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Abstract

Jacques Derrida believed that metaphysics in the West has in-
volved installing hierarchies, orders, and binaries in which one
party enjoys the presence of a feature that the other party wants.
Every succession relies on the idea of originariness, and thus the
identity of the latter depends upon the former, for the presence of
one element takes priority to its absence. This is how a binary op-
position comes to being. Although basing his ideas on Saussure’s
philosophy of language, Derrida objected to the latter’s “binary
opposition” on the grounds that the interpretations predicated on
this thought were called into question because there is no true op-
position between a pair of notions. This protest led him to create
binary pairs. 

This article reveals the problems accompanying the conception of
the binary pair and offer alternatives. The researcher does not mean
to reject the binary pair itself; however, underlining this idea in a
way that obstructs other paths will be questioned and some sup-
plementary notions for the binary opposition and binary pair will
be proposed.  
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Introduction
For more than half a century postmodern reading, unlike other critical ap-
proaches demanding application, has attempted to show that all texts decon-
struct themselves from within.1 One of the main notions marking this revolution
is the impression of the “binary pair” posed against binary oppositions. This
idea leads to pluralistic, unbound meanings, for the keystone of postmodern
thought generally traces the (pre-)Christian era, the time of deities and divini-
ties, when truth was not embodied in one emblem but in at least two or three
deities. However, the history of binary pairs in literature can at least be traced
back to William Shakespeare’s Macbeth (1606), in which the witches say that
the world is where “Fair is foul and foul is fair.”2 From then on one should
move toward the Romantic period, when contraries were very important in po-
etics. Although William Blake, one of its eminent forerunners, said “without
Contraries is no progression,”3 in his Milton (1804) he went on to say “[t]here
is a place where Contrarieties are equally True.”4 These examples are given
just to draw attention to the fact that the concept has a historical background. 

In the present article, the endeavor is made to indicate the problems of em-
phasizing binary pairs alone. Clearly Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), as this no-
tion’s advocate, is the major thinker in my postmodernist discussion, despite
some references to other sources. To do so, I first try to answer why such re-
consideration, an undertaking that provides three possible responses, is desir-
able. Then it comes to the features of “relations” in Islamic thought. Bearing
these specifications and the Derridean argument in mind, I will bring forth just
ten Qur’anic conceptual relations, even though they shape a doubly more nu-
merous family. Such suggestions will play the role of alternatives, which can
walk along with binary pairs and binary oppositions that by now have been in-
troduced to critical theory. 

The significance of this article can be seen in diverse readings of the
Qur’anic verses “it is He Who spread out the earth, placed firm mountains
and rivers on it, and made a binary5 of every kind of fruit; … There truly are
signs in this for people who reflect” (Q. 13:3, emphasis added)6; or, more gen-
erally, “We created binaries of all things [two spouses: male and female] so
that you might take note” (Q. 51:49, emphasis added); or, “Did We not create
you in binaries?” (Q. 78:8). In other words, binaries are presented here as sam-
ples of divine signs on which we are invited to think. More momentously,
God appreciates Himself for creating binaries in “Glory be to Him Who cre-
ated all the binaries” (Q. 36:36). In fact, there are a variety of binaries, for
“He has created you variously” (Q. 71:14), and even in different names, for
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example “even”: “By the even and the odd” (Q. 89:3). To add to their signif-
icance, it is worthy of note that in the last verse God swears by binaries. 

Literature Review
Predicated on my search in local and international databases, no Islamic critique
of Derrida exists. On the contrary, scholars like Ahmed Achrati7 and Ian Al-
mond8 try to see points of similarity between postmodernism generally, or de-
construction specifically, and Sufism, which they consider to the Islamic view
proper. They argue about the dissolution of subjectivity, the shackles of reason,
and the mysterious nature of things, to name a few, as common denominators.
It should also be mentioned that the former categorizes Friedrich Nietzsche,
Martin Heidegger, Søren Kierkegaard, as well as Gilles Deleuze, under the
umbrella term postmodernism and does not deal with Derrida only. 

However, there are some critical works on this French philosopher’s ideas,
not including postmodernism, from other perspectives. For example, Andrew
Bowie argues that Derrida’s mistake was to see metaphysics with respect to
the subject’s presence or primacy: the “privilege” accorded to the subject as
self-presence “is the ether of metaphysics.”9 Nevertheless the subject, as a
predicate of “transitive being” – a being that needs another being for its mean-
ing – cannot be reflexively present to itself because it is preceded by an origin
over which it has no control.10

Walter J. Ong says that, in terms of referentiality, a word’s referentiality
cannot be abrogated if it has no similarity in shape with an object because it
is words, not signs, that refer to the thing. He adds: “Our complacency in
thinking of words as signs is due to the tendency, perhaps incipient in oral
cultures but clearly marked in chirographic cultures and far more marked in
typographic and electronic cultures, to reduce all sensation and indeed all
human experience to visual analogues.”11

Even Frank Kermode, an admirer of Derrida, agrees that “a continual at-
tention to the operations of différance … may not be humanly supportable,”
as the future is beyond human reach, and suggests that “even if this is the way
things really are, most of us may still have to behave as if they were other-
wise.”12 In a like vein, E. D. Hirsch maintains that the unattainability of mean-
ing, or what Derrida calls “undecidability,” cannot be proven by experience,
experiment, and ratiocination.13 A close issue caused by the refutation of ref-
erentiality is the birth of too many meanings. Jurgen Habermas criticizes Der-
rida for overextending one of languages’ functions, namely, the poetic, to all
discourses14 because, he states, to profit from the poetic language’s metaphor,

Shafieyan: Derrida’s Shadow in the Light of Islamic Studies 53

ajiss32-2_ajiss  4/8/2015  4:03 PM  Page 53



irony, metonymy, and the like in a philosophical or scientific text is absolutely
different from writing a piece of literature, especially poetry.

Another controversial dialog took place between John Searle and Derrida
in “Reiterating the Differences: A Reply to Derrida.” The latter assumes that
because writing is able to function in the absence of the writer, the reader, and
the context of production, it is not the communication of the writer’s meaning
to the reader. The former, however, argues that if this were the case, then it is
not the iterability of the linguistic elements that discern writing from orality,
but rather the relative permanence of the former that makes it possible to sep-
arate the utterance from its origin. He points out that any regulated system of
representation, whether spoken or written, must be repeatable, for “otherwise
the rules would have no scope of application.” Moreover, written discourse is
not discerned from speech by the receiver’s absence from the sender, for “writ-
ten communication can exist in the presence of the receiver, as for example,
when I compose a shopping list for myself or pass notes to my companion
during a concert or lecture.”15

Finally, Perez Zagorin comments on representation’s two mistakes. First,
while language is arbitrary in regard to the association of a particular phoneme
with a special signifier and the concept it designates, it is not arbitrary with
respect to reference or meaning. Once a language is in existence, nothing is
arbitrary because the letters of the word promise always mean the act of prom-
ising. Second, although it is true that anything can be re-described, it cannot
be done so in just any way. If the Amazon River is the longest river in the
world, it can be re-described as located in South America, as flowing through
several countries, and in many other ways as well, but never as the shortest
river in the world.16

On the other hand, I did find some scholarly works that speak of relations
mainly in terms of the opposition between key concepts in Islamic, generally,
and Qur’anic, specifically, contexts. Based on my investigation, such works
adopt this relation only between the terms and then try to interpret them in a
contrastive or comparative way. For example, Muzhgan Sarshar’s Values and
Anti-values: Opposition in the Qur’an first defines two types of opposition
(i.e., simple and combinative) and then delves into practical samples.17 Another
prominent work is Toshihiko Izutsu’s Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’ān,
for in chapter 11, “Good and Bad,” he examines good-doing versus evil-doing
(birr vs. fasād, ma‘rūf vs. munkar, khayr vs. sharr, ḥusn vs. sū‘, ṭayyib vs.
khabīth, as well as ḥarām vs. ḥalāl). By discussing each category, he opens up
some minor words or those that could be posed in the same rubric.18

The last book is Fazlur Rahman’s Major Themes of the Qur’an, which
encounters the matter of opposition in a very marginal attitude. The only ex-
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ample that could serve the purpose of the present study is the historical analogy
rumored among the Makkans between usury and welfare or usury and alms;
hence, the Qur’an clarified its opposition to money growing “several-fold”
(ad‘āfan muḍā‘afah) by prohibiting usury (Q. 3:130) and rejecting the alleged
equation between usury and lawful commerce (Q. 2:275-80). It also under-
lined the antithesis between usury and alms in almost similar wording
(fayuḍā‘ifahu ... aḍ‘āfā) (Q. 2:245).19

Argument

Problems with Binary Pairs
To start with, a question of significance could be why binary pairs should be
reconsidered from the Islamic viewpoint. Such pairs have three general defects
that never were cleared: The first one is contradiction, which is there when
we find Derrida repelling binary oppositions but at the same time creating
novel ones. Just as in the case of two examples, refuting binary oppositions
generates a new one between binary opposition and binary parity. Moreover,
he provides anchorage for writing rather than for speech.20 Having another
opinion in her preface to Of Grammatology and believing that this is “a very
hasty view”21 because neither writing nor speech is privileged for Derrida,
Spivak neglects his comment in Writing and Difference that there is “writing
in speech,”22 not the other way around. This contradiction implies the necessity
of having binary pairs along with binary opposites. Nonetheless, not only does
he not attempt to solve this problem, but he also supports and enjoys it: “Dif-
ference in general is already contradiction in itself.”23

This quotation conducts us to the point that Derridean binary pairs them-
selves are more often than not contradiction-and-binary-opposition makers.
When one party, previously dethroned from merit, reveals the same privilege,
it stands beside the other to make a pair; in this case, despite incongruity, both
signify one thing. For instance, Raman Selden tries to show that in Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s Scarlet Letter the letter “A” on Hester’s chest does not only refer
to profanity (Adultery) but sacredness (Angel).24 But how can something be
both sacred and profane? Therefore, beside the paradox, the argument makes
another binary opposition. 

Incomprehensiveness, the second reason, is itself a trio: First, Derrida ob-
jected to the binary opposition, for example, of speech and writing in western
philosophy but did not take Islamic philosophy into consideration, although
there is no contrast between speech and writing in it.25 In Qur’anic exegesis,
neither one is privileged over the other. The Qur’an was revealed orally, the
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holy book itself is a written text in our hands, and both have their own values
in Islamic hermeneutics. In other words, undertaking exegesis is not practical
with only one of them. While interpreting a verse, the critic sometimes has to
be aware of “the condition of revelation” (sha’n-i nuzūl) as well as syntax and
other formal features of the Arabic language. Here, as we see, speech is hidden
in writing and Derrida’s statement is thereby reversed: There is “speech in
writing” due to orality’s temporal priority, for the scripture was first revealed
and then put into ink. Nevertheless, when we understand that before being re-
vealed to Prophet Muhammad the Qur’an had once been included in another
book, the “preserved tablet (lawḥ maḥfūẓ)” (Q. 85:21-2) that contains all in-
formation about everything in all worlds,26 the equation again alters: Now,
there would be ecriture (writing) in parol (speech). 

Yet, the matter of priority in time, which Derrida maintained that through-
out the history of western philosophy hinted at privilege, does not make sense
either intellectually or conventionally. If it were so, then the first revealed
Qur’anic chapters would be more important than those revealed later; how-
ever, the antepenultimate Chapter of Unity (Sūrah Tawḥīd) is evaluated as
one-third of the entire the Qur’an.27 In other words, we grasp the meaning of
one sign by its relation in the context – whatever it is; opposition, difference,
or those I am going to speak of below – to another entity. For instance, evil is
perceived when it is collated with good: “These two groups are like the blind
and the deaf as compared with those who can see and hear well: can they be
alike? How can you not take heed?” (Q. 11:24, emphasis added). This verse
spotlights the fact that the two groups are contrary, and the opposition comes
out of the comparison. It then questions in an exhortative way why people do
not mind the juxtaposition to differentiate the two. 

The last ground for revising Derrida’s ideas is deconstruction’s suffering
from illogical demonstration. The French thinker was of the opinion that no
succession is ever simply linear; it is always also hierarchical: Good both
comes before evil and is privileged over it. In every case, what is (considered)
secondary is defined in terms of the lack of presence, albeit trying to define
“good” without any recourse to the notion of evil is impossible. Treating of
two issues seems essential here.

First, in a deconstructive mode this is to aver that the presence of good
turns out to depend on a relationship with the absence of evil. Hence, presence
is in some sense secondary and contingent on a structure of “supplementarity.”
This, of course, holds true for not only the concept of “good,” but also for
every positive or originary one.28 That is why I shall call Derrida’s ideas the
“metaphysics of absence,” for according to Hans Bertens he comes “in de-
fence of absence,”29 not presence. He verifies this in his “Freud and the Scene
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of Writing” by disputing the onto-theological exclusion of trace in western
philosophy through “repression”: “The repression of writing [occurs] as the
repression of that which threatens presence and the mastering of absence.”30

In Bertens’ words, a point is leading; the word “defence” stands to be very
determinative inasmuch as, once again, one side overweighs the other in Der-
rida’s perspective. 

An opposition of metaphysical concepts (speech/writing, presence/absence,
etc.) is never the face-to-face of two terms, but a hierarchy and an order of
subordination. Deconstruction cannot limit itself or proceed immediately to
neutralization: it must, by means of a double gesture, a double science, a
double writing, practice an overturning of the classical opposition, and a
general displacement of the system. It is on that condition alone that decon-
struction will provide the means of intervening in the field of oppositions it
criticizes.31

In the deconstruction of binary oppositions, the economy of present ad-
vantages and disadvantages, it sounds that either/or should give way to
both/and. But what is problematic here is that Derrida again speaks of hierar-
chies for he does not like to “neutralize” the binaries of opposition into binary
pairs, but prefers “overturning” them into new binary oppositions, although
indirectly. 

In Islamic thought, however, the reverse case is espoused: When goodness
is relinquished, evil is born even it is Goodness, Godness, who can do this op-
eration. Goodness that is proper to God, which is situated on a different plane
altogether, is not the moral opposite of evil. As it is on the same level as the
Real or Truth,32 the only opposite of the Good is unreality or nothingness.
Therefore, while it is at one with the positivity of the Absolute, evil derives
solely from a negative capacity to repudiate the Good, the Real. In other words,
the good is identified with the Creator, while evil is a modality of the created.33

In this way, the Good is in everything and everywhere. Whenever it is cancelled
out, evil emerges. The opposite is not applicable, as Derrida upheld that when
there is no evil there would be the Good, and that the privileged term depends
for its meaning upon the suppressed one34 since the Good is ever-existing.
Moreover, God has not created evil, but only the conditions within which it
emerges. Evil, as such, has no ultimate ontological principle.35

It is worth dwelling on Derrida’s beliefs for a while. Primarily, he sup-
posed that no succession is only linear, for all of them are hierarchical. Nev-
ertheless, not only does the Qur’an inform us of linearity in creation, but it
also states that first there was darkness, not light, which postmodernists take
to be privileged36: “Praise belongs to God Who created the heavens and the
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earth, and made darkness and light” (Q. 6:1).37 In the genesis as such, linearity
and hierarchy do not go hand in hand; therefore, it does not seem correct to
base our argument on “priority.” The Islamic stance toward the absence of
any order regarding this binary will be elucidated below. 

The way Derrida read Plato’s “world of ideas” as privileged over the
“world below,” due to the lack of presence in essence, also fails to see the other
side: By prioritizing the former, Plato simultaneously gives precedence to “the
unseen” over “the seen,” while in Derrida’s viewpoint “the seen,” accompanied
with presence, is prioritized “from Plato to Rousseau, Descartes to Husserl,”
or simply by all metaphysicians.38 In fact, Plato uses the word image, presup-
posing “seeing,” for what we find in this world. Although Derrida tried to jus-
tify this by saying that eidos, the root of idea, means “metaphorical sight,”39 I
have pointed out elsewhere that he mostly determined the literal meaning of
seeing, physical presence, as the problem.40

Qualities of Qur’anic Relations
Now it is time to count the characteristics of binaries in Islamic thought. The
history of western philosophy, Derrida assumed, necessitated one party being
privileged in a fixed, opposite relation of a binary. He then attributed parity to
the two sides so that their single fixed relationship would not vanish. Never-
theless, binaries in Islamic theosophy are mostly epistemological, not onto-
logical. By epistemological, it is intended that binaries do not obey the same
rule if they are of identical nature or existence. In reality, an Islamic scholar
can only distinguish between two binaries with the same qualities; in other
words, even if they have the same features, two binaries do not necessarily
belong to one category. This distinction requires theological knowledge, which
is an essential element of Islamic philosophy, for it is one of the jurisprudential
basics that analogy cannot be used to voice an opinion.41

Binaries are not always created in the assumed condition, but, on the other
hand, they have been made so by the human mind. The best illustration ot this
might be that of God and Satan: The latter was not created as God’s enemy,
but as a prominent and favored jinn. He did not become an opposite of God
even after his fall, and yet the human mind has reckoned him in this way. This
issue will be discussed further in one of the binaries below. By this instance,
we conceive of the fact that binaries are not indissoluble; in other words, they
can convert to another group, a fact that yet again implicates their epistemo-
logical, as opposed to their ontological, being. 

The third trait could be inferred from the aforementioned verse (Q. 89:3),
in which many commentators have interpreted “even” as all binaries of crea-
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tures and “odd” as God, who is One and Unique.42 In addition, the same
hermeneuts believe that the verse refers to odd and even numbers, making the
whole system of relationships. Simply put, relations are not restrained to bi-
naries only.43 Complexity is added when we detect binaries even in other num-
bers. The Qur’an also proclaims that “you will be sorted into three classes [in
the Last Judgment]: Those on the right … Those on the left … And those in
front – ahead indeed” (Q. 56:7-10). Here, the word for “classes” is azwāj, the
plural of zawj (binary). This indicates that binaries could be extracted even
from within groups. 

The first kind of kinship between two entities is the “singular pair,”44 in
which two opposites are gathered in one yet do not become one. Multitude
and oneness are opposites, but existence is at the same time both One and
Many in God: “He is God, the One” (Q. 112:1). Islamic scholars interpret the
Arabic word for “One” (Aḥad) as “Unique but Many”; nothing is superadded
to God nor is He separate from others.45 This does not mean that He has some
parts, any counterpart, or is divisible. Although Allah is One, He exists every-
where and in everything; that is to say, He is pervasive (basīṭ). As an example,
one can refer to “I [God] … breathed My spirit into him [humanity]” (Q.
15:29); simply said, this means that He exists in humanity.46 Indeed nothing,
not even the most outward aspects of material existence, can be excluded from
the divine Reality, for “He is the First and the Last; the Outer and the Inner”
(Q. 57:3).47 Derrida also, as the first rather common point, adopted the creed
that no true opposition exists between pairs of conceptions.48 Yet we should
note that, as will be explained below, that difference sometimes leads to op-
position and sometimes does not. In this way, the title of the present article
would indicate that some conceptual shadows of Derrida could be detectable
in Islamic thought. 

The second category, “couples,” includes two different beings. Here, nei-
ther opposition nor parity matters, whereas difference does. The controversial
cases of man and woman, or white and black (as race, not a skin color), are
the best ones, for they embodied in “We [God] created you [humanity] all
from a single man and a single woman and made you into races and tribes so
that you should recognize [not oppose] one another” (Q. 49:13). From differ-
ent beings, a man and a woman, He created different tribes, which could be
white, black, American Indian, and so forth, whom the western and eastern
texts and contexts have long taken as opposites. Once more, I remind the
reader that Derrida also admitted the concept of difference. However, as in the
previous case, I should accent the contingency of difference as a sort of rela-
tion, not as the only single one. 

Shafieyan: Derrida’s Shadow in the Light of Islamic Studies 59

ajiss32-2_ajiss  4/8/2015  4:03 PM  Page 59



The third kind of “binary opposition,” which contains two absolute oppo-
sitions, is one in which the existence of one signifies the non-existence of the
other.49 Here, it is noticeable that one is privileged: “These two groups [unbe-
lievers and believers] are like the blind and the deaf as compared with those
who can see and hear well: can they be alike?” (Q. 11:24, emphasis added).
This verse takes believers and unbelievers as opposites and likens them to the
hearing and the seeing on the one hand, and the deaf and the blind on the other.
In essence, one cannot be both a believer and an unbeliever at the same time.
The rhetorical question at the end addresses common sense; that is, even if the
language betrays or could be interpreted in another way, per Derrida’s pre-
sumption, common sense does not allow two opposite things to become a pair
by themselves. However, as mentioned before, opposites can turn to one an-
other: “[I]t is He [God] who gave you life, will cause you to die, then will give
you life again” (Q. 22:66). A person cannot be both dead and alive because
death and life make a binary opposition. This verse asserts that human beings
were dead God breathed His spirit into them, after which they became alive
and then, at the end of life, they die once again. Nonetheless, in the hereafter
once more they will be given life, but this time an eternal life.

Despite Derrida’s assumption that the supplementary equals the contra-
dictory,50 “counterpoints” in the Qur’an are two complimentary entities, nei-
ther of which is prioritized. And yet both are accepted and can exist at the
same time: “Did they not see that We gave them the night for rest, and the day
for light?” (Q. 27:86; similar to Q. 28:73; 30:23; 69:40). Here, there is no neg-
ative connotation for “the night”; indeed, night and day are not presented as
traditional opposites. They are complimentary, for they make one twenty-four-
hour day: “You [God] merge night into day and day into night” (Q. 3:27).
Likewise, they could exist at the same time at dawn and at twilight.51

“Neither pair” contains two entities, neither of which exceeds the other
in rank and both of which are condemned. According to Islamic theology, one
can be neither a colonizer nor a colonized, for “[p]ermission to fight is given
to those against whom war is made because they are oppressed.”52 In other
words, “these people are not allowed to be oppressed.”53 Umar Nasafi also
interprets udhina as “commanded,” which conveys the unacceptability of
being in an oppressed position.54 The interpretation of this verse also directs
us to two of the angles of binaries expounded above: to be “epistemological”
and “dissoluble.” Mahmud al-Zamakhshari glosses over this verse, saying
that before its revelation, Muslims were not allowed to fight against those who
were oppressing them.55 Therefore, via this verse one binary turned into an-
other and, as such, relations were not acknowledged by nature. Indeed, these
turning points withstand ontology.
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“Metaphorical binaries” are poetic or, generally speaking, literary con-
cepts that throughout literary history have been posited as opposites with no
actual and factual contrariety. Most of the time, these oppositions are shared
among various nations in world literature. As they are conventional, occasion-
ally one is superior and sometimes neither are superior. Qur’an 2:257 could
exemplify this relation: “God is the ally of those who believe [in Him]; He
brings them out of the depths of darkness [heresy] into the light [faith].” As
we observed before about the night (darkness) and the day (light), neither of
them bettered the other. But here, darkness is undermined by light.56

Then, we have “hierarchy” as the seventh group, in which one is superior
despite there being no opposition or parity between the two. A controversial
example could be the relation between God and Satan, which is a “superficial
binary opposition” in western culture. On the surface they are two opposite
forces: the origin of good and the source of evil, respectively. Nonetheless, in
the Islamic tradition the Devil is nothing before God, just one of His creatures:
“[Satan] said, “Give me respite until the day people are raised from the dead”
(Q. 7:14) or, “We [God] assign Satan for whoever turns away from the reve-
lations of Lord of Mercy” (Q. 43:36). In these two verses, Satan’s request and
God’s respiting and appointing him show that his power is under God’s con-
trol. Another illustration could be that of God and His servant): “[Jesus] said,
‘Surely I am a servant of God; He has granted me the Scripture; made me a
prophet’” (Q. 19:30). Also, “It is He [God] Who has sent down clear revela-
tions to His servant [Prophet Muhammad]” (Q. 57:9). In these two verses,
God’s highest creatures, Prophet Muhammad and Jesus Christ, are called His
servants. 

‘Abd, the Arabic word for servant, derives from ‘ibādah, the Arabic word
for worship, thereby exhibiting the hierarchy. One may say that there is a dif-
ference between God and humanity after all, so this follows Derrida’s suppo-
sition of difference between any two entities. However, in this case the
difference is not meaningful, for it is so obvious from the Qur’anic stance that
anyone can discern it. There is nothing new, as a matter of fact, in discovering
that humanity is different from God and thereby apprehending their meanings
by the difference. One may state that howsoever huge we consider this dif-
ference to be, it is, after all, still a difference. Yet the point is that Derrida took
difference to equal to opposition, which does not apply to the God-humanity
relation: “[T]he phonic element, the term, the plenitude that is called sensible,
would not appear as such without the difference or opposition which gives
them form.”57

In “contranyms,” we have one word with two opposite meanings. Here,
in order to understand the significance, the difference between two signs or
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marks does not matter. Contranyms are extant in all languages. For instance,
the English word cleave means both “to divide” and “to stick,” and quiddity
signifies “essence” and “trifling point.”58 The Arabic word ishtaraw means
both “bought” and “sold”: “These are the people who bought the life of this
world for the hereafter”59 and “These are the people who sold the hereafter for
the life of this world.”60 Referring to Claude Levi-Strauss, who saw both mean-
ings of the same nature or as “equivalence,” Derrida rejected such justifica-
tion.61 I agree with Derrida that “equivalence” is not applicable, either lexically
or separately, although I do not see any contradiction or opposition in such a
lexical structure62 and refer readers to the identical (similar) meaning of the
two translations above. In other words, although the meanings of the above
words are neither the same nor contradictory, it is the context that determies
their resemblance.

The linkage among signs goes beyond binaries, for sometimes we should
consider a tripartite affinity to understand the meaning of a sign, which might
be called “triptych.” Javadi Amuli holds that the true meaning of “justice” is
seen when three components are tightly concatenated. In this condition, the
absence of one makes the meaning of justice shaky. The first part is “just
rules”: “God commands you …, if you judge between people, to do so with
justice” (Q. 4:58). The verb “commands” indicates the necessity of justice as
a general rule for humanity. The just ruler is the second one: “[God] said, “My
pledge does not hold for the unjust [to become divine leaders]” (Q. 2:124).
Justice-seeking people make up the last component of the triangle: “We sent
Our messengers with clear signs, the Scripture and the Balance, so that people
could uphold justice” (Q. 57:25). If we have a just ruler and just rules with no
justice-seeking people, the government becomes of ‘Ali, the first Imam, in
nascent Islam; in other words, justice is not fulfilled completely, Amuli adds.
As ‘Ali himself says, the difference between my government and others” is
that in the latter “people woke up in fear from the governer’s cruelty, and I
woke up in fear from my subjects” [cruelty].”63 To have the other binary fo-
mulas – to have a just ruler and justice-seeking people without just rules results
in a chaotic society; justice-seeking people with just rules, but without a just
ruler, have no executive person to do justice – also leads to injustice.64

The last kinship to explain here is among four signs, called “knitted bi-
naries,” including two binaries, any of the previous ones, from each one entity
is not mentioned. As the connection is made when two of them crisscross,
the relationship among the four would be discovered: “This is a revelation,
an illuminating Qur’an to warn anyone who is truly alive so that God’s ver-
dict [of punishment] may be passed against the disbelievers” (Q. 36:70). Ac-
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cording to this verse, human beings are either alive or disbelievers. Thus we
can find out that those who are alive are believers and that the disbelievers
are judged as the dead. In a similar way, ḥayyā (alive) is paraphrased as “the
wise,”65 so the unbelievers may be weighed as “the ignorant.”

Conclusion
In this study, I tried to look into Derrida’s concept of the binary pair through
an Islamic lens, delving into three foibles of the view and counting three
features/fortes of the Qur’anic relations. Contradiction, incomprehensiveness,
and illogical demonstration are among the possible disadvantages of the French
philosopher’s perspective, and epistemological, dissoluble, as well as various
are three adjectives that can be used to attribute to the Qur’anic binaries or re-
lations. Then ten rubrics were introduced as a handful of many others, within
which the postmodern concept was discussed in detail. The argument confirms
that the binary pair and binary opposition cannot, on their own, lead to a com-
prehensive apprehension of texts; however, they can be possible strategies for
this aim.

After this research, I would like to see more thought on some samples of
the binary pair and the binary opposition. In other words, bearing these alter-
natives in mind, we should investigate the “metaphysics of presence” versus
(or along with) absence. The priority of writing over speech or vice versa beside
chance and causality are two important matters tightly connected with the sub-
ject. Process and fixity, as well as institutionalization and uninstitutionalization
are also in this line. I hope this change can vary the direction of hermeneutics,
exegesis, and literary criticism.
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