensbuch und Weltliteratur.
Koraniibersetzungen in Deutschland von der Reformationszeit bis heute, ed. by Hartmut
Bobzin and Peter M. Kleine (Arnsberg: Stadt Arnsberg, 2007), p. 41.

7 York-Gothart Mix, ‘Kulturelles Kapital fiir 20, 50 oder 80 Pfennige:
Medialisierungsstrategien Leipziger Verleger in der frithen Moderne am Beispiel
der ,Universal-Bibliothek”, der ,Insel-Biicherei” und der Sammlung , Der Jiingste
Tag™’, Archiv fiir Kulturgeschichte, 82:1 (2000), 191-210 (pp. 200-203).
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At the time Henning's translation of the Qur’an came out in 1901, the
majority of German readers were unfamiliar with Islam, which was, in
the public perception, mostly equated with the Ottoman Empire. While
negative Orientalist stereotypes as well as Christian polemical tropes
against Islam persisted, there was also a countercurrent, partly born out
of political interests. The German Empire was, at the time, aiming to
establish good relations with the Ottoman Empire and saw the Near East
as strategically valuable for guaranteeing access to its recent colonial
ventures. Palestine and Egypt were attractive destinations for affluent
tourists, and Kaiser Wilhelm II had undertaken a trip to the ‘Orient’ in
1898 that had received much public attention.®

As a result of this context, the paratexts of Henning’s translation—
specifically, the introduction and the notes—reflect several conflicting
tendencies.” Henning professes a desire to promote a better
understanding of ‘the Orient’ due to the large number of Muslims
worldwide and the vitality of Islam, which continues to gain new
followers despite the fact that, according to Henning, Islam’s political
role has ceased to be relevant. He highlights the economic and
intellectual relationship between Germany and the Muslim world,
but, at the same time, clearly expects his target readership to consist
exclusively of non-Muslims who perceive Islam as foreign and alien
to their own culture and beliefs—a perception they ultimately share
with the translator. Despite his secularist tendencies, his perspective on
Islam is based in a notion of Christian superiority. Henning considers
the Qur’an to be the work of Muhammad who, in assembling it, drew
extensively on Biblical material.'® Therefore, his introduction to the
Qur’an has a heavy focus on the life of Muhammad, which he describes
in a narrative style, elaborating on the physical features, emotions, and
motives of the Prophet as if he were writing a novel. Henning attributes

8  Wolfgang G. Schwanitz, ‘Paschas, Politiker und Paradigmen: Deutsche Politik im
Nahen und Mittleren Orient 1871-1945", Comparativ, 14:1 (2004), pp. 22—45; Sabine
Mangold-Will, Eine ‘weltbiirgerliche Wissenschaft’: die deutsche Orientalistik im 19.
Jahrhundert (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2004), p. 274.

9  For a more extensive analysis of Henning’s original Qur’an translation than
can be delivered in this chapter, see Johanna Pink, ‘Eine Korantiibersetzung im
Kalten Krieg: Reclam, Max Henning und das Bild Muhammads im geteilten
Deutschland’, Welt des Islams, pre-print publication (2025), 1-49.

10  See, for example, Henning, Der Koran, p. 81 and 322, including references to
Abraham Geiger’s Was hat Mohammed aus dem Judenthume aufgenommen? (1833).
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Muhammad’s first revelatory experiences to a mental illness, as was
commonplace in nineteenth-century Orientalism," and the expansion
of Islam is seen as the result of Muhammad’s command to wage war
against all unbelievers in order to make Islam a world religion.”? At
times, Henning shows a certain sympathy towards Muhammad, whom
he credits with carrying out social reforms to the extent that he was able
to—for example, with regard to polygyny.”® Then again, he approvingly
quotes a statement by the German Orientalist Gustav Weil (1808-1889),
an assimilated Jew posing as a ‘cultural Protestant’, who contrasts
Muhammad unfavourably with Jesus. Weil criticises Muhammad for
his human weaknesses and lack of morals, for refusing to suffer the
persecution he was facing, for resorting to violence, and for turning
Islam into a law-giving religion, much like Judaism—which, according
to Weil, resulted in both religions becoming anachronistic.'

All in all, Henning’s view of the Qur'an was centred around
Muhammad, judging him from a position of perceived superiority and
comparing him to Jesus as the ideal type of founder of a religion. In this
model, efforts to enact social reforms to help the weak are considered
acceptable, but political leadership, law-giving, or statesmanship are
not. A Christian influence is also visible in the translation itself, which
contains many stylistic borrowings from the Luther Bible, a religious
text with which German readers were familiar. This included the use
of the outdated, and by this time firmly pejorative, term ‘Weiber” as
a translation of the Arabic al-nisi’ (“‘women’), while the neutral term
in modern German would have been ‘Frauen’.”” That said, Henning
generally took care to make the translation accessible. It was considered

11 See, for example, Henning, Der Koran pp. 10, 21. Cf., for example, Gustav Weil,
Mohammed der Prophet, sein Leben und seine Lehre (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1843),
pp. 42-45; A. Sprenger, Mohammed und der Koran. Eine psychologische Studie
(Hamburg: A. G., 1889), pp. 8-9; Suzanne L. Marchand, German Orientalism
in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), pp. 174-76.

12 Henning, Der Koran, pp. 14-15, 21.

13 Ibid., pp. 16, 34-35.

14 Ibid., pp. 35-36; based on Gustav Weil, Historisch-kritische Einleitung in den Koran
(Bielefeld: Velhagen & Klasing, 1844), pp. 114-116. On Weil, see Marchand,
German Orientalism, p. 77.

15  In the Luther Bible, this was revised in 1984. On the pejoration of Weib during
the emergence of New High German, see Werner Konig, dtv-Atlas der deutschen
Sprache, 15th edn (Munich: dtv, 2005), p. 112.
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fluent and easy to read, if not free from mistakes.'® Unlike its competitors,
it used individual verse numbers, based on the idiosyncratic number
system used by Fliigel in his edition of the Qur’an, which was dominant
in European Oriental studies at the time.”” Each verse was set in a
separate paragraph which made the translation more easily digestible
than a long running text would have been, especially when it came to
the longer siiras.

The success of Henning’s translation is difficult to assess since data
regarding Reclam’s sales before the Second World War seems to have
been lost. The catalogue of the German National Library contains
reference to a reprint dated 1919 ‘on war paper’.’® There does not appear
to have been a further reprint, but the fact that the first edition from
1901 is still readily available in antiquarian bookshops suggests that the
edition was sizeable, even though there were some competitors on the
German book market. The first complete translation of the Qur’an had
been published by Lion Ullmann in 1840, and often reprinted during the
nineteenth century, but fell out of fashion in the early twentieth century."
In the same year as Henning, Theodor Grigull published his own
Qur’an translation, and in 1916, a translation by Lazarus Goldschmidt
hit the market.® It is impossible to compare the relative success of
these translations, but it is safe to say that none of the competitors’
works markedly outperformed Henning’s Reclam translation in terms
of popularity and none of them received any critical acclaim either.
Conversely, as late as 1963, the leading Qur’an scholar Rudi Paret (1901-
83) described Henning’s translation as the ‘best German translation of
the Qur’an’?' By this time, however, Germany had changed drastically,
with massive consequences for all levels of society. This included the

16 Haberldnder, ‘Max Henning’'.

17  Flugel, Gustav, Corani textus arabicus (Leibzig: Tauchnitz, 1834).

18 German National Library, Frankfurt/M., shelfmark SA 7 —4206/4210 a,b.

19 L. Ullmann (trans.), Der Koran. Aus dem Arabischen wortgetreu neu iibersetzt und mit
erlduternden Anmerkungen versehen, 5th edn (Bielefeld: Velhagen & Klasing, 1865);
see also Hartmut Bobzin and Peter M. Kleine (eds), Glaubensbuch und Weltliteratur.
Koraniibersetzungen in Deutschland von der Reformationszeit bis heute (Arnsberg:
Stadt Arnsberg, 2007), p. 38.

20 Bobzin and Kleine, Glaubensbuch und Weltliteratur, pp. 40, 42.

21 Rudi Paret, ‘[Rezension von:] Der Koran. Aus dem Arabischen tibertragen
von Max Henning. Einleitung und Anmerkungen von Annemarie Schimmel’,
Zeitschrift der deutschen morgenlindischen Gesellschaft, 113:2 (1963), 277-78.
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fate of Reclam’s publishing house, as well as that of Max Henning’s
Qur’an translation.

After the War: The German Division and the
Division of Reclam

The Second World War ended, at least on European soil, in May 1945
with the defeat of Germany, resulting in the occupation of the country
by the Soviet Union, the United States, the United Kingdom, and France.
Germany was divided into four zones, each of which was ruled by one
of the allied states. Increasing alienation between the Western Allies
and the Soviet Union, in the wider context of the beginning of the Cold
War, ultimately led to the foundation of two separate German states
in 1949: the Federal Republic of Germany in the West and the German
Democratic Republic in the East. From the beginning, the GDR was part
of the Eastern Bloc, essentially a satellite state of the Soviet Union, and
it became one of the founding members of the Warsaw Pact when that
was established in 1955.

Even before the GDR was founded, companies located in the Soviet
occupation zone were negatively impacted by the policy of reparations
and socialist economic policies, as well as increasing harassment of
‘capitalists” who were sometimes accused of involvement in the Nazi
regime’s crimes. For publishing houses, censorship was an additional
problem. Reclam Leipzig, like most industries in the Soviet zone, fell
victim to dismantling at the end of 1946 as a result of the reparations that
had to be paid to the Soviet Union. This led the owner, Ernst Reclam, to
establish a branch office in Stuttgart, which was part of the American
occupation zone, in spring 1947. Following this, Reclam Stuttgart
concluded a licence agreement with the Leipzig parent company for the
production and distribution of the Universal-Bibliothek in the Western
occupation zones. Ernst Reclam initially continued to run the Leipzig
publishing house and reside there; he also restored the damage caused
by the dismantling. But after he was arrested twice, he decided in 1950
to run the company from West Germany. With the company owner
gone, the GDR authorities placed the publishing house under trustee
administration. As a result, any co-operation between Reclam Leipzig
and Reclam Stuttgart was terminated; titles from Reclam Stuttgart could
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not be distributed in the GDR and the importation of Reclam Leipzig’s
products into the FRG was prohibited by the Stuttgart publishing house.
In 1953, Reclam Leipzig was declared a nationally-owned enterprise
(Volkseigener Betrieb, abbr. VEB) by decree of the GDR Ministry of
Light Industry—but this decree was reversed on legal grounds, as this
form of expropriation was only permitted for companies whose owners
could be proven to be ‘Nazi activists’ or war criminals. In 1958, Reclam
Leipzig finally became a ‘company with state participation’. Production
was completely separated from the publishing house and taken over by
a combine (Kombinat).?

The Stuttgart publishing house, on the other hand, was a private
company in a market economy. As early as the late 1940s, it emerged
as a pioneer in the production of inexpensive books for the mass
market in Western occupied zones. Its success was boosted by the long
and renown history of the Universal-Bibliothek. However, from 1950,
the Universal-Bibliothek faced increasing competition from a new
phenomenon on the German book market, namely paperback series.
These became very successful, and more and more publishers jumped
on the band wagon. By 1959, more than 3,500 paperbacks were available
on the West German market. Among the most successful genres of this
market segment were popular science books and literary ‘classics’: a
Qur’an translation is positioned at the intersection of these trends. One
of Reclam Stuttgart’s competitors, Goldmann, is noteworthy in this
context. Goldmann, too, was a company originally based in Leipzig
whose owner, Wilhelm Goldmann, had relocated to West Germany after

22 Frank Rainer Max, Der Reclam-Verlag: eine kurze Chronik, Universal-Bibliothek 18280
(Stuttgart: Reclam, 2003), pp. 51-59; Anke Schiiler, ‘Ein Name, zwei Wege: Reclam
Leipzig und Reclam Stuttgart. Hintergriinde der Trennung der Verlagshauser in
den 1950er-Jahren’, Deutsch-deutscher Literaturaustausch 8+9 2012, 20 September
2012, https:/ /www.bpb.de/themen/deutschlandarchiv/139840/ein-name-zwei-
wege-reclam-leipzig-und-reclam-stuttgart/; Karolin Schmahl, ‘Kontinuitdten im
Neubeginn. Der Reclam-Verlag zwischen Kapitulation und Lizenzierung unter der
Leitung von Ernst Reclam und Gotthold Miiller’, in An den Grenzen des Moglichen:
Reclam-Leipzig 1945-1991, ed. by Ingrid Sonntag (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2016),
pp- 30-39; Carmen Laux, ‘Ein schwerer Anfang. Von der Lizenzierung zur
Demontage’, in An den Grenzen des Mdglichen: Reclam-Leipzig 1945-1991, ed. by
Ingrid Sonntag (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2016), pp. 40-51; Carmen Laux and
Ingrid Sonntag, ‘Ein Name, zwei Verlage. Reclam Leipzig und Reclam Stuttgart’,
in An den Grenzen des Mdglichen: Reclam-Leipzig 1945-1991, ed. by Ingrid Sonntag
(Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2016), pp. 52-72. A Kombinat was a large company which
produced a variety of goods that were somewhat related.
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harassment and arrests. In 1956, he started publishing mass editions of
classic works—these were produced quickly and inexpensively, and
were often of poor quality. Within three years, the series ‘Goldmann’s
Yellow Pocketbooks’ (Goldmanns gelbe Taschenbiicher) comprised around
150 titles.” In 1959, Goldmann published the first German Qur’an
translation to hit the post-World War Two mass market: a superficial
adaptation of Lion Ullmann’s 1840 translation, which was attributed to
‘Ludwig” Ullmann,* despite the fact that it was stylistically outdated
and riddled with mistakes.” Five years earlier, in 1954, the Ahmadiyya
Movement had published a German Qur’an translation in Ziirich?
that was also available in West German bookstores but, since it was a
hardcover edition that contained the Arabic text, it probably held less
appeal for casually interested German readers.

Reclam Stuttgart’s Henning-Schimmel Edition

When Goldmann published their low-quality Qur’an translation, they
capitalised on the fact that Henning’s Qur’an translation was out of
print and completely unavailable.” This angered the Reclam Stuttgart
management, who promptly commissioned the Orientalist Annemarie
Schimmel (1922-2003), then based at the University of Marburg, to
produce a revised edition. A simple reprint of the original edition was

23 Fetzer, Glnther, Das Taschenbuch. Geschichte — Verlage — Reihen (Tiibingen: Narr
Francke Attempto, 2019), pp. 137-60.

24  This was probably an attempt to disguise the original translator’s Jewish identity,
in a slightly different manner than the nineteenth-century editions that had only
carried the initial of Lion Ullmann’s first name (‘L. Ullmann”).

25 L. Ullmann, Der Koran. Das heilige Buch des Islam (Miinchen: Goldmann, 1959).

26 Hazrat Mirza Bashir-ud-Din Mahmud Ahmad (ed.), Der Heilige Koran (Ziirich:
Der Islam, 1954). This is not to be confused with the earlier German Qur’an
translation by the Lahore Ahmadiyya by Maulana Sadr-ud-Din, first published in
1939 (Maulana Sadr-ud-Din, Der Koran: Arabisch-Deutsch, 1st edn (Berlin: Verlag
der moslemischen Revue, 1939)), which will be mentioned in the discussion of
the GDR Qur’an publication project later in this chapter. Sadr-ud-Din’s translation
was reprinted in 1964, but was virtually unavailable before that.

27 Hartmut Bobzin, ‘Max Henning — Annemarie Schimmel’, in Glaubensbuch und
Weltliteratur. Koraniibersetzungen in Deutschland von der Reformationszeit bis heute, ed.
by Hartmut Bobzin and Peter M. Kleine (Arnsberg: Stadt Arnsberg, 2007), p. 47.
In 1960, Reclam Stuttgart only possessed a single, carefully guarded archive copy
of Henning’s translation. Cf. letter from K.N. to Annemarie Schimmel, 25 January
1960 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv, Deutsches Literaturarchiv Marbach).
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out of the question, if only due to the fact that it was set in Gothic type,
which had not been taught in German schools since 1941 and had not
been used by Reclam since 1947.* Reclam also aimed to replace the
introduction with one that reflected the state of the art and thought it
prudent to have a specialist revise Henning’s notes. However, to compete
with Goldmann, everything had to happen fast, and so Reclam Stuttgart
explicitly asked Schimmel to dispense with revising the text of the
translation itself. Accordingly, Reclam was able to publish Schimmel’s
revised edition of Henning’s translation in October 1960, only ten
months after they had initially reached out to Schimmel.

The translation was completely unchanged. Save for a single mistake
that stuck out to Schimmel in Q 2:70, Reclam Stuttgart had merely
modernised the typeface and spelling. Schimmel continued to use
Fliigel’s verse numbering system, although it had already largely fallen
out of use by 1960 in favour of the Kufan system used in Egyptian, Indian,
or Turkish mushafs.? However, she made changes to the presentation of
the text and to the paratexts. As requested by the publisher, she wrote
a new introduction that replaced Henning’s and slightly expanded
the footnote section. The usability of the translation was significantly
improved by headers containing siira numbers and names. She also
provided a four-page selective bibliography of German, English, and
French scholarship on the Qur’an as well as a ten-page thematic index.

The paratexts introduced by Schimmel match the sympathies for Islam
apparent in her life’s work and reflect a phenomenological approach,
centring the religious experiences of believers.*® Her introduction
focuses almost completely on the role of the Qur’an in Muslim piety
and art. A very brief summary of Muhammad’s biography is included,
merely because Reclam asked for it; it was not something that Schimmel
considered relevant. In the notes section, she added references to the

28  Friedrich Forssmann, ‘Zur Neugestaltung 2012’, in Die Welt in Gelb, ed. by Karl-
Heinz Fallbacher (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2012), pp. 17-22.

29  Cf. Anton Spitaler, Die Verszihlung des Koran nach islamischer Uberlieferung
(Miinchen: Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1935).

30 On Schimmel’s life and works, see Stefan Wild, ‘Der Friedenspreis und Annemarie
Schimmel: Eine Nachlese’, Die Welt des Islams, 36:1 (1996), 107-22; Stefan Wild,
‘In Memoriam Annemarie Schimmel (7. April 1922-26. Januar 2003)’, Die Welt
des Islams, 43:2 (2003), 131-42; Stefan Wild, ‘Annemarie Schimmel und der Islam’,
Theologie der Gegenwart, 57:3 (2014), 162-75; Anne Hofmann, Islam in den Medien.
Der publizistische Konflikt um Annemarie Schimmel (Minster: LIT, 2004).
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role of particular verses in Muslim piety, as well as some nods to South
Asian modernism, especially Muhammad Igbal (1877-1937), whom she
greatly revered. While she does not speak with a Muslim voice and, like
Henning, clearly addresses a non-Muslim readership, she is extremely
respectful of Muslim views of the Qur’an and religious customs, to the
point of using eulogies in some siira titles when the name of a Prophet is
mentioned. For example, Q 10 is entitled ‘Jonas (Frieden sei auf ihm!)’
or ‘Jonah (peace be upon him!)"* Her focus is almost exclusively on
spirituality; she is fascinated with mysticism, disinterested in political
Islam, and disdainful of modernist rationalism as it is represented, for
example, in the Ahmadiyya movements. In her reading, all aspects
of Islamic life are based on the Qur’an, but by this she does not mean
politics or the organisation of society; she means piety, inner faith, and
aesthetics. This is a far cry from Henning’s position of superiority, his
focus on the life of Muhammad, and his criticism of the Prophet’s political
actions; but despite being sympathetic, it is judgemental in the way it
defines ‘true’ Islam as spirituality, beauty, and mysticism, all of which
are supposedly based on the Qur’an, at the expense of other approaches
to Islam that have been embraced by Muslims before, during, and after
Schimmel'’s lifetime.*

But in 1960, and for several decades after that, there were few, if
any, readers of German who would have complained about this. The
renowned Qur’an scholar Rudi Paret declared the edition far superior to
both the Ahmadiyya and the Goldmann versions that had preceded it,
despite the fact that he was working on his own Qur’an translation.* But
his was geared towards academics, whereas Reclam’s translation was
meant to appeal to non-specialists. And it seems to have been successful.
Reclam reprinted the edition as a paperback in 1962 and 1966, reflecting
the publisher’s general transition towards publishing paperbacks. In

31 This is a strange decision because it does not reflect the customary naming of
stiras in Arabic mushafs. Schimmel adopted the practice from Fliigel and used it
precisely as selectively as Fliigel did: for Jonas, Joseph, and Abraham, and with a
different eulogy for Muhammad, but not for Hid, Noah, or Mary.

32 This is a brief summary of my far more extensive analysis of Annemarie
Schimmel’s edition in German in Pink, ‘Eine Koraniibersetzung’, which is based
on Schimmel’s edition of Henning’s translation as well as her correspondence with
Reclam from the Reclam Verlagsarchiv in Deutsches Literaturarchiv. For a very
brief overview, see also Bobzin, ‘Max Henning — Annemarie Schimmel".

33 Paret, ‘[Rezension von:] Der Koran'.
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1973, the Schimmel edition was included in the enormously cheap
and popular ‘yellow series” and was subsequently reprinted numerous
times, continuing well past German reunification and up until today.** It
became a staple of the Reclam Stuttgart portfolio—part of their attempt
to provide German readers with the world’s ‘classics’, including the
central religious and philosophical texts of the major “civilisations”.*®

East of the Iron Curtain: Reclam Leipzig in the
GDR Book Market of the 1960s

Meanwhile, Reclam Leipzig—completely severed from its offshoot
in Stuttgart—played a pioneering role in the paperback market in the
GDR, particularly in the area of fiction, dominating the market to a
much greater extent than Reclam Stuttgart did in the FRG. As early as
1946, the publishing house delivered its first titles under licence from the
Soviet military administration. They switched to paperback editions in
1953, inspired by the success of the West German paperback publisher
Rowohlt.* In 1963, in the course of the constant restructuring of the
publishing industry during the foundational decades of the GDR, the
fully state-run Aufbau-Verlag became a shareholder, reflecting the fact
that Reclam Leipzig was now firmly anchored in the cultural policy of
the GDR and, while still de iure a private company, considered to be in
need of oversight.”” The post-war Universal-Bibliothek Leipzig became
the uncontested major paperback series of the GDR. By 1991, Reclam
Leipzig had published over 2,000 titles. The closest competitors on the
mass market, Aufbau-Verlag and Verlag Neues Leben, did not manage
more than a few hundred.*®

34 More on the post-reunification fate of the FRG and GDR editions will be said in
the conclusion.

35 In 1960, this was very much in line with the zeitgeist. For example, Penguin
Classics had published its own Qur’an translation: N. J. Dawood, The Koran
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1956). The ambivalence and power dimension
inherent in the inclusion of the Qur’an in a canon of ‘world literature” defined in
Europe is discussed in Pink, “The Qur’an as World Literature’.

36 Ingrid Sonntag, ‘Die C-Reihe und die Rekonstruktion der Universal-Bibliothek’,
in An den Grenzen des Mdglichen: Reclam-Leipzig 19451991, ed. by Ingrid Sonntag
(Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2016), pp. 101-08.

37 Max, Der Reclam-Verlag, pp. 51-59; Schiiler, ‘Ein Name, zwei Wege'.

38 Fetzer, Das Taschenbuch, pp. 192-93, 240-42.
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Under the management of Hans Marquardt (1920-2004)—chief
editor from 1953, and publishing director from 1961—Reclam Leipzig
developed its own profile and began to provide far more than cheap
editions of school and university texts, as the GDR government had
probably envisaged. The programme expanded beyond the conventional
‘classics” and Reclam became known for exciting, artistically illustrated
books as well as daring new literary works—provided it was allowed to
print them.* Under Marquardt’s leadership, the staff of the publishing
house became experts at testing boundaries and making works
publishable that seemed doomed to fall prey to censorship. Censorship
did not officially exist but was, in fact, a defining feature of the cultural
sector. Both the Hauptverwaltung Verlage (Department for Publishers)
in the Ministry of Culture and the organs of the Socialist Unity Party
(Sozialistische Einheitspartei, abbr. SED) had to be won over for every
ambitious publishing project. This was often achieved through the
solicitation of expert opinions that provided ideological justification
and helped to frame texts as valuable academic sources, with extensive
introductions that were supposed to guide readers towards the ‘correct’
understanding of the texts.*’ It was also achieved through conversations
and deals with the State Security Service (Staatssicherheitsdienst,
abbr. Stasi)*! and the SED, which were unavoidable even though only
a minority of the staff were party members.*? The process of seeing a
sensitive book to publication could often take years.

Reclam Leipzig had autonomy in shaping its programme, but
it was always dependent on the approval of their shareholder, the

39 Juergen Seuss, ‘H. M. — Grenzginger’, in An den Grenzen des Mdglichen: Reclam-
Leipzig 1945-1991, ed. by Ingrid Sonntag (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2016), pp.
109-19.

40 Wolfgang Thierse, ‘Zwischen Anpassung und kontrollierter Aufmiipfigkeit’, in
An den Grenzen des Mdglichen: Reclam-Leipzig 1945-1991, ed. by Ingrid Sonntag
(Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2016), pp. 112-14 (p. 13); for a wide variety of detailed
case studies of successful and failed publication projects and their way through
the censorship system, see Ingrid Sonntag (ed.), An den Grenzen des Moglichen:
Reclam-Leipzig 1945-1991 (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2016), pp. 378-501.

41 Ingrid Sonntag, ‘Kommentar zu Hans Marquardts Stasiakte’, in An den Grenzen
des Maoglichen: Reclam-Leipzig 1945-1991, ed. by Ingrid Sonntag (Berlin: Ch. Links
Verlag, 2016), pp. 131-41.

42 Ingrid Sonntag, ‘Geschichte als Verlagsgeschichte’, in An den Grenzen des Moglichen:
Reclam-Leipzig 1945-1991, ed. by Ingrid Sonntag (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2016),
pp- 115-28 (p. 26).
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Aufbau-Verlag, a publication permit from the Ministry of Culture,
and the approval of the party organisations. Moreover, Reclam was
dependent on the state-owned companies that typeset and printed
the books; it needed to obtain slots in the schedule of the state-owned
typesetting facilities, and to secure allotments of paper.* Many hurdles
had to be overcome before a book could be distributed, and the situation
was made even more complex by the unpredictability of censorship
which had formal and informal components, changed over time, and
was often dependent on the whim of the person making the decision:
‘Every single book was an adventure, the centre of a story that was
complicated, often nerve-wracking for those involved, and long.*
Previous studies of Reclam’s and other publishers’” endeavours to
navigate the GDR institutions and circumvent censorship have mostly
focused on literary works, with some forays into philosophy.* The
publication of a religious text, such as the Qur’an, was clearly no less
sensitive in a state that was officially governed by an anti-religious
ideology. Printing the Bible would have been out of the question, but it
was clear that the Qur’an would not be perceived as equally dangerous,
given that there were no Muslim minorities to speak of living in
the GDR. Besides, even the Soviet Union had finally permitted the
posthumous publication of the Russian Qur’an translation by the non-
Muslim Orientalist Ignatii Krachkovskii (1883-1951) in 1963, during the
Khrushchev Thaw.* It was shortly thereafter, in 1964, that the editorial
team of Reclam Leipzig hatched the daring plan of printing a new edition
of Henning’s Qur’an translation. In the wake of Reclam Stuttgart’s
success with the Schimmel edition, and in light of the fact that even
the USSR had seen the publication of a Qur’an translation, this scheme
would have seemed feasible to the Reclam editors—but it was still a
courageous decision,” and its implementation required considerable

43  Simone Barck, Martina Langermann, and Siegfried Lokatis, ,,Jedes Buch ein
Abenteuer”. Zensur-System und literarische Offentlichkeiten in der DDR bis Ende der
sechziger Jahre (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1997), p. 11.

44 Barck, Langermann, and Lokatis, , Jedes Buch ein Abenteuer”, p. 15.

45  See especially Sonntag, An den Grenzen des Mdglichen; Barck, Langermann, and
Lokatis, , Jedes Buch ein Abenteuer”.

46 Elvira Kulieva, ‘Ignatii Krachkovskii’, in Encyclopaedia of the Qur'an Online (Brill:
Leiden, 2024), https://doi.org/10.1163/1875-3922_q3_EQCOM_061331
I am grateful to Elvira Kulieva for this plausible suggestion.

47  Seuss, 'H. M. — Grenzgianger’, p. 119.
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ingenuity and tenacity. The history of the GDR Qur’an demonstrates
the complexity of justifying its publication, and the particular framing
that was instrumental in finally bringing the project to fruition.

Between Scholarship and Ideology: Preparing
a Qur’an Edition for Socialist Readers

The existing correspondence relating to the Leipzig edition of Henning’s
Qur’an translation clearly reflects the sensitivity of this book, the
protracted nature of the publishing process, and the multiple academic
and political safeguards that had to be implemented in order to convince
the censorship bodies. Some letters suggest that there were previous
telephone conversations or personal meetings beyond the documented
evidence; some documents give the impression that they are following a
script that had been discussed in advance. The time period between the
initial idea and the eventual printing of the GDR edition of Henning’s
translation stretched across at least four years.

The very first document relating to this project in the Reclam Leipzig
archive is addressed to Herbert Melzig, an Orientalist specialising in
Turkey.* It suggests that he brought up the idea of a Qur’an edition in a
conversation with Reclam’s editorial team, probably in late 1964. On 15
February 1965, ‘E.P” (the publisher’s chief editor) sent him a letter asking
whether the Henning translation, to which Reclam held the copyright,
would be suitable for this purpose.* Melzig did not reply immediately.
However, the Reclam team seemed to have already made up their minds
because on 8 March, the editorin charge ("H.M.”) wrote to Johann W. Fiick,
Professor Emeritus of Oriental Studies in Halle, on the matter of plans
for a new edition of Henning'’s translation. He explicitly pointed to the

48 Melzig (1909-?), the author of a popular biography of Atatiirk, had worked for
the German Ministry of Propaganda during the Third Reich before emigrating
from Germany to Turkey in 1938. He returned to the FRG after the Second World
War but moved to the GDR in 1957, probably to escape prosecution for fraud, and
worked as a translator and writer there before emigrating to Australia in 1976. See
Stefan Thrig, ‘Nazi Leaks and Intrigues in Second World War Ankara: The Plot to
Send Herbert Melzig to a Concentration Camp’, The International History Review,
38:1 (2016), 109-25; Omer Faruk Demirel, “Unlii Atatiirk Biyografi Herbert Melzig
Kimdir?’, Elektronik Siyaset Bilimi Aragtirmalari Dergisi 13:1 (2022), 41-57.

49 Letter from E.P. to Herbert Melzig, 15 February 1965, no. 1267
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).
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Stuttgart edition of 1960 and explained that the historian of religion Kurt
Rudolph, alongside the medievalist Ernst Werner, had agreed to oversee
the production of a new revised edition, independent from Schimmel’s.
The reason he wrote to Fiick about this was to ask for an expert opinion,
for which he offered a fee.” Fiick politely declined due to lack of time,
but nevertheless outlined his opinion on the project. No translation of
the Qur’an could be considered definitive, he wrote, because too much
of the Qur’an was incomprehensible or open to multiple interpretations.
Of all the German translations, however, he considered Henning’s the
most accessible for a general readership, despite some shortcomings.
He therefore recommended making it available to the public again in an
unaltered edition.”

This answer initially satisfied the editorial office,” especially as
Reclam had already signed a contract with Rudolph and Werner.”
However, shortly afterwards, Melzig replied belatedly and complicated
the matter. He heavily criticised both of Henning’s translations—the
Qur’an and the Thousand and One Nights—as antiquated, and advised
against reprinting them. Instead, he suggested adapting the Ahmadiyya
Qur’an translation that had been printed ‘many years ago” in Berlin. He
was referring here to the translation by Maulana Sadr-ud-Din (1881-
1981), written on behalf of the Lahore Ahmadiyya and first published
in 1939. The introduction and notes to this had been written by the
German convert Hugo Marcus (1880-1966) in keeping with the fascist
zeitgeist, and this had led the Lahore Ahmadiyya to withdraw their
support of the project and order the destruction of all printed copies;
most of them fell victim to the World War Two bombings. A revised
edition with new notes and a new introduction had been published in
1964, but Melzig was clearly unaware of this.>* His main interest seems
to have been in finding paid work for himself; he offered to undertake

50 Letter from H.M. to Johann W. Fiick, 8 March 1965 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

51 Letter from Johann W. Fiick to H.M., 17 March 1965, no. 1349
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

52 E.P. and H.M. attached Fiick’s statement to their application for a printing licence
from the GDR Ministry of Culture, which they submitted in October 1966. Cf.
BArch DR 1/2201, Image 285-286.

53 Cf. letter from Ernst Werner to Reclam-Verlag, 10 September 1965, no. 0304
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

54 Cf. Gerdien Jonker, ‘A Nietzschean tafsir for Nazi Germany’, Journal of Qur’anic
Studies, 26:2 (2024), pp. 160-186. See also: Sadr-ud-Din, Der Koran, 1939;
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the revision of the Ahmadiyya translation for Reclam, and to add an
explanatory commentary. He argued that the Lahore Ahmadiyya
would probably give Reclam permission to print their translation free of
charge and promised to send some sections that he had already revised.”®
Melzig’s hopes were somewhat delusional: first, because Reclam had
already entrusted Rudolph and Werner with the project of revising
Henning’s translation; second, because there was little chance that
Reclam would forego their own original translation in lieu of another
one; and third, because the publication of a translation by an Islamic
missionary movement would have been far more problematic in the
GDR context than the re-publication of a work by a turn-of-the-century
self-taught German Orientalist and free thinker. Ironically, Melzig was
instead commissioned to revise Henning’s translation of the Tales of a
Thousand and One Nights, despite his harsh criticism of it.*

Melzig’s intervention was nevertheless taken seriously. The
statement he made about the Ahmadiyya in his letter was highlighted
in red with an exclamation mark added, while a handwritten note asks
the recipient to clarify the ‘fee question” immediately. Moreover, E.P.
and H.M. jointly wrote an apologetic letter to Rudolph—a professor
of the history of religion and comparative religious studies at the
University of Leipzig and an expert on Late Antique religions of the
Near East, who was in charge of the project. They explained to Rudolph
that Melzig had been asked for an opinion on Henning’s translation at
an earlier time and had now belatedly issued a negative judgement.
While they hastened to assure Rudolph that they considered Melzig’s
objections unsubstantiated, and that they were not about to ignore
Rudolph’s and Fiick’s favourable opinion on Henning’s translation,
they nevertheless felt compelled to ask whether Rudolph could
tell them more about the Ahmadiyya translation, which they had
apparently been unable to obtain.”

Rudolph replied immediately with a long letter, which suggests that
he, too, took the objections seriously. After all, given the extremely opaque

Maulana Sadr-ud-Din, Der Koran: Arabisch-Deutsch, 2nd edn (Berlin: Verlag der
moslemischen Revue, 1964).

55 Letter from Herbert Melzig to E.P,, 2 April 1965, no. 1404 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

56 Max Henning (trans.), Geschichten aus Tausendundeiner Nacht. Mit einem Nachwort
von Herbert Melzig (Leipzig: Reclam, 1966).

57 Letter from E.P. and H.M. to Kurt Rudolph, 8 April 1965 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).
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nature of GDR censorship, any kind of criticism had the potential to
endanger a publishing project. Rudolph argued that, while some aspects
of Henning’s translation were outdated, it was not wholly antiquated.
When it came to the Ahmadiyya translation, he categorised this as the
work of a particularistic modernist movement that had modernised
the Qur’an in order to convert Germans to Islam. In his opinion, it was
therefore unusable. Rudolph’s emphasis on the missionary impetus of
the Ahmadiyya movement was probably sufficient to blight the idea of
publishing this work in the GDR. However, Rudolph went further, and
brought in the state of play in the West German field. He mentioned
that Rudi Paret was preparing his own translation that, according
to Rudolph, was going to become the standard work for academics,
whereas Henning’s translation was sufficient for the general public. This
was underlined, in his opinion, by the fact that Annemarie Schimmel—
whom he considered an outstanding Orientalist—had prepared a
Stuttgart edition of Henning’s translation, which fact alone fully justified
Reclam Leipzig’s project.”®

Thus, Rudolph refused to make a qualitative distinction between
Western and Eastern scholarship, instead expressing his admiration for
West German colleagues such as Rudi Paret and Annemarie Schimmel.
This aligns with the description of Rudolph’s classes by a former student
as a breath of fresh, unideological air in the humanities programme at
the University of Leipzig, since Rudolph was committed to the study of
history rather than the promotion of socialism.” That he felt at liberty
to express his unideological stance on West German scholarship in a
letter to Reclam also tells us something about his relationship with
the editor, HM., who was known for his lacklustre attitude towards
party doctrine.®® But this attitude was probably a liability for the
Qur’an project, even though Rudolph had obviously been selected for
his academic merits. This was doubtless the reason why he had been
paired with Ernst Werner for the composition of a joint introduction.
Werner was a historian of the European Middle Ages, and thus neither

58 Letter from Kurt Rudolph to H.M., 13 April 1965, no. 1426 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

59  Steffen Dietzsch, ‘Als Herausgeber bei Reclam in Leipzig im , Freihafen der
Philosophie”’, in An den Grenzen des Moglichen: Reclam-Leipzig 1945-1991, ed. by
Ingrid Sonntag (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2016), pp. 296-305 (p. 302).

60 Sonntag, ‘Geschichte als Verlagsgeschichte’, p. 26.
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a specialist in the history of Islam nor in Late Antiquity; but he was
extremely loyal to the party line, a member of the SED since 1946, and he
even became Rector of the University of Leipzig in 1967, at which time
the introduction had been written but the book not yet printed.

While Rudolph and Werner were working on the introduction,
on 5 May 1965, Melzig sent the publisher a memorandum entitled
‘Thoughts about a new QUR’AN EDITION in the Philipp Reclam
publishing house’ which offered such a hefty dose of ideological
justification for the project that there are grounds for suspicion that
it was staged—commissioned by Reclam for this exact purpose.
Melzig talked about a spiritual transformation taking place in the
‘Islamic Orient’, where Arab scholars were developing entirely new
interpretations of the Qur’an that served as a foundation for Arab
socialism. This was at the height of the Cold War, and Gamal Abd
al-Nasser—who was increasingly relying on an alliance with the
Soviet Union—had sent troops to Yemen to lead a disastrous proxy
war against the conservative Middle Eastern monarchies.® It was this
situation that Melzig alluded to in his memorandum, bemoaning the
fact that the common Arab people’s faith in the Qur’an represented an
obstacle to the spread of Marxism, but also evoking hope in the victory
of dialectic materialism through contemporary Qur’an interpretations.
He assured the editors that the Qur’an’s contemporary role could be
analysed in a neutral manner, without offending Muslims in the Near
and Middle East, and then emphasised the idea that they had a duty
to convey the ‘REALITIES OF ISLAM’ (in capital letters) to workers in
the GDR by finally making the Qur’an accessible to them.®

The memorandum was apparently forwarded to Rudolph and
Werner,®® whose work on the introduction was hampered by their
irreconcilable differences. On 15 September 1965, Werner informed the
Reclam editors that writing a joint introduction with Rudolph had turned
out to be impossible and that they had instead decided to write two

61 On the ‘Arab Cold War’ of the 1950s and 1960s, see the masterful study by
Malcolm Kerr: Malcolm H. Kerr, The Arab Cold War: Gamal Abd al-Nasir and His
Rivals, 1958-1970, 3rd edn (London and New York: Royal Institute of International
Affairs and Oxford University Press, 1971).

62 Enclosure to letter from Herbert Melzig to H.M., 5 May 1965
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

63 Letter from E.P. to Herbert Melzig, 17 May 1965 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).
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introductions, one of which focused on history in general and the other
on the history of religion. Both were to be signed individually. Giving
the publisher no chance to intervene, Werner submitted his introduction
alongside his letter.* The joint reply of the editors gives the impression
that they were not thrilled with this development but certainly did not
want to mess with Werner, who was treated with extreme courtesy
throughout the entire correspondence. They also commended him for
allegedly emphasising two aspects of extraordinary importance to the
current political situation in the Arab world: the idea of Arab unity
and the ‘relationship with Israel'—topics that they hoped would also
feature in Rudolph’s introduction.®® Reading Werner’s introduction, this
commendation seems so far-fetched as to be absurd. While Werner could
be seen as addressing the unification of the Arabs through Muhammad
and his message, the ‘relationship with Israel” is not even mentioned.
At best, this might be alluded to in a brief remark on Muhammad’s
‘anti-Jewish policy’, which Werner situates in the context of the war
between the Persian and Byzantine Empires.®® It is possible that the
Reclam editors were writing less for Werner and more for the censors
here, as the official political line of the GDR was hostile towards Israel®”
and sympathetic to pan-Arabism. As a matter of fact, the editorial staff
of Reclam Stuttgart were also interested in the topic of Israel, although
with quite different intentions. K.N., the editor of Reclam Stuttgart, had
underlined the importance of the Qur’an for understanding ‘the Arabic
movement” and encouraged Schimmel to bring it up in her introduction,
but to avoid an overly ‘pro-Arab’ note and to take Israeli sensitivities
into consideration.®

By November 1965, Reclam had received both parts of theintroduction,
with Werner focusing on pre-Islamic Arabia and the biography of
Muhammad while Rudolph elaborated on the religion of Islam and
the Qur’an. The editors, who were hoping to see the book printed in

64 Letter from Ernst Werner to Reclam-Verlag, 10 September 1965, no. 0304
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

65 Letter from E.P. and H.M. to Ernst Werner, 15 September 1965
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

66 Henning and Rudolph, Der Koran, p. 13.

67  Jeffrey Herf, “At War with Israel”: East Germany’s Key Role in Soviet Policy in the
Middle East’, Journal of Cold War Studies, 16:3 (2014), 129-63.

68 Letter from K.N. to Annemarie Schimmel, 24 March 1960 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).
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1966, now strove to obtain an expert opinion on these texts to further
validate and safeguard the publication project, and once again, this was
important enough to them that they offered to pay a fee. Walter Markov
(1909-1993), a renowned historian with solid socialist credentials, was
willing to take over the task. He was not a specialist in early Islam by any
means but his involvement, just like Werner’s, reflected the predominant
Marxist view of history according to which it was more important to
understand the principles and mechanisms guiding the development
of societies than to have in-depth expert knowledge. In January 1966,
Markov sent back a two-page list of queries and points of criticism.
While his verdict was generally favourable, he expressed fairly explicit,
even harsh, criticism of Werner’s part of the introduction. Apparently,
Werner had denied the importance of the pilgrimage for pre-Islamic
Mecca and had described the city exclusively as a commercial hub.*
Markov wrote that this was ‘no masterpiece of dialectics’, and pointed
out that it was precisely the pilgrimage that attracted people to the area
where they could then engage in trade, protected by the prohibition on
fighting during the sacred months; and he made the point that without
the Ka‘ba, other Arabian cities might well have become commercial
hubs instead of Mecca.”” Werner implemented Markov’s suggestions,
albeit in a somewhat lacklustre fashion—sometimes he merely added
them to his text verbatim, in brackets.”

H.M. now sent the introduction to Reclam’s state-owned shareholder,
the Aufbau-Verlag, requesting an assessment.”> No written reaction is
documented, but it seems quite possible that the verdict was sceptical
because, apparently, another affirmative statement was needed. In
March, the editors once again asked Fiick for an expert opinion—and
were turned down again for lack of time.” His obvious reluctance to
engage with the project suggests that Fiick was unwilling to be drawn
into the ideological struggle for the publication of a Qur’an translation,

69 The draft manuscripts of the introductions are not part of the Reclam archive; this
has to be inferred from Markov’s criticism.

70 Expert opinion by Walter Markov for Reclam-Verlag, 31 January 1966, no. 0717
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

71  See, for example, Henning and Rudolph, Der Koran, p. 7, about Mecca and the
pilgrimage.

72 Letter from H.M. to Aufbau-Verlag, 16 February 1966 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

73  Letter from E.P. and H.M. to Johann W. Fiick, 17 March 1966; letter from Johann W.
Fiick to Reclam-Verlag, 21 March 1966 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).
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or to provide the kind of political framing that Reclam needed. It appears
that finding another expert reviewer was no easy task, but two months
later the Reclam editors had managed to recruit the Semitist Heinrich
Simon (1921-2010).” Simon delivered a report that consisted of no less
than eight typewritten pages, in which he emphatically stressed the
urgent need for a Qur’an translation in the GDR. The lack thereof, he
wrote, was deplorable, given the importance of the Middle East and of
good relations with Arab states. Therefore, he said, Reclam'’s project was
timely. Moreover, the decision to use Henning’s translation was the right
one because of the translation’s readability. However, Simon continues,
Reclam Leipzig had a special responsibility towards GDR readers due
to the existence of Reclam Stuttgart’s Schimmel edition. Since Reclam
Leipzig had obviously chosen not to obtain a licence to reprint that
edition but instead to produce their own edition, ‘then it would be a
matter of proving that GDR scholarship, based on the principles of
Marxism-Leninism, has something new and better to offer.”” In other
words, when Reclam Leipzig had made the decision to revise Henning’s
translation, they had entered the Qur’an Race.

After these remarks, Simon, like Markov, offers some criticism and
suggestions for improvement. The fact that Werner and Rudolph had
written separate introductions had resulted in some redundancies and
contradictions, in his opinion. As an example, he cites the respective
authors” assessment of the Qur’anic hanifs—who according to Werner
were a sect, whereas according to Rudolph they were a group of religious
individualists. Simon considered Rudolph’s view the majority opinion,
as a result of which Werner changed his description of the hanifs as a
sect and now spoke of them instead as ‘peculiar syncretic enthusiasts’.”
Much like Markov, Simon criticised Werner more thoroughly and
extensively than Rudolph, and for quite similar reasons: ‘In general, one
would wish in many places that the author’s judgements on the class
structure were somewhat more cautious and at the same time give the
reader more information, be it even by admitting to our lack of factual

74  Letter from E.P. and H.M. to Heinrich Simon, 18 May 1966 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

75 Expert opinion by Heinrich Simon for Reclam-Verlag, 13 July 1966, no. 01244
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv), p. 1.

76 Henning and Rudolph, Der Koran, p. 9.
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knowledge.””” Once again, Werner was criticised for relying too much on
ideology and too little on scholarship, despite the fact that Simon, like
Markov, was a socialist.

While Simon thought that Rudolph’s introduction was more reliable
than Werner’s, he considered it too verbose and full of details that went
beyond the readers” needs. That Simon was specifically thinking of
GDR readers here is clear from his criticism of a statement that Rudolph
almost certainly adopted from Schimmel—according to which the first
siira, the Fatiha, can also be referred to as the ‘Lord’s Prayer of Islam’.”
Simon considered this type of comparison entirely inappropriate. The
only potential correspondence he sees between the Fatilia and the Lord’s
Prayer is with regard to the frequency with which the text is used,
rather than the content. He also questioned whether non-Christian
readers had a clear idea of what the Lord’s Prayer is.”” In doing so, he
clearly acknowledged the high proportion of atheists among the GDR
readership, besides writing from his own perspective as a person with
a Jewish background. Rudolph subsequently changed the sentence to
say that the Fatiha was ‘somewhat infelicitously” called a kind of ‘Lord’s
Prayer’ of Islam due to its frequent use.** Generally, Werner and Rudolph
once again seem to have implemented most of the criticisms contained
in the expert statement. Simon had even pointed out transliteration
errors, although he had not caught all of them.®!

It follows that the expert opinions, besides convincing censors, also
served to improve the academic quality of the work. But then, these
two functions went hand in hand because it was precisely the academic
quality of the work that was supposed to justify its publication. Only
as an academic work, detached from any kind of religious sentiment or
devotion, was its publication defensible. If Rudolph had displayed the
same kind of sympathy for faith and piety as Annemarie Schimmel, the
project would have been doomed.

77  Expert opinion by Heinrich Simon for Reclam-Verlag, 13 July 1966, no. 01244
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv), p. 3.

78 Henning and Rudolph, Der Koran, p. 13.

79  Expert opinion by Heinrich Simon for Reclam-Verlag, 13 July 1966, no. 01244
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv), p. 7.

80 Henning and Rudolph, Der Koran, p. 25.

81 Rudolph erroneously designated Friday as ‘jaum adsch-dschum’a’; ibid., p. 20.
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In October 1966, Reclam finally sent a formal application to
the Ministry of Culture, asking for permission to print the Qur’an
translation. They attached Fiick’s initial brief statement and the expert
opinions of Markov and Simon, as well as a two-page memorandum
by the Reclam editors which noted that all the comments made by the
experts had been taken into account. The memorandum also contained a
succinct justification of the importance of this work, presenting Reclam’s
carefully constructed argument for the publication of a sacred text in
socialist Germany:

For a better understanding of the situation and the developmental
tendencies in the independent Arab states, a new edition of the Qur’an is
undoubtedly still of great service. In order to characterise the significance
of the Qur’an for ‘“Arab socialism,” we need only refer to the passage in
the epilogue [sic] to our edition, where it is stated that Holy War (jihad)
is today understood as a religious war against hunger and poverty. The
connection between the religious sphere and the cultural and political
sphere is a particular characteristic of Islam. Providing information
about this phenomenon is a current necessity.*

Thus, the proposed Qur’an translation was connected to the official
GDR policy of support for decolonising countries of the Global South
on the ‘non-capitalist path of development’* with Nasser’s project of
‘Arab socialism’ looming large. Furthermore, Reclam argues that faith
is closely linked with politics ‘in Islam’, which implies that knowledge
about this religion is necessary not for the sake of religion itself but
for understanding contemporary political realities. This argument
was unheard of in Islamic studies in the FRG at the time, where the
contemporary Middle East was perceived as moving towards secular
modernity and discarding Islam along the way.

The memorandum also contains counterarguments against two
potential objections, or possibly real objections that had previously

82 BArch DR 1/2201, Image 285. The explicit reference to an ‘epilogue’ suggests
that the original idea might have been to have Rudolph’s introduction, where the
interpretation of jihad as the fight against underdevelopment is indeed mentioned,
used as an epilogue.

83 Kai Hafez and Gerhard Hopp, ‘Gegenwartsbezogene Orientwissenschaft in
der DDR und in den neuen Bundesldndern: Continuity or New Beginning?’, in
Wissenschaft und Wiedervereinigung. Asien- und Afrikawissenschaften im Umbruch, ed.
by Wolf-Hagen Krauth and Ralf Wolz (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1998), pp. 95-163

(p- 100).
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been presented to the editors in oral communication; either way, these
objections are openly acknowledged because the editors assumed
that they would not be overlooked by censorship. The first concerns
Rudolph’s frequent references to the Bible to explain Qur’anic text. ‘In
our opinion,” write the editors, ‘this is fully justified in order to explain
the relationship of Muslims to followers of other faiths and can hardly
be understood as evidence of priority for any religion or as a restriction
of the independence of Islam.”# Christianity was a far more sensitive
subject than Islam in the GDR, and the editors obviously wanted to
forestall the impression that the Qur’an translation was being used as a
vehicle to promote it. The second alleged shortcoming of the translation
related to the primacy of Marxist theory in historical analysis in the
GDR. From this point of view, Rudolph’s failure to provide a ‘rational
explanation [ ...] for the development of the Arab concept of God into the
Islamic monotheistic God’ is a problem. The editors argue that such an
explanation would have exceeded the limited scope of the introduction.®
All in all, Rudolph’s approach to the topic as a historian of religion was
an open flank, and the editors were well aware of this fact.

Permission to print the Qur’an translation was granted, at least for
half of the 10,000 copies that Reclam had requested. Typesetting was
planned for December 1966 and printing for 1967. However, a long
sequence of supposedly technical delays ensued. Reclam did their best
to reassure Rudolph and, especially, Werner, but this did little to mollify
the authors of the introduction who, despite their differences, joined
forces to express their anger and frustration. This seems to have had no
effect whatsoever.* Only in February 1968 did the work reach the proofs
stage,” and it was at this point that another conflict between Rudolph
and Werner arose. This time it concerned the scope and content of the

84 BArch DR 1/2201, Image 286.

85 Ibid.

86 BArch DR 1/2201, Image 284, 289; Letter from E.P. and H.M. to Kurt Rudolph,
23 November 1966; Letter from Kurt Rudolph to Reclam-Verlag, 27 January
1967, no. 07802; Letter from H.M. to Kurt Rudolph, 14 February 1966; Letter
from H.M. to Kurt Rudolph, 26 May 1967; Letter from Hans Marquardt and E.P.
to Ernst Werner, 2 August 1967; Letter from Hans Marquardt and E.P. to Kurt
Rudolph, 3 August 1967; Letter from Ernst Werner and Kurt Rudolph to Hans
Marquardt, 15 September 1967, no. 02416; Identical letters from Hans Marquardt
to Ernst Werner and Kurt Rudolph, 13 October 1967 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

87  Letter from H.M. to Ernst Werner, 22 February 1968 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).
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bibliography, for which Rudolph was solely responsible. Werner argued
that they had agreed to only include titles that were accessible to readers
in the GDR. Later, he wrote, a compromise had been reached to ensure
that some titles published in the USSR could be added. But Rudolph,
according to Werner, had blown the bibliography out of proportion. His
displeasure was obviously aimed at the numerous titles from Western
Europe, and especially the FRG, that Rudolph had included. After some
haggling, Werner and Rudolph agreed on a shortened list that still
referenced many titles which were not readily available in the GDR.®
The book was finally printed, and delivery started on 1 November
1968. Reclam’s editor claimed that he had been able to double the print
run,® and the 20,000 copies were sold out within a few weeks.”® A
reader from Dresden immediately took advantage of the event and sent
a letter to the publisher in which he innocently asked whether there
were any plans to publish the scriptures of other founding figures of
great religions, such as Zarathustra and Jesus, ‘e.g. the Old and New
Testaments’.” However, the implied expectation—that the publication of
the Qur’an translation would lead to state-sanctioned Bible production
in the GDR—was not to be fulfilled. Reclam Leipzig’s edition of the
Qur’an was a success, though, and numerous subsequent editions
were produced, all of which were sold out immediately: a reprint in
1970, a slightly updated edition in 1973, and another updated edition in
1980. Every time, the socialist economy caused production delays, and
every time, the bookshops pre-ordered more copies than Reclam could
deliver.”? A fifth, sixth, and seventh edition were published in Leipzig in

88 Letter from Ernst Werner to the Reclam publishing house, 23 February 1968; Letter
from H.M. to Ernst Werner, 26 February 1968; Letter from Ernst Werner to Reclam-
Verlag, 28 February 1968, no. 148; Letter from E.P. and H.M. to Ernst Werner, 1
April 1968 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

89 BArch DR 1/2201, Image 284, 288; Letter from H.M. to Ernst Werner, 13 January
1969 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

90 Letter from H.M. to Ernst Werner, 13 January 1969; Letter from H.M. to Aufbau-
Verlag, 1 November 1968, which emphasises the great demand that exceeded all
expectations as well as the need for a second edition; Letter from Kurt Rudolph to
H.M., 1 April 1969, no. 323 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

91 Letter from R.S. (name anonymised), Dresden, to Reclam-Verlag, 29 November
1968 (Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).

92 Letter from H.M. to Johann W. Fiick, 14 October 1969; Letter from Johann W. Fiick
to H.M., 16 October 1969, no. 1032; Letter from H.M. to Ernst Werner, 27 Jan. 1972;
Letter from Ernst Werner to H.M., 1 Feb. 1972, no. 98; Letter from Kurt Rudolph to
H.M., no. 1978, 16 Feb. 1972; Letter from H.M. to Kurt Rudolph, 9 July 1980.
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1983, 1984, and 1989.” Moreover, from 1979, VMA-Verlag in Wiesbaden
published a licensed edition for West German readers, which competed
with the Reclam Stuttgart edition and was also reprinted several times.
However, the correspondence on this project that is documented in the
Reclam archive comes to a stop after 1982. This is because it was around
this time that Rudolph was given the chance to take up a position as
visiting professor in the United States—an opportunity he used to leave
the GDR for good. He moved to West Germany in 1986 and spent the last
years of his teaching career at the University of Marburg.** His pursuit
of scholarship without subordination to the ideological demands of the
GDR had obviously been untenable, especially in the stifling intellectual
climate of the 1980s.>

A Better Qur’an from ‘the Better Germany’:
Outdoing the FRG

The Leipzig Henning edition was, at least in part, a reaction to the
Stuttgart Henning edition, and its publisher and editors were fully
prepared to see it measured against Schimmel’s work. This was in line
with the competition that defined German-German relations. From
the perspective of the GDR leadership and that of quite a few leftist
idealists, whose numbers were still substantial in the 1960s, the GDR
was the ‘better Germany’: a socialist project destined to overcome the
legacy of German imperialism and fascism which lived on in the FRG.*

93 The 1983 edition was a reprint of the 1979 edition, with the addition of a table of
contents. This version was published unchanged until 1989.

94 Marcell Sa88, ‘Nachruf Prof. Dr. theol. Dr. phil. habil. Dr. h. ¢. mult. Kurt Rudolph’,
Universitdt Marburg, May 2020, https://www.uni-marburg.de/de/fb05/aktuelles/
news/nachruf-kurt-rudolph.pdf.

95 In November 1976, the singer-songwriter Wolf Biermann (b. 1936), who was a
socialist but critical of the structures and policies of the GDR, was expatriated
while he was performing in the FRG. After this event, many intellectuals and
artists lost hope in the possibility of reforming the system from within, and a
mass exodus ensued. The time between 1977 and 1989 is often described as a
period of decline and frustration, marked by increasingly rigid policies. See Ralf
Schnell, “Literatur und Gesellschaft im Ubergang (1977-1989)’, in Geschichte der
deutschsprachigen Literatur seit 1945, by Ralf Schnell (Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler, 1993),
207-37.

96 Wolfgang Bialas, ‘Ostdeutsche Intellektuelle und der gesellschaftliche Umbruch
der DDR’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 33:2 (2007), 289-308 (p. 291).
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Whether Reclam Leipzig actually wanted to prove the superiority of
GDR scholarship—based on the principles of Marxism-Leninism, as
the expert opinion by Heinrich Simon had implied—or whether this
was just jargon meant to convince the censors is anyone’s guess. But a
comparison between the two editions shows that the Schimmel edition
was constantly present in the minds of Rudolph and the Reclam Leipzig
editors, and that their intention was to surpass it. This was quite feasible,
because the hasty production of the Stuttgart edition meant that it left a
lot of room for improvement.

In line with the general formats of their respective series, the Leipzig
edition—unlike the Stuttgart edition—was published as a paperback
from the start to ensure a low sale price. Much care was taken to design
a visually appealing title page, however. The editors chose an image
from a Qur’an manuscript owned by the Leipzig University Library as
the cover image, which had a far more interesting look than the simple
black-and-white geometric pattern that adorned the cover of the Stuttgart
edition. When it came to typesetting and formal features, Rudolph
followed Schimmel’s decision to use page headers that indicated the
sitra number, but he did not make an effort to adapt the siira names to
Muslim usage.” While Schimmel, like Henning, had arranged the text
in single verse format, Rudolph organised it in paragraphs that formed
coherent thematic units, which sometimes also served to highlight
stylistic aspects such as parallelisms.” To the increasingly antiquated
Fliigel verse numbering system, Rudolph added in brackets the Kufan
verse numbers that are common in Muslim editions of the Qur’an.

With regard to the text of the translation itself, the fact that Reclam
Leipzig was willing to invest more time and effort than Reclam Stuttgart
meant that Rudolph had the liberty to correct mistakes and improve
the translation stylistically, which he did, even if not exhaustively so.
For example, Henning had mistakenly identified the Qur’anic sabi%in as
‘Sabder” (‘Sabaeans’), a term which denotes an ancient South Arabian

97  For example, Schimmel had changed the title of Q 20 from ‘T.H'. to “Ta-Ha’ but
Rudolph did not, and he certainly did not include eulogies in the title of siiras that
are named after prophets.

98 For example, in Q 55, the verse fa-bi-ayyi ala’ rabbikuma tukadhdhibani (“Which of
the blessings of your Lord will you deny?’) is repeated every two to three verses.
Rudolph organises the siira in paragraphs, each of which ends with this verse, to
highlight this structure.
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community that is not identical to the religious group referred to in
Q 2:62 and Q 5:69 as sabi®iin. Rudolph changed the translation to ‘Sabier’
(‘Sabians”’). Another example is the much-discussed verse Q 4:34, which
contains the phrase wa-hjurithunna fi I-madaji%i addressed to husbands.
This refers to the treatment of—according to Henning—potentially
‘unruly” wives, and instructs men to refrain from sharing their bed
(that is, having intercourse with them). Henning, however, understood
the verse in an anachronistic way as an instruction to ground them,
translating the segment as ‘banish them to the bedchambers’ (“Verbannet
sie in die Schlafgemécher’). Rudolph changed this to say ‘banish them
from the bedchambers’ (“Verbannt sie aus den Schlafgeméchern’). He
also modernised the old-fashioned Luther Bible style of the translation
that would have seemed more outdated to GDR readers, many of whom
were lacking familiarity with Christianity, than to West Germans.
The most visible general revision concerns his decision to replace the
derogatory “Weiber” as a translation of al-nisa® with the neutral, standard
German term ‘Frauen’ (‘women’) throughout. He missed numerous
errors,” but compared to the Schimmel edition, Rudolph’s edition
nevertheless constituted an improvement.

The intent to outperform the Schimmel edition becomes even clearer
when comparing the paratexts of the two editions. Just like the Stuttgart
edition, the Leipzig edition replaced Henning’s introduction with a
new one, revised and expanded his notes, and added a thematic index
as well as a bibliography of Qur’anic studies—and every single one
of these paratexts is longer and more thorough in Rudolph’s edition
than in Schimmel’s. The index is far more extensive and detailed than
in the Stuttgart edition. The bibliography also contains more titles in
more languages, especially Russian, and—in contrast to the Schimmel
edition—a selection of Qur’an editions and translations is also listed.
This is something that Schimmel had wanted to include but that the
Reclam Stuttgart editor had discouraged out of reluctance to list
the translation by Goldmann, their big competitor.!” The footnotes
were greatly expanded and supplemented with a wealth of helpful

99  For example, in Henning’s translation, some clauses are missing that he probably
overlooked, e.g. in Q 7:158 and Q 5:18. See Haberldnder, ‘Max Henning/'.

100 Letter from K.N. to Annemarie Schimmel, 28 January 1960
(Reclam-Verlagsarchiv).
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explanations, cross-references, and information on pre-Islamic reference
texts, especially from Judaism and Christianity.

At the same time, both the index and the notes show the presence of
Schimmel’s edition in Rudolph’s. This was not an independent revision
of Henning’s original edition that happened to be more thorough; rather,
it specifically built on Schimmel’s edition, improving and expanding it.
For example, these are Schimmel’s and Rudolph’s index entries for the
letter J, translated into English:

Schimmel]' Rudolph'”

Yaghtith, old Arabian deity
Jacob Jacob (Yaqub)

Yathrib (=Medina)

Ya‘ugq, old Arabian deity

Hereafter, see Hell and Paradise

Jesus (Son of Mary) Jesus (“Isa), the son of Mary

John (the Baptist) John (the Baptist)

Jonah (Dhu 1-Nun) Jonah (Yunus), also called Dhu 1-Nun
‘Fish Man’

Joseph (son of Jacob) Joseph (Yusuf, son of Jacob)

Jews (see also Children of Israel; Jews (al-Yahud), see also Children of

People of the Book) Israel, Moses

Judgment Day (see also Resurrection, |Judgment Day, see also Judgment,
‘Hour”) Resurrection, ‘Hour’

Allah and Judgment Day (belief in)

Also, compare Schimmel’s and Rudolph'’s footnotes on Q 9:107—a verse
in which a mosque built to cause harm or disbelief is mentioned, which
Henning himself did not include a note on:

101 Henning and Schimmel, Der Koran, pp. 605-06.
102 Henning and Rudolph, Der Koran, p. 584.
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Schimmel Rudolph

According to tradition, twelve men According to tradition, it is the

had built a mosque near that of Kuba“ | so-called ‘rivalry mosque” which

in order to cause division among the |was built by some Medinans of the
Muslims.'® Banu Salim near the prayer place of
Quba’ at the instigation of the Hanif
or monk Abu Amir, either to have
their own place of worship or to harm
Muhammad. He recognised the evil
intentions and had it destroyed.'®*

Even in Rudolph’s introduction, traces of Schimmel’s influence can be
found, as in the example of his comparison between the Fitiha and the
Lord’s Prayer mentioned above. However, the similarities are marginal
here, partly because the Leipzig edition—unlike the one from Stuttgart—
had a system of academic quality control in place, and the reviewers’
suggestions were heeded. More importantly, the Leipzig edition had
its own historical and political framing, and that was incompatible
with Schimmel'’s vision. This is true for both Werner’s and Rudolph’s
introductions, despite the major differences of opinion between them.
They, as well as the Reclam editorial office, had distinctive ideas about
why the Qur’an was relevant for a GDR readership.

A Prophet for GDR Readers: The Leipzig
Edition’s Framing of Islam

The entire project of introducing GDR readers to the Qur’an faced a big
problem from the outset, and that is the fact that the Qur’an is a religious
text. According to official Marxist ideology, religions were considered
harmful. Therefore, one of the major paradigms of the edition was
to move the focus away from matters of faith and piety towards more
‘innocuous’ fields such as social ethics, politics, and history. This is why
Annemarie Schimmel’s approach to the Qur’an was so badly suited to
the GDR context, despite the respect that Rudolph obviously had for her.

103 Henning and Schimmel, Der Koran, p. 194.
104 Henning and Rudolph, Der Koran, p. 197.
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One solution that Reclam found for this dilemma was to highlight
the socio-political significance of Muhammad’s mission, which was
emphasised not only with regard to his own times but especially for the
present day. According to the blurb:

The effects that emanate from this collection of Muhammad’s
proclamations up to the present day are immensely diverse [...] For
today’s Muslims in different parts of the world, the life and work of
Muhammad have not only a religious but also an eminently political
significance, inasmuch as he is regarded as a model of a conscious,
energetic, and responsible statesman who paved the way for racial
equality and social justice. For Arab nationalism, he paved the way for
Arab unity.'®

The perceived problems of this approach have already become apparent
from Markov’s expert statement, in which he criticised the fact that
Werner had overlooked—or at least heavily downplayed—Mecca’s role
as a religious centre. But this approach also had its advantages. For
example, it allowed a positive appraisal of Muhammad’s political role.
While Henning, like many other European Orientalists, had bemoaned
Muhammad'’s turn to statesmanship after the hijra, this was decidedly
seen as a redeeming quality in the GDR. In his introduction, Werner
explains the emergence of Islam as a means to a political end—namely,
the unification of Arabs—and he situates it in Marxist historiography,
according to which feudalism was a necessary intermediate stage between
slave-owning societies and capitalism that all societies go through.

Muhammad not only charted the Arabs’ path into the future through
his religious foundation, he also gave them political maxims that his
successors, the caliphs, sought to realise by all means. An early feudal
state had emerged from the fragmented and disunited Arabia, which
was held together by a uniform religious ideology and a minimum
degree of centralization [...] Muhammad is one of the most important
personalities in world history. He created a ‘religion tailored to Orientals,
especially Arabs, i.e. on the one hand to city dwellers engaged in trade
and commerce, and on the other to nomadising Bedouins’ (F. Engels).
He thus gave Oriental society an ideology that corresponded to it, and
in this way promoted its feudalization. More than almost any other
religious founder, he merged politics and religion and orientated his

105 Ibid.
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religious mission towards social conditions. In his later period, however,
this also resulted in a remarkable lack of hesitation when using religious
phraseology to achieve secular goals. Nevertheless, his work served a
progressive development and significantly promoted the transition from
slavery and kinship organization to feudalism.'®

Rudolph, unsurprisingly, assumes a less ideological perspective on early
Islamic history. For him, Muhammad was the founder of a religion whose
authentic statements are contained in the Qur’an. While acknowledging
the role of politics in early Islamic history, he also stresses the ‘internal,
religious side” of Islam.'”” He has no doubt about Muhammad’s sincerity
in this regard. However, his views of what it means to establish a new
faith are very different from Schimmel’s. They have a society-oriented
component that leads him to reject the common distinction between
the Meccan and Medinan Muhammad. According to Rudolph, neither
was the Meccan period a time of apolitical piety, nor did Muhammad
betray his religious ideals in favour of politics during the Medinan
period. He was never an individualistic seeker of God, but always, from
the outset, took responsibility for the community. What changed were
the circumstances in which he did so and the amount of authority and
agency he possessed, not the mission itself.

Rudolph also provides readers with an overview of the religion of
Islam, in which he very much emphasises its present-day political role:

When M. Henning wrote at the time that the political role of Islam was
finished, he was (forgivably) mistaken. Islam is currently experiencing
a renaissance (nahda) and has retained its dominant position in all
Muslim countries liberated from the colonial yoke and imperialism, be
it in Africa, the Middle East, India or Indonesia, or has regained it in
a modern form. ‘Islam promotes the ideals of freedom and liberation
from the yoke of imperialism,” declared Gamal abd an-Nassir (Nasser) in
1964 at the ‘Islamic Studies Congress” held in Cairo, which was attended
by Muslim scholars from forty-two countries. The study of the Qur’an
as the document that forms the basis of Islam is therefore only natural,
especially for people who follow the struggle of these peoples with
conscious involvement and sympathy.'®

106 Tbid., p. 15.
107 Tbid., p. 16.
108 Tbid., p. 32.
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However, it is quite obvious from Rudolph’s extensive annotation
that neither the liberation from the ‘colonial yoke’ nor Nasser’s Arab
socialism—which was firmly entrenched in the Eastern Bloc by 1968,
after the catastrophic defeat in the Six-Day-War against Israel in 1967—
were really among his areas of interest. Nor did he engage with the
phenomenology of religion, as Schimmel had done; this is particularly
visible in many instances where he built on Schimmel’s notes but omitted
her (often quite sweeping) statements about Muslim beliefs.'” He also
deleted her references to South Asian sources, including the exegesis
of Muhammad Igbal, in favour of pre-Islamic sources."® Overall, he
had an academic interest in the history of Islam in the context of pre-
Islamic religions and he strove to satisfy the ideological demands of
the GDR publishing system to the smallest extent possible in order to
carve out a space for the unideological pursuit of scholarship, with
remarkable success. His annotation—in contrast to both the original
edition and the Stuttgart edition—is extensive, providing readers with
many useful explanations, a good overview of Qur’anic and Biblical
parallels, references to other Late Antique sources, and information
on the Arabian context of the Qur’anic revelation. Far from promoting
the political agenda of the GDR, the annotation is instead successful at
guiding readers through the text—a text that Rudolph had significantly
improved by correcting mistakes, modernising the language, and
arranging it in thematic units. Unfortunately, this achievement was not
the decisive factor in determining the fate of the respective editions after
the Berlin Wall came down and Germany was reunified.

The West has Won: Henning’s Translation
after Reunification

On 3 October 1990—less than a year after the GDR had opened
its borders in a semi-accidental reaction to the mass exodus of its
disillusioned citizens, which the crumbling Soviet Union refused to

109 See, for example, their respective notes on Q 6:60 where Rudolph disregarded
Schimmel'’s reference to the importance that Muslims attach to dreams.

110 For example, in his note on Q 2:28, he replaced a reference to Muhammad Igbal
with one to Augustine; and he omits her mention in Q 21:85 of the identification of
Dha I-Kifl with the Buddha.
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prevent—the ‘better Germany’ ceased to exist. Very little changed for
West Germany but practically everything changed for the ‘five new
federal states’, as the former territory of the GDR was now called. At
this time, both Reclam Leipzig (1989) and Reclam Stuttgart (1990) were
still publishing reprints of their respective versions of Henning’s Qur’an
translation. Moreover, Annemarie Schimmel was working on an update
of her edition, which was published by Reclam Stuttgart in 1991. She
now used the Kufan verse numbering system, with Fliigel’s numbers
in brackets. She had also expanded the bibliography to include more
recent titles and had minimally revised the annotations to be more
considerate of the religious sensitivities of Muslim readers, in deference
to the fact that the Germany of 1991 had a substantial and growing
Muslim population.!"! By the 1980s, some of these German Muslims had
also started to write their own translations of the Qur’an.!'?

However, Henning’s translation remained relevant, first of all because
Muslim translators into German frequently drew on it, and secondly
because some Muslim individuals and institutions preferred it to
translations that had not been produced by native speakers. Henning’s
translation seemed adequately respectful to them; among other things,
his rendition of Allah as ‘Allah’, rather than ‘Gott’, was cited as a reason for
this.'® Moreover, its copyright protection expired in 1997, and Reclam was
willing to grant publishing rights even a few years before that date. For
these reasons, no fewer than two Turkish editions of Henning’s translation
were published in the 1990s, both edited by converts. The first was
prepared by H. Achmed Schmiede (1935-2010) on behalf of the Tiirkiye
Diyanet Foundation in 1991. Targeting second- and third-generation

111 Max Henning (trans.) and Annemarie Schimmel (ed.), Der Koran, revised edn
(Stuttgart: Reclam, 1991).

112 Hartmut Bobzin, ‘Abu-r-Rida’ Muhammad Ibn Ahmad Ibn Rassoul’, in
Glaubensbuch und Weltliteratur. Koraniibersetzungen in Deutschland von der
Reformationszeit bis heute, ed. by Hartmut Bobzin and Peter M. Kleine (Arnsberg:
Stadt Arnsberg, 2007), p. 50; Hartmut Bobzin, ‘Adel Theodor Khoury/Muhammad
Salim Abdullaly’, in Glaubensbuch und Weltliteratur. Koraniibersetzungen in
Deutschland von der Reformationszeit bis heute, ed. by Hartmut Bobzin and Peter
M. Kleine (Arnsberg: Stadt Arnsberg, 2007), p. 51; Ahmad von Denffer (ed.),

Der Koran: die Heilige Schrift des Islam in deutscher Ubertragung; mit Erliuterungen
nach den Kommentaren von Dschalalain, Tabari und anderen hervorragenden klassischen
Koranauslegern, 9th improved edn (Miinchen: Islamisches Zentrum, 2003).

113 Fatima Grimm, ‘Review: Der Koran by Max Henning, Murad Wilfried Hofmann,

Saban Kurt’, Islamic Studies (Islamabad), 38:3 (1999), 465-68.
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German-Turks, it contained Schimmel’s edition without the paratexts, but
with virtually no changes other than a complete adaptation to the Kufan
verse numbering system, as well as the addition of the Arabic mushaf. The
second edition, published in 1998 by the da‘wa-oriented Turkish publisher
Cagr1 Yayinlari, was prepared by the high-profile convert Murad Wilfried
Hofmann (1931-2020) who had heavily revised it and turned it into a
fairly polemical and apologetic text.!

Despite the growing competition, Reclam itself aimed to continue
publishing a Qur’an translation, and due to the history of the Henning
edition, it could choose from two options. This was because after
the end of the GDR, the coexistence of Reclam Stuttgart and Reclam
Leipzig was seen as untenable. Reclam Leipzig was heavily in debt and
could not survive in the market economy conditions without radical
reorganisation. Through the Treuhandanstalt—the privatisation trust
agency that administered the restructuring, sale, or closure of GDR
companies—the Stuttgart publishing house made a bid to take over
the Leipzig branch. Their proposal, which allowed the Leipzig house
to continue running its own programme, was favoured by a majority
of the employees over a proposal by the Leipzig management to have
Reclam Leipzig collectively owned and run by its employees. In 1992,
the reprivatisation of Reclam Leipzig and its incorporation into the
Stuttgart publishing house was completed."® In 2006, however, Reclam
Leipzig was wound up, despite having a highly respected portfolio and
large number of bestsellers. Many Germans in the ‘five new federal
states’ considered this another case of the GDR legacy being sold off,
regardless of profit or other value."*

114 Max Henning (trans.) and H. Achmed Schmiede (ed.), Der gnadenreiche Koran
(Ankara: Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi, 1995); Max Henning (trans.) and Murad
Wilfried Hofmann (ed.), Der Koran: arabisch — deutsch, 3rd edn (Istanbul: Cagr1
Yayinlari, 2002); Hartmut Bobzin, ‘Max Henning — Hanspeter Achmed Schmiede’,
in Glaubensbuch und Weltliteratur. Koraniibersetzungen in Deutschland von der
Reformationszeit bis heute, ed. by Hartmut Bobzin and Peter M. Kleine (Arnsberg:
Stadt Arnsberg, 2007), p. 52; Hartmut Bobzin, ‘Max Henning — Murad Wilfried
Hofmann', in Glaubensbuch und Weltliteratur. Koraniibersetzungen in Deutschland
von der Reformationszeit bis heute, ed. by Hartmut Bobzin and Peter M. Kleine
(Arnsberg: Stadt Arnsberg, 2007), p. 55. For more details, see also Pink, ‘Eine
Korantibersetzung'.

115 Max, Der Reclam-Verlag, pp. 76-77.

116 Susanne Mack, ‘Reclam Leipzig Ade’, Deutschlandfunk Kultur, 29 March 2006,
https://www.deutschlandfunkkultur.de/reclam-leipzig-ade-100.html
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The fate of the two Cold War editions of Henning’s translation of
the Qur’an reflects a similar trajectory. Reclam reprinted Schimmel’s
1991 edition several times, and it does not appear that the management
in Stuttgart ever even considered swapping it for Rudolph’s edition.
2022 saw a ‘reviewed and updated’ Schimmel edition, in which
the main change appears to be that the term Weiber was replaced by
Frauen—more than fifty years after Reclam Leipzig had done this.!”
Rudolph’s edition, on the other hand, was no longer reprinted—at least
not officially and under his name. To this day, online bookshops offer
a print-on-demand title and ebook by a shady publisher called Nikol
which contains Rudolph’s version of Henning’s translation without the
paratexts but is marketed solely under Henning’s name, with the blurb
of the Schimmel edition: the ultimate rip-off, and a rather sad ending
for an edition into which so much time and effort was invested under
adverse circumstances.''®
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6. Constructing a Qur’an-
Based sira in Post-Soviet
Azerbaijjan: Denominational
Approaches to the Prophet’s
Biography in Azerbaijani
Qur’an Translations

Elnura Azizova

Introduction

Azerbaijan, the largest country in the South Caucasus in terms of both
geographic area and population, is constitutionally a democratic, legal,
secular, and unitary republic. Approximately 96.9% of the country’s
population is made up of Muslims, while 3% are Christians, and members
of other religions such as Judaism make up the final 0.1%.! Because of
its geopolitical situation, Azerbaijan has experienced the re-settlement
and migration of many peoples throughout history. The process of
Islamisation started in the middle of the seventh century, at which time

1 Pew Research Center, The Global Religious Landscape: A Report on the Size and
Distribution of the World’s Major Religious Groups as of 2010 (Washington, D.C.: The
Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life, 2012), p. 45, https://
www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/
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the population was a mixture of Zoroastrians, Christians, and Jews, and
Muslims came to make up the majority in only a short time.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Azerbaijan was divided
into two parts and split between the Qajar State and Tsarist Russia by
the treaties of Gulistan (1813) and Turkmenchay (1828). Historically,
the southern part of Azerbaijan fell within the borders of modern
Iran. South Azerbaijani Turks make up 25-30% of the country’s total
population, forming the second-largest ethnic group in Iran today after
Persians, and are concentrated in Tabriz, Ardabil, and Zandjan, although
they are also present in other provinces. In Northern Azerbaijan,
which remained under the rule of Tsarist Russia, efforts were made to
assimilate the Muslim population, leading to the establishment of the
Azerbaijan Democratic Republic in 1918—the first democratic republic
of the Muslim world. However, after only two years of independence,
the fledgling Republic was invaded by Soviet Russia in 1920. During the
following seventy years of Soviet rule, the area was subject to the Soviet
atheist agenda, and from the 1940s onwards a policy institutionally
oppressing Muslims was implemented. After Azerbaijan regained its
independence in 1991, the way was paved for the development of a new
sense of national and religious identity. According to recent surveys,
90-99% of the population that identifies as Muslim describe themselves
as believers, while the rate of practising Muslims is only 5-17%.* The
Muslim population of Azerbaijan consists of Twelver Shiis and Sunnis,
although there is no definitive statistic on their relative proportions from
official or reliable sources. Furthermore, a survey conducted in thirty-
nine mainly Muslim-majority countries found the highest degree of
interdenominational tolerance between Sunnis and Shiis in Azerbaijan.
The ratio of Azerbaijanians who accept Shiis as Muslims vs those who
do not is 97% to 2%, and the ratio of those who accept Sunnis as Muslims
and those who do not is 91% to 7%.?

2 Elnure 9zizova, ‘Azarbaycan comiyyatindaki dindarliq seviyyessinin Islam
diinyasindak: dindarliq saviyyesi ile miiqayisesi’, in Azarbaycanda Islam, ed. by
Nahid Mammadov (Baku: Nurlar, 2015), pp. 52-75; Asaf Qanbarov, Azarbaycanda
Ddévlat-Din Miinasibatlori: Diinyaviliyin nazari va hiiquqi ssaslar1 (Baku: Nurlar, 2019),
pp- 163-68.

3 Pew Research Center, The World’s Muslims: Unity and Diversity (Washington,

D.C.: The Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life,
2012), pp. 132-33, https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/08/09/
the-worlds-muslims-unity-and-diversity-executive-summary/
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Over the last decade, Azerbaijan has initiated a policy of
multiculturalism, with the officially declared goal of promoting
harmonious coexistence among its diverse national, cultural, and
religious groups, all built upon the principles of tolerance and mutual
respect. For the purpose of showcasing and implementing this policy
more effectively, the Baku International Multiculturalism Center was
established by presidential decree in 2014, and the President also signed
an order declaring 2016 the “Year of Multiculturalism’. The continuation
of the centuries-old peaceful relationship between Shiis and Sunnis
is a crucial part of this policy. Within the framework of the Year of
Multiculturalism, on 15 January 2016, Shii and Sunni believers jointly
participated for the first time in the performance of the Unity Prayer
(vahdat namazi) at Haydar Mosque in Baku. Since then, the Unity Prayer
has become a national tradition that symbolises interdenominational
companionship, religious tolerance, and multiculturalism. Azerbaijan’s
model of interdenominational relations has been described as an
example for many Muslim-majority countries.*

In 1997, the first issue of Tarjiiman-e Wahi, a new journal dedicated
to Qur’anic studies based in Iran, published an article on Qur’an
translations in post-Soviet Azerbaijan. The author of the article, Rastl
Isma‘flzade Dizal—a theologian from South Azerbaijan and the author
of a Qur'an translation into Azerbaijani—criticised the first Qur’an
translation published in post-Soviet Azerbaijan, by Ziya Biinyadov and
Vasim Mammedaliyev, for including some Sunni elements, on the basis
that it had been ‘influenced by the translations in Istanbul Turkish’ (i.e.
modern Turkish).® In direct contrast, ten years later, Dr Fethi Ahmet
Polat—a theologian from the Republic of Tiirkiye—regretfully asserted
that the very same translation reflected Shii denominational concerns
in places.® Despite their particularistic approaches, these two studies

4 Qenberov, Azarbaycanda Dévlat-Din Miinasibatlari, pp. 192-95.

5 Rastil Isma‘ilzade Diizal, ‘Negahi be tarjama hai Azerbayjani Qur’ani-Karim’,
Tarjiman-e Wahi, 1 (1376/1997), 60-73 (pp. 71-72).

6 A number of studies instead deal with one particular Azerbaijani translation,
or undertake a comparison between translations. See Ahmet Fethi Polat,
‘Azerbaycan’da Yapilan Kur’an Terciimeleri ve Tiirkiye’de Nesredilen Meallerin
Bu Terciimelere Etkileri—Memmedeliyev Terciimesi Ornegi’, Uluslararas: Tiirk
Diinyasinn Islamiyete Katkilart Sempozyumu Bildirileri, ed. by Ismail Hakki Goksoy
and Nejdet Durak (Isparta: Siileyman Demirel Universitesi, 2007), pp. 441-57 (pp.
455-56).
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demonstrate that the issue of Qur’an translation in Azerbaijan was of
interest to the international academic community, and was on their radar.
Since Diuizal’s 1997 article on Azerbaijani Qur’an translations, various
other articles, master’s theses, and book chapters on the subject have
been produced. With some exceptions,” these studies tend to provide a
bibliography of existing translations and draw a general picture of their
methods and exegetical and linguistic characteristics.®* However, many
issues remain unexplored, such as the contextualisation of Azerbaijani
Qur’an translation traditions and movements in relation to the wider
Islamic world, their relationship with Qur’anic studies in the pre-
Soviet and post-Soviet periods, the socio-political factors affecting the
translation process, and the underlying reasons for editorial changes.

The biography of the Prophet—the sira nabawiyya—promises to
be a particularly fruitful subject of research in Azerbaijani Qur’an
translations. Since the religious tradition of Azerbaijan has been
interrupted by nearly seventy years of official atheist ideology, what
perception of the Prophet Muhammad might be reflected in religious
texts? Translations of the Qur’an into Azerbaijani Turkish are among
the most accessible and widely disseminated written sources presenting
the life of the Prophet to the Azerbaijani-speaking local Muslim
populace, and the use of the sira as a methodological lens will enable
a meaningful comparative assessment. In order to study the subject in
detail, verses of the Qur’an related to the main events of the sira will
be highlighted, and comparisons will be made between the various
translations, commentaries, and interpretations of the relevant verses.
Particular attention will be paid to certain subjects, such as the Prophet’s
image in the context of “isma (infallibility), as well as how the differing
depictions of the Prophet’s Companions and his wives reflect specific
denominational points of view.

7 Ibid.; Roya Aliyeva, ‘Kur’an Terciime Teknikleri A¢isindan Biiniyatov-
Mammedaliyev ve Guliyev Meallerinin Degerlendirilmesi’ (unpublished master’s
thesis, Sakarya Universitesi, 2016).

8  Erdogan Pazarbagi, “Azerbaycan’da Yaygin Kur’an Terciimeleri’, Erciyes Universitesi
[lahiyat Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 10 (1998), 103-18; Mehman Ismayuilov, 20. Yiiyzilda
Azerbaycan’da Yapilan Kur’an Tefsiri ve Meal Calismalar1” (unpublished master’s
thesis, Marmara Universitesi, 2002), pp- 20-45; Ahmet Fethi Polat, “Yirminci Yiizyil
Sonrasinda Azerbaycan’da Yapilan Kur’an Terciimeleri—I’, Sel¢uk Universitesi
ilahiyat Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 16 (2003), 73-96; Ramiz Mommadov and Abdurrohman
Nuruyev, Tafsir Elmi (Baku: Ipakyolu, 2016), pp. 105-8.
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As of 2023, fourteen Azerbaijani Qur’an translations have been
produced, and the publication history of these translations can be
divided into three periods: (1) translations by Azerbaijani Arabists, from
the late 1980s to the early 1990s; (2) institutional translations produced
by foreign organisations from the late 1990s to the early 2000s; (3) a
period of diversification from 2010 to the present day. In this chapter, I
will briefly introduce translations from each of these periods, referring to
the social-religious discourses affecting their production and analysing
how this might be reflected in the various translations, with a focus on
verses associated with the sira nabawiyya.

Qur’an Translations by Azerbaijani Arabists:
The Incorporation of the Classical sira
Tradition into the Framework of the Qur’an

The first complete translation of the Qur’an tobe produced in the Republic
of Azerbaijan was co-authored by an Arabist, Vasim Mammadaliyev,
and a historian, Ziya Biinyadov, using the Cyrillic alphabet in 1992,
with a print run of 100,000 copies.” Mammadaliyev’s preface to the
translation consists of an extensive article on the history of the Qur’an,
which mainly focuses on the history of its translation."” The annotations
that characterise this text as a commentary translation'' were written by
Ziya Biinyadov, who, as acknowledged in the preface,'? makes great use
of the Russian Qur’an translation by Ignatii Iul'ianovich Krachkovskii
(d. 1951), one of the founders of the school of Soviet Arabic Studies.
Mammadaliyev further explains that a sixty-six-page section covering
the first three suras was translated by Ali Fahmi Alakbarov' in 1969

9  Ziya Biinyadov and Vasim Mammadoliyev, Qur’an (Baku: Azarnasr, 1992).

10 Ibid., pp. v—xxxii.

11 Ibid., pp. 651-711.

12 Ibid., p. xxxii.

13 Ali Fahmi was born in Baku in 1919, graduated from the Institute of Medicine in
1941, and worked as both a doctor and a school teacher in Sabirabad, a district of
Azerbaijan, until 1949. He obtained a second degree in Azerbaijan Literature from
Azerbaijan University between 1952 and 1957, following which he was admitted
to their PhD programme, and worked as a lecturer in the Department of History
of Azerbaijani Literature until his death in 1975. Yezqar Cafarli, li Fahmi Diinyast
(Baku: Adiloglu: 2011), pp. 17-19.
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and 1970, and was proofread by Mammadaliyev at that time and then
reviewed by him again before publication.'

The extensive use of commentary from Krachkovskii’s translation on
the one hand, and the inclusion of Ali Fahmi’s Soviet-era translation
of the first three suras on the other, raises the question of to what
extent Blinyadov’s and Mammadaliyev’s translation can be seen as a
continuation of the Soviet tradition of Qur’an translation.’® While giving

14 Coafarli, dli Fohmi Diinyast, p. xxxii. It is worth noting that Ahmad Hashimzade,
a retired teacher from the Quba district, completed a hand-written four-
volume commentary of the Qur’an titled Tafstru’l-Qur’ani’l-’Azim. For the latest
comprehensive study on this manuscript, see Roya Kazimova, Azerbaycanl
Miifessir Ahmed Hasimzade nin Tefsiru'l-Kur'ani’l-Azim Isimli Eserinde Kur'an’1
Yorumlama Yontemi (unpublished doctoral thesis, Uludag Universitesi, 2022)
and submitted it to the Institute of Manuscripts, Azerbaijan National Academy
of Sciences, in 1962. Was it a coincidence that Ali Fahmi, a former doctor who
was proficient in Arabic and Persian, translated some part of the Qur’an shortly
after the completion of a four-volume commentary by Ahmad Hashimzade in
the Arabic alphabet in 1962? The question of the relationship between these two
Qur’anic studies remains unaddressed. According to information conveyed by
his family members, Ali Fahmi had a close friendship with Akhund Mirmé&hsiin
Hekimzade (1882-1967), the ninth shaykh al-Islam (1954-1967) of Soviet
Azerbaijan, from the 1940s until the latter’s death, and Hekimzade provided Ali
Fahmi with many copies of Islamic manuscripts and encouraged him to translate
the Qur’an. Ali Fahmi translated ‘seven’ juz of the Qur’an (Caforli, dli Fohmi
Diinyast, pp. 24-28; Mammadaliyev gives a differing opinion on the amount
that Fahmi translated). According to available information, Ali Fahmi may have
benefited from classical sources on the Qur’an while translating it. According to
Cafarli, Vali Akhundov, the First Secretary of the Azerbaijan Communist Party
Central Committee between 1959 and 1969, wanted to appoint Ali Fahmi, his
fellow student from the medical university, to the post of shaykh al-Islam, but Fahmi
refused the post (Cafarli, dli Fohmi Diinyast, pp. 78-79). Although it is not known
whether this information is merely speculation, according to the information
Pazarbasi provides without specifying a source, the Central Committee of the
Communist Party decided that the Qur’an should be translated into Azerbaijani,
and the task was given to Ali Fahmi in 1968. He produced a partial translation,
but this work remained unfinished (Erdogan Pazarbasi, ‘Kur’an’in Azerbaycan’da
Yaygin Tefsir ve Terctimeleri’, Bilig, 25 (2003), 73-97 (p. 86)). Davut Aydiiz, the
author of one of the first studies on Hashimzade’s tafsir, records that a number of
researchers, together with Ali Fahmi—whom he cites wrongly as ‘the Dean, the
Professor of Baku State University’, quoting from Hashimzade’s family members—
visited Hashimzade in his village to invite him to the university, but he did not
accept this invitation (Davut Aydiiz, ‘Sovyet Déneminde Azerbaycan Tiirkgesi
ve Arap Harfleriyle Yazilan Bir Tefsir’, Akademik Aragtirmalar Dergisi, 17 (2003),
99-104 (p. 100)).

15 Some studies on Azerbaijani translations of the Qur’an mention that the
commentary section of Biinyadov’s and Mammadaliyev’s translation is influenced
by L. Y. Krachkovskii’s translation, based on the information in the preface of
Biinyadov’s and Mammadaliyev’s translation. See: Polat, “Yirminci Yiiz Yil
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a definite answer to this question goes beyond the scope of this research,
a certain level of clarity can be provided through comparison of their
text with Krachkovskii’s translation. This shows that the most important
similarities between the two lie not in the text of the Qur’an translation
but in their respective commentaries. Both translations contain similar
supplementary information in terms of: (1) providing equivalent terms
from the Hebrew Bible and New Testament for some terms found in
the Qur’an; (2) explaining verses related to the history of the prophets;
and (3) providing linguistic explanations. However, Biinyadov did not
replicate the commentary from Krachovskii’s translation verbatim,
but rather chose to omit material and terminology that reflected an
Orientalist point of view of the Qur’an’s composition, which he may have
found inappropriate for a Muslim audience or otherwise inconvenient
for himself.*®

While Biinyadov’s and Mammadeliyev’s translation contains
elements that mirror the Soviet Orientalist tradition, and particularly
Krachkovskii, the most important differences distinguishing it from its
predecessor lie in the additional information given by in-text parentheses
and the extensive and detailed commentary sections—which explain
Islamic terms and provide historical information on the revelation of

Sonrasinda Azerbaycan’'da’, p. 83; Fethi Ahmet Polat, ‘Azerbaycan’da Yapilan
Kur’an Terciimeleri ve Tiirkiye’de Nesredilen Meallerin Bu Terciimelere Etkileri—
Memmedeliyev Terciimesi Ornegi’, in Uluslararas: Tiirk Diinyasinin Islamiyete
Katkilar: Sempozyumu Bildirileri (Isparta: Siileyman Demirel Universitesi, 2007), pp.
441-57 (p. 444); Pazarbasi, ‘Azerbaycan’da Yaygin Kur’an’, p. 116.

16  For example, in the largest sura, Siirat al-Bagara, there are 140 notes in the
Biinyadov-Mammadaliyev translation, compared to Krachkovskii’s 218
explanatory notes. Closer examination of notes that were omitted by Biinyadov,
either completely or partially, reveals that although the majority of these notes
are short notes on linguistic aspects of the text, the religious sensitivities of the
audience were also taken into account in the selection process, to a relatively large
extent. For example, statements included by Krachkovskii in his translation such
as ‘Muhammad invented the legend” and ‘It is a rare case that Muhammad says
“1” about himself” (Ignatii Yulianovich Krachkovskii, Koran (Mosow: izdatelstvo
vostochnoy literatury, 1963), pp. 509, 532) were not included by Biinyadov.
However, some expressions that Krachkovskii quotes from European Orientalists,
such as ‘It is Uthman’s addition’, ‘the expression is mistakenly repeated in verse
[...], 'Muhammad probably combined these verses himself’, ‘the thirty-seventh to
forty-first suras have been reworked’ (Krachkovskii, Koran, pp. 510, 519, 533, 548)
could be found in the first, 1992, edition of Biinyadov-Mammadaliyev’s translation
(see Biinyadov and Mammadaliyev, Qur’an, pp. 656, 661, 668, 675) but were
omitted from the new edition published in 2015.
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suras and verses, as well as the biographies of leading figures of the
Prophet’s lifetime. Through these characteristics, this first complete
translation of the Qur’an published in post-Soviet Azerbaijan contributed
significantly to the restoration of the local religious language in the first
years of independence. It also provided a useful combination of Qur’an
translation and commentary, and effectively gave readers access to a
‘biography” of the Prophet Muhammad through the translators” use of
the stra nabawiyya in the commentary on their translation, as part of their
goal was to give readers additional information about events at the time
of the Qur’an’s revelation. By prioritising narrative interpretation in
explaining the Qur’an, they informed their readership about the events
of the Prophet’s life.

Subsequent translators of the Qur’an into Azerbaijani Turkish have
often explicitly confirmed that Biinyadov’s and Mammadaliyev’s
translation was an important influence, especially in terms of language
and style.”” The Biinyadov-Mammadaliyev translation includes material
on the main topics that are addressed in the classical sira literature'®. Of
all the Azerbaijani Qur’an translations of the first period studied in this
chapter, it is the one containing the most sira material, which provides
information on subjects such as the first revelation to Muhammad; his
struggle against the polytheists;'” migration to Medina;* important
battles and military expeditions, especially those of Badr, Uhud, Ahzab,
Khaybar, Hunayn, and Tabtik, and the conquest of Mecca;* and the

17  dladdin Sultanov, Qurani-Karim va Maali (Baku: Ipakyolu negriyyati, 2021),
preface; {lqar Ismayilzads, llahi Sirlar: Qurani-Karimin Azarbaycan dilinda tarciimasi
va qusa tafsiri (n.p.: Qurani-Karim Elmi Arasdirmalar Markazi, 2010), p. 7; Sixbala
Elcan, Qurani-karimin Anlamu: qafiyali nasrla (Baku: Elm va tohsil, 2015), p. 4.

18 None of the main sira sources—including those by Ibn Ishaq, Ibn Hisham, or
al-Waqidi—are explicitly mentioned by Biinyadov and Mammadaliyev, either
in the parenthetical explanations included within the text or in their additional
commentary. However, while citing their sources in the preface, the translators
claim to have used tafsirs by, among others, al-Tabari, Abai Hayyan, and Ibn
al-Kathir, which can be regarded as ‘narrative tafsirs” in that they refer to sira
sources, including Ibn Ishaq’s Sira, the earliest surviving Prophetic sira (Sulayman
Ibrahim al-Lahim, Manhaj Ibn Kathir fi al-Tafsir (Riyadh: Jami¢a al-Imam
Muhammad Ibn Saad, 1401), pp. 155-62).

19 Biinyadov and Mammadaliyev, Qur’an, pp. 540, 686, 701, 703, 705, 709, 711.

20 Ibid., pp. 162, 258-59, 686.

21 Ibid., pp. 44, 56, 58-60, 148-50, 153-54, 164, 166-69, 41213, 522, 622, 670, 672, 677,
688, 699.
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Treaty of Hudaybiyya;? Muslim relations with the Jewish tribes of
Medina;* and the Prophet’s familial relationships as well as the status
of his household.* Ziya Biinyadov’s identity as a historian undoubtedly
had a significant impact on the level of attention given to historical
events in the in-text parenthesis and the commentary,” and Biinyadov
and Mammadaliyev usually explained the occasions of revelation of
the verses from a historical point of view. Their translation has a strong
reliance on sira based on classical Islamic historical sources.

As stated in the introduction to this chapter, the Biinyadov-
Mammadaliyev translation has been criticised for reflecting a
denominational bias by both Rasiil Isma‘illzade Diizal from Iran
(where Twelver Shiism is the official denomination) and Ahmet Fethi
Polat from Tiirkiye (where the Sunni-Hanaft school is dominant).
However, in arriving at their respective judgements, neither of these
authors takes Azerbaijan’s religious demographics into consideration,
nor do they evaluate the translation from a holistic perspective. For
example, the ‘ablution verse’ (Q 5:6) is translated differently by
Sunnis and Shiis, reflecting a denominational difference with regard
to the ritual of ablution. Contrary to what is claimed by Isma‘ilzade,
Biinyadov-Mammadaliyev’s translation includes both explanations in
its commentary on Q 5:6.2 Another point that Isma'flzade qualifies as
a Sunni element is the lack of explanation in the commentary on Q 4:24
regarding mut‘ (temporary marriage), which is considered acceptable
in Twelver Shii law but rejected by Sunnis who consider it abrogated.
However, this alone is not sufficient evidence to classify Biinyadov’s

22 Ibid., pp. 159, 518-23, 657, 661, 665, 694.

23 Ibid., pp. 563-66, 660, 663, 665, 671, 686, 688, 693, 699.

24 Ibid., pp. 416-17,578-79, 683-84, 688, 700.

25 Contrary to Krachkovskii, in the commentary part of the translation, Biinyadov
gives extensive information about Moses, Abraham, Isaac, Jonah, Joseph, and
other prophets in accordance with their narratives as told in Islamic literature,
quoting sources such as the gisas al-anbiya® of Abu Ishaq al-Tha‘labi (d. 427/1035)
and Ibn al-Athir’s al-Kamil f7 al-ta’rikh (d. 630/1233) (see Biinyadov and
Moammadsliyev, Qur’an, pp. 653, 655, 672-75).

26 Biinyadov and Mammadsaliyev, Qur’an, p. 89: “‘Wipe your head [with your wet
hand] and wash your feet up to both ankles [or: wipe your head or your feet up to
both ankles].” In the later editions, the expressions in parenthesis were replaced.
See Ziya Biinyadov and Vasim Memmadoliyev, Qurani-Karim va Tarciimasi (Ankara:
Diyanot Islori Basqanhigi Nastlori, 2015), p. 107.
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and Mammadaliyev’s translation as ‘Sunni’,”” because there are early
Azerbaijani translations supported by Iranian organisations that do not
interpret Q 4:24 as being related to the subject of mut% marriage either.?®

As for Ahmet Fethi Polat’s argument that the Biinyadov-
Mammadaliyev translation is a Shii interpretation, this relates to their
extensive use of Krachkovskii’s commentary.”” Krachkovskii emphasised
Shii interpretations and clearly distinguished them from the Sunni
position. His inclusion of Shii readings had a particular influence on the
commentaries provided in the short tafsirs of post-Soviet Azerbaijani
Qur’an translation. However, a careful comparison shows that information
in Krachkovskii’s translation that was preceded by the phrase “according
to the Shiis [...]” was not adopted by Biinyadov verbatim, but only
selectively. In other words, Biinyadov deliberately filtered Krachkovskii’s
statements about the Shii interpretation of the Qur’an, which often
cited the Hungarian scholar Ignaz Goldziher (1850-1921). For instance,
Biinyadov excluded a number of ‘Shii” theological-political issues that had
been explored by Krachkovskii, such as the concept of raj% (the return of
the twelfth imam), ‘the oppression of the rights of Al-Muhammad’, or the
claim that Al b. Abi Talib was the leader of the umma. He also excluded
some insulting statements that Krachkovskii had cited from other sources
(mainly Goldziher), such as ‘bagara means °A’isha’ and ‘al-jibt and
al-taghiit refer to Mu“awiya and ‘Amr”.%

Biinyadov not only took a selective stance towards Krachkovskii’s
presentation of Shii views and beliefs, but also followed a conciliatory
and balanced interdenominational translation policy by including
positive information about, and even praise for, “‘Umar b. al-Khattab®' and

27 In the revised later editions of the Biinyadov-Mammadaliyev translation, changes
have been made regarding mut% marriage (see Blinyadov and Memmadaliyev,
Qurani-Karim (2015), p. 81).

28 In the translation commissioned by the Alhuda publishing house, al-Quranu’l-
Karim (Baku: Sarq-Qorb, 1999), the verse is translated without using the word
mut‘a as: ‘Faydalandigimiz qadmnlarin kebinlarini vermayiniz vacibdir’ (“You must
marry (or give dowry to) the women you benefit from’, al-Quranu’l-Korim, p. 87).

29  For the parallelism between Krachkovskii’s and Biinyadov-Mammadaliyev’s
translations regarding examples of the Shii interpretation of Q 2:31, 61, and 143,
see Krachkovskii, Koran, pp. 505-6, 510; Biinyadov and Mammadaliyev, Quran,
pp. 652-53, 655.

30 Krachkovskii, Koran, pp. 506, 519, 523, 550, 573.

31 A narration about “Umar b. al-Khattab’s devotion to the Prophet is related to
the reason for the revelation of Q 4:14, which is not the case in Krachkovskii’s
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A’isha bt Abi Bakr,?? the Companions who are most severely criticised
in Shii polemics. Thus, Biinyadov and Mammadaliyev continue, at the
end of the twentieth century, the tradition of a multicultural approach
that in fact had its roots in pre-Soviet Azerbaijan.*

The Biinyadov-Mammadaliyev translation is still the most
accepted and authoritative Qur’an translation in Azerbaijan today.
This is frequently attributed to the eloquence of their language,* their
interpretive commitment to the classical exegetical tradition, and their
inclusive, supra-denominational approach that does not favour one
denomination over another. Another important point worth mentioning
here is that the supra-denominational approach adopted by Biinyadov
and Mammadaliyev preceded the doctrine of multiculturalism that has

translation (see Biinyadov and Mammadsliyev, Qur'an, p. 663).

32 Krachkovskii provides a short note about events at Ifk: ‘It is about ‘A'isha’s
adventure, the necklace and Safwan’ (Krackovsky, Koran, p. 569). In Biinyadov-
Mammadaliyev’s translation, brief biographical information is provided on
‘Nisha, who is called ‘the Prophet’s lovely wife.’ This recounts the process of their
marriage, and how she won the Prophet’s love shortly after their marriage. It also
describes the events of Ifk, taking a stance of defending ‘A'isha. They comment
that “Ali b. Abd Talib advised the Prophet to divorce ‘Aisha, and ‘A’isha hated
him for this, and also that Q 24:11 was revealed to absolve ‘A’isha (Biinyadov and
Moammaoadaliyev, Qur'an, p. 684).

33 Mykhaylo Yakubovych, ‘The First Vernacular Tafsir in the Caucasus: The Legacy of
Two 20th Century Azerbaijani Qur’an Commentaries’, Australian Journal of Islamic
Studies, 7:1 (2022), 72-95 (p. 89). The journal Fuyuzat provides a good example of
the multicultural approach common in Azerbaijan in the early 1900s. Published
in Baku in 1906-7 with the sponsorship of Zeynalabdin Taghiyev, the sponsor
of the first Azerbaijani Qur’an translation Kashf al-Haqaiq by Bakuwi, Fuyuzat
represented a fairly tolerant environment that esteemed both the four Rightly
Guided caliphs and the Twelver Shii Imams, and opposed the polemical use of
these important political and religious figures. The articles that emerged from the
Teachers’ Second Congress that was held in Baku in 1907 under the chairmanship
of Ali bey Huseynzade, the editor of Fuyuzat, promoted interdenominational
tolerance in a number of ways. These included proposals for the removal from
the school curriculum of issues that might contribute to divisions between Sunnis
and Shiis; the use of a concise manual of Islamic faith in schools with students
from both denominations; and the unification of the Omar and Ali schools in
Tbilisi which were seen as deepening the gap between local Sunnis and Shiis. The
journal also criticises Iran’s Shii agenda and Arab Wahhabism for their extremes
and fanaticism. See Elnurs 9zizova, ‘Azarbaycanin Mazhablorarasi Tolerantliq
Tarixinden XX 9srin 9vvalina Aid Bir Niimuna: Fiiyuzat Jurnalt’, Bak: Dévlat
Universitetinin [lahiyyat Fakiiltasinin Elmi Macmuasi, 27 (2017), 205-15.

34 Subsequent translations of the Qur’an into Azerbaijani Turkish have often
explicitly confirmed that Biinyadov’s and Mammadaliyev’s translation played an
important role, especially in language and style (Sultanov, Qurani-Karim va Maalz,
preface; 1smay11zada, Ilahi Sirlar, p- 7; Elcan, Qurani-Korimin Anlami, p. 4).
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been emphasised in the recent domestic and foreign policy of independent
Azerbaijan. This suggests that the basis of this political strategy is not
necessarily a top-down approach to Sunni-Shii relations. Rather, it has its
roots in the foundational Muslim texts in the national language.

The second Qur’an translation in the Azerbaijani language that
dates back to the early post-independence period is Qur'an-i Karim by
Nariman Gasimoghlu.®® Gasimoghlu undertook this translation on the
premise that the Qur’an would make an essential contribution to the
national self-realisation of Azerbaijanis in the 1990s, serving as the holy
book for its Muslim population. In his opinion, the Qur’an is important
to ‘understanding one’s historical-civilizational heritage, repairing
historical memory by investigating the sources of national reflection,
and helping to solve national problems at the global level.”* Through
his translation of the Qur’an, Gasimoghlu purports to defend not the
‘traditionalist Islam’—which, according to him, was distorted over
centuries—but rather what he views as the ‘authentic Islam’, which is
necessary in the struggle for national freedom and for reviving Turkism.
He sees this as ‘the demand of the green colour based on the tricolour
flag raised in the Parliament for the revival of statehood.””” In addition
to highlighting this role of the Qur’an in the formation of a national-
cultural identity in his introduction, Gasimoghlu advised readers to take
advantage of the valuable principles outlined in the Qur’an in dealing
with contemporary political and military difficulties facing Azerbaijan
in a wide range of fields including administration, legislation, the
politics of war, and international relations.?®

However, despite these lofty ideological aims, Gasimoghlu states
that he translated the Qur’an not as a theologian but as an Orientalist
who knows Arabic and Azerbaijani Turkish at a reasonable level, and
comments that he used the famous Tafsir al-Jalalayn as a theological
resource for his interpretation.* His dependence on al-Jalalayn aligns
his translation with Sunni ideas in its treatment of legal and ethical

35 Noriman Qasimoglu, Qur'an-i Karim (Baku: ‘Azarbaycan’ nasriyyati, 1993). This
translation was partly printed in the Khazar journal between 1989 and 1992.

36 Ibid., pp. 355-56.

37 Ibid, p. 357.

38 Ibid., pp. 356-59.

39 Nariman Qasimoglu, ‘Quranda ad1 kegon hicabin bas 6rtiiyti manas: yoxdur’,
AZPOST, 20 November 2019, https://azpost.info/n%C9%99riman-qasimoglu/
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verses.”” When it comes to how Gasimoghlu structures his commentary,
he sometimes briefly explains certain subjects that form the framework
of the Prophet’s biography in the main text of the translation;*' and
although the section titled ‘Some Explanations’ at the end of the
translation is shorter than the equivalent commentary section in
Biinyadov-Mammadaliyev’s translation, it has similar features.*

The image of Muhammad revealed in this translation—both in
the text and the appended commentary section—is essentially in line
with the basic information that forms the framework of the classic
sira literature.®® The Prophet is described as a head of state and army
commander on the one hand, and a husband who could be resentful
of his wives (for example, with reference to the events described in Q
66:1-5) on the other; a prophet who performs a miracle by scattering
soil into the eyes of the Qurayshi polytheists at the Battle of Badr on
the one hand, and a fallible man reproved by Allah for his dismissal
of a blind person (Q 80) on the other. Likewise, in accordance with
the sira narrative, Gasimoghlu identifies °A”isha bt Abi Bakr (Hazrat
Aisa) as the person being slandered in Q 24:11, and records—both
in the actual text and in his commentary on the relevant verse—that
the Qur’an here makes it clear that the slander about her is false. In
describing the circle of close Companions around the Prophet he
singles out Abxi Bakr, the Prophet’s companion during the Hijra, and
All b. Abi Talib, who ensured the Prophet’s entrance to the Kaba on
the day of the conquest of Mecca.* The first edition of Gasimoghlu’s
translation contains information about events in Muhammad’s lifetime,
since it follows the paradigm of interpretation by transmission (tafsir
bi l-riwaya). However, as I will discuss later, Gasimoghlu applied
different translation methods, linguistic explanations, and approaches
in the second edition of his translation.

The last of this first generation of Qur’an translations is Qur’an-i Karim
(Azarbaycanca tarciimasi ila), published as a co-authored translation by

40 For the verses related to al-wudii (ablution) prayer times, see Qasimoglu, Qur’an-i
Karim, pp. 49, 111.

41  Qasmmoglu, Qur'an-i Karim, pp. 89, 90, 91, 95, 174, 209, 292.

42 Tbid., pp. 332-51.

43 Ibid., pp. 89, 90, 91, 95, 174, 209, 292, 333-35, 337-38, 341, 348.

44  Ibid., pp. 91, 174, 292, 334-35, 337, 341, 348.
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Mammadhasan Ganioghlu and Tariyel Bilaloghlu.* In the preface, the
translators state that they had each undertaken separate translations
of the Qur'an in 1984 and 1989 without being aware of each other’s
work, then they compared their versions of the text in 1990 and 1991
and merged them into a single copy by making use of classical and
contemporary commentaries and translations into various languages.*
The translators note that a number of Qur’an scholars from the Tiirkiye
Diyanet Foundation (the TDF) played an essential role in the publication
of this translation, which appeared approximately nine years after its
completion.”” It is not clearly specified how the Qur’an scholars of the
TDF actually contributed to this translation, but expressions derived
from Anatolian Turkish can be found in the translation of some verses.*

In Ganioghlu-Bilaloghu’s translation, the information provided
about the lifetime of the Prophet is not extensive enough to form a sira
framework. The authors sometimes record Mecca and Medina as the
locus of the events taking place using parenthesis, and mention some
historical events such as the battles of Badr and Uhud, and the conquest
of Mecca.® The information given about the Companions is also limited.
A’isha bt Abi Bakr and Abii Bakr are the only Companions mentioned
in the translation. A”isha is, as in Gasimoghlu’s translation, referenced
in connection with the affair of the necklace,” when Ganioghlu and
Bilaloghlu translate Q 24:11 as “They who spread the slander [against
°A’isha] are a gang among you.”' Abd Bakr is brought into their
translation of the ‘verse of the cave’ (Q 9:40), which is understood as
referring to the time when Muhammad and one of his Companions
hid from the Quraysh in a cave on Jabal Thawr for three days during

45 Moammoadhason Qoani oglu and Tariyel Bilal oglu, Qur’ani-Karim (Azarbaycan dilina
tarciimasi ila) (Baku: Goyttirk, 2000).

46 Ibid., p. 6.

47 Ibid., pp. 5-6. This translation was published by the ‘Goytiirk” printing house, run
by the Tiirkiye Diyanet Foundation in Azerbaijan, with a print run of 3,000 (p.
607).

48 Ibid., pp. 36, 43, 47.

49  Ibid., pp. 66, 176, 179, 181, 259, 289, 384, 403, 418, 504, 537, 545, 593.

50 During the return journey from a raid on the Banii Mustaliq, “A”isha lost her
necklace, and while she was looking for it the convoy moved on without her,
not realising her absence. Aisha was found by Safwan b. al-Mu¢attal, one of the
Companions, and brought to Medina. A rumour about the two of them having an
illicit relationship emerged as a result of this event.

51 Qeni oglu and Bilal oglu, Qur’ani-Karim, p. 350.
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the Hijra, and is translated by Ganioghlu and Bilaloghlu as follows:
‘[...] still Allah helped him when those who disbelieve drove him forth
[from Mecca], the second of two; when those two (Muhammad and
Abt Bakr) were in the cave when he said unto his comrade [...]"** This
limited information is not sufficient to suggest that the translation was
made with one specific denomination of target readership in mind.
However, when their translation of the ‘ablution verse’ (Q 5:6)% is
taken into account, it seems reasonable to infer that this translation does
not incline towards Twelver Shiism, at least from the point of view of
ritual practice. This is supported by the fact that the translators render
the expression ahl al-bayt in Q 33:33 as simply ‘ev ahli” (people of the
household),* without any specific embellishment as would be expected
from a Shii translation.

Although the translators from this period were Azerbaijani Arabists
trained in the Soviet school of Orientalism, their views of the Qur’an
were not the same as their traditionally Orientalist predecessors since
they approached the Qur’an from a faith-based perspective, declaring
their acceptance of Islam and their faith in the Qur’an in the prefaces of
their translations. They also emphasised their view that it was necessary
to translate the Qur’an due to its place in the religious thought of the
Azerbaijani people. Another common feature of these translations is the
fact that they do not advocate one particular denominational reading as
the only correct interpretation of Islam. The same Weltanschauung behind
these Qur’an translations could be seen at the beginning of the twentieth
century, which was also a time of Azerbaijani nation-building and
identity formation. Just as the Qur’an commentaries of al-Bakuwt and
al-Shakawi—published in the last periods of Azerbaijan’s subordination
to Tsarist Russia at the beginning of the twentieth century—attempted
to manifest a religious-national essence in religious writing,” the
translations of the Qur’an that were written and published in the late
1980s and early 1990s were also the products of a similar process during
the early period of Azerbaijan’s independence from Soviet Russia.

52 Ibid., p. 192.

53 ‘[...] and also wipe your heads, and wash your feet up to the ankles.” Ibid., p. 107.
54 Ibid., p. 421.

55 Yakubovych, ‘The First Vernacular Tafsir’, p. 75.
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Institutional Translations Affiliated with
Foreign Organisations: Competing Versions of
the stra with Different Companion Circles

Since the early 1990s, in conjunction with increased religious awareness
in the general public, the activities of different foreign religious
institutions in the region have included the publication of Qur’an
translations tailored to the beliefs of specific communities. The target
readership of the first period of Qur’an translations was the general
Muslim Azerbaijani population who saw Islam as an essential aspect of
their awakening sense of national identity, traditionally associated their
culture with Islam, and had little knowledge of the ritual requirements
of their religion. In contrast, the target readership of the second period
of Qur’an translations had a more profound religious socialisation, with
a much higher rate of practising believers® who considered religion
the peak of civilisation, saw themselves as adherents to a particular
interpretation of Islam, and even had a certain degree of affiliation with
distinct religious communities.”’

The translations published during this second period were mainly
produced by foreign organisations affiliated with the Islamic Republic
of Iran, the Republic of Tiirkiye, and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In
terms of the publication of religious literature aimed at an Azerbaijani
audience, Iran has been notably more active than other foreign countries
and has reached a considerably larger readership. This is partly
because it is the only country to produce its publications in various
alphabets—Cyrillic, Latin, and Arabic—which sets it apart. The first
Qur’an translation in the Azerbaijani language to be published with
the support of an Iran-affiliated institution was by Rasiil Isma‘ilzade
Dizal, a theologian from South Azerbaijan who received his religious
education in Qom. Isma‘ilzade’s translation was published in the Arabic

56 Available information indicates that between 5% and 17% of Muslims in
Azerbaijan are practising believers (9zizova, ‘Azarbaycan comiyyatindaki’, pp.
52-72; Qanbarov, Azarbaycanda Dévlat -Din Miinasibatlari , pp. 163-68).

57  For brief analyses on the change in religious situation in Azerbaijan after
independence, see: Giindiiz 1smayllov, Azarbaycanda dini masala (Baku: Tuna, 2020),
pp. 256-61; ©zizova, ‘Azarbaycan camiyyatindaki’, pp. 52-75.
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alphabet in 1999, and in the Cyrillic and Latin alphabets in 2000.%® In
1999, a committee of the international Alhuda publishing house brought
out another Iran-supported translation in the Cyrillic alphabet.” Thus,
by 2000, with the support of Shii organisations affiliated with Iran,
translations of the Qur’an into Azerbaijani had been published in three
different alphabets, making them accessible to a wide readership that
included the younger and older generations of the Azerbaijan Republic
who were more familiar with the Cyrillic and Latin alphabets than they
were with the Arabic script.

One of the most consistent features of these ‘Iranian’ translations is
the fact that some verses reflect the Twelver Shii interpretation in terms
of practical issues.®” But, when it comes to the Prophetic sira, the Alhuda
translation does not contain any remarkable content. Although there
is no commentary section, Rastil Isma‘ilzade uses parantheses to cite
various battles as the reason behind the revelation of some Qur’anic
verses.®’ Most notably, although the translation does not provide
detailed information about the events of the Prophet’s life, it comments
that the Prophet’s wife mentioned in the ‘affair of the necklace” was
Maria, not °A’isha.®> Another translation, by Ahmed Kavyanpiir,® which
was published in Azerbaijani using the Arabic alphabet in Iran in 1992,
takes a similar approach to explaining the Prophet’s life.* While it does
mention some relevant political and military events in parentheses,® it

58 Rasial Ismailzade Dazal, Qurani-Korim: Azarbaycan Tiirkcasila tarciimasi (Qom:
Qurani-Karimin biitiin dillars torctimasi moarkazi, 1999). Since the translations
printed in Cyrillic and Latin alphabets could not be found, the example printed in
Arabic alphabet was used in researching this chapter.

59 olhuda, al-Quranu’l-Karim (Baku: Sarq-Qoarb, 1999), henceforth referred to as
‘Alhuda’.

60 For example, the translation of the ablution verse includes reference to ‘anointing
of the feet’ (Alhuda, p. 113; Duzal, Qurani-Karim, p. 108). Regarding Q 4:24, the
word mut is used in the translation by Dizal (Dazal, Qurani-Karim, p. 82) but is
not included in the Alhuda translation (Alhuda, p. 87).

61 Dazal, Qurani-Korim, pp. 69, 71-72, 152-53, 165, 177-78.

62 Ibid., pp. 351.

63 Ahmed Kavyanptir, al-Qur’ani’l-Karim ba tercemeyi Tiirki (s.1.: Iqbal, 1372/199 2).

64 This translation was not discussed above because he should not be considered
as one of the Qur’an translators whose target group is readers from post-Soviet
Azerbaijan. The translation was published in the Arabic alphabet for a Southern
Azerbaijanian readership and was thus largely inaccessible to a post-Soviet
readership.

65 Kavyanpr, al-Qur’ani’l-Karim, pp. 69-70, 199-206, 511-14.
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does not include the names of the Prophet’s wives and Companions.
For example, Kavyanpfir states that the person who spread the slander
about the affair of the necklace was “Abdallah b. Ubayy,* but he does
not mention °A’isha by name and refers to the Prophet’s migration to
Medina in parenthesis without naming the second person who was
in the cave with Muhammad.” However, he states that the person
described in Q 9:19 ‘who strives in the way of Allah by believing in Allah
and the Day of Judgement” is ““Ali a.s.*® Thus, persons revered by the
Shiis are highlighted, while those wives and Companions of the Prophet
who have high status in Sunni Islam but who Shiis consider hostile to
the ahl al-bayt are not named.

The most important example of Iran-affiliated translation activity
in Azerbaijan is Qurani-Korim, tarciima va transkripsiyasi, which was
translated from Farsi in 2006 as a project financed by the Iranian
Cultural Center affiliated with the Iranian Embassy in Baku.®” As the
title suggests, one unique feature of the translation is that on each page,
the original Arabic text and its translation into Azerbaijani Turkish is
presented alongside its transliteration in the Latin alphabet. The author
of the original Persian work is Ayatollah Mirza ‘Alt Meshkint Ardabili (d.
2007), who played an essential role in the Islamic revolution in Iran, was
an influential supporter of the revolutionary leader Khomeini (d. 1989),
and carried out essential tasks in terms of Iranian political Shiism such
as leading the Friday prayer in Qom, among other religious duties. The
first edition of the translation of this text into Azerbaijani was undertaken
by Aghabala Mehdiyev and Durdana Jafarli and was published in 2006
when Meshkini was still alive, while the second edition came out in
2022. The author of the forewords of both editions is Sayyid ‘Ali Akbar
Ojag Nejad: the head of the Iranian Cultural Center, and a crucial figure
in Iran’s religious activities in Azerbaijan between 1991 and 2021. Ojag
Nejad is on record as presenting a number of arguments for the necessity
of translating the Qur’an into Azerbaijani, two of which are particularly
noteworthy. Firstly, there was the fact that the Religious Branch of the
Cultural Center of the Baku Embassy of Iran took responsibility for the

66 1Ibid., p. 351.
67 TIbid., p. 193.
68 Ibid., p. 189.
69  9li Meskini Ordabili, Qurani-Karim, tarciima va transkripsiyas: (Baku: Nurlar, 2022).
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religious and cultural needs of Azerbaijani-speaking Muslims in the
Republic of Azerbaijan and the Caucasus. Secondly, according to Ojag
Nejad, a large number of Azerbaijani citizens had asked him to meet
this particular need.” As an official religious representative of Iran in
Azerbaijan, Ojag Nejad’s claims about the unique responsibility of Iran
to deliver Islamic education to the Azerbaijani Turkish-speaking people
of the Caucasus, and a particular religious segment of Azerbaijan, is
crucial. It shows special status of this translation compared to other
Iranian-supported translations.

In discussing the need for an Azerbaijani translation of Ardabili’s
Persian translation, Ojag Nejad states that while some respected scholars
produced admirable translations during Azerbaijan’s first year of
independence, these contained many flaws. Declaring these translations
insufficient, Ojag Nejad also called into question the legitimacy of the
earlier Azerbaijani Qur’an translations that came before them. According
to him, the main reason why this new translation by the Centre under
his presidency was more reliable than others available in Azerbaijani
was because of the scholarly and religious authority of the translator,
an ayatollah.”

The main difference between Meshkini’s translation and earlier
Iranian-supported translations is the fact that it embraces the political
ideology of na’b al-imam (the deputy of the Imam) and is thus aligned
with the official religious discourse of Iran. This aspect of the text is
especially visible in its interpretation of verses related to the Prophet’s
message. Many of these verses are interpreted to state that the duty of
the Prophet is only to convey the message, and that it is the duty of
the Imams to carry out the sharia precepts preached by the Prophet’>—
which presents Imams as the only persons authorised to maintain the
Islamic religion. After the Prophet and the Imams, the individuals
appointed by ‘infallible ones’ (ma‘siims) are held the most responsible
for managing society.” In asserting this, Meshkini invokes an essential
doctrine of Shii political Islam by arguing that righteous servants will
take the sovereignty of the Earth from the hands of usurpers and cruel

70 Ibid., preamble.

71 Ibid., preamble.

72 Ibid., pp. 123, 124, 293, 300, 357, 365, 398, 557.
73 Ibid., p. 84.
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rulers and transfer it to the Imams of justice and their representatives.”™
According to Meshkini’s translation, this system of administration will
culminate in Mahdi’s promised divine government—a period so sacred
that it is sworn on in the Qur’an.”

Information given in Meshkini’s translation about events in the
Prophet’s lifetime includes a variety of topics mentioned in the classical
sira sources, from battles to treaties, to the Prophet’s family members, to
his relations with non-Muslims. In interpretations of the Qur’anic verses,
while describing the political-military events of the Prophet’s period in
lieu of other historical information such as chronology, persons, and
places, Meshkini highlights the lessons to be learned from these events.”
The attitude expressed towards the Companions in general, and the ahl
al-bayt in particular, in the commentary of relevant verses is also worth
noting. Meshkini makes no negative statements about the Companions
in terms that could be faulted from a Sunni perspective, and he mentions
Abii Bakr in the context of the Prophet’s migration from Mecca to
Medina.”” On the other hand, it is noteworthy that Meshkini—whose
general approach to the Prophet’s wives is to ‘respect them'”®*—uses
the generic expression ‘one of the Prophet’s wives’ rather than naming
°A’isha bt Abi Bakr in the affair of the necklace.” Additionally, the
fact that Meshkini attributes the ‘cursed tree” expression® to the Banti
Umayya (Umayyads)—which, according to the traditional Sunni view,
includes some of the Companions—further reveals his denominational
views. Meshkini, who praises the Prophet’s daughter Fatima and son-
in-law “Ali as belonging to the ahl al-bayt in his commentary on various
verses,® reveals his denominational attitude overall by relating many
expressions that are used in the Qur’an in a positive sense to refer to
Muslims in general® to the ahl al-bayt specifically, thereby restricting the
scope of their meaning.

74 Ibid., p. 331.

75 Ibid., p. 601.

76  For examples, see Meskini, Qurani-Korim, pp. 51, 66-67, 71, 177-79, 181-83, 185-86,
421, 512-13, 545-47.

77 1Ibid., p. 193.

78 Ibid., p. 418.

79 Ibid., p. 351.

80 Ibid., p. 288.

81 Ibid., pp. 32,57, 117, 602.

82 Ibid., pp. 5, 87, 156, 206, 341, 438, 473.



6. Constructing a Qur’an-Based sira in Post-Soviet Azerbaijan 259

Although not officially published by any organisation affiliated
with Iran, another essential translation of the Qur’an that falls into
this category is [lahi sirlor: Qurani-Karimin Azarbaycan dilinda tarciimasi
va qisa tafsiri, by the Azerbaijani theologian Ilgar Ismayilzade, who
pursued his higher religious education in Qom and obtained a
PhD in comparative exegesis there.*® My main reason for including
Ismayilzade’s translation in this category is that it was published
with a preface by Dr Muhammad Hasan Zamani, a scholar from the
Qom seminary (hawza), as are some of his other works. This suggests
that the translation received academic support at least from Iran’s
most important religious centre.® Ismayilzade took Biinyadov’s and
Mammadaliyev’s translation as a template for his own translation,
but replaced Biinyadov’s annotations with his own commentary.®® He
represents himself as the successor to al-Bakuw1 and al-Shakawi, while
noting that the short comments he added to the translation are drawn
and summarised from his twelve-volume Yeni Tofsir—the first tafsir
written in Azerbaijani in the twenty-first century, after nearly 100 years
since the last.* Ismayilzade provides some information about the social,
political, and military events of the Prophet’s lifetime, partly in the text
of the translation but more broadly in the separate commentary section.
In framing his account of the Prophet’s sira, Ismayilzade follows two
premises that ground his approach in theology rather than biographical
narrative, and uses historical information to support these premises.
The first premise relates to the Prophet’s attribute of “isma (immunity
from sin), while the second relates to the real meaning and scope of
the concept of the ashab, or ‘Companions of the Prophet’. According to
Ismayilzade’s first premise, which reflects the basic Shii approach to the
¢isma of prophets® and Imams, Muhammad was not reprimanded in the
Qur’an for his actions.® Thus, Ismayilzade finds it incorrect to interpret
some verses as reprimands directed against Muhammad, arguing that

83 llqar Ismayilzado, llahi Sirlar: Qurani-Karimin Azarbaycan dilinda tarciimasi va qisa
tafsiri (n.p.: Qurani-Korim Elmi Arasdirmalar Markazi, 2010).

84 Itis unclear whether the work was published in Azerbaijan, as the place of
publication is not provided.

85 Ismayilzads, flahi Sirlar, p. 7.

86 Ibid., p. 6.

87 The author defends his approach in the case of Abraham’s father and Joseph. See
Ismayilzads, [lahi Sirlar, pp. 105, 166, 211, 224, 252.

88 Ismayilzads, flahi Sirlar, p. 407.
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the actual addressee of such verses is not the Prophet himself, which he
explains through an Azerbaijani proverb: ‘I speak to my daughter, let my
daughter-in-law hear”.® Criticising the interpretation that Muhammad
is reprimanded for disregarding a blind man in Q 80:1-7, Ismayilzade
argues that the actual addressee of this reprimand is a wealthy Umayyad
individual,” thereby revealing his opinion on the Umayyads’ role in the
political events of early Islamic history. Ismayilzade further reveals this
opinion by asserting that the Qur’anic ‘cursed tree’ is a reference to the
Umayyad dynasty.”

Ismayilzade’s approach to the Companions, the prominent luminaries
of the Prophet’s lifetime, is similarly theological. When commenting on
Qur’anic verses related to events involving the Companions, Ismayilzade
repeatedly argues against the view that Muslims should respect them,
because not all of them were just, reliable, and self-sacrificing.”* The
‘notable” circle of Companions, according to Ismayilzade, consists of
specific figures—those privileged among Shiis—such as “Ali b. Abi
Talib, Hamza, Salman, Ab#i Dharr, Miqdad, ‘Ammar, Bilal, and Zayd
b. Thabit.* However, in his commentary on some verses that relate
to historical events, Ismayilzade mentions other Companions. For
instance, he records that the person who hid in the cave on Jabal Thawr
with the Prophet during the Hijra was ‘the first caliph, Abti Bakr b. Ab1
Quhafa, who was a Companion of the Prophet’,”* and that (regarding
the affair of the necklace) ‘the slander against ¢A2jsha, the mother of the
believers, is unfounded’.”> He thus adopts a different approach to the
Iran-affiliated translations discussed above; it appears that Ismayilzade’s
perspective on the status of the Companions is closely related to the
interdenominational unity that he emphasises in other aspects of his
translation.” Ismayilzade acknowledges both the standard views of
Sunni Muslims, whom he calls ‘our ahl al-sunna brothers’, and his own
sect, whom he refers to as ‘those on the path of ahl al-bayt’. Among the

89 Ibid., pp. 153, 204, 280, 290, 351, 407, 411.
90 Ibid., p. 411.

91 Ibid., p. 197.

92 Ibid., pp. 6364, 129, 140, 144, 240, 386, 415.
93 Ibid., pp. 189, 290, 415.

94 Tbid., p. 139.

95 Ibid., p. 240.

96  Ibid., p. 60.
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instances where he explicitly refers to denominational positions, there
are rare occasions when he presents a common, unified approach, such
as the belief that the Qur’an has not been falsified. Still, in most cases,
he refers to the ahl al-sunna sources as testimony to his own confessional
view.” According to Ismayilzade, the Prophet’s faithful followers and
the true bearers of his Sunna are not all the Companions but rather the
sinless members of the ahl al-bayt.”® Limiting the category of ahl al-bayt to
Ali, Fatima, Hasan, Husayn, and other sinless Imams from the Prophet’s
actual family,” Ismayilzade—Ilike Meshkini—restricts the applicability
of positive statements in the Qur’an to the ahl al-bayt rather than (as
read by Sunnis) to Muslims in general.'™ According to Ismayilzade, as
stated in the verse of tathir (Q 33:33), the ahl al-bayt are the leaders of
the Islamic umma whom Muslims should unconditionally obey,'” as
they are superior, virtuous, and sinless.® Ismayilzade’s denominational
view is also reflected in his translation and commentary when it comes
to his treatment of religious practices, as he defends these views as the
only correct interpretation with an exclusivist approach that reveals his
theological approach to the events of the Prophet’s time.'®

During the period of institutional Qur’an translation, the Republic of
Tiirkiye also played an important role in the publication of Azerbaijani
Qur’an translations. Turkish involvement began with the publication
of two Qur’an translations authored by Azerbaijani translators.™
Following this, Kur'dn-1 Kerim ve Agiklamali Meali was translated into
Azerbaijani Turkish by Fazil Qaraoglu under the same name (Qur’ani-
Karim va agiglamali maalt) with the approval of the Supreme Council of
Religious Affairs, and published in Ankara in 2003."” The original text
was a Turkish Qur’an translation first published in Ankara in 1993 and

97 Ibid., pp. 38, 87, 93-94, 256

98 Ibid., p. 75.

99 Ibid., pp. 56, 220, 289, 396, 406, 429.

100 Ibid., pp. 50, 145, 176, 187-88, 406.

101 Tbid., p. 145.

102 Tbid., p. 289.

103 For the author’s discussion of mut‘, ablution, and khums, see 1smayllzade, Ilahi
Sirlar, pp. 71-72, 88, 132, 190.

104 The PRA and TDF published several editions of Biinyadov’s and Mammadaliyev’s
translation, and one of Ganioglu-Bilaloglu’s (in 2000).

105 Fazil Qaraoglu, QURANI-KORIM va Agiglamali Maali (Ankara: s.n., 2003). The
same translation was published in Baku by Qanun publishing house in 2021,
without any significant changes and with notes referring to the first edition. See
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produced by a committee the TDF had set up for this purpose, which
included prominent Turkish theologians such as Ali Ozek, Hayreddin
Karaman, Ali Turgut, Mustafa Cagrici, Ibrahim Kafi Dénmez, and
Sadreddin Giimiis.

The committee’s original Turkish translation includes biographical
information about the Prophet mainly in the additional commentary
provided in parentheses at the end of some verses. Using the method
of narrative exegesis, Qaraoglu inserted additional information about
the Prophet’s life and early Muslim society to construct the perception
of an ideal Islamic society. Although he adds new commentary that
mentions the conquest of Mecca and Khaybar,'™ and interprets some
verses as being related to the Muslim victory in the Battle of Badr
with the help of divine aid,'” there is no mention in his translation of
the Uhud and Tabiik battles where, according to traditional exegesis,
some Companions were condemned for their mistakes."” There is a
similar omission of any kind of wrongdoing from verses related to the
Prophet’s family life. In the event described in Siirat al-Tahrim (Q 66) in
which the Prophet was offended by his wives, there is no mention of any
reprimand addressed to the Prophet’s wives. Instead, the translation
takes a positive stance, saying of Q 66:5 that ‘This verse is proof that
the Prophet did not divorce any of his wives.”” Likewise, Qaraoglu is
reluctant to bring up other accounts of events that have caused rumours
and further polemics about the Prophet’s wives. For example, there is
no mention of Zaynab bt Jahsh and her divorce from Zayd b. Thabit and
subsequent marriage to the Prophet (Q 33:37), or of “A”isha bt Abi Bakr
and the affair of the necklace (Q 24:11-22), as it is approached in other
translations. Only one of the Prophet’s wives is referred to in the entire
translation: Khadija, who is mentioned as a consoler of the Prophet in
the early stage of the revelation.'?

Fazil Qaraoglu, Qurani-Karim va Aciglamali Maali (Baku: Qanun Nosriyyati, 2021).
The latter edition is used here.

106 Qaraoglu, Qurani-Karim (2021), pp. 89, 289, 513.

107 Tbid., pp. 177-78, 181.

108 For example, one can look at Siirat Al “Imran for the battle of Uhud, and Siirat
al-Tawba for the battle of Tabtik, compared with other translations.

109 Qaraoglu, Qurani-Karim (2021), p. 559.

110 Ibid., p. 573.
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In both the committee’s Turkish and Qaraoglu’s Azerbaijani Turkish
translations, the first two caliphs—usually privileged as shaykhan in the
orthodox Sunni tradition—are attributed with a unique position within
the circle of the Prophet’s close Companions. Aba Bakr is mentioned in
two contexts: as the Prophet’s companion during his emigration'"' and
as a hadith transmitter,'> while the information provided about “Umar
b. al-Khattab does not relate to the interpretation of a verse but instead
serves to emphasise the virtue of “‘Umar himself.""* In this translation,
which does not even include historical narration for the revelation of
many verses, it seems as though the translators deliberately chose to
emphasise the reasons why ‘Umar b. al-Khattab became a Muslim.

Unlike the first two caliphs, °AlT b. Abwi Talib is not mentioned
individually by Qaraoglu in the text, but he is listed as one of the
Companions who is inclined to asceticism."* The author narrates that
Al and his friends decided to lead an ascetic life, which they took to
such extremes that they decided they wished to be castrated, but this was
forbidden by the Prophet. On the one hand, this anecdote emphasises
their religious commitment, but on the other, it criticises them for their
misinterpretation of Islamic ideas. A genuinely negative point that is
made about Ali in this translation is its replication of the narration that
his father died as a polytheist. The translators compare Muhammad, who
prayed for God’s forgiveness for Abt Talib, to Abraham, who prayed
similarly for his father. The narration states that both prophets realised
their mistakes and gave up, which suggests that Abai Talib died as a
polytheist. This firm stance on the faith of Abt Talib, whose acceptance
of Islam is the subject of disagreement between Sunnis and the Twelver
Shii, reveals the translators” Sunni approach. In the context of the sira,
the translation includes other material that opposes the views of Shii
translators, such as its interpretation of the phrase ‘dream and cursed
tree’” in Q 17:60, as well as its stance on the legitimate ownership of
properties and lands conquered peacefully (fay) by Muslims addressed

111 Tbid., p. 192.
112 Tbid., p. 124.
113 Tbid., p. 311.
114 Tbid., p. 121.
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in Q 59:6—both of which are polemical subjects in terms of Twelver Shii
and Sunni interpretations.'>

The final, most recent example of a Turkish-affiliated translation is
Kur’an-I Kerim Meali. This was produced by two Turkish theologians,
Halil Altuntash and Muzaffer Shahin, published by the Turkish
Presidency of Religious Affairs, and translated under the name Qur’ani-
Korim va maali by Kovsar Taghiyev: an Azerbaijani theologian with a
PhD in tafsir from a Turkish university. As will be seen in the examples
discussed in the following paragraphs, this translation also generally
reflects Sunni (Maturidi/HanafT) ideas in its interpretation of practical
theological issues'® and is therefore intrinsically different from the
Iran-affiliated translations. Thus, while this translation perceives the
prophets as sinless, it also expresses that their “sma does not protect
them from being mistaken."” In contrast, the Twelver Shii doctrine of
‘isma holds that ma’siims (‘infallible ones’, i.e. prophets and imams) are
protected from even the smallest of sins or mistakes. Above and beyond
this, Muhammad is presented as a prophet who performed miracles,
such as splitting the moon (Q 54:1) and undertaking the Night Journey
(Q 17:1). This challenges his characterisation in contemporary debates
as an ‘ordinary human prophet’.

Altuntash and Shahin’s translation mentions some of the Prophet’s
wivesin the following contexts: Khadijais mentioned in their commentary
on the early periods of revelation; Zaynab bt Jahsh is mentioned in
relation to the marriage prohibitions of the jahiliyya; and ©Aisha’s role
in the affair of the necklace is described in detail.!’® While Qasim, one
of the Prophet’s sons, is mentioned with regard to the polytheists who
ridiculed his death,'® Altuntash and Shahin include no information
about the Prophet’s daughter Fatima and her family, in contrast to some

115 1Ibid., pp. 176, 287. For a similar parallel, see Kévsar Tagiyev, Qurani-Karim va maalt
(Ankara: Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi, 2020), pp. 287, 545.

116 Tagiyev, Qurani-Karim, pp. 37, 233, 289, 420, 423, 519, 545. For parallelism related to
the transdenominational differences reflected in Qur’an translations on the subject
that loot belongs to the Islamic state, and the meaning of ‘dream’ and ‘cursed tree’,
see: Ibid., pp. 287, 545; Qaraoglu, Qurani-Karim, pp. 176, 287.

117 Tagryev, Qurani-Karim, pp. 281, 527.

118 TIbid., pp. 350, 422, 573.

119 Ibid., p. 602.
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other translations which provide this through extensive commentary on
the mubahala verse (Q 3:61).'%

Altuntash and Shahin also include striking narration about the Banti
Hashim, the Prophet’s tribe, in the scope of the Prophet’s relatives
(al-qurba) as mentioned in Q 42:23, in the broader sense. According to
this narration, which relates to the distribution of booty after the Battle
of Badr, “Abbas b. ‘Abd al-Muttalib and “‘Aqil b. Abi Talib were captured
as prisoners by the Muslim side during the battle and, on the Prophet’s
instructions and the advice of Abti Bakr, they were released in return for
a ransom. However, “‘Umar b. al-Khattab had made a different proposal,
which the Qur’an would later approve, that they should be sentenced
to death.'!

As with other translations from this period discussed earlier, the
translator’s choices clearly have a significant influence on the overall plot
line of the sira. In these texts, the translators base their “axis of virtue’ not
on the reputations of the Prophet’s relatives, but rather his Companions.
This reflects the general theological view of the target audience about
the importance of the Companions, who are presented by Altuntash
and Shahin as “people who should be remembered for their good deeds,
against whom it is forbidden to speak ill words or to be hostile’, and it
is stated that their views can be used as evidence in legal judgements.'*
However, the Companions are not idealised in this translation. They are
in fact criticised and reproved for their behaviour in many verses for
various reasons, in particular for their pursuit of worldly possessions.'*

When the information in Altuntash and Shahin’s translation about
the Companions’” innermost circle is evaluated, it becomes clear that
Abii Bakr occupies a unique position and is portrayed as superior to
the others. Altuntash and Shahin point out that he was chosen by the
Prophet to accompany him during his emigration, and that Muhammad
cites Ab@i Bakr’s views on important issues, and praises him in verse for
his virtues.”* However, the translators single out other Companions in
their commentary on historical events related to the revelation of verses:

120 Tbid., p. 56.

121 Tbid., p. 184.

122 Tbid., pp. 546, 582.

123 Ibid., pp. 65, 68, 93, 176, 178, 189, 205, 552.
124 Tbid., pp. 179, 184, 595.
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“Umar is presented as the Companion with whom the Prophet consulted
the most, and whose opinion was confirmed by the Qur’an’; while “Aliis
mentioned because he lay down in the Prophet’s bed during the Hijra,
impersonating him so that he could flee to safety.'®

Although Altuntash and Shahin devote special attention to the
subject of war during the Prophet’s lifetime, they usually highlight the
role of divine intervention in a given battle, or remind their readers of
the negative consequences of various personal weaknesses, rather than
actually explaining historical events.'® This translation has a particular
focus on the Islamic attitude towards war, which is a central issue in
modern discussions of Islam, and Altuntash and Shahin state that the
priority is “peace’, which is the meaning of ‘Islam’. They recommend
peaceful relations with non-Muslims, as long as they do not pose a threat
to Muslim lives. To the translators, this view is supported by Qur’anic
verses about the battles undertaken during the Prophet’s life, and their
historical background.' In their translation, they show that during the
Prophet’s life, conflicts between Muslims and non-Muslims arose from the
breakdown of agreements made to facilitate their peaceful coexistence.'*

Compared with the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Republic of
Tiirkiye, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has been less active when it
comes to the institutional production of Azerbaijani Qur’an translations.
Work on a translation of the full text of the Qur’an into Azerbaijani at
the King Fahd Glorious Qur’an Printing Complex in Saudi Arabia began
relatively late, after the 2000s.'* This translation, first published in 2013,
was authored by Alikhan Musayev: an Azerbaijani theologian who

125 Ibid., pp. 57, 63, 84, 310.

126 Tbid., pp. 33, 50, 65, 68, 73, 108, 176-78, 184, 189, 193, 205, 350, 418, 510-13, 549.

127 Tbid., pp. 29, 506.

128 1Ibid., pp. 544—-45. It can be considered that the political stance developed by
the Turkish Presidency of Religious Affairs in the face of challenges such as
interreligious dialogue since the end of the 1990s, had a significant impact on this
translation. The establishment of the ‘Interreligious Dialogue Branch Directorate’
in 1999 as a unit carrying out the secretariat of interreligious dialogue work can
be seen as the reflection of this process in institutional structure. For the historical
development of discourse on interfaith dialogue by the Presidency of Religious
Affairs, see Olgun, Hakan, ‘Diyanet’in Dinleraras1 Diyalog Algis1’, Milel ve Nihal:
inang, kiiltiir ve mitoloji arastirmalart dergisi, 4:1 (2009), 265-286.

129 A translation of the Qur’an into Russian by Elmir Quliyev, an Azerbaijani
theologian, was published with the support of this translation centre. Since the
scope of study is limited to translations in the Azerbaijani language, Quliyev’s
translation has not been analysed in this chapter.
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pursued his higher religious education in Medina.'® In this translation,
Musayev gives precedence to a literal approach to the Qur’an, reflecting
the Salafi view, which is not part of the traditional religious mosaic
of Azerbaijan. He also avoids the use of explanatory expressions and
commentary as much as possible. Despite this lack of paratextual
additions, the representation of the Companions might constitute
a sira nabawiyya in Musayev’s translation. Zayd b. Haritha is the only
Companion mentioned by name in the Qur’an, so he naturally features
in this translation. Two further Companions mentioned in Musayev’s
commentary on the translation are Abti Bakr—who, the reader is told,
emigrated with the Prophet to Medina—and °A’isha bt Abi Bakr—
who is depicted as the victim of slander in the affair of the necklace.'
Although the fragmentary information provided about the Companions
is far from sufficient to construct a sira framework, it does notably reveal
a Salafi bias. The selective picture of the Companions’ circle is critical to
this translation, because Musayev renders the expression al-kitab wa’l-
hikma (literally, ‘the Qur’an and the wisdom’) in various verses of the
Qur’an as ‘the Qur'an and the Sunna’—highlighting the importance
of Prophetic hadiths and, by extension, the Companions as the first
transmitters of this material.'*

Diversification in Translation: Varying
Approaches to the Inclusion of sira in
Translations of the Qur’an

The most crucial translation example from this third time period,
characterised by nontraditional translations, is the second edition of
Nariman Gasimoghlu’s translation—which was published in 2018
under a new name, OXU: Quran agiglamas: ("A READING: The Qur’anic
Explanation”), with new content.’ This new translation is the fruit

130 9lixan Musayev, Qurani Karim va Azarbaycan dilinda manaca tarciimasi (Medina:
King Fahd Glorious Qur’an Printing Complex, 1434/2013).

131 Ibid., pp. 245, 466 (Abdullah b. Ubayy b. Saliil is also mentioned due to the event
of Ifk).

132 Ibid., p. 119. Unlike the edition used here, the verses of the Qur’an including the
phrase ‘book and wisdom” are explained as ‘Qur’an and Sunna’ (Q 2:231; Q 3:164;
Q 4:113) in the online version of Musayev’s translation. www.quran.az

133 Nariman Qasimoglu, OXU: Quran agiglamas: (Baku: Tohsil, 2018).
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of Gasimoghlu’s theological research over the last twenty-five years,
intended to propagate the ‘correct’ Islam, which has never lost its
relevance; to help cleanse Islam from historical superstitions; and to aid
in the development of a new religious way of thinking in contemporary
Azerbaijan.'

There are fundamental differences between the two editions of
Gasimoghlu’s translation in terms of the methodology, the theological
interpretation of verses, and the religious language used. Following a
new method for the second edition, Gasimoghlu refuses to use ‘outdated
commentaries (tafsirs) that subordinate religious consciousness in
particular and human thought in general to superstition and prevent
them from receiving their share of the divine light."* Gasimoghlu’s
translation is thus an example of the modernist trend in Qur’an
interpretation, which began with Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. 1897)
and was primarily pioneered by Muhammad “Abduh (d. 1905) at the
end of the nineteenth century. He argues that the views of classical
commentators and their explanations about grammatical rules detach
their Qur’anic interpretations from the spirit of their time. Gasimoghlu’s
tendency to interpret certain verses on the basis of scientific fact further
characterises the new edition of this translation as modernist.'*

However, what makes this edition unique among post-Soviet
Azerbaijani translations, and significantly different from the first edition,
is the lexical choice of Azerbaijani Turkish terms for basic religious
concepts. In this translation, fundamental words relating to worship—
such as namaz (prayer), oruc (fasting), zokat (alms), hacc (pilgrimage)—
and other concepts such as cannat (heaven) and cahonnam (hell), have
been rendered using centuries-old terminology that has long been used
in Azerbaijani religious literature. However, for some other established
terms and notions—such as Allah, Islam, miisalman, kafir, kiifr, miigrik,
and ibadat etmak—the author uses unusual translations such as Tanri,
taslimolma, taslimolan, danan, danma, riyacil, and qulluq qilmagq. The most
striking difference is his translation of the name of the Qur’an as ‘OXU’
(‘READING’). In the same way, the author uses various innovative
terminology and syntax that is completely new to the Azerbaijani Qur’an

134 Tbid., p. 345.
135 Tbid., p. 347.
136 On the translation of verses Q 25:48-50 and Q 84:19, see Ibid., pp. 200, 333.
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translation tradition, for example in his use of “Tanr1 esideyan, biloyen’
(‘God hearing, knowing’). In this respect, Gasimoghlu’s second edition
reminds the reader of translations that defended ideas of nationalism
and Turkism, at the centre of discussions on the Turkisation of the
Qur’an in the Republic of Tiirkiye.”” On the other hand, the removal of
all explanatory commentary from this edition excludes supplementary
information about the Prophet’s life and times. Unlike the previous
edition, the second edition contains no additional information about
events at the time of the Qur’an’s revelation, and it underemphasises
the importance of historical context to readers’ understanding of the
Qur’anic message.

Another translation of the Qur’an published during this period is
Qurani-Karim va sézbasiz tarciimasi'® (‘The Holy Qur’an and its Word-by-
Word Translation’), an interlinear translation by Aladdin Sultanov: an
Azerbaijani theologian with a PhD in tafsir from a Turkish university. Its
publication under the joint editorship of Allahshukur Pashazade—the
head of the Caucasus Muslim Board—and Vasim Mammadaliyev—the
most famous Azerbaijani translator of the Qur’an—has granted prestige
to this translation among the religious community in Azerbaijan. This
word-by-word translation in Azerbaijani is the first of its kind, and it is
designed to help Azerbaijani readers with some knowledge of Arabic
grammar to read the Qur’an from Arabic.” It does not contain any

137 Since the Tanzimat period, the translation of the Qur’an into Turkish has
become a part of Ottoman modernisation in general, as well as the ideology of
nationalism and therefore Turkism in particular. The issues of the call to prayer in
Turkish, the Turkish prayer, and worship in the mother tongue, which have been
discussed since the Second Constitutional Era and continued in the first years of
the Republic, have completely politicised the issue of Qur’an translation in the
context of the ideal of Turkifying Islam, and the issue has generally been discussed
on two extreme axes: support for the idea of Turkism under the guise of serving
the Qur’an or Islam, and betrayal of the Qur’an. Although many Turkish Qur’an
translations were made in the process, the language in these translations made
until the beginning of the twenty-first century was considered deficient in two
respects: (1) it was not compatible with contemporary Turkish, or (2) it was not
pure Turkish. The latter criticism can be seen as an extension of the ideology of
nationalism (Turkism). In some of these translations, many Qur’anic words and
concepts that had become Turkish over the centuries were completely changed in
the name of pure Turkish. Mustafa Oztiirk, ‘II. Mesrutiyet'ten Giiniimiize Kur’an
Mealleri’, Tiirkiye Aragtirmalar: Literatiir Dergisi, 9:18 (2011), 174-82.

138 9laddin Sultanov, Qurani-Karim va Sozbasoz Tarciimasi (Baku, Sarq-Qarb, 2012).

139 Ibid., p. vii.
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annotation in the form of footnotes or endnotes, but there are some
additions inserted as in-text parentheses to form a complete sentence
in the Azerbaijani translation. Since explanatory information is limited,
this translation does not contain much data on the sira nabawiyya. In
an exceptional instance, Sultanov mentions Abti Bakr in a parenthesis
regarding migration, in the context of Q 9:40."*° This could reflect the
traditional Sunni view that praises Abi Bakr as the most virtuous of
Muhammad’s Companions, but this factor alone is not sufficient to cast
this text as a Sunni translation. It is worth noting that, in the ablution
verse (Q 5:6)—which is commonly seen as determining the text’s
denomination—Sultanov prefers to remain neutral, harmonising the
Sunni and Shii interpretations by specifying both possible meanings in
parenthesis as ‘yuyun/mash edin’ (“wash/anoint”)."*!

In 2021, Sultanov published another translation of the Qur’an,
entitled Qurani-Karim va Moaali, as a continuation of his earlier Qurani-
Korim va Sézbasoz Tarciimasi'** Although it was published with the
same editorial team and presented as a second edition of his previous
translation, this edition includes the translator’'s commentary on the
verses. In his new translation, Sultanov replicates both his own earlier
text and Biinyadov’s and Mammadaliyev’s line on the ablution verse (Q
5:6), thereby including both Sunni and Twelver Shii views.'*> However,
the fact that the citations he uses, although not numerous, usually refer
to the revered hadith collections of al-Bukhari indicates a preference for
Sunni sources.'*

Sultanov reflects on the issue of the Prophet’s fallibility in his
discussion on ¢sma in the commentary section, giving examples of
his reproval by God for some small mistakes."*> Other features of the
Prophet’s image that Sultanov brings to the fore include his reliability
and promotion of the shiiri (council) while ruling.'** Sultanov also

140 Ibid., p. 194. Although it is not an example for this chapter, a similar exception
is the name of “Ziileyxa’ given within parentheses, related to the story of Joseph.
Tbid., pp. 239, 240, 242.

141 Ibid., p. 109.

142 dladdin Sultanov, Qurani-Karim va Maali (Baku: Ipskyolu negriyyati, 2021).

143 For a broad explanation of interdenominational differences regarding the
interpretation of Q 5:6, known as the ablution verse, see Ibid., p. 107.

144 Ibid., pp. 65, 92, 121, 123, 293.

145 Tbid., pp. 132, 280, 337, 584.

146 Ibid., pp. 70, 130.
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includes some information about the Prophet’s family life, and
mentions his wife Khadija in relation to Muhammad’s first experience
of revelation, as well as Zaynab bt Jahsh in the context of her divorce
from Zayd b. Haritha, and he reaffirms °Aisha’s innocence in the affair
of the necklace. He writes that “A”isha and Hafsa, whom he refers to as
‘analarimiz’ (our mothers), gave false information to the Prophet out of
‘jealousy’, and cites this as a factor in the revelation of the relevant verse
of Stirat al-Tahrim (Q 66).'* In this regard, Sultanov’s translation bears a
striking similarity to some of the institutional translations of the Qur’an
originating from Turkey.'*

Sultanov’s translation also contains some information about the
Companions, attributing Abi Bakr and “Ali b. Ab1 Talib with unique
positions. His translation praises Abti Bakr as the Prophet’s Companion
during the Hijra, and as a person whose virtues are extolled in the
Qur’an.'® At the same time, in reference to Q 9:19, he confirms that ‘Alib.
Abi Talib boasted that he had begun to practise prayer and jihid earlier
than the other Companions.” Sultanov also mentions the story that
the Prophet should not ask for forgiveness for Abti Talib, “Al1’s father,
since he was in Hell,’®' which is also found in some translations based
on works from the Turkish Republic. Sultanov likewise incorporates
information on political events such as battles and treaties."> However,
on close inspection, there is little detail about the underlying historical
circumstances. For the most part, Sultanov instead draws attention to
divine intervention in these events, and the lessons that Muslims should
learn from them.

The final example in this category is Shikhbala Elcan’s versified
translation, Quran-i Karimin anlami (qafiyali nasrla) (“The Meaning
of the Noble Qur’an in Rhymed Prose’).” In this work, Shikhbala
Elcan ($ixbala Nasroddin oglu Bayramov)—a retired civil engineer
with no official religious education—has not translated the Qur’an

147 Ibid., pp. 350-51, 422, 559, 573.

148 Halil Altuntas and Muzaffer Sahin, Kur’an-i Kerim Medli (Ankara: DIB yayinlari,
2008), pp. 350-51, 422, 572; Tagiyev, Qurani-Karim, pp. 350, 422, 573.

149 Sultanov, Qurani-Karim, pp. 192, 351.

150 Ibid., p. 188.

151 Ibid., p. 204.

152 Ibid., pp. 29, 65-67, 70, 176-81, 189, 194, 196, 204, 280, 420, 511-13, 537, 549, 551,
554, 572.

153 Sixbala Elcan, Quran-i Korimin anlam: qafiyali nasrla (Baki: Elm va tahsil, 2015).
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from its original Arabic but has instead transformed Biinyadov’s and
Mammadaliyev’s Qur’an translation into rhymed prose. His primary
purpose in doing so was ‘to make this knowledge [which was revealed
by Allah] understandable to those whose thoughts are as simple as
myself.* However, Elcan’s translation is somewhat restricted in the
sense that it remains as faithful to the source text as possible, and tries
to maintain the same level of sensitivity when it comes to some essential
religious practices.'

In addition to relying on Biinyadov’s and Mammadaliyev’s translation
for his own text, Elcan also included their in-text explanations for events
that occurred during the Prophet’s lifetime. When dealing with military
history, the names of battles are usually given without parentheses, which
might mislead readers into thinking that these are explicitly identified
in the Qur'an.” In some cases, Elcan not only inserts the name of the
event in question, but also incorporates further historical context given
by Biinyandov and Mammadaliyev within the translation without any
indication that it is an addition to the text, thereby giving the impression
that the Qur’an itself provides this information on these issues.

A similar situation arises in verses associated with the Prophet’s
family life, such that the author presents some of the Prophet’s children
and wives as being explicitly mentioned in the Qur’an when they are
not."” In his efforts to match the rhyme of the original Arabic text, Elcan
makes some mistakes when incorporating historical context.”™ He also
removes the verse numbers, simplifies the text, and adapts it to the
spoken language—all of which is understandable given that he aimed to
create a legible translation that would be accessible to the wider masses.
However, because the author has included so much parenthetical
additional information from Biinyadov’s and Mammadaliyev’s
translation in his own text without parentheses to distinguish it, Quran-i
Karimin anlam (qafiyali nasrla) should be considered a literary text rather
than a translation of the holy book.

154 Ibid., pp. 4, 461.

155 On the ablution verse, see Ibid., p. 73.

156 1Ibid., pp. 38, 48, 49, 121,127, 132, 135-37, 140, 195, 247, 269, 313.

157 Ibid., pp. 157-58, 426, 459.

158 For example ‘Abdallah b. Umm Maktiim was recorded as ‘Um Maktum’. Ibid., p.
445.
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Conclusion

Work on the first generation of Qur’an translations covered in this
chapter began towards the end of the Soviet period, and they were
published as complete editions in the early years of Azerbaijani
independence. Although the translators of this first period were
Azerbaijani Orientalists who graduated from the Soviet Oriental School,
they approached the Qur’an from a faith-based perspective and argued
that Qur’an translation was necessary due to the scripture’s importance
in the religious thought of the Azerbaijani people. Another defining
characteristic of these translations is that they do not defend any
particular denominational doctrine as the only correct interpretation of
Islam. Rather, they approach the views of both the Sunni and Twelver
Shii denominations with sensitivity, as evidenced in material relating to
the Prophet’s biography. Beyond that, what distinguishes Biinyadov’s
and Mammadaliyev’s translation in terms of its use of the Prophetic
sira is that it focuses on providing historical (as opposed to theological)
information about the events of the Prophet’s life. In other words,
this translation places more emphasis on the context of the revelation
and the sira nabawiyya than its contemporaries. Biinyadov’s and
Mammadaliyev’s translation also reflects some elements of the Soviet-
era Oriental tradition as manifested in Krachkovskii’s translation, to
which it is indebted. The inclusion of Shii readings in the mid-twentieth
century Soviet Orientalist tradition (at least in the case of Krachkovskii)
has clearly influenced post-Soviet Azerbaijani Qur’an translations.
The format of these translations has also been influenced by the Soviet
Orientalist tradition to include a separate commentary section which
acts as a short tafsir. However, Biinyadov did not adopt additional
information verbatim from Krachkovskii’s translation. It seems that
he deliberately filtered Krachkovskii's statements about the Shii
interpretation of the Qur’an, reflecting his own specific preferences. Not
only was Biinyadov selective in his inclusion of parts of Krachkovskii’s
commentary that reflected Shii views, he also followed an intersectoral,
conciliatory translation policy by adding positive, even laudatory
information about the Companions who are most severely criticised in
Shii polemics, adding balance to his translatorial approach.
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One of the main differences between the first two generations of
Qur’an translators—firstly Azerbaijani Arabists, and secondly foreign
organisations—is that the first generation engaged in Islamic studies
only after they had translated the Qur’an. After the 1990s, religious and
theological aspects, rather than Arabic philology, came to the fore in
the approaches of translators such as Mammadaliyev and Gasimoghlu.
Since the translators of the second period worked on their Qur’an
translations after graduating from higher religious institutions in Iran,
Turkey, and Saudi Arabia, they tend to adhere to the classical exegetical
narrative in large part, much like translations from the first generation.

The main common feature of the second generation of translations is
that they contain interpretations which reflect the official or widespread
denominational view of the state which sponsored or produced them.
This is apparent in biographical information, especially in the treatment
of the Prophet’s family members and close relatives, the emphasis on
the virtue of specific Companions, and the overall characterisation
of the Prophet. The Iran-affiliated Qur’an translations present the
Prophet as infallible; exhortations and reprimands are never addressed
to him, but to others instead, and the real Companions around him
are members of the ahl al-bayt, his close relatives. These translations
present the Imams and the current rulers—their representatives—as the
successors to the Prophet’s religious-political administration. According
to these translations, the appointed and wise deputies of the infallible
ones (ma‘siims) will continue the holy administration initiated by the
Prophet until the appearance of the Mahdi.

In Turkish-affiliated translations, the image of the Prophet is based
on a different interpretation of “sma. He is portrayed as a prophet
who is not immune to making mistakes, but who always receives a
divine admonition to ensure he will set things right. These translations
interpret the Qur’an as respecting the Prophet’s Companions, but they
also imply that the Qur’an sometimes criticises the Companions for their
human weaknesses and mistakes. They include the Prophet’s children
and wives within the concept of ahl al-bayt and argue that the Qur’an
mandates respects for Muhammad’s wives. However, in some cases,
the wives are depicted as the subjects of divine reprimand for their
human weaknesses. In these translations, the purpose of supplementary
information about the battles that took place during the Prophet’s life is
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not to inform the reader about the politico-military history of the period,
but to draw spiritual lessons from them.

The Qur’an translations from these first two generations feature
significant confessional differences in matters of creed—such as different
understandings of ‘%sma and the doctrine of imama—and practice—
such as temporary marriage and ablution. Although there are some
exceptions, these translations largely avoid extreme interpretations that
would lead to religious and sectarian separatism.

The third generation is marked by diversification, and it is notable
that almost all of the translations that have been discussed from this
time constitute the first of their kind in Azerbaijani Turkish, with the
exception of the second edition of Sultanov’s translation. In line with
their authorial purpose, some of the authors of this period did not
provide any explanation for the reasons behind the revelation of the
Qur’anic verses, and consequently they do not include any biographical
information about the Prophet in their translations. On the other hand,
one author, Elcan, does include extra-Qur’anic sira material in his
translation, and its presentation makes it seem integral to the original
text. This diversification in translation reflects diverging approaches to
the Qur’anic source text, and changes in the perception of the translation
process over a quarter of a century. It also indicates that a number of
the issues in Qur’an translation that have been discussed in the wider
Islamic world for more than a century have finally come to the fore in
Azerbaijan, in one way or another.

It seems likely that more Qur’an translations will be published,
reflecting a variety of methodologies and perspectives, in the near
future. Considering the historical presence of different denominations
in Azerbaijan, in addition to the state policy of multiculturalism, one of
these new Qur’an translations may well be commissioned from the new
generation of Azerbaijani theologians that has emerged in recent years.

Bibliography

Aliyeva, Roya, ‘Kur’an Terciime Teknikleri A¢isindan Biiniyatov-
Mammedaliyev ve Guliyev Meallerinin Degerlendirilmesi’ (unpublished
master’s thesis, Sakarya Universitesi, 2016).



276 Qur’an Translations in the Eastern Bloc and Beyond

Altuntas, Halil, and Muzaffer Sahin, Kur'an-i Kerim Medli (Ankara: DIiB
yayinlari, 2008).

Aydiiz, Davut, ‘Sovyet Déneminde Azerbaycan Tiirkcesi ve Arap Harfleriyle
Yazilan Bir Tefsir’, Akademik Arastirmalar Dergisi, 17 (2003).

Biinyadov, Ziya, and Vasim Mammadaliyev, Qur’an (Baku: Azarnasr, 1992).

——, Qurani-Karim va Tarciimasi (Ankara: Diyanat Islori Bagqanligi Nagrlari,
2015).

Coaforli, Yezqar, dli Fohmi Diinyas: (Baku: Adiloglu: 2011).

Dazal, Rastl Isma‘ilzade, ‘Negahi be tarjama hai Azerbayjani Qur’ani-Karim’,
Tarjitman-e Wahi, 1 (1376/1997).

——, Qurani-Karim: Azarbaycan Tiirkcasila tarciimasi (Qom: Qurani-Karimin
biitin dillars terctimasi moarkoazi, 1999).

Elcan, Sixbala, Quran-i Karimin anlama: qafiyali nasrlo (Baku: Elm va tohsil, 2015).
Olhuda, al-Quranu’l-Karim (Baku: Serq-Qoarb, 1999).

9zizova, Elnurs, ‘Azarbaycan comiyystindaki dindarliq saviyyesinin slam
diinyasindak: dindarliq saviyyasi ilo miiqayisasi’, in Azarbaycanda Islam, ed.
by Nahid Memmoadov (Baku: Nurlar, 2015), pp. 52-75.

——, "Azarbaycanin Mazhablosrarasi Tolerantliq Tarixindan XX 9srin 9vvalina
Aid Bir Niimuna: Fiiyuzat Jurnalt’, Baki Dévlat Universitetinin [lahiyyat
Fakiiltasinin Elmi Macmuasi, 27 (2017), 205-15.

ismayllov, Gundtiz, Azarbaycanda dini masalo (Baku: Tuna, 2020).

Ismayilov, Mehman, “20. Yiiyzilda Azerbaycan’da Yapilan Kur’an Tefsiri ve
Meal Calismalar1” (unpublished master’s thesis, Marmara Universitesi,
2002).

Ismayilzads, {lqar, flahi Sirlar: Qurani-Karimin Azarbaycan dilinda tarciimasi va qisa
tafsiri (n.p.: Qurani-Karim Elmi Arasdirmalar Markazi, 2010).

Kavyanpiir, Ahmed, al-Qur’ani’l-Karim ba tercemeyi Tiirki (n.p.: Igbal,
1372/1992).
Kazimova, Roya, ‘Azerbaycanli Miifessir Ahmed Hasimzade'nin Tefsiru’l-

Kur’ani’l-Azim Isimli Eserinde Kur’an’t Yorumlama Yéntemi’ (unpublished
PhD thesis, Uludag Universitesi, 2022).

Krachkovskii, Ignatii Yulianovich, Koran (Moscow: izdatelstvo vostochnoy
literatury, 1963).

al-Lahim, Sulayman Ibrahim, Manhaj Ibn Kathir fi al-tafsir (Riyadh: Jami‘a
al-Imam Muhammad Ibn Sa‘ad, 1401).

Moammadov, Ramiz, and Abdurrshman Nuruyev, Tofsir Elmi (Baku: 1pakyolu,
2016).



6. Constructing a Qur’an-Based sira in Post-Soviet Azerbaijan 277

Meskini, 9li Ordabili, Qurani-Karim, tarciima va transkripsiyas: (Baku: Nurlar,
2022).

Musayev, 9lixan, Qurani Karim va Azarbaycan dilinda manaca tarciimasi (Medina:
King Fahd Glorious Qur’an Printing Complex, 1434/2013).

Olgun, Hakan, ‘Diyanet’in Dinleraras1 Diyalog Algis1’, Milel ve Nihal: inang,
kiiltiir ve mitoloji arastirmalar: dergisi, 4:1 (2009), 265-286.

Oztiirk, Mustafa, ‘11 Mesrutiyet'ten Giintimiize Kur’an Mealleri’, Tiirkiye
Arastirmalar: Literatiir Dergisi, 9:18 (2011).

Pazarbasi, Erdogan, ‘Azerbaycan’da Yaygin Kur’an Terctimeleri’, Erciyes
Universitesi [lahiyat Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 10 (1998).

——, ‘Kur’an'in Azerbaycan'da Yaygin Tefsir ve Terctimeleri’, Bilig, 25 (2003).

Pew Research Center, The Global Religious Landscape: A Report on the
Size and Distribution of the World's Major Religious Groups as of 2010
(Washington, D.C.: The Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion &
Public Life, 2012), https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/12/18/
global-religious-landscape-exec/

——, The World’s Muslims: Unity and Diversity (Washington, D.C.:
The Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life,
2012), https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/08/09/
the-worlds-muslims-unity-and-diversity-executive-summary/

Polat, Fethi Ahmet, “Yirminci Yiizyil Sonrasinda Azerbaycan'da Yapilan Kur’an
Terctimeleri-I', Selguk Universitesi Ilahiyat Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 16 (2003).

——, "Azerbaycan’da Yapilan Kur’an Terctimeleri ve Tiirkiye’de Nesredilen
Meallerin Bu Terctimelere Etkileri—Memmedeliyev Terctimesi Ornegi’, in
Uluslararas: Tiirk Diinyasinin Islamiyete Katkilar: Sempozyumu Bildirileri, ed.
by Ismail Hakki Goksoy and Nejdet Durak (Isparta: Siileyman Demirel
Universitesi, 2007), pp. 441-57.

Qaraoglu, Fazil, QUR>ANI-KORIM va Agiglamali Maali (n.p.: Ankara, 2003).
——, Qurani-Korim va Agiqlamali Maali (Baku: Qanun Nosriyyati, 2021).
Qasimoglu, Nariman, Qur’an-i Korim (Baku: ‘Azarbaycan” nasriyyati, 1993).
——, OXU: Quran agiglamas: (Baku: Tahsil, 2018).

——, ‘Quranda adi1 kegan hicabin bas 6rtiiyti manas1 yoxdur’, AZPOST, 20
November 2019, https://azpost.info/n%C9%99riman-qasimoglu/

Qanbarov, Asaf, Azarbaycanda Dévlat-Din Miinasibatlari: Diinyaviliyin nazari va
hiiquqi asaslar: (Baku: Nurlar, 2019).

Qani oglu, Mammadhasan, and Tariyel Bilal oglu, Qur’ani-Karim (Azarbaycan
dilina tarciimasi ilo) (Baku: Goyttirk, 2000).

al-Quranu’l-Karim (Baku: Sorg-Qarb, 1999).


https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/08/09/the-worlds-muslims-unity-and-diversity-executive-summary/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/08/09/the-worlds-muslims-unity-and-diversity-executive-summary/
https://azpost.info/n%C9%99riman-qasimoglu/

278 Qur’an Translations in the Eastern Bloc and Beyond

Sultanov, dladdin, Qurani-Karim va Maali (Baku: Ipakyolu nagriyyati, 2021).
——, Qurani-Karim va S6zbasoz Tarciimasi (Baku: Serg-Qoarb, 2012).
Tagiyev, Kovsar, Qurani-Karim va maali (Ankara: Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi, 2020).

Yakubovych, Mykhaylo, “The First Vernacular Tafsir in the Caucasus: The
Legacy of Two 20th Century Azerbaijani Qur’an Commentaries’, Australian
Journal of Islamic Studies, 7:1 (2022), https://doi.org/10.55831/ajis.v7i1.457


https://doi.org/10.55831/ajis.v7i1.457

7. Implications of
Theological Diversity in
Shii-Authored Translations
of the Qur’an and tafsirs
into Russian

Akif Tahiiev

To date, there has been very little academic study of either Shii-authored
translations of the Qur’an into Russian, or Russian translations of Shii
tafsirs. In general, if we compare the number of Sunni translations of
the Qur’an and fafsirs into Russian with Shii ones, we will see that there
are many more of the former. The Soviet regime imposed constraints
on the printing of religious texts, and, during that time, Shii tafsirs were
not officially translated into Russian at all. Religious life was controlled
by the state through bodies such as the Spiritual Administration of
Muslims. Of these, only the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of
Transcaucasia—renamed to the Religious Council of the Caucasus
in 1992—had several Shii religious figures. Since there were no Shii
Islamic universities, aspiring Shii clerics were forced to study in Sunni
institutions.! Additionally, only a limited number of state-approved
individuals were permitted to undertake pilgrimages to holy cities

1 Akif Tahiiev, ‘Prospects for Higher Shia Religious Education in Post-Soviet
Countries’, Religions, 1:7 (2023), 822.
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such as Mecca, Karbala, and Mashhad. With the revival of Islam in the
region that has taken place in the post-Soviet era, the lack of accessible
religious literature became a general problem for all Russian-speaking
Muslim communities, but this was especially pertinent for Russian Shiis:
since the fall of the Soviet Union the number of Russian-speaking Shiis
gradually increased, so there was a corresponding need for Russian-
language Shii tafsirs and/or translations of the Qur’an.

Although the authors of new Russian translations of the Qur’an have
not tended to classify their translations or interpretations as ‘Sunni’, the
specifics of the translation/interpretation of certain verses of the Qur’an
are understood by Sunni and Shii theologians in different ways, and the
treatment of these verses makes their theological leanings very clear.
The fact that more Sunni translations have been produced is primarily
because Sunnis represent the majority of the Muslim population in the
post-Soviet region, and especially in Russia itself. Furthermore, the
Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians who convert to Islam more often
convert to Sunni Islam rather than Shii Islam. There are a number of
other post-Soviet ethnicities who tend to convert to Shii Islam, but Shiis
form the majority of the Muslim population only in Azerbaijan, and
Azerbaijani diasporas most often form the core for Shii communities
elsewhere in the post-Soviet region.? It is impossible to quantify the
number of Russian-speaking Shiis with any exactness, since difficulties
arise even when it comes to determining the number of Shiis in the
post-Soviet region as a whole. However, some rough figures have been
determined for Russia, where it is estimated that Shiis make up only 3%
of the total Muslim population.’ Based on approximate statistics about
the numbers of Azerbaijanis living in Russia, and the Shii activist Taras
Cherniyenko’s assertion that there are 600,000 Shiis in St. Petersburg
and 1.5 million in Moscow, Paul Goble tentatively calculated in 2010 that
there were more than 2.1 million followers of Shii Islam in Russia at that

2 Ibid.; Akif Tahiiev, ‘Studying Shi‘ism in Ukraine: The State of the Field at the
Crossroads of the Geopolitics of Knowledge Production’, International Journal of
Middle East Studies, 57:1 (2025); Akif Tahiiev, ‘Minority within a minority: Shia
community in Ukraine’, International Journal of Islamic Thought, 19:2 (2021).

3 ‘Bol’shinstvo moskovskikh musul’'man—shiity’, Iran, 8 February 2005, https://iran.
ru/news/politics /27472 /Bolshinstvo_moskovskih_musulman_shiity
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time.* However, as an activist, Chernienko can hardly be considered an
objective source: it is quite common for both Sunni and Shii activists to
exaggerate the number of followers of their respective denominations.
This tendency can be observed even in statements issued by some state
institutions. For example, the government of Azerbaijan is currently
pushing the narrative of an ongoing political trend of Sunnitisation
in Azerbaijan,® reflecting the local geopolitical situation (specifically
in terms of pro-Turkish and anti-Iranian sentiments). There are some
speculative claims that this narrative underestimates the size of the
Shii population. The Administrative Department of the President of the
Republic of Azerbaijan states that the Muslim population of Azerbaijan
is approximately 85% Shii and 15% Sunni® but, according to information
provided by the State Committee on Religious Associations of the
Republic of Azerbaijan (Dini Qurumlarla Is tizre Dévlet Komitesinin),
only 65% of the Muslim population are Shiis, while 35% are Sunnis.” In
Chapter 6 of this book, Azizova implies an even smaller proportion of
Shiis, suggesting that Shiis and Sunnis each constitute approximately
half of the Muslim population in Azerbaijan. The general lack of clarity
regarding the numbers of Shii Muslims is also tied to the fact that,
historically, population censuses conducted in post-Soviet countries
have only considered ethnic criteria which does not necessarily
correspond to religious denomination. For example, simply counting
all members of Azerbaijani diasporas as Shii will not necessarily reflect
the true extent of the Shii population, as some of them may identify as
Sunnis or follow other religions/beliefs, or they may be atheists. Hence,
it is quite difficult to work out the exact number of Shiis in Azerbaijan
and Russia, or indeed any other post-Soviet country—especially since
no census takes any change of religious identity into account, which
excludes religious converts.

4 Paul Goble, ‘Who Will Manage the 2 Million Shiites of Russia?’, The Moscow
Times, 9 Feb 2010, https:/ /www.themoscowtimes.com/2010/02/09/
who-will-manage-the-2-million-shiites-of-russia-a35088

5  Zahiraddin Ibragimi, ‘Azerbaijan: neob”iavlennaia voina protiv shiitov’,
Informatsionnoe agentstvo REX, 25 May 2017, https://iarex.ru/articles/54019.html

6  ‘Religion in Azerbaijan’ (n.p.: Administrative Department of the President of
the Republic of Azerbaijan, Presidential Library, n.d.), https://files.preslib.az/
projects/remz/pdf_en/atr_din.pdf

7 ’'Dini demogqrafiya’, https://2009-2017 state.gov/documents/organization/134425.
pdf
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Sunni communities are also often more visible in that they tend to
be more institutionalised, and the majority of them operate under the
administrative remit of clerical boards (Duhovnoe upravlenie musul'man),
also known as muftiates, while Shii communities do not have such
structures and usually exist as independent, self-governed communities.
The exception to this is the aforementioned Religious Council of the
Caucasus (Upravlenie musul’'man Kavkaza), which is located in Baku
and comprises both Shii and Sunni clerics, but this organisation did not
participate in the production of Qur’an-related literature in Russian.

In the early 1990s, there was practically no Russian-language
religious literature tailored specifically to Shiis. However, Russian-
speaking graduates of Iranian universities eventually began to fill this
gap. First of all, they translated books containing general information
about Shiism to introduce people to the basics, as well as collections of
fatwas that set out to explain the practical aspects of Shiism.® Over time,
more diverse literature began to appear, related to subjects such as the
Qur’an, hadith, Islamic philosophy and jurisprudence, and history. Some
of the pioneers in this translation movement will be discussed later, as
they were actively involved in the translation of Qur’anic literature.

I theorise that the lack of governance and institutionalisation of
local Shii communities guaranteed more freedom for authors and/or
translators in their choice of primary sources and literature, leading to
the diversification of Russian Shii Qur’anic literature. The main goal
of this chapter is to study the available Shii literature on the Qur’an
in Russian in order to determine the main actors in this field, and the
reasons behind some of their specific translatorial choices. There is
little existing scholarship on this topic, although a number of more
general studies on Russian Qur’an translations have touched on Shii
interpretations.” The only previous works specifically on Shiism in the

8  For example: Ali Sistani, Prakticheskie zapovedi Islama, trans. by Nazim Zeinalov
(Moscow: Organizatsiia Imam Ali, 1999).

9  For example, see the following studies about differences in Sunni and Shii
Qur’anic interpretations in Russian and in Azeri respectively: Damir Mukhetdinov,
‘The Russian Qur’an Translations in the Early 21th Century: An Analytical
Review’, Islam in the Modern World, 18:2 (2022), 47-74 (pp. 63-64); Mykhaylo
Yakubovych, ‘The First Vernacular Tafsir in the Caucasus: The Legacy of Two 20"
Century Azerbaijani Qur’an Commentaries’, Australian Journal of Islamic Studies,

7:1 (2022), 72-95.
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Russian context have been a number of studies devoted to individual
Shii communities in the post-Soviet region.'

The following section will introduce the field and outline the main
genres of religious literature that relate to Shii interpretation of the Qur’an
in Russian. The rest of this chapter will go into more detail, analysing
existing Russian works devoted to Shii interpretations and/or translations
of the Qur’an. The conclusion will briefly summarise these sources and
show how they correspond to the unsystematised nature of local Shii
communities and the diversity of Shii Islamic thought among local actors.

Russian-Language Qur’anic Literature

Shii Qur’anic translations into Russian can be divided into three groups,
according to their authorship by: (1) Russian-speaking academics, (2)
Iranian scholars, and (3) local Shii scholars and activists. In this section,
I introduce each group with reference to various sources, while in the
following sections I will move on to the main focus of this chapter: works
devoted entirely to Shii interpretations and/or translations of the Qur’an.

Russian and other post-Soviet academics have paid little attention to
Shii works on Qur’an exegesis, which means that academic translations
and papers constitute the smallest of the existing literature. Some
information about the Shii interpretation of the Qur’an can be found in
the works of non-Shii Qur’an translators—for example, Magomed-Nuri
Osmanov sometimes refers to Shii fafsirs in his own translation." There
are also textbooks and other works devoted to the general characteristics
of Shiism or Islam in general. In the textbook Shiitskii islam (’Shii
Islam’), for example, Knysh and Matochkina provide some information
about the specific Shii interpretation of the Qur’an. They write that
certain Qur’anic words and phrases, which Sunni scholars perceive as
referring to abstract concepts and personalities, have been interpreted
by Shii exegetes as referring to “Alf and the Shii Imams. In a similar vein,
they note that some negative statements made in the Qur’an about a
particular group of people were interpreted by Shii exegetes as referring

10  For example, see Tahiiev, ‘Prospects’.
11 Magomed-Nuri Osmanov (trans.), Koran. Perevod s arabskogo i kommentarii (St.
Petersburg: Dilia, 2011).
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to the opponents of ‘Alf and his family."? In terms of academic works
devoted entirely to Shii interpretations of the Qur’an, Russian Islamicist
S. Prozorov’s translation of the preface and first chapter of Tafsir al-Mizian
by Muhammad Husayn Tabataba®1 should be singled out.”® This text
will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.

Iranian state institutions and individuals have also been active in
promoting the production of Shii literature in Russian since the 1990s. In
addition to funding local academics and Shii scholars, they have translated
and published the works of Iranian scholars in various fields, including
the Qur’anic sciences. For example, there was a Russian translation
of Bakha ad-Din Khurramshakhi’s (Baha®> al-Din Khurramshahi)
Koranovedenie (ocherki o Korane i ego roli v formirovanii kul’tury)—'Qur’anic
Studies (Essays on the Qur’an and its Role in the Formation of Culture)”."*
Various tafsirs were also translated, such as Khusein Seiidi Saravi’s
commentary on Sirat Yisuf in his Samoe prekrasnoe povestvovanie (“The
Most Beautiful Narration”)."® In his discussion of the sura, Saravi provides
general information such as the fact that this is the twelfth sura of the
Qur’an and consists of 113 verses, that it is half a juz’ long, and that was
revealed in Mecca (although Ibn “Abbas believed that four of its verses
were revealed in Medina). He writes that no other sura of the Qur'an
contains such a lengthy narrative, and points out that the sura is dedicated
specifically to the prophet Yasuf. Saravi goes on to provide an overview
of each verse, and in some cases considers their aesthetic (in terms of
linguistics and the beauty of the narration) and educational aspects. His
exegesis has a neutral, non-denominational style of narration, which may
well be one of the reasons for its relative popularity with Sunni readers.
Other factors in its popularity are undoubtedly its educational aspects
and the contemporary character of Saravi’s interpretation, in which he
uses Qur’anic examples to mentor readers.

12 Alexander Knysh and Anna Matochkina, Shiitskii islam (St. Petersburg: St.
Petersburg State University, 2016), pp. 67-68.

13 S. M. Prozorov, ‘Al-Allama as-Sayyid Muhammad Husayn al-Tabataba®1 (d.
in 1402/1981) “The Balance (of Equity) in the Commentary of the Qur’an”:
Translation from Arabic with Commentaries by S. M. Prozorov’, Written
Monuments of the Orient, 1:4 (2006), 82-107.

14 Bakha ad-Din Khurramshakhi, Koranovedenie (ocherki o Korane i ego roli v
formirovanii kul’tury), trans. by B. V. Norik (Moscow: Sadra, 2016).

15 Khusein Seiidi Saravi, Samoe prekrasnoe povestvovanie (Moscow: Nauchnaia kniga,
2020).
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It is quite interesting that in the majority of books written by Iranian
authors, specifically Shii theological issues are not directly mentioned,
and the authors do not acknowledge their personal Shii leanings or
beliefs—quite probably because they are aiming to attract non-Shii
readers as well as Shii readers. This can be seen, for example, in Sayyed
Abbas Sadr Ameli’s Svet Sviashchennogo Korana. Raz”iasneniia i tolkovaniia
translation of Faqih Imani’s Niir al-Quran fi tafsir al-Qur’an (“The Light
of the Holy Qur’an”), which was popular among Russian Sunnis as well
as Shiis. This will be discussed later in this chapter.'®

Earlier, I mentioned that Shii Muslims gained access to religious
literature in Russian mainly as a result of local activists, many of
whom were graduates of Iranian universities. These works form the
largest resource pool of Russian Shii Qur’anic literature; not all of them
were formally published, and many of them only exist online, but
these works are still accessible to anyone wishing to read them. They
include translations of hadith collections, works of ‘classical’ scholars
who defined the foundations of Shiism, and exegetical works that
contain thematic interpretations of individual verses and/or groups
of verses that convey Shii ideas. For example, in Airat Baeshev’s online
translation of al-Nu‘mani’s (d. 360/970-1) al-Ghayba, the following
hadith is provided: ‘According to Fudayl: Imam Sadiq, peace be upon
him, said about the words of Allah “You are only a warner, and there
is a guide for every people” (Q 13:7): “Each Imam is a guide for the era
in which he resides.””"” This is an example of an exegetical hadith, which
aims to emphasise the role of the Shii Imams and Imamate, reflecting
the Shii exegetical tradition. Some other examples from this source will
be discussed later in this chapter.

Shii interpretations are also expressed in exegetical works written
by local Shii Islamic scholars. For example, in Amin Ramin’s untitled

16  Seied Kamal Fakikh Imani, Svet Sviashchennogo Korana. Raz"iasneniia i tolkovaniia,
Vol. 1, trans. by Sayyed Abbas Sadr Ameli (St. Petersburg: Peterburgskoe
Vostokovedenie, 2011).

17 Abt ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. Ibrahim b. Ja‘far al-Nu®mani, al-Ghayba, trans. by
Airat Baeshev, p. 42, https://arsh313.com/al-gajba-numani/; the translation of
the Qur’anic verses here, and elsewhere (unless otherwise indicated) is from the
phrase-by-phrase English translation by Ali Quli Qara’i: The Qur’an with a Phrase-
by-Phrase English Translation (London: Islamic College for Advanced Studies Press,
2005).
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tafsir'®, as well as his translation of volumes 1, 2, and 8 of Hashim
al-Bahrani’s (~1050/1640-1 to 1107/1695-6 or 1109/1697-8) al-Burhan fi
tafstr al-Qur®an." More specifically, Nazim Zeinalov in his Sorok rasskazov
Sviashchennogo Korana o semeistve Proroka (‘Forty Stories of the Holy
Qur’an about the Family of the Prophet”) collected stories and references
from the Qur’an about the family of the Prophet which, in his opinion,
are edifying for the faithful, who need to know them so that they can
use them as exemplars for their own behaviour, and learn lessons from
them.? In this work, he not only cites the Qur’anic verses but also draws
on dozens of books on the history of Islam and the interpretation of the
Qur’an, as well as hadith collections, drawing on the Prophetic Sunna as
well as the Qur’an itself. Zeinalov is also notable for being the author of
the first Shii translation of the Qur’an into Russian.

Academic Translations: Prozorov’s Translation
of Tafstr al-Mizan

Al-Mizan fi tafsir al-Qur®in, better known as Tafsir al-Mizan, was written
by a famous theologian and philosopher of the twentieth century,
Muhammad Husayn Tabataba’ (1321/1904-1402/1981), and is used
by Shii and Sunni Muslims alike—partly because Tabataba’1 used the
Qur’an itself as the primary source for interpretation,” but also because
he drew on a diverse range of both Shii and non-Shii sources in his
interpretation of individual verses.”? A partial translation of this tafsir into
Russian, specifically its preface and Siirat al-Fatiha, has been produced by
Prozorov under the Russian title Vesy (spravedlivosti) v tolkovanii Korana
(“The Balance (of Equity) in Commentary on the Qur’an’).

18 Amin Ramin, Tafsir Sviashchennogo Korana, Arsh313, 7 April 2022, https://
arsh313.com/tafsir-svyashhennogo-korana-tom-1-amin-ramin/

19 Bakhrani, Seiid Khashim, Tafsir “Burkhan”, trans. by Amin Ramin, https://arsh313.
com/tafsir-Burhan-tom-8/

20 Nazim Zeinalov, Sorok rasskazov Svyashchennogo Korana o semeistve Proroka
(Moscow: Istok, 2009).

21 See, for example, Sohaib Saeed Bhutta ‘Intraquranic Hermeneutics: Theories
and Methods in Tafsir of the Quran through the Qur’an’ (doctoral thesis, SOAS
University of London, 2017).

22 Abdul Wahid and Mazlan Ibrahim, ‘The Characteristics of Tafsir al-Mizan by
Thabathaba'iy’, Jurnal Ilmiah Al-Mu’ashirah: Media Kajian Al-Qur’an dan Hadis Multi
Perspektif, 20:1 (2023), 27-38.
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Prozorov was an academic who already had experience in translating
Shii classical literature from Arabic into Russian, having authored an
annotated translation of the Kitab Firaq al-Shi‘a of Abt Muhammad
al-Hasan b. Miisa al-Nawbakhti (d. after 300/912), published under the
title Shiitskie sekty (‘The Shiite Sects”).” In his translator’s preface to his
partial translation of al-Mizan fr tafsir al-Qur°an, Prozorov highlights the fact
that this constituted the first attempt in Russian Islamic studies to convey
a Shii scholar’s interpretation of the Qur’an, and states that he had chosen
this particular tafsir due to its significance and popularity. This translation
was undertaken with the financial support of the Cultural Centre at the
Embassy of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the Russian Federation, and it
used two pre-existing Russian translations authored by non-Muslims—I.
Y. Krachkovskii’s Koran and G. S. Sablukov’s Koran perevod smyslov—for
all its Qur’anic quotations. This is quite demonstrative of the gap in the
literature at that time, because a Qur’an translation with an explicitly Shii
affiliation would have been more relevant for this project, but no such
translations were available to use.

Tabataba’s preface to al-Mizan gives a brief history of the
interpretation of the Qur’an, starting with a discussion on the
Companions and tabi%in, and elucidates the exegetical ‘mistakes’ made
by some interpreters of the Qur’an. Tabataba®1 points out that exegetes
parted ways after the branching of the different schools (madhhabs),
and they lost the connection between personal opinion (al-ra’) and
(speculative) reasoning (al-nazar). And, he says, they disagreed about
details such as the meaning of the divine names, God’s attributes,
predestination (al-gadar), rewards and punishments, death, the period
between death and resurrection (al-barzakh), the Resurrection itself, and
Paradise and Hell. The muhaddithiin (transmitters of traditions) limited
themselves to ‘interpretation” through oral transmission of the words
of the pious ancestors among the Companions and tibi%in. Tabataba®1
writes that they were mistaken in this, because God in His Scripture did
not declare the use of reason to be false. He goes on to say that scholastic
theologians lost themselves in the abyss of grammatical ‘exercises” and
allegorical interpretations of verses in ways that contradicted their
obvious (zahir) meaning.

23 al-Khasan ibn Musa an-Naubakhti, Shiitskie sekty, trans. and ed. by S. M. Prozorova
(Moscow: Nauka, 1973).
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After criticising his predecessors, Tabataba®1 moved on to outline
and justify his own methodological approach, according to which he
interpreted the Qur’an by means of the Qur’an, extracting the meaning
from its original verses. In doing so, he appealed to the Qur’an itself,
citing Q 16:89, “We have sent down the Book to you as a clarification of
all things and as a guidance and mercy [...],, commenting that not only
does the Qur’an explain everything, it also explains itself.? Tabataba®1
also justified his approach on the basis that his ‘new’ method of exegesis
was in reality a continuation of the oldest, original method—the method
used by the Prophet and the Imams. He also explains that this is why his
tafsir incorporates hadiths from these sources that were transmitted by
both Shii and Sunni narrators. Tabataba®1’s inclusion of Sunni material
reflects his desire to engage non-Shii readers, as well as the fact that
his tafsir addresses various philosophical, social, and ethical topics
that could incidentally attract a wider readership. Unfortunately, since
Prozorov translated only the preface and first sura, the majority of the
work is not accessible to Russian readers.

Prozorov notes that Tabataba’i, who preached the principle of
the Qur’an’s self-sufficiency, divided his interpretation of the Qur’an
into several types.” First of all, he especially emphasises the concept
of Qur’anic interpretation in accordance with the principle of tafsir
al-Quran bi’l-Qur’an (‘the interpretation of the Qur’an through the
Qur’an’), calling such interpretation ‘clarification’. He also uses hadith;
religious, philosophical, and moral argumentation; historical material;
or combinations of these types of interpretation. Al-Tabataba® discusses
each selected fragment of the Qur’an using a different combination of
these types of interpretation, but the only type of interpretation that
permeates the entire text of the work is the tafsir al-Qur’in bi'l-Qurin
approach, which provides the basis for the rest of his exposition. He
considers all other types of interpretation acceptable, but secondary,
and suggests that they do not give a complete and deep understanding
of the content of the divine revelation.?

Prior to Tafsir al-Mizan, it was unusual for exegetes to compare
Qur’anic verses on the same subject in order to reach a definite conclusion

24 Prozorov, ‘'The Balance (of Equity)’, pp. 84-85.
25 Ibid., p. 82.
26 Ibid.
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regarding a given concept, as Tabataba®t did in this innovative work. For
example, in his treatment of the stories of the prophets in the Qur’an,
he collated all the verses from different suras concerning the history of
a specific prophet, and then provided a comprehensive account of this
prophet’s life. Another distinctive feature of his tafsir is the fact that, on
the one hand, it deals with his opponents’ objections to his approach,
and on the other hand, it tries to present an understanding of religious
beliefs that is compatible with the society of his time, and which engages
with new scientific, philosophical, and theological ideas.”

In order to better understand the peculiarities of this interpretation,
and to better appreciate Tabataba’’s insistence on tafsir al-Qur’in
bi’l-Quran, let us consider a small passage from his tafsir, namely the
interpretation of two words used to describe God in the first verse of
Siirat al-Fatiha, occurring in a phrase that is used at the beginning of
every subsequent sura of the Qur’an: bi-smi I-rahmani I-rahim. Both words,
al-rahman and al-rahim, are derived from the word rahma (‘mercy’).
According to Tabataba®i, al-rahman indicates the abundant divine mercy
directed at both the believer and the unbeliever, and is often used in this
sense in the Qur’an. He provides a number of examples of this usage,
citing Q 20:5, ‘the All-beneficent (al-rahman) settled on the Throne’, and
Q 19:75, ‘Say, “Whoever abides in error, the All-beneficent (al-rahman)
shall prolong his respite until they sight what they have been promised” .’
In contrast, Tabataba®i writes, al-rahim indicates the constant beneficence
and the unceasing, eternal divine mercy directed at the believer, as
indicated in the following verses: [ ...] and He is most merciful (rahim)
to the faithful’ (Q 33:43), and [ ...] indeed He is most kind and merciful
(rahim) to them’ (Q 9:117). Thus, he asserts that al-rahman is common to
the believer and unbeliever, while al-rahim refers to divine mercy that is
reserved exclusively for the believer.?®

Prozorov’s translation was aimed primarily at an academic
readership, since it was published in an academic journal and focused
on the translation of the preface and first sura, in which Tabataba’1 sets
out his methodological apparatus and agenda. The preface, outlining the
general features of Tabataba®T’s interpretive method, cannot be useful to
lay Muslims in their understanding of the Qur’an for everyday life.

27 Rida Ustadi, Ashnayi ba tafasir (Tehran: Nashr-i Quds, 1963), pp. 228-231.
28 Prozorov, ‘The Balance (of Equity)’, pp. 95-96.
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In addition to Prozorov’s translation, two volumes of this tafsir were
also translated by Taras Chernienko in the early 2010s, by order of the
representative office of the Al-Mustafa International University (Qom)
in Russia, but, unfortunately, these were never published. Chernienko is
an active Russian convert to Shiism who speaks Arabic and Farsi, and a
graduate of the Faculty of Arabic Language and Literature at Kuwait
State University. Previously, he had translated Nahj al-balagha (‘The Path
of Eloquence’) into Russian—this is a collection of sermons, letters, and
sayings of great importance to Shii Muslims, attributed to ‘Alib. Abi Talib.”

Iranian-Authored Translations:
Svet Sviashchennogo Korana:
Raz’iasneniia i tolkovaniia

Svet Sviashchennogo Korana: Raz’iasneniia i tolkovaniia (“The Light of the
Holy Qur’an: Explanations and Interpretations”)® is the translation of a
Persian tafsir titled Niir al-Qur®in fi tafsir al-Qur°an, which was prepared
by a group of authoritative Muslim theologians under the leadership
of Saied Kamal Fakikh Imani (Sayyid Kamal Faqgih Imani): an Iranian
cleric at the Islamic Centre for Scientific Research in the Islamic Republic
of Iran. In addition to Russian, Niir al-Qur’in has been translated into
many other languages. Also, Imani has authored numerous other
works; for instance, to an English-speaking audience, he is known
for A Bundle of Flowers from the Garden of Traditions of the Prophet (S)
& Ahlul Bayt (A),* but his fafsir is widely considered to be his main
achievement. Work on the Russian translation began in 1991, and this
involved preparing a complete set of interpretations and commentary

29 Imam Ali, Put’ krasnorechiia, trans. by Taras Chernienko (Moscow: Vostochnaia
Literatura, 2007). This is a translation with commentary from Arabic discourses,
attributed to Ali b. Ab1 Talib from Nahj al-balagha.

30 Seied Kamal Fakikh Imani, Svet Sviashchennogo Korana. Raz"iasneniia i tolkovaniia,
trans. by Sayyed Abbas Sadr Ameli (St. Petersburg: Peterburgskoe Vostokovedenie,
2011).

31 Sayyid Kamal Faqih Imani, A Bundle of Flowers from the Garden of Traditions of the
Prophet [S] & Ahlul Bayt [A], trans. by Sayyid Abbas Sadr-"ameli and Celeste
Smith (Isfahan: Amir ul-Mu’'mineen Ali Library, 1998), https://www.al-islam.org/
bundle-flowers-garden-traditions-prophet-ahlul-bayt


https://www.al-islam.org/bundle-flowers-﻿garden-traditions-prophet-ahlul-bayt
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on the Qur’an, then translating this into various languages.* In the early
2000s, a Russian translation was published in eight volumes, translated
by Sayyed Abbas Sadr Ameli and edited by Nazim Zeinalov. The team
relied on various different existing Russian translations of the Qur’an
for the actual Qur’anic verses, selected on the basis that they offered the
best style and, in their view, the most accurate meaning. However, in
some cases, Ameli and Zeinalov also amended the wording of existing
translations to more closely reflect the original Qur’anic text and allow
for a specifically Shii interpretation.

The original preface by Imani and his translation team explains
the need for interpretations of the Qur'an and the methodological
particularities of this specific fafsir. The authors state that an accurate,
theologically and linguistically correct translation of the Qur’an is
certainly necessary, but point out that sometimes this is not enough for
the reader to fully understand all the explicit and implicit meanings of
its verses. There is almost always a need for additional information. For
example, sometimes, in order to understand a verse, it is necessary to
know the circumstances of its revelation. It may also be useful to know
what semantic changes a specific word has undergone over time, which
meaning was in circulation at the time of the Qur’an’s revelation, and
what it means in modern Arabic. A typical Shii perspective is also
presented on the Prophet’s and the ahl al-bayt’s exclusive knowledge
of and competence in interpreting the Qur’an (drawing on the hadith
al-thaqalayn, for example, which states that the Qur’an is inextricably
linked with members of Prophet’s family and that Muslims, in order not
to go astray, must follow both the teachings of the Qur’an and the sunna
of the ahl al-bayt). According to this view, interpreting the Qur’an allows
us to find out the specific circumstances under which a verse or group
of verses were revealed to the Prophet, but these verses still have their
own general meanings. A particular event might belong to the past, but
its generalised meaning remains relevant at all times, illuminating the

32 An English translation has been published under the title An Enlightening
Commentary into the Light of the Holy Qur’an (Isfahan: Amir-ul-Mu'menen Ali
Library, 1994).
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world with the ‘light of truth”: “This is one of the miracles of the Qur’an,
which each new generation rediscovers through interpretation.’*

In many ways, this tafsir has a ‘contemporary” character, as it tries to
interpret verses of the Qur’an in the light of contemporaneous events.
For example, the authors of this tafsir often refer to achievements in
modern sciences such as advancements in embryology, the doctrine
of evolution, and scientific discoveries about space, as well as to the
problems that plague contemporary society such as perceived increases
in corruption, oppression, injustice, and war, drawing attention to the
ways the Qur’an teaches us to react to these problems.

The exegesis follows a standardised structure: it begins by presenting
the name of the sura in transliteration and in Russian translation,
followed by information about the number of verses, the place of
revelation (Mecca or Medina), the benefits of reading the sura (in
a religious context), and the content of the sura. This then leads into
commentary on each verse or group of verses, citing selected hadiths on
the topics raised in the specific verse(s).

The translation proved to be significant for the Russian speaking
audience as it was published by various different publishers, which
tells us that there was a strong interest in this particular book. While
the different printed editions were practically identical reprints of
the same translation, some of the publishers encountered significant
problems with Russian censorship, in particular the Iran-based Tsentr
islamovedcheskikh issledovanii Imam Amir al’-muminin Ali and the
Russian Sadra publishing house.* In 2011, the fourth volume of the
book published by the Iran-based organisation was included in the
Federal List of Extremist Materials, and in 2020 it was re-recognised as
such by court decision which also opted to censor the same translation
published by the Sadra publishing house.* This means that the entire

33 Seied Kamal Fakikh Imani, Svet Sviashchennogo Korana. Raz"iasneniia i tolkovaniia,
Vol. 1, trans. by Sayyed Abbas Sadr Ameli (St. Petersburg: Peterburgskoe
Vostokovedenie, 2011), p. 4.

34  For more information about these publishers’ censorship problems, see
‘Povtorno priznan ekstremistskim chetvertyi tom tafsira sovremennykh
iranskikh bogoslovov’, SOVA, https://www.sova-center.ru/misuse/news/
persecution/2020/08/d42769/

35 The decision to ban the work was taken by the Sovetskii District Court of
Astrakhan in 2019, and approved by the Astrakhan Regional Court a year later,
when they rejected the publisher’s appeal against the decision.
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Russian translation of the tafsir is prohibited, except for the original
Arabic verses and the actual translation of the Qur’anic text. The
underlying issue that led to the ban seems to lie in the commentaries
on Siirat al-Tawba (as well as a few other chapters) which discuss the
concept of jihdd—which is either presented as a transliterated word or
as ‘sviashchennaia voina’ (‘the holy war’). These commentaries also
use the word mujahidiin, which the court interpreted to be extremist. It
seems the court missed the exegetical explanation in this same chapter,
which clearly states that jihad should be understood as ‘a collective duty
of Muslims, not a personal matter for everyone. Therefore, under the
conditions of an Islamic regime, participation or non-participation in it
requires the permission of the leader of the Muslim community.*

The court’s decision to include this title in the Federal List of
Extremist Materials prohibits its distribution, production, or storage for
the purpose of distribution on the territory of the Russian Federation.?”
This reflects a hardline policy of censorship that is applied to all kinds
of Islamic literature.

It should be emphasised that, due to the modern® and non-
denominational nature of Svet Sviashchennogo Korana, it was popular
among both Shiis and Sunnis, and could even be found in Sunni mosques.
In 2015, the Sadra publishing house published another translation based
on Svet Sviashchennogo Korana, titled Koran. Prochtenie smyslov (‘Qur’an:
Reading the Meanings’). This was primarily a phrase-by-phrase
translation, although in some cases the translators presented a specifically
Shii interpretation inserted in square brackets. For example, they include
an interpolation on Q 4:24 that indicates the permissibility of temporary
marriage: ‘Compensate them for the pleasure you receive from them [in a
temporary marriage] according to the established terms’.*

36 Seied Kamal Fakikh Imani, Svet Sviashchennogo Korana. Raz"iasneniia i tolkovaniia,
Vol. IV, trans. by Sayyed Abbas Sadr Ameli (St. Petersburg: Peterburgskoe
Vostokovedenie, 2008), p. 166.

37 ‘Ekstremistskii material Ne1070 - Kniga “Svet sviashchennogo Korana
(raz”iasneniia i tolkovaniia)” tom IV’, Lidrekon, https://lidrekon.ru/1070

38 For more on modern Shii interpretations of the Qur’an, see: Akif Tahiiev,
‘Understanding the “Spirit” of Qur’anic Laws in Contemporary Shi‘ Islamic
Thought’, Interdisciplinary Journal for Religion and Transformation in Contemporary
Society, (published online ahead of print, 2024).

39 Mukhetdinov, ‘The Russian Qur’an Translations’, pp. 63-64.
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Translations by Local Shii Scholars

Amin Ramin’s tafsir and Translation of al-Sayyid
Hashim al-Bahran1’s al-Burhan fi tafsir al-Quran

In January 2017, Amin Ramin uploaded his translation of the eighth and
final volume of Seiid Khashim Bakhrani’s (al-Sayyid Hashim al-Bahrani,
c. 1050/1640 to 1107/1696 or 1109/1698) al-Burhan fi tafsir al-Quran to
his portal Arsh313.* By the end of the same year, his translation of the
first volume of this tafsir had also been uploaded, followed by the second
volume in 2020. At the time of writing, he is working on translating the
third volume of this work, and chapters are being uploaded as they are
translated. Arsh313 is known for publishing translations of classical Shii
works and sermons in Russian. It provides access to articles, videos,
podcasts, prayers (du’ and ziyara), hadiths, and a library of books in
Russian. One of its main features is the provision of a large number of
translations of classical Shii religious literature, including works such
as al-Kulayni’s al-Kafi, al-Sadtuq’s al-Tawhid and Kamal al-din wa-tamam
al-ni‘ma, and, last but not least, Hashim Bahrani’s al-Burhan fi tafsir
al-Qur®in.*! The founder and main author of the project, Amin Ramin, is
an independent researcher and convert to Shii Islam. He earned a PhD
in philosophy from a Russian university, and later received a religious
education at the seminaries of Qom and Najaf.*?

According to Amin Ramin, al-Burhan is the best and most complete
Shii tafsir, consisting entirely of hadith passed down from the ahl al-bayt.
This feature is noteworthy because al-Bahrani was writing during
the seventeenth century, an era which has been defined by a struggle
between rationalists and traditionalists regarding Shii jurisprudence.”
This was due to the new presence of Akhbaris and their conflict with
the Usiilis, named after their adherence to %lm al-usiil (‘the principles

40 https://arsh313.com/

41  AKkif Tahiiev, ‘Shiizm na postsovetskom prostranstve: vliianie novykh media’, in
Virtual Islam: Identity, Authorities and Religious Practices of Muslims in the Digital Age,
ed. by Z. Khabibullina and E. Muratova (Baku: Idrak, 2023) p. 100.

42 Amin Ramin, ‘About me’, https://aminramin.net/about/

43  Heinz Halm, Shia Islam: From Religion to Revolution, trans. by Allison Brown
(Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 1997), p. 112.
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of jurisprudence’, or ‘the science of the sources of law’). The Ustlis
legitimised the use of jjtihad in Shii Islamic thought, but in a particular
way—that is, in terms of the deductive derivation of legal norms from
primary sources. The Akhbaris, in contrast, held the opposite position
and believed that during the major occultation of the ‘hidden Imam’, Shii
theologians could not formulate new legal norms, citing as an example
the negative attitude of Shii imams towards i#jtihdd and giyas. In their
opinion, Shii theologians should be like the muhaddithiin, who engaged
exclusively in collecting hadith. In addition, the Akhbaris believed that
almost all Shii hadiths are trustworthy and the science of rijal (verifying
the identities of hadith transmitters) is unnecessary. Historically, the
Akhbaris lost the debate because they were unable to offer answers
to the new challenges that arose within the Shii community, and they
currently have a much smaller number of followers than the Ustlis. But,
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Akhbari movement set
a trend, so Shii scholars returned to hadith studies after a long break.*
Mukhammad Bakir al-Sadr (Muhammad Bagqir al-Sadr, 1353/1934 or
1935-1400/1980) noted that this trend came about for various reasons,
the most important being the discovery of new hadith materials at that
time. Accordingly, new collections had to be complied to include these.*
Thus, some of the largest hadith collections came into being, such as the
Wasa®il al-Shia by al-Hurr al-*Amili and Bihar al-anwar by Muhammad
Bagqir al-Majlisi, and tafsirs were written that drew exclusively on hadith
attributed to the Prophet and Imams, most famously Mulla Muhsin
Fayd Kashant's al-Safi°, ‘Abd “Al1 al-‘Artsi Huwayzi's Niir al-thaqalayn,
and al-Bahrani’s al-Burhan. Since the authors of the aforementioned
tafsir were mostly Akhbaris, their works contained only the texts of the
hadiths they cited with almost no additional commentary, because the
Akhbaris denied the competence of anyone other than the Prophet and
the Imams to interpret the Qur’an.

In al-Burhan, al-Bahrani uses the following structure: he first mentions
the name of the sura he is discussing, then the place in which it was
revealed, the merits of the sura, and its number of verses. He goes on

44  Akif Tahiiev ‘Islams’ke pravo: osoblivosti shiits’koi doktrini” (doctoral thesis,
Yaroslav Mudryi National Law University, 2021), pp. 35-36.

45 Mukhammad Bakir al-Sadr, Kratkaia istoriia ilm al’-usul, trans by A. A. Ezhova
(Moscow: Sadra, 2009), p. 54.
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to refer to the verses with special hadiths, explaining their content and
discussing them. Some scholars note that the main drawbacks of this
work were the inclusion of unreliable hadiths and the general lack of
analysis. For example, Muhammad Mahdi al-Asifi (1356/1937 or 1938
1436/2015) wrote that despite the author’s considerable efforts, there
are some unauthentic and distorted hadiths in al-Burhan. He explains
that the author most likely did not have the clarification of unreliable
hadith in mind, or did not prioritise it enough. Al-Bahrani included
material transmitted by sources who stand accused of distorting hadiths,
and some hadiths that have unreliable isnads (‘chains of narrators’)
and incoherent content. Hence, al-Asifi concludes that al-Burhan is a
useful source for scholars who are familiar with the primary sources
and aware of reliable and consistent hadiths and can thus distinguish
between authentic and unauthentic material, but not necessarily for
the average lay Muslim. Although this fafsir has been the subject of
criticism by some scholars, it still remains important, simply because
it is the largest hadith collection dedicated to the interpretation of the
Qur’an.*® According to Amin Ramin, this was the main reason he chose
to translate this particular tafsir. Overall, the work is undeniably a major
and important contribution to the Shii library.

In April 2022, Ramin uploaded the first volume of his own untitled
tafsir to the portal Arsh313. His tafsir contains all the same hadiths that
are found in al-Burhian but with his own, more detailed explanation
and commentaries. His comments allow the reader to analyse and
understand the intended meaning of the hadiths from al-Burhan on the
basis that, according to Ramin himself, something important can be
gleaned from each hadith (although it must be noted here that Ramin is
not an Akhbari, as he has repeatedly made clear).*

Amin Ramin writes that Siirat al-Fatiha can be translated as
‘Otkryvaiushchaia’ (‘Opening’) and is the first sura, which opens the
Qur’an, and so the entire Qur’an is contained within it, as it were, ‘v
svernutom vide’ (in a ‘folded up’ form, condensed). Then he goes on to

46 Bahrani, Hashim. al-Burhan fi tafstr al-Qur®an. Introduction by Muhammad Mahdi
Asifi. (Tehran: MuPassasa-yi Bathat, 1334 Sh./1955).

47  For bibliographical information about Amin Ramin, see Amin Ramin, ‘Amin
Ramin rasskazyvaet o sebe, svoei deiatel nosti i nauchnoi kompetentsii’, Arsh313,
24 October 2022, https://arsh313.com/amin-ramin-rasskazyvaet-o-sebe/
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say that Siirat al-Fatiha is also the ‘sredotochie’ (‘focus’, ‘centre”) of the
Qur’an; the entire Qur’an is ‘zashifrovan’ (‘encoded’) in it, he argues,
citing Muhammad’s saying ‘There is no prayer, except with al-Fatiha’,
and commenting that every believer reads it at least ten times a day (i.e.
during the five obligatory prayers). Ramin goes on to say that this sura
begins by mentioning fawhid (‘monotheism”) and praising the Almighty,
then he describes the ahl al-bayt and the path of the believer. He asserts
that the ‘straight path’” in Siirat al-Fatiha is nothing other than the wilaya
of the ahl al-bayt, and that the number of letters in Siirat al-Fatiha is
significant—140, which corresponds to the number of Infallibles (who,
according to Shii Twelvers, are the Prophet Muhammad, his daughter
Fatima, and the twelve Imams). This sura, he says, has several names:
al-Fatiha (‘The Opening’), Hamd (‘Praise’), and Umm al-kitib (‘The
Mother of the Book”). Finally, Ramin concludes that all hadiths indicate
that the ‘straight path’ in Siirat al-Fatiha refers to Alj, citing Q 4:34:

The expression ‘Mother of the Book” is used both in hadiths and in the
Qur’an itself: ‘Indeed, it is in the Mother of the Book, with Us—¢Ali is the
wise one’ (Q 43:4). And this is [a reference to] the leader of the faithful
[i.e. Ali] in the Mother of the Book (i.e. Siirat al-Fitiha), namely, in the
words ‘straight path.”

Of particular interest are the fragments of Ramin’s translations of the
Qur’an, such as Q 43:4 cited above (wa-innahu fi umma I-kitabi ladayna
la-‘aliyun hakimun). This is usually translated along the lines of ‘and
indeed it is with Us, in the Mother of the Book [and it is] surely sublime
and wise’—without any reference to °Ali. Almost all translators of the
Qur’an (even Zeinalov in his Shii translation, which will be discussed
in the following section) translate the word “%li in Q 4:34 along the lines
of ‘wise’, ‘exalted’, or ‘esteemed’, rather than translating it as the name.
Since Ramin has only provided his reading of the first and second suras
so far, it is not yet possible to see how often he translates the verses of
the Qur’an in such a specific way. However, we can presume that he is
likely to do so relatively frequently since the whole fafsir is presented in

48 Amin Ramin, ‘Tafsir Sviashchennogo Korana’, Arsh313, 7 April 2022, https://
arsh313.com/tafsir-svyashhennogo-korana-tom-1-amin-ramin/
The translation of Q 4:34 given here is an English rendering of the Russian
translation by Amin Ramin from his tafsir.
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a consistent fashion, and the interpretations of most verses elaborate on
the merits of the ahl al-bayt.

Nazim Zeinalov’s Sviashchennyi Koran.
Perevod i kommentarii*®

The translators of the various works explored above, as well as other
Islamic works, have often referred to the absence of a Shii translation of
the Qur’an into Russian. One attempt to rectify this was made in 2015
when the academic publishing house Peterburgskoe vostokovedenie
(Petersburg Oriental Studies), with the support and assistance of the
Ministry of Culture and Islamic Education of the Islamic Republic of
Iran, published the first ever Russian Shii translation of the Qur’an.
The translator of this work was Nazim Zeinalov, who was previously
involved in editorial work on the tafsir Svet Sviashchennogo Korana:
Raz’iasneniia i tolkovaniia mentioned earlier. He is also the author and
translator of a large quantity of Russian Shii literature. Zeinalov began
to translate books on Islamic law, theology, morality, and related topics
at the beginning of the 2000s while studying in Qom, driven by his
concern that there were very few books on these topics in Russian at
that time, and his belief that society needed more knowledge (especially
Shii knowledge). He was also the first person to translate works on
Shii figh into Russian, including Prakticheskie zapovedi Islama (dlya
molodezhi) (“The Practical Commandments of Islam (for the Youth)”).5!
Since 1999, he has begun to publish translations of a variety of Islamic
materials, in addition to articles on Islamic topics, on various websites.>
Zeinalov began working on the translation of specific Qur’anic verses
in the late 1990s and early 2000s, when he translated books on various
religious topics. For example, he translated numerous verses during
the preparation of his aforementioned Sorok rasskazov Sviashchennogo
Korana o semeistve Proroka. Independently, he also began to translate the

49 Nazim. A. Zeinalov (trans.), Sviashchennyi Koran. Perevod i kommentarii (St.
Petersburg: Peterburgskoe vostokovedenie, 2016).

50 Mukhetdinov, ‘'The Russian Qur’an Translations’, p. 62.

51 Seiid Ali Sistani, Prakticheskie zapovedi Islama (dlia molodezhi), trans. by Nazim
Zeinalov (Moscow: Organizatsiia Imam Ali, 1999).

52 For example, on the multilingual site al-Shia.com, which later changed its domain
name to al-Shia.org and was the first site to publish Shii materials in Russian.
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entire Qur’an in 2011 while he was living in Derbent, a city in Dagestan
which is one of the oldest historical centres of Shiism in Russia. There,
Zeinalov translated approximately twelve juz’ of the Qur'an. After
moving to Moscow, he spent over two years working at the offices of
the Iranian al-Mustafa International University, during which time he
translated several more juz’. He finally completed the work in Istanbul,
then decided to edit the entire text. Returning to Qom, he was immersed
in the scholarly environment, where he benefited from the expertise
of local scholars. The editorial process spanned six months, and the
translation was finally published in 2015.** Zeinalov emphasised that
his work marked the first ‘theological” Russian translation of the Qur’an,
pointing out that previous translations were either undertaken by non-
Muslims or by Sunni Muslims lacking a specialised Islamic religious
education.* In fact, there were other Russian translators of the Qur’an
with a theological background and education, but Zeinalov was the first
with specifically Shii theological training.

Zeinalov’s translation contains both his Russian translation of the
verses and the parallel Arabic text. In terms of translation methodology,
Zeinalov states thathe combined twomain methods of translation—Iliteral
(phrase-by-phrase) and semantic—because, in his opinion, it would be
wrong to use only one of these two methods since misinterpretations
are usually introduced by either excessive literalism, or, conversely,
excessive freedom of translation. He takes the position that phrase-by-
phrase translation should be adopted as the basis for the target text, while
semantics should be used to facilitate understanding. Each language
has its own set of set expressions that carry a certain meaning—for
example, the idiom “to follow in someone’s footsteps” does not literally
mean stepping where another person has trodden but instead indicates
copying another person’s figurative path in life. A literal translation
of such a phrase into another language may be incomprehensible to
the reader, as it might completely lose the original meaning. In such
cases, Zeinalov advocates the use of semantic translation, whereby

53  This information was derived from an interview conducted by Reza Kerbelai
with Nazim Zeinalov, titled ‘Nazim Zeinalov mnogoletnii put” k perevodu
Sviashchennogo Korana’, and published on the currently unavailable Russian
internet portal shia.world.

54  Ibid.
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an expression is used to convey the meaning of an idiom as a whole
rather than the literal meaning of its individual words. When it comes
to grammatical aspects of the Qur’anic text, he tried to convey its
verses in a form that mirrors the Arabic constructions as accurately as
possible, aiming to replicate the same particles, prepositions, and word
forms found in the original. His translation also paid close attention
to the etymology and semantics of both languages, especially in the
preservation of verb roots. In addition to this combination of translation
methods, he also added commentary in the form of notes, which contain
information about such aspects as the circumstances of revelation of the
verses, the merits of reading a particular sura, relevant historical events
or personalities, and numerous references to the Bible. More than a
thousand hadiths commenting on the Qur’anic verses were cited, all of
which were originally transmitted from the ahl al-bayt. He also provides
readers with a glossary of Qur’anic expressions located at the end of his
translation, after the text itself.

Zeinalov’s approach is also characterised by his focus on the
considerable distance between the seventh and twenty-first centuries,
which leaves a huge mark on the semantic aspect of the text. According
to him, nowadays even native speakers of Arabic have difficulty
understanding the Qur’anic text due to its specific structure and language,
which is very different from modern literary Arabic. He writes that he
wanted to convey this experience of Arabic native speakers when reading
the Qur’an, so that Russian-speaking readers of the translation could
experience the same stylistic novelty.” In general, he achieved this through
lexical and syntactic archaisms. As an example of this style of narration,
as well as one of the distinguishing differences between Sunni and Shii
translations and exegetical traditions®, consider the interpretation of
Q 5:55. Sunni translators usually translate the second part of this verse
(alladhina amanii lladhina yuqiymina I-salata wa-yutiina l-zakata wa-hum
rakiiina) as referring to ‘those who keep up the prayer, pay the prescribed

55 1Ibid.

56 For more on the reasons behind differences between Sunni and Shii translations
and exegetical traditions, see: Akif Tahiiev, ‘Impact of the Events of Sagifa on the
Formation of Differences between the Islamic Sunni and Shia Tradition’, Journal of
Al-Tamaddun, 18:1 (2023).
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alms, and bow down in worship.”” However Zeinalov—like almost all
other Shii translators—instead translates this as ‘those who believe, who
pray, and give cleansing [alms], while they bow.”® This reading is based
on the Shii reliance on a specific hadith considered to be reliable. According
to this, during the revelation of this verse to the Prophet, ‘Ali was in the
mosque praying and, during his ‘belt-low bowing” (rukii€), he took off his
ring and gave it to the poor as alms.

Zeinalov’s translation is available on the websites quranonline.ru and
quranica.info. The former also provides transliteration of each verse into
Russian, and, in addition to Zeinalov’s Russian translation, it also provides
Mirza °Ali Meshkini Ardabili’s Azerbaijani translation and Ali Quli
Qarai’s English translation, all of which align with the Shii interpretative
approach. Quranonline.ru also offers Russian translations of various
hadiths from Ramin’s translation of volumes 1, 2, and 8 of al-Bahrani’s
al-Burhan. Quranica.info provides only Zeinalov’s translations of the
Qur’an, as well as commentary and additional interpretations prepared by
him. In order to facilitate the understanding of the text of every sura, and
to inform readers about the historical events and personalities mentioned
in the Qur’an, he supplements his translation with hadiths about the
merits of reading each sura, as well as asbab al-nuziil mostly cited from
Sharif al-Radi’s Nahj al-balagha, al-Kulayni's al-Kaft, al-Kashani's al-Safi,
al-Qummi’s Safinat al-bihar, al-Majlisi’s Bihar al-anwar, al-Tabris's Majma®
al-bayan, Tabataba1’s al-Mizan, al-Bahrani’s al-Burhin, al-Huwayzi's Niir
al-thagalayn, and Fakih Imani’s Niir al-Qurn.

In 2016, Zeinalov was awarded the Iranian ‘Book of the Year” award
for his Qur’an translation. This international award is one of the most
prestigious awards for Islamic and Iranian scholars.”” However, while
in Shii circles Zeinalov’s translation received quite positive reviews,
Sunni theologians and other Islamic scholars were explicitly critical
in their assessment of this translation. Some local Russian muftiates,
especially in Dagestan and Chechnya, stated that his translation was ‘not
recommended for reading by believers, since it distorts the meaning of

57  The translation of the second part of Q 5:55 is taken from M. A. S. Abdel Haleem’s
translation, which is available at: https://quran.com/5?starting Verse=55

58 This is my translation of Zeinalov’s rendering from Russian into English.

59 “Nazvany pobediteli regionalnoi premii’, Parstoday, 8 December 2016, https://
parstoday.ir/ru/news/russia-i52648
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the Qur’an and gives interpretations according to Shiism, and reading it
can adversely affect a person’s beliefs.®® These muftiates are under state
control and often adhere to state-supported narratives of ‘traditional
Islam’, which exclude Shii Islam. Hence, on the website of the Spiritual
Administration of Muslims of the Chechen Republic, Zeinalov was
accused of methodologically ‘hiding his beliefs in order to spread Shii
delusions’ and distorting Qur’anic verses.* Taking a somewhat different
approach, the theologian and author of a literary translation of the Qur’an
into Azerbaijani, Nariman Gasimoglu, commented that the publication
of a new translation of the Qur’an into Russian was of no importance,
since there were already many Russian translations and Zeinalov’s new
version did not change anything.®* Last but not least, Igor Alexeev, a
Russian Islamicist, wondered why Zeinalov’s translation was published
by an academic publishing house rather than a Shii missionary centre. His
view is that Shii interpretations of the Qur’an have not been sufficiently
studied in Russia, but such studies require a strictly academic approach
grounded in serious comparative analysis with other approaches to the
interpretation of the Qur’anic text. In his opinion, Zeinalov has failed
to do this and, accordingly, his translation is narrowly confessional and
of no academic value, and should not be taken seriously by academics.®®
Alexeev also criticised Zeinalov’s prioritisation of the preservation of the
meanings of Arabic roots in derivatives of the same root forms in Russian.
According to him, this mission is utopian and meaningless and not only
does it harm the style of the target language, it also harms the meaning of
the original text. He comments that

[...] in a variety of ways (from the abuse of interpolations in brackets to the
falsification of Arabic grammar for the sake of his own doctrinal preferences)
[Zeinalov] reads into the Qur’anic text the meanings predetermined by the
tradition of text interpretation, for which he is an apologist.**

60 ‘Kavkazovedy sochli maloveroyatnymi presledovaniia chitatelei Korana v
perevode Zeinalova’, Kavkazskii Uzel, 25 November 2016, https://www.kavkaz-
uzel.eu/articles/293214/

61 Ibid.

62 ‘Teologi usomnilis’ v akademicheskoi tsennosti shiitskogo perevoda Korana’,
Kavkazskij Uzel, 11 May 2016, https://www.kavkaz-uzel. media/articles/280146/

63 ‘Teologi usomnilis”.

64 ‘Nauchnaia recenziia na pervyi shiitskii perevod Korana’,

Islamoved, 13 March 2016, http://islamoved.ru/2016/
nauchnaya-retsenziya-na-pervyj-shiitskij-perevod-korana/
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Analysing the reviews of Zeinalov’s translation, it is clear that the only
objective criticism can be found in Alexeev’s views on Zeinalov’s attempt
to preserve the roots of Arabic words; the primary critique directed at
Sviashchennyi Koran was aimed at its clear association with Shii theology
and beliefs. Generally, its alignment with Shii Islamic thought was
viewed negatively in the Russian context where Sunni theologians find
a more welcome reception. The same biased attitude can be traced in
reviews across the board, and is expressed not only by Sunni clerics and
theologians, but also by ‘secular” scholars of Islam such as Alexeev, who
expressed bewilderment that a Shii translation should be published by
an academic publishing house.

Conclusion

This discussion has brought to light many characteristic features of Shii
translations, and has identified the main actors in this field. Among the
latter, there are academics (such as Prozorov), theologians who hail
from the local ethnic Muslim population (Zeinalov), and Shii converts
both with and without a religious education (Ramin and Chernienko,
respectively). The active role of Iran and Iranian theologians and
institutions should also be noted, since not only do they provide funding
for ‘local’ figures such as Prozorov and Zeinalov, they also produce their
own translations of the Qur’an and other Islamic texts, such as the tafsir
Svet Sviashchennogo Korana: Raz”iasneniia i tolkovaniia. Significantly, the
non-denominational nature of this translation has allowed it to attract
non-Shii readers and has given it more popularity than other Shii fafsirs
and translations. In contrast, local actors have always tended to actively
emphasise their Shii affiliation, which has sometimes led to a negative
reception of their works. This was the case with Zeinalov’s translation,
which was criticised by some Russian Sunni clerics solely on the basis
of anti-Shii prejudice. It is also clear that just as the methodological
approaches taken in these works differ, the perception of these tafsirs
and/or translations also largely depends on the approach taken by the
author/translator.

It has also become apparent that texts are chosen for translation on
an unsystematised basis, and that various genres and types of Qur’anic
literature have been translated. For example, when it comes to tafsir
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works, al-Mizan is predominantly predicated on the methodology of
‘interpreting the Qur’an through the Qur’an’. In contrast, al-Burhan
consists exclusively of hadiths with almost no additional commentary,
since its author was an Akhbari. Amin Ramin’s tafsir contains the same
hadiths found in al-Burhan, but with additional commentary, which
concentrates mainly on the significance of the Imamate and the virtues
of the ahl al-bayt. In general, though, Amin Ramin’s intellectual interests
and aims are rather different from those of other local theologians and
Shii figures, since he is mainly engaged in the translation of classical
Shii literature. His web portal is an independent project, and its sole
source of funding is voluntary donations from readers, in contrast to
some other actors who may receive funding from official bodies in Iran,
for example.

There is a similar diversity among the main publishers of Shii
material in Russian, which include both secular academic publishers
such as Peterburgskoe vostokovedenie (St. Petersburg Oriental Studies)
and Nauchnaia kniga (the Science Book Publishing House), and local
confessional publishers such as Sadra (formerly known as Istok), which
was founded by Zeinalov. Iranian publishers have also played a part,
publishing translations of works by both Iranian and local scholars.

All of this demonstrates the presence of various independent actors
with different views on what kind of literature is more relevant to
or more interesting for local Shiis. There is also cooperation between
some of these translators—for example, Zeinalov acknowledges that he
received help from Ramin during the editing of his Qur’an translation.
It is also important to note that, apart from the problem of censorship,
these authors have enjoyed a significant degree of freedom in their
translation activities, mainly because there was a perceived need for this
kind of literature in Russian, and there are no state controlled (or state
funded) institutions to fill this gap.

Finally, one of the most important objectives of this chapter was to
draw attention to the large and practically unexplored corpus of texts—
most of which are available to read in various languages, including
Russian, at www.alhassanain.org and www.quran.al-shia.org. This
discussion has also highlighted the important issue of anti-Shii bias
which exists not only among local, Russian-speaking, Sunni theologians
but also some academics, leading Shii-authored works to be overlooked
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or neglected. Further research on the primary sources written by local
Shii scholars from this area is also important, because it will advance
a better understanding of the culture and characteristics of Russian-
speaking Shiis.
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