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ABSTRACT 

 

Modernity imparted a new theoretical significance to the issue of gender reform in the 

Muslim world. This dissertation examines the impact of modernity on the hermeneutical 

approaches and interpretations of three modern exegetes on significant gender issues in the 

QurᾹan. It compares the tafsǭr works of Mu ammad ᾺAbduh, Sayyid Qu b, and Mu ammad al-

Ǖhir ibn ᾺǔshȊr with those of pre-modern exegetes concerning three QurᾹanic verses: 2:228, 

4:3, and 4:34. These verses, among others, gained significance in modern exegetesô quest to 

articulate Islamôs position on gender, a debate that was tied to the larger ideological question on 

whether or not Islam was fit for modern times. By situating the exegeses of ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊr within their broader historical and intellectual contexts, this dissertation demonstrates 

how their tafsǭr on gender reflects their engagement with the broader contemporaneous debates 

on gender and Islam in late-nineteenth- and mid-twentieth century Egypt and Tunisia. The 

interpretations of all three modern exegetes evince a heightened gender-consciousness that is 

absent from the interpretations of pre-modern exegetes on the same verses. This underscores the 

particularity of an exegetical gender-consciousness to the modern period. 

The tension between continuity and change in modern Islamic intellectual thought 

demonstrates that interpretive differences between modern and pre-modern exegetes are not 

black and white. While ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr reach significantly new conclusions on 

certain verses, they also echo many of the pre-modern interpretations on gender. As such, the 
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exegetical tradition on gender reflects a variety of interpretations that defies existing 

generalizations of this tradition as consistently patriarchal. 

While the works of all three exegetes reflect full engagement with modernity, their 

approaches are grounded in very different methodologies, traditions, and orientations. This 

dissertation argues that ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖôs Tasfǭr al-ManǕr and Qu bôs Fǭ ὕilǕl al-QurԃǕn both 

signal a departure from the classical methodologies of the pre-modern exegetical tradition, 

whereas Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr revives the methodologies of the pre-modern, 

philological exegetical tradition. As such, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr represents the classical Sunni practice of 

renewal based on pre-existing scholarly norms. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION  

I . Introduction: Gender, Islam, and Modernity  

Modern conversations on the QurᾹan and gender are rooted in a historical context that can 

be traced to the late nineteenth century. The history of colonization and nationalism in the Arab 

world brought the issue of womenôs status in Islam to the fore of the national and ideological 

debate on the role that religion, specifically Islam, should play in the development of Muslim 

societies. From the onset, the debate on gender in Islam was premised on the notion that women 

could not advance in a society that strictly adhered to Islamic teachings. Colonialists, Christian 

missionaries, and well-meaning western feminists in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century 

Egypt established a discourse that viewed Islam as the ñfatal obstacleò to womenôs rights, and 

Western Europe as the model to which Muslims should look in their pursuit of national reform.
1
 

Indigenous responses to this discourse either internalized and repeated the earlier colonial 

rhetoric on Islam as an impediment to womenôs progress, or, refuted this assessment. Muslim 

women themselves also played an important role in shaping this discourse, as two different 

strains of feminism emerged in the twentieth century, one rooted in ña native, vernacular Islamic 

discourse,ò and one valorizing ñWestern ways as more advanced and more ócivilizedô than native 

ways.ò
2
 The fusion between the issue of gender and the evaluation of Islam as unfit for modern 

times created a highly charged atmosphere in which ógenderô became an indicator of Islamôs 

relevance to modernity. This historical context imparted a new level of theoretical significance to 

the issue of gender in modern Muslim thought. 

This dissertation examines the intersection of modernity and Islamic exegetical thought 

on issues of gender. Modernity unleashed a wave of gender consciousness that affected not only 

                                                 
1
 Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1992), 154. 
2
 Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 174, 178. 
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women, but Ὰulama as well, who were engaged in shaping the discourse on womenôs rights.
3
 As 

modernity gave rise to a greater level of theoretical concern with gender justice, I examine the 

impact it had on three major exegetesô hermeneutical and interpretive approaches to 

controversial gender issues in the QurᾹan: Mu ammad ᾺAbduh (d. 1905), Sayyid Qu b (d. 1966), 

and Mu ammad al- Ǖhir ibn ᾺǔshȊr (d. 1973). The exegeses of all three modern exegetes reflect 

an engagement with the most pressing and ideologically charged issues facing Muslim society. 

Yet their engagement with such issues through the QurᾹan was grounded in very different 

methodologies, traditions, and orientations.  

ᾺAbduh, the earliest of the three exegetes, represents a form of Islamic modernism that 

emerged in response to the perceived political, moral, and intellectual crisis that faced the 

Muslim umma.
4
 Qu b reflects a strain of Islamist intellectual thought that emerged in the context 

of post-revolutionary Nasser Egypt; this period in which Qu b was most actively writing his 

tafsǭr had witnessed the Nasser regimeôs systematic repression of the Muslim Brotherhood, of 

which Qu b was a member.
5
 This context of repression, I argue, contributed to the evolution of 

Qu bôs ideological thought. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr represents a form of intellectual thought that has not 

received as much attention as the former two. He was one Tunisiaôs most renowned scholars, 

holding the positions of Shaykh of ZaytȊna University, MǕlikǭ Shaykh al-IslǕm and the state 

Grand Mufti. Firmly grounded in the Islamic scholarly tradition, he articulated a path for change 

through the principles and methodologies that underlie the scholarly tradition.   

                                                 
3
 Badran, Margot. Feminists, Islam, and Nation: Gender and the Making of Modern Egypt (Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 1995); 4. Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam, 128.  
4
 William Shepard, ñThe Diversity of Islamic Thought,ò in Islamic Thought in the Twentieth Century, eds. Suha 

Taji-Farouki and Basheer Nafi (London: I.B. Tauris, 2004), 70.  
5
 Nazih N Ayubi, Joseph A. Kéchichian, Denis J. Sullivan, Joseph A. Kéchichian, Fred H. Lawson and Marion 

Boulby, ñMuslim Brotherhood,ò in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World, Oxford Islamic Studies Online, 

accessed May 28, 2014, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0566.  

http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0566
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First, by situating the exegeses of ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr within their broader 

historical contexts, I demonstrate how their tafsǭr on gender in specific represents not only an 

engagement with the Quran, but also an engagement with the broader contemporaneous debates 

on gender and Islam. For all three exegetes, their tafsǭr becomes an opportunity to articulate what 

they believe is Islamôs true position on gender. Writing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century at the height of colonial criticism against Islamôs treatment of women, ᾺAbduh is most 

concerned with refuting Orientalist and colonial charges on Islam as an impediment to womenôs 

progress. By the mid-twentieth century, during the period in which Qu b was writing, secular, 

Muslim voices had internalized much of the earlier western rhetoric on gender, which argued 

that Muslim societiesô advancement is contingent upon the abandonment of religious practices, 

specifically those deemed to be misogynistic or patriarchal.
6
 Qu bôs tafsǭr on gender is, therefore, 

primarily responding to Muslim secular criticism. Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr on gender is also 

responsive, in ways, to the contemporaneous debate on gender, but his analysis is impassioned 

and tempered in comparison to that of ᾺAbduh and Qu b. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr grounds his tafsǭr in a 

rigorous philological methodology, lends itself to a less polemical tone on gender issues than 

what one tends to find in both ᾺAbduh and Qu bôs tafsǭrs. 

Second, this dissertation employs a comparative analysis of ᾺAbduhôs, Qu bôs, and Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊrôs exegeses with pre-modern exegeses on three significant QurᾹanic verses: 2:228, 4:3, 

and 4:34. These verses have generated much controversy in the modern debate on whether Islam 

is irreparably patriarchal or even misogynist. This dissertation attempts to measure the breadth of 

exegetical interpretation regarding the meanings of womenôs and menôs mutual rights and menôs 

daraja in Q. 2:228, the restrictions or licenses on polygyny in Q. 4:3 and menôs qiwǕma and 

womenôs nushȊz in Q. 4:34, and the prerogatives that are set in motion as a result. By comparing 

                                                 
6
 Ahmed, 128-129. 
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modern exegeses with pre-modern ones on these three verses, this dissertation sheds light on the 

impact of modernity on exegetical interpretations of the QurᾹan. Does the theoretical concern 

with gender justice in the modern period lend itself to significantly new interpretations on these 

verses in the works of these three major exegetes? How do ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr signal 

a continuity or departure from pre-modern exegetes in their interpretations of these verses?  

Third, in the context of ñoverlapping and interacting junctures of intellectual rupture and 

continuityò
7
 in modern Muslim thought, I examine the ways in which these three exegetes reflect 

different forms of engagement with both the Islamic tradition and modernity. By situating their 

exegetical works within the broader historical developments in the genre of tafsǭr, I demonstrate 

the ways in which their tafǕsǭr reflect continuity or a rupture with the pre-modern exegetical 

tradition. Where do their respective exegeses fit in the larger intellectual trends in the genre of 

tafsǭr? Whereas ᾺAbduhôs al-ManǕr and Qu bôs Fǭ ὕilǕl al-QurԃǕn have received much attention 

in western scholarship, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr, in contrast, has received scant 

attention in western literature. One of the goals of this dissertation, therefore, is to shed light on 

the importance and significance of Ibn óǔshȊrôs exegesis in the spectrum of modern exegesis.  

A. Pre-Modern and Modern Exegesis: Homogenous or Diverse? 

Scholars lack consensus as to whether or not modern exegesis has contributed new 

methodologies or interpretations to the genre of tafsǭr. Rotraud Wielandt and Johanna Pink both 

argue that ñmodernising trendsò in the field of exegesis have been the exception, not the norm.
8
 

Describing modern and contemporary exegesis, Wielandt writes: 

                                                 
7
 Suha Taji-Farouki and Basheer Nafi. Islamic Thought in the Twentieth Century (London. I.B. Tauris, 2004), 5.  

8
 Rotraud Wielandt, ñExegesis of the QurᾹǕn: Early Modern and Contemporary,ò Encyclopaedia of the Qurԃan, ed. 

Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Washington D.C.: Brill, 2011), accessed 30 November 2011, http://0-

www.brillonline.nl.library.lausys.georgetown.edu/subscriber/entry?entry=q3_COM-00 059; Johanna Pink, 

ñTradition, Authority and Innovation in Contemporary Sunni tafsǭr: Towards a Typology of QurᾹan Commentaries 

from the Arab World, Indonesia and Turkey,ò Journal of QurᾹanic Studies 12 (2010): 56. 

http://0-www.brillonline.nl.library.lausys.georgetown.edu/subscriber/entry?entry=q3_COM-00%20059
http://0-www.brillonline.nl.library.lausys.georgetown.edu/subscriber/entry?entry=q3_COM-00%20059
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Many QurᾹǕn commentaries of this time hardly differ from older ones in the 

methods applied and the kinds of explanations given. The majority of the authors 

of such commentaries made ample use of classical sources like al-Zamakhsharǭ 

(d. 538/1144), Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ (d. 606/1210) and Ibn Kathǭr (d. 774/1373) 

without necessarily adding anything substantially new to the already available 

interpretations.
9
 

 

 In the exceptions where modern exegeses do in fact depart from pre-modern ones, these 

have generally been prompted by the need to respond ñto new questions which arose from the 

political, social and cultural changes brought about in Muslim societies by the impact of western 

civilization.ò
10

 Barbara Stowasser, one of the first scholars to examine modern exegesis on 

gender in the QurᾹan, also argued that the ñstirringsò of modernity ñrequired a different 

scripturalist canon on women.ò
11

 As such, the significance ñof the female symbol in the 

formulation of self-identityò became ñvastly different in the classical period from what it became 

in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.ò
12

 

 Nonetheless, for scholars such as Asma Barlas and Amina Wadud, the genre of tafsǭr has 

not produced much that is viably different on issues of gender. For Wadud, whether modern or 

pre-modern, traditional tafǕsǭr have employed an ñatomistic methodologyò which was unable to 

produce gender-friendly interpretations because this methodology failed to link together larger 

QurᾹanic principles, themes, and ideas.
13

 She notes some exceptions to this, however, 

particularly Qu bôs Fǭ ὕilal al-QurԃǕn.
14

 Yet for Wadud, the genre itself is marked with a 

ñvoicelessnessò and exclusion of the female perspective.
15

 Similarly, Barlas depicts the 

exegetical traditionôs approach to gender as monolithic. This is due to the exegetesô ñlinear-

                                                 
9
 Wielandt, ñExegesis of the QurᾹǕn: Early Modern and Contemporary.ò   

10
 Ibid.  

11
 Barbara F. Stowasser, Women in the Qurԃan, Traditions and Interpretation (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1994), 23.  
12

 Stowasser, 9.  
13

 Amina Wadud, Qurԃan and Women: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Womanôs Perspective, (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), 2.  
14

 Wadud, 72. 
15

 Ibid.  
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atomisticò methodology, a term she borrows from Mustansir Mir, and also due to the misogyny 

of the classical period, which ñwas assimilated into Islam by way of the commentaries and super-

commentaries on the Quran (Tafsǭr).ò
16

 For both authors, their portrayal of the exegetical 

tradition is not substantiated by a full engagement with this tradition.
17

 Whereas Barlas does not 

engage the tafsǭr literature, Wadud does so quite minimally.
18

 They justify their lack of 

engagement with tafsǭr by their a priori conclusion that the exegetical tradition has nothing to 

offer in the way of egalitarian or gender-friendly interpretations of the QurᾹan. 

 More recently, Karen Bauer and Ayesha Chaudhry have extensively examined the pre-

modern exegetical tradition on significant gender issues in the QurᾹan. In her work, Bauer 

underscores the diversity and heterogeneity of the pre-modern exegetical tradition on gender, in 

terms of both methodology and interpretation. She specifically examines interpretations of verses 

2:228, 4:1, and 4:34. Based on her findings, she writes, 

Despite broad agreement on some essential points, the interpretations of these 

verses present a striking range and variety through time. The nature of the 

variation found in these exegeses means that they defy simple categorization of 

ñdogmaticò é A more precise way of describing the exegeses of these verses is 

that certain interpretations remain constant through time, while others vary 

between times, places, and individual authors. This gives the impression of 

constancy while incorporating change and variety.
19

 

 

 In contrast to this representation of diversity, Chaudhry depicts the pre-modern exegetical 

tradition on gender as ñconsistently and monolithically patriarchal.ò
20

 While she notes a variety 

                                                 
16

Asma Barlas, ñBelieving Womenò in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the QurᾹan, (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 2002), 8-9. Parenthetical insertion is her own.  
17

 Wadud makes ample references to the modern commentaries of Qu b and MawdȊdǭ. Nevertheless, the only pre-

modern exegete she cites her in references is Ma mȊd ibn ᾺUmar al-Zamakhsharǭ (d. 538 AH/1144 CE). The only 

exegete that Barlas lists in her 12 pages of references is a 1987 English translation of ñMu ammad al- abarǭò (d. 

311 AH/923 CE), as she lists him. 
18

 Wadud consults the works of Qu b, AbȊ al-ᾺAlǕ al-MawdȊdǭ and Ma mȊd ibn ᾺUmar al-Zamakhsharǭ (d. 538 

AH/1144 CE) on few particular issues. 
19

 Karen Bauer, ñRoom for Interpretation: QurᾹanic Exegesis and Genderò (PhD diss., Princeton University, 2008), 

2.  
20

 Ayesha Chaudhry, Domestic Violence and the Islamic Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 40. 

http://gt.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.dym=false&s.q=Author%3A%22Zamakhshar%C4%AB%2C+Ma%E1%B8%A5m%C5%ABd+ibn+%CA%BBUmar%2C+1075-1144%22
http://gt.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.dym=false&s.q=Author%3A%22Zamakhshar%C4%AB%2C+Ma%E1%B8%A5m%C5%ABd+ibn+%CA%BBUmar%2C+1075-1144%22
http://gt.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.dym=false&s.q=Author%3A%22Zamakhshar%C4%AB%2C+Ma%E1%B8%A5m%C5%ABd+ibn+%CA%BBUmar%2C+1075-1144%22
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in interpretation, she argues that a constant feature of all pre-modern exegetes in their exegesis 

on Q. 4:34 is that they predicate their interpretations on ña patriarchal idealized cosmology.ò
21

 

Her 2009 dissertation, which offers the most exhaustive study of pre-modern exegesis on Q. 

4:34, stops short of the modern period, as she states, ñin order to mitigateðbut not avoid 

altogetherðthe effects of colonialism, which é fundamentally altered the discourse of Muslim 

scholars, especially with respect to issues related to gender.ò
22

 

 Chaudhryôs assessment of the impact of colonialism on Muslimsô discourse on gender is 

absolutely correct. Yet no study so far has examined the impact of this change on modern 

exegetical interpretations on gender. Although Chaudhry incorporates the voices of modern 

Muslim scholars and intellectuals into her later work, Domestic Violence and the Islamic 

Tradition, she does not engage modern exegetical works. Despite the important contributions of 

her work, her comparison of pre-modern and modern perspectives on 4:34 is limited by its lack 

of engagement with the modern exegetical tradition as a genre. 

 There is a serious gap in the field of QurᾹanic studies towards understanding how modern 

exegetical approaches and methodologies differ in light of the pre-modern exegetical tradition. 

What are the strains of change and continuity between works produced in this genre during 

different historical periods? What does this tell us about the continuity of tradition in the modern 

period? The answers to these questions, based on an in-depth textual analysis of exegetical works 

in the pre-modern and modern periods, would help inform scholarly approaches to exegesis as a 

genre. Are ñattempts at periodizationò
23

 in the development of tafsǭr useful as modes of analysis? 

Further, how does the distinction between modern and pre-modern exegesis on gender in the 

                                                 
21

 Chaudhry, Domestic Violence, 54-5.  
22

 Chaudhry, ñWife-Beating in the Pre-Modern Islamic Tradition: An Inter-Disciplinary Study of adǭth, QurᾹanic 

Exegesis and Islamicò (PhD diss., University of New York, 2009), 17. 

Jurisprudence 
23

 Pink, 56.  
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QurᾹan challenge a priori presumptions regarding what this genre has to offer towards the project 

of determining gender egalitarianism in the QurᾹan? 

B.  Patriarchy: QurᾹanic or Exegetical? 

 A persistent question in the scholarship on gender in the QurᾹan has been whether the 

concept of patriarchy is inherent to the text of the QurᾹan or the product of its exegetical 

interpretations. There have generally been three approaches to this question. The first has been a 

scripturalist approach of examining the QurᾹanôs portrayal and treatment of women. The second 

approach is the scholarly, feminist approach of separating the QurᾹan from its exegesis with the 

aim of recovering what proponents of this viewpoint believe is the QurᾹanôs ñanti-patriarchal 

epistemology.ò
24

 This approach resembles the first in examining the QurᾹanôs portrayal of 

women independently of its exegesis. The third approach emerged as a result of feminist 

scholarsô approaches to the question of patriarchy in the QurᾹan. This approach, which is 

primarily theoretical, has been to interrogate the subjectivity of feminist or scripturalist 

approaches to the question of patriarchy in the QurᾹan. 

1. Scripturalist Approach  

 While a few scant articles on women in the QurᾹan
25

 had appeared prior to this time, 

Barbara Stowasser was the first
26

 Western scholar to comprehensively examine how women 

appear in the QurᾹan, specifically through the QurᾹanôs depiction of historic female characters 

and the Prophetôs wives. In her analysis of female characters in the QurᾹan, Stowasser compares 

                                                 
24

 Barlas, 12.  
25

 Fazlur Rahman, ñStatus of Women in the QurᾹan,ò in Women and Revolution in Iran, ed. Guity Nashat (Boulder: 

Westview, 1983), 37-53. Lamya Lois Faruqi, ñWomen in QurᾹǕnic Society,ò Al-TawỠǭd 1, no. iv (1984): 36-49, 
26

 Lamya (Lois) Faruqi published in Women, Muslim society, and Islam in 1988. Although it dealt with womenôs 

issues from a QurᾹǕnic perspective, it differed considerably from Stowasserôs work in that she focused on Islam in 

general and not specifically the QurᾹan. Second, although academic in style, her work was written with the aim of 

demonstrating the authentic óIslamicô position on gender issues from an egalitarian approach to Islam.  
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pre-modern and modern exegetical commentaries with the QurᾹanic text.
27

 One of her key 

findings was the fact that QurᾹanic exegesis and the QurᾹanic text itself are not always consistent 

in their portrayal of women. She specifically notes the divergence between medieval exegesisô 

treatment and portrayal of women as innately weak and ñdangerous to the established moral 

orderò in comparison to the ñQurᾹǕnic theme of female spiritual freedom and moral 

responsibility.ò
28

 

 Stowasserôs work was important not just because of its contribution to the field of gender 

in Islamic Studies, but also because it brought attention to the important role of hermeneutics in 

the production of religious knowledge. Quoting Richard Martin, she notes that interpretations of 

the QurᾹan are an extension of its productivityðhence themselves in need of interpretation.
29

 

Stowasser situates the interpretive commentaries of the QurᾹan that she analyzes in their historic 

contexts. As Tamara Sonn writes in her review of Stowasserôs work, ñWhile Stowasser is not the 

first scholar to be sensitive to these issues and their impact on scholarly methodology, her 

articulation of them here is one of the most accessible and concise discussions of the state of 

hermeneutical discourse in Islam currently available.ò
30

 

2. Feminist Scholarly Approach 

 The second approach, a later development in the field of QurᾹanic studies and gender, is 

the scholarly, feminist approach of separating the QurᾹan from its interpretation in pursuit of 

realizing its egalitarian epistemology, or to ñunreadò patriarchal interpretations of the QurᾹan. 

The two most significant works in this field are Wadudôs Qurôan and Women: Rereading the 

                                                 
27

 In terms of modern exegesis, she primarily looks at the exegesis of Mu ammad ᾺAbduh and Rashǭd Ri Ǖ, Al-

ManǕr, and that of Sayyid Qu b. However, she also includes the opinions and interpretations of scholars and lay 

religious leaders, obtained either in written or oral form.   
28

 Stowasser, Women in the Qurôan: Traditions and Interpretation, 21.  
29

 Martin, Richard C. ñStructural Analysis and the QurᾹan: Newer Approaches to the Study of Islamic Texts,ò 

Journal of the American Academy of Religion no. 47 (1979): 668, quoted in Stowasser, 4.   
30

 Sonn, Tamara. Review of Women in the Qurԃan: Traditions and Interpretation by Barbara Freyer Stowasser. 

Middle East Studies Association Bulletin, Vol. 29, No. 1 (July 1995): 119-120 
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Sacred Text from a Womanôs Perspective (1999) and Barlasô ñBelieving Womenò in Islam: 

Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qurôan (2002). The starting point of both authors is 

that the QurᾹan is inherently egalitarian, and according to both of them, the ascription of 

patriarchy or misogyny to the QurᾹan is due to patriarchal interpretations that have been imposed 

upon the QurᾹanic text. These ómis-readingsô gradually became entrenched in peoplesô minds, 

where they became confused with the text itself.
31

 

  In her aim to recover the QurᾹanôs anti-patriarchal epistemology, Barlas blames 

misogynistic interpretations of the QurᾹan on medieval classical exegesis.
32

 Wadud argues that 

traditional exegesis failed to examine the QurᾹanic text as a totality; therefore the issue of gender 

has not been examined ñin light of the entire Qurôan and its major principles.ò
33

 According to 

both Wadud and Barlas, two factors influenced the pre-modern exegetesô patriarchal readings of 

the QurᾹan: 1) The pre-modern exegetesô prior-text or extra-textual context,
34

 and 2) the ñlinear-

atomisticò methodologies they employed, which dismissed the QurᾹanic paradigm or worldview 

on gender. Both Barlas and Wadud make important theoretical contributions to this field in their 

articulation of how scholarsô ñprior textò
35

 influences their reading of the QurᾹan. Despite the 

differences in their approaches, they both apply this theory to challenge patriarchal 

interpretations of the QurᾹan as inconsistent with the Scripture itself. 

3. Critiques of Scripturalist and Feminist Approaches 

                                                 
31

 Barlas, 9; Wadud, 2.  
32

 Barlas writes, ñéthe misogyny that has found a niche in Islam derives mostly from extra-QurᾹǕnic sources, 

notably the Tafsǭr and AhǕdǭth, both of which are used to interpret the QurᾹan,ò (37).  
33

 Wadud, 3. 
34

 Wadud uses the term ñprior text,ò whereas Barlas uses the term ñextra-textual context.ò 
35

 Wadud, 1. Barlas does not use the term ñprior text,ò but rather provides a much more analytical and thorough 

examination of how one inevitably reads from a temporal site. She writes ñapplying new insights to read the QurᾹan 

is both unavoidable and justified. It is unavoidable because one always reads in and from the present; it thus is 

impossible not to bring to oneôs reading sensibilities shaped by existing ideas, debates, concerns, and anxietieséò 

25.  
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 A methodological critique that spawned off the wheels of the approaches adopted by 

Stowasser, Wadud and Barlas has been to question whether andro-centric or patriarchal readings 

are, in fact, inherent to the text itself, and not mis-readings by pre-modern exegetes. Three 

scholars who provide this methodological critique are Andrew Rippin, Kecia Ali, and Aysha 

Hidayatullah.
 
Whereas Rippin critiques Stowasserôs conclusions, Ali and Hidayatullah challenge 

Wadudôs and Barlasô conclusions that blame secondary exegetical texts for enabling 

misogynistic readings of the QurᾹan.
36

 Despite their common critiques, they diverge considerably 

in the premise upon which they rest their arguments. 

 Rippinôs critique, the earliest of the three, interrogates the idea that Scripture could exist 

in ña contextual vacuum.ò
37

 More specifically, he critiques Stowasserôs methodology in 

distinguishing between what the text says and what classical exegetical commentaries say about 

women. He writes, 

Stowasser feels she can read the text from a scholarly perspective devoid of the 

cultural biases that the medieval exegetes imposed. But has the text of the Qur'an 

ever been read in such a way before? Does it really ómeanô what Stowasser 

contends? Has the story of Eve, for example, ever been understood within the 

Muslim milieu devoid of its biblical context and everything that goes along with 

that? Does the absence of narrative detail mean that the Qur'an has excluded such 

material óintentionallyô or is the background to be assumed by the reader?
38

 

 

 Rippinôs critique suggests that the text itself intends the meanings deduced by the pre-

modern exegetes; he questions whether one could read the text of the QurᾹan outside of the 

narrative detail that exegetes provided. There are a few identifiable issues with this critique. 

First, it fails to consider the multiplicity of meanings derived by pre-modern exegetes. If one is to 

                                                 
36

 Rippinôs critique is limited to Stowasserôs work, since his review was published in 1996, well before Wadud and 

Barlas wrote their respective books on women in the QurᾹan. Aliôs critique is limited to feminist approaches 

employed by scholars like Wadud and Barlas. Hidayatullah also primarily focuses on Wadud and Barlas, but 

includes other voices engaged in the scholarship on gender and the QurᾹan, such as Azizah al-Hibri and Abdullah 

Adhami.    
37

 Andrew Rippin, Review of Women in the Qur'an: Traditions and Interpretation by Barbara Freyer Stowasser. 

Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 59, no. 3 (1996): 558-559. 
38

 Rippin, 559. The single quotation marks on ómeanô are the authorôs quotation marks.  
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presume that the QurᾹanic text intends the meanings that pre-modern exegetes derived, how does 

one reconcile the exegetical traditionôs textual polysemy with this presumption, especially when 

those meanings are by no means monolithic? Second, Rippinôs critique of Stowasserôs approach 

appears to privilege the interpretations derived by exegetes living in a certain milieu as the 

meaning the text intends; as such, he blurs the lines between the text and its exegesis. As Barlas 

argues, ñit iséimpossible not to bring to oneôs reading sensibilities shaped by existing ideas, 

debates, concerns and anxieties.ò
39

 As such, it is critical for scholars to distinguish between the 

Quranic text and its exegesis. It is theoretically problematic to assume that the knowledge 

produced by male, pre-modern exegetes ñtranscends its own historicity,ò as Barlas states.
40

 

 Scholars such as Kecia Ali and Aysha Hidayatullah have challenged, on methodological 

grounds, Wadudôs and Barlasô arguments that patriarchy is not inherent to the QurᾹanic text, but 

a product of its exegesis. For both Ali and Hidayatullah, the controversy at hand is the 

subjectivity of feminist or gender-conscious scholarly approaches to the QurᾹan. They both 

caution against ñprioritizing our common sensibilities in the course of our interpretations.ò
41

 

While modern scholars have demonstrated how exegetesô own cultural assumptions about 

women have led to seriously flawed exegeses of certain verses, Ali argues that some modern 

scholars have fallen into the same trap by allowing their presuppositions to ñcolor their 

interpretations of the QurᾹan to the extent that they fail to consider other possibly legitimate 

readings.ò
42

 She writes, 

é[O]ne must acknowledge that esteeming equality as the most important 

interpersonal value is a peculiarity of some modern Muslims and not something 

                                                 
39

 Barlas, 25.  
40

 Barlas, 24.  
41

 Hidayatullah, Feminist Edges of the Qurôan (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 149. 
42

 Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islamic: Feminist Reflections on QurôǕn, Hadith and Jurisprudence (Oxford: 

Oneworld Publications, 2006), 132.  
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inherent in the text of the Qurôan. Feminist exegetes
43

 must take care not to be as 

blinded by the commitment to equality, and the presumption that equality is 

necessary for justice, as classical exegetes were by their assumptions about the 

naturalness of male superiority and dominance in family and society.
44

 

 

Hidayatullah take a similar line of critique. She writes: 

éin placing feminist demands on the Quran, we have projected a historically 

specific (and at the same time theoretically unclear) sense of ógender justiceô onto 

the text without fully considering how our demands might, in fact, be 

anachronistic and incommensurate with Qurôanic statements (and the exegetical 

traditioné) é When scholars of feminist tafsǭr have come across portions of the 

Qurôanic text that have not easily yielded meanings in line with contemporary 

notions of gender equality, we often forget that our notions of equality are guided 

by historical values of our own that we bring to the text; we have perhaps become 

blind to the historicity of our feminist viewpoints in encountering those instances 

when the Qurôan does not easily conform to our understandings of gender 

egalitarianism.
45

 

 

 Both Hidayatullah and Ali take issue with the claim by feminist or gender-conscious 

scholars that sexual differentiation in the QurᾹan does not necessarily mean sexual inequality.
46

 

Wadud argues, in her earlier work Women in the Qurԃan, that gender differences in the QurᾹan, 

such as that represented by menôs qiwǕma in verse 4:34, are functional and not biological or 

inherent.
47

 Similarly, in Barlasô ñgroundbreakingò
48

 work, she argues that differentiation 

between sexes does not necessarily mean inequality. Barlas writes, 

In light of these teachings,
49

 it is difficult to view the Quranôs different treatment 

of women and men as evidence of its anti-equality stance. For one, as I have 

                                                 
43

 I take issue with labeling feminist scholars (or others who do similar work) of the QurᾹan as ñexegetes,ò because 

there is a huge difference between producing commentaries on select QurᾹǕnic verses and between producing an 

entire exegesis of the QurᾹan based on a certain philosophy and methodology. I reserve the term ñexegeteò to the 

latter.   
44

 Ali, 132.  
45

 Aysha Hidayatullah, 150-151. Parenthetical insertions are hers.  
46

 Hidayatullah, 156-159; Ali, 115.   
47

 Wadud, 72-3. 
48

 Despite her criticism of Barlasô ideas, Hidayatullah still acknowledges that Barlasô work, among others, was 

groundbreaking at the time it was released in 2002 (ix).  
49

 She demonstrates that ñthe QurôǕn does not mandate obedience to fathers/husbands, or authorize rule by the 

father/husband, or propagate the idea that men have any advantage over women in their capacity as males, though 

clearly, men have some advantages and also some disadvantages!) in their capacity as husbandséthere is no 

narrative in the QurᾹan that suggests even the remotest parallels between God and husbands, just as nothing in the 
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emphasized repeatedly, difference does not always imply inequality, particularly 

if it is not based in a theory of sexual differentiation; indeed, difference may even 

be ñcompatible with [definitions] of similarityò (Ricoeur 1974, 471). Thus the 

Quranôs different treatment of women and men does not invalidate its teachings 

about human equality or similarity.
50

 

 

Ali and Hidayatullah both challenge Barlasô premise that different treatment does not 

always imply general inequality.
51

Ali argues, however, that while the existence of differences 

between genders does not necessarily mean injustice between genders, it does in some cases 

mean inequality between genders. As an example, she mentions the QurᾹanôs requirement of two 

women in place of one man in the witnessing of financial loans (Q. 2:282). Based on this and 

other examples, Ali concludes: 

Difference, in these instances, involves obvious inequality, though whether this 

inequality constitutes injustice is a separate and more complicated issue. The clear 

QurôǕnic declarations of sameness and the equally clear QurôǕnic acceptance of 

inequality based upon differentiation must be understood in the context of an 

ever-present tension in the Quran between egalitarianism and hierarchy, which 

exists not only with regard to the sexes but also when it comes to matters such as 

wealth or slavery.
52

 

 

 Hidayatullah departs from Aliôs premise in that she does not find a necessary tension 

between the existence of a male-female hierarchy and male-female mutuality in the QurᾹan.
53

 

She makes the sharp observation that: 

[t]he ódissonanceô that registers with us between Qurôanic statements on mutuality 

and hierarchy is produced through our contemporary point of view; it is we who 

perceive their coexistence as contradictory and it is we as feminist readers who 

desire to resolve the contradiction we observe é therefore, it is high time to own 

up to the historical particularity of our claims to feminist justiceðas well as to 

what this means in terms of our relationship with the Qurôanic text.
54

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
QurᾹan suggests that males are intermediaries between God and womenò (Barlas, 198). Parenthetical insertion is her 

own.  
50

 Barlas, 199.  
51

 Hidayatullah, 156-9; Ali, 115.   
52

 Ali, 115. She notes Marlow, Hierarchy and Egalitarianism in Islamic Thought for further reading on the topic.   
53

 Hidayatullah, 151. 
54

 Ibid., 151-2. 
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 In a sense then, there are layers of subjectivity that influence not only our reading of the 

Qurԃanic text, but also influence how we examine and interpret the exegetical tradition itself. 

Despite their immense contributions, a limitation of both feminist scholarly approaches to gender 

in the QurᾹan, as well as the critiques of feminist approaches, is their lack of substantive 

engagement with the exegetical tradition. First, their lack of substantive engagement with the 

exegetical tradition leads to a blurring of lines between contemporary exegetical opinions and 

tafsǭr proper, the boundaries of which have been illustrated by scholars such as Jane McAullife, 

Walid Saleh, and Norman Calder, among others.
55

 Second, no attention is paid to the 

significance of methodological differences in the genre of tafsǭr, or to important developments in 

the exegetical field throughout different historical periods. Therefore, what is currently lacking in 

feminist approaches to the QurᾹan is a consideration of tafsǭr as a genre of its own and in its 

broader intellectual context. 

As a result, existing studies overlook the ways in which certain exegetes or exegetical 

approaches signal a rupture or continuity in the genre. This leads to characterizations of the 

exegetical tradition that I find to be fundamentally inaccurate, such as one scholarôs assessment 

that ñinterpretations obtain their legitimacy by repeating not only the methods of traditional 

exegesis but also by repeating the results of traditional exegesis.ò
56

 Based on my assessment of 

the exegeses of ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, the continuity of tradition in the exegetical 

tradition was the exception and not the norm. Yet without substantively engaging the exegetical 

tradition as a genre, it is not possible to test the strength of either assessment. 

                                                 
55

 Nomran Calder, ñTafsir from Tabarǭ to Ibn Kathǭr: Problems in the description of a genre, illustrated with 

reference to the story of Abraham,ò in Approaches to the Qurôan, ed. G.R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef 

(London: Routledge, 1993), 101-140; Walid Saleh, ñHermeneutics: Al-ThaᾺlabǭ,ò in Blackwell Companions to 

Religion: The Blackwell Companion to the Qur'an (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2008), 323-337; Jane McAullife, 

ñThe Tasks and Traditions of Interpretation,ò in The Cambridge Companion to the Qurôan (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2006), 181-201.  
56

 Hidayatullah, 179. Italics are her own.  
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II . Filling a Void in the Scholarship 

Despite the growing scholarship in the field of women in the QurᾹan, none of the current 

literature provides a thorough comparative analysis of modern and pre-modern exegesis on 

issues of gender. A few scholars, such as Babara Stowasser,
57

 Rotraud Wielandt,
58

 and Mehmet 

Pacaci,
59

 have undertaken comparisons between modern and classical exegesis on a specific 

verse, or on their hermeneutics in general without specific regard to issues of gender. Wielandt 

and Pacaci conduct a general comparison of pre-modern and modern exegetes without a focus on 

gender. Others, like Chaudhry and Bauer, whom I discussed earlier, have examined exegetesô 

treatment of gender issues, but have either confined their focus to pre-modern exegetes or have 

included modern voices outside the exegetical genre. 

With a few exceptions, such as Stowasserôs, Bauerôs and Chaudhryôs works, modern 

scholarship in the field of gender in the QurᾹan tends to analyze controversial verses on gender in 

isolation from their exegeses. Rather, many authors in this field pass judgments on the exegetical 

tradition as patriarchal, misogynist, or ñvoicelessò of womenôs perspectives without seriously 

engaging it.
60

 There is a need for a close and nuanced textual analysis of both modern and pre-

modern exegeses that takes into account important historical developments in the genre of tafsǭr 

and situates respective exegeses accordingly. For this reason, this dissertation employs a 

comparative textual analysis of three modern exegetes, ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, with each 

                                                 
57

 Barbara Stowasser, ñGender Issues and Contemporary QurᾹan Interpretationò in Islam, Gender and Social 

Change, ed. Yvonne Haddad and John Esposito (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 30-44; Stowasser, Women 

in the Qurôan, Traditions and Interpretations (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). 
58

 Rotraud Wielandt, ñExegesis of the QurᾹǕn: Early Modern and Contemporary,ò Encyclopaedia of the QurԃǕn. 
59

 Mehmet Pacaci, Abstract of ñOrientalism and Contemporary Islam,ò Midwest Political Science Association 67th 

Annual National Conference. (The Palmer House Hilton, Chicago, IL), accessed Dec. 8, 2011, 

http://www.allacademic.com/meta/p363233_index.html.   
60

 Despite the immense contribution of their works, both Asma Barlas and Amina Wadud make certain judgments 

regarding the exegetical tradition without engaging it. For Barlas, misogynistic readings of the QurᾹan derive from 

Muslim exegetes and QurᾹan commentators (Barlas, Believing Women, 8-9). Wadud argues that traditional tafasir 

excluded womenôs experiences or interpreted them through male perspectives (Wadud, Qurôan and Women, 2). 

http://www.allacademic.com/meta/p363233_index.html
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other and with select pre-modern exegetes. It also situates their works within their own historical 

contexts and larger intellectual trends in the genre.  

There is a need in this field for scholarship that can adequately provide insight on how 

modern exegetes, in comparison to pre-modern exegetes, approach verses that feminist critics 

have singled out as óproblematic,ô and to shed light on the historical range of their 

interpretations. Can we discern an interpretive hermeneutics that is distinct to the modern period, 

and if so, how does this change the meanings that modern exegetes derive from the same verses? 

In other words, what is the relationship between exegetesô methodology and interpretation of 

gender-related verses? 

 Finally, in the current scholarship on exegesis and gender, there is a tendency to examine 

exegetical texts in isolation from the broader intellectual and methodological frameworks that 

inform the exegetesô approach to the QurᾹan. Rather, we tend to study gender in the QurᾹan from 

the narrow prism of whether or not, or to what extent, they fulfill certain notions of 

ñegalitarianism,ò which, as Hidayatullah correctly points out, are contingent on our modern 

subjectivities. As such, we make sweeping judgments about the entire career of an exegete based 

on our findings of his gender-related interpretations, without taking into account the overall 

methodologies that underlie the exegeteôs intellectual thought, not just the outcome of his 

interpretation on two or three verses. There is thus a clear void in the field of gender in the 

QurᾹan for the type of analysis this dissertation aspires to fulfill. 

 The impetus for examining this critical question comes from my conversations with the 

late professor Barbara Stowasser, who continually prompted me to consider the question of how 

exactly modern exegetes differed from pre-modern ones in their interpretations on gender issues. 

This question occupied the center of much of Stowasserôs work, which had evolved in its 
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analysis of pre-modern and modern exegetes. In her 1994 work, Stowasser found a disparate 

difference between pre-modern and modern exegesis (specifically Qu b and ᾺAbduhôs) on the 

QurᾹanic narratives on human creation and historical female figures. However, she found this 

difference to be more nuanced in her examination of verse 4:34, which deals with hierarchy in 

marital relations, in a later essay published in 1998.
61

 Her essay pointed me towards greater 

questions regarding methodological, theological and paradigmatic differences that emerge in 

QurᾹanic exegesis in the modern period. This dissertation builds upon her scholarly contributions 

to this field and the questions she posed to me as her student. 

A. Contentions and Research Design 

 Far from being monolithic, it is my contention that the exegetical tradition has been 

marked by a diversity of both methodology and interpretation. Among its many functions, the 

genre of tafsǭr has long created an interpretive space for understanding the QurᾹanic text. The 

Islamic exegetical tradition underscored textual polysemy as an inherent feature of the QurᾹan, 

rendering it amenable to a multiplicity of readings.
62

 Interpretive differences that arose between 

exegetes were the product of two sources of influence: 1) the realm of hermeneutics, in which 

the exegetesô methodological, legal, and theological inclinations came to bear in their 

participation in the interpretive process;
63

 an exegete declared his loyalty to a specific school or 

trend of exegesis by engaging the tafǕsǭr that represent the school in which he grounds his work; 

and, 2) the exegeteôs intellectual and social milieu, in which is he is trained and socialized and 

which reflects his intellectual preoccupations and concerns.
64

 In QurᾹanic exegesis, like in other 

                                                 
61

 Stowasser, ñGender Issues and Contemporary QurᾹan Interpretation,ò in Islam, Gender and Social Change.  
62

 Calder, 103.  
63

 Calder, 105-6.  
64

 Ian Richard Netton, Text and Trauma: An East-West Primer (London, Curzon Press, 1996), 132, quoted by 
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exegeses, there is a life-relation between the exegete and the subject matter of the text,
 65

 which 

becomes most evident upon comparing a number of exegeses on a specific text. 

The genre of tafsǭr was not immune to the ruptures in Islamic intellectual thought 

witnessed in the twentieth century. As modern education produced new ñspokespeopleò for 

Islam, who participated in a previously Ὰulama-dominated enterprise,
66

 the field of modern 

exegesis also generated new forms of engagement with the QurᾹan. This dissertation seeks to 

situate the works of ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr within the broader historical and intellectual 

developments in tafsǭr, as well as within their personal historical contexts. In consideration of 

their respective paths, trajectories and visions for change in the modern period, how did ᾺAbduh, 

Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr differ from each other, and how do they differ from pre-modern exegetes? 

I wil l compare three important sets of factors in the interpretations of modern and pre-modern 

exegetes: 

1) The hermeneutics they employ: What is the methodology that underlies their approaches 

to exegesis, and how does this relate to larger developments and trends in the field of 

tafsǭr? If they derive new interpretations on gender verses, how do they anchor these 

interpretations within the tradition? Do modern exegetes utilize different sources than 

pre-modern exegetes to derive their interpretations or do they utilize existing sources to 

derive new opinions? Do they establish an alternate hierarchy of sources? 

 An important dimension to my comparative analysis of pre-modern and modern 

exegeses is to examine the extent to which modern exegetes apply a more thematic or 

unitary approach to QurᾹanic verses in comparison to the former, who are critiqued for 

                                                 
65
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 20 

their linear-atomistic approach.
67

 Do the three modern exegetes surveyed reflect a more 

thematic approach in their QurᾹanic interpretation, and how does this bear influence on 

the meanings they derive from the verses? 

2) The meanings they derive from specific verses on gender: Do ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊr conform to classical interpretations on gender or depart from them? How do they 

differ in their interpretations? How does their departure from pre-modern exegesis reflect 

an engagement with modernity? 

3) The influence of their cultural, historical and socio-political context on their 

interpretations of gender-related verses in the QurᾹan: How did the interplay of womenôs 

issues with nationalism and colonial resistance in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries influence the way these three modern exegetes interpreted gender-specific 

verses of the QurᾹan? Do the modern exegetes reflect an attempt to reconcile certain 

notions of ontological gender equality and gender justice with the QurᾹan? And if so, how 

do they reconcile these notions with QurᾹanic verses that have been not been interpreted 

in ways that are consistent with ómodernô notions of gender equality and gender justice? 

B. My Selection of Exegetes and Verses 

My selection of ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is guided by three factors: 1) each 

represents a unique orientation of Islamic thought in the modern period; 2) their exegeses are 

regarded as among the most significant in the twentieth century in terms of influence and 

originality;
68

 and 3) their exegeses reflect a critical engagement with modernity. While both 
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ᾺAbduh and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr were trained religious scholars, Qu b was an intellectual with a non-

Ὰulama background who succeeded nonetheless in writing one of the most widely read and 

influential exegesis of the twentieth century.
69

 

The pre-modern classical exegetes whose works I examine are AbȊ JaᾺfar Muammad 

Ibn Jarǭr al- abarǭ (d. 310/923), AbȊ al-QǕsim Ma mȊd ibn ᾺUmar al-Zamakhsharǭ (d. 

538/1143), Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ (d. 606/1209), AbȊ óAbdallǕh Muammad ibn Amad al-An Ǖrǭ 

al-Qurubǭ (d. 671/1273), ᾺAbdullǕh ibn ᾺUmar al-Bay Ǖwǭ (d. 691/1292)
70
, and AbȊ l-FidǕᾹ 

IsmǕᾺǭl ibn ᾺUmar Ibn Kathǭr (d. 773/1371). I select these six exegetes in particular because they, 

among others, represent the most significant approaches of the Sunnǭ exegetical tradition. 

Further, their exegeses span the genres of both tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊr and tafsǭr bil-raԃy, despite the 

problems with modern usages of these labels, as Walid Saleh contends.
71

 Throughout this 

dissertation, I briefly cite their interpretations only to demonstrate how and where ᾺAbduh, RiǕ, 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊr and Qubôs works signal a variation or continuation of pre-modern exegetical 

                                                                                                                                                             
Indonesia and Turkey,ò 56n3; J. J.G. Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran in Modern Egypt (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 

1974), 18-124; and Rotraud Wielandt, ñExegesis of the QurᾹǕn: Early Modern and Contemporary,ò Encyclopaedia 

of the QurԃǕn. 
69 

The fact that an exegesis by a non-óǕlim can surpass or be equivalent to the influence of those written by óulama is 

an indication of the unique symptoms of modernity, which would have never previously existed in the history of 

Islam.   
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 There is much discrepancy regarding al-Bay Ǖwǭôs date of death among scholars. In the Encylopaedia of Islam 
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716/1316,ò (Robson, ñal-Bay Ǖwǭ,ò Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2
nd

 ed., eds. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, 

E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs (Brill Online, 2014), accessed May 12, 2014, 
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commentary. This dissertation does not examine female or feminist exegetical interpretations due 

to the number of variables that would introduce to my comparison.   

As the QurᾹan has become the focal point of the modern debate on whether Islam is 

irreparably patriarchal or even misogynist, this dissertation takes three different verses as the 

center of its focus: 2:228, 4:3, and 4:34. These verses have generated much controversy in the 

debate on the QurᾹanôs potential to be a site for gender justice. Verse 4:3 has elicited attention in 

the debate on gender for granting men the right to marry up to four women, under certain 

conditions. Verses 2:228 and 4:34 have both garnered controversy because they appear to give 

men privileges or prerogatives over their wives, albeit in very different contexts. Verse 2:228 

establishes legal procedures following a husbandôs pronouncement of divorce, and the last part 

of the verse concludes that ñwomen have rights like menôs rights upon them, according to what 

is equitable [bil-maԄrȊf], and men have a degree [daraja] over them, and God is Almighty, 

Wise.ò Verse 4:34, the subject of even greater debate,
72

 grants husbands the function of qiwǕma 

over women due to ñwhat God has preferred over othersò and menôs financial maintenance of 

women. Among other themes, it also prescribes three measures for dealing with a wife who is 

guilty of nushȊz. Based on a literal reading of the verse, these three measures are first, giving 

advice, second, hajr in beds (primarily interpreted as sexual abandonment or separation of beds), 

and third, hitting. I leave the terms qiwǕma and nushȊz in their Arabic form throughout the 

dissertation because one cannot disengage the translation of these terms from their interpretation. 

Due to the interpretive range regarding the precise meaning of these terms, any translation 

implies an interpretation. 

                                                 
72
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C. The Politics of Selection 

 In an interview with NPRôs Diane Rehm on his book A Call to Action: Women, Religion, 

Violence, and Power, former President Carter underscored the heterogeneity of religious texts 

regarding their positions on women. Commenting on how the Bible can be used to argue for both 

the equality and inferiority of women, Carter states, 

There are some verses ... [that] can be interpreted either way. And, for instance, 

St. Paul, who's looked upon as the chief theologian in the Christian church, has 

differing points of view. In one letter, to the Galatians, he says there's no 

difference between Jews and gentiles; there's no difference between male and 

female; there's no difference between slaves and masters. That all of us are equal 

in the eyes of God. In another letter, written to Corinthians and others, he says 

that women should not adorn themselves, that women should not speak openly in 

church and that wives should be subservient to their husbands. But at the same 

time, in the same passage as the last one that I mentioned to you, it says that 

husbands and wives should respect each other on an equal basis and that the 

husbands should love the wives as Christ loved the church. é So you can pick 

out individual verses throughout the Bible that shows that the verse favors your 

particular preference.
73

 

 

 The same is absolutely true of the QurᾹan. Our selection of specific verses as the focus of 

analysis is neither arbitrary nor inconsequential to our findings. In Western academia, there tends 

to be a disproportionate emphasis on QurᾹanic verses that elicit controversy at the expense of 

other verses that establish female rights and promote egalitarianism, kindness, mercy, and fair 

treatment. Academic honesty compels me to concede that the findings of my dissertation would 

look much different had I chosen to instead compare modern exegeses on those verses, such as 

verses 4:4,
74

 4:19,
75

 4:32,
76

 30:21,
77

 and 65:6,
78

 among others. Why does this dissertation, like 
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most of the scholarship in this field, instead, focus on controversial verses that appear to 

establish a gender hierarchy rather than these other verses? 

 While this dissertation does not signal a break with the dominant trend to examine verses 

deemed as problematic, it reflects a conscious and deliberate choice to focus on verses that have 

elicited controversy for specific reasons. The question of whether patriarchy can be ascribed to 

the QurᾹan or to exegetical interpretations, which has occupied much of the scholarship in this 

field, rests upon an examination of specific verses that feminist critics deem to be problematic. 

They qualify them as such because the outward meanings of these texts appear to give men 

prerogatives over women or to create a gender hierarchy within a marriage. Therefore, any 

attempt to contribute to the ongoing scholarly debate on this question must engage these 

controversial verses. 

 Oneôs engagement with these verses, however, should be guided by two theoretical 

considerations. First, as G. Vermes, a scholar of Biblical texts, once stated, one should 

distinguish ñbetween a problem that arises because of something in the textò itself, and one that 

arises ñbecause something external to the text is imposed upon it.ò
79

 Our disproportionate 

emphasis on controversial QurᾹanic verses in relation to gender is most certainly a reflection of 

our own times and intellectual priorities, rather than a reflection of the text itself. Second, it is 

important for us, in academia, to recognize that our own engagement in this discussion is not 
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divorced from the historical roots of the debate on gender and Islam that Leila Ahmed so 

eloquently describes in her classic work Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a 

Modern Debate.
80

 We must be conscious of why we ask the questions we ask and what 

presumptions are implied or associated with those questions. Thus, the conclusions we draw and 

analyses we make must be rooted in an understanding of where our approach fits in the larger 

conversation on gender in Islam. By recognizing that our work comes as a response, in one form 

or another, to existing discourses in this field, we gain a more holistic understanding of the 

significance of our conclusions. 

III . Significance 

 My comparison of these three unique modern exegetes will yield insights into three 

scholarly debates in this field. First, this dissertation develops existing conceptual arguments 

regarding the influence of context on readings of the text. How are readings shaped by the 

readersô concerns, sensibilities, and academic backgrounds? Does the impact of modernity yield 

new understandings of the text as it relates to gender? 

 Second, this study contributes to the ongoing scholarly debate regarding the existence of 

either gender justice or patriarchy in the QurᾹan. How do the modern exegetesô interpretations of 

the three verses inform the scholarly discussion on gender justice in the QurᾹan? If modern 

exegetes interpret these verses in way that offer the potential for gender egalitarianism in the 

QurᾹan, then this challenges the argument made by some scholars that the meanings produced by 

pre-modern exegetes are inherent to the text itself.
81

 If exegetes, modern and pre-modern, lack 
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consensus about the meanings of certain verses, then to argue that some meanings are inherent to 

the text while others are not is to privilege the interpretations of some exegetes over others. As 

such, this dissertation will shed light on the range of interpretive space offered by both pre-

modern and modern exegesis on gender in the QurᾹan. 

  Third, this study illustrates the relationship between meanings and methodologies. What 

methodologies do modern exegetes employ? Are ñinnovative trendsò
82

 in tafsǭr limited to 

methodological ones? What do we make of an exegeteôs ability to employ existing 

methodologies to produce new meanings? If modern exegetes produce new meanings based on 

existing methodologies, this reflects the traditionôs internal capacity to accommodate change 

through its methodologies. In other words, it would reflect the fact that exegetical methodologies 

are pliable and could yield different results. On the other hand, if modern exegetes employ new 

methodologies to interpret the text, do these new methodologies consistently produce meanings 

that are different than those reached by pre-modern exegetes? The answers to these questions 

will demonstrate the relationship between methodology and meaning in QurᾹanic exegesis in a 

way that departs from superficial generalizations. Further, the findings will shed light on markers 

of authority in the exegetical tradition. How is interpretive authority formed? Is it, as 

Hidayatullah claims, achieved only through a repetition of both the methods and content of 

ñtraditional exegesis?ò
83

 

IV . Outline of Study 

Chapter two will provide an overview of ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs intellectual 

frameworks and biographical backgrounds. It will situate their works within their historical 

contexts and describe the challenges that modernity posed to the Muslim world. This chapter 
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also puts into perspective the drastic changes that the religious establishment underwent and the 

ways in which these changes created levels of ruptures and continuities in modern Muslim 

thought. It examines where ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr fit in the context of these ruptures and 

continuities.  

Chapter three examines ᾺAbduh, Qu b and Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs aims and approaches to tafsǭr. It 

identifies important developments in the genre of tafsǭr in the modern period and notes where 

ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr fit within these developments. In doing so, this chapter illustrates 

how their respective exegeses represent a rupture or continuity with the pre-modern exegetical 

genre. It further illustrates the ways in which their tafǕsǭr reflects either an engagement with the 

pre-modern exegetical tradition or a conscious critique of this tradition. It demonstrates what 

makes these three exegetes among the most influential of the twentieth century. In doing so, it 

argues that ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr thoroughly engaged modernity in their exegeses, yet in 

drastically different ways. 

Chapter four examines the historical context of modernity and the divergent discourses in 

the debate on gender in Islam in the Muslim world. It provides a historical background of 

colonial, Western and indigenous, secular narratives on women in Islam in the Arab world in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It further explores the implications of these 

narratives on the question of Islamôs compatibility with modern society. How was the question 

of gender related to the larger issue of Islamic self-identity? What impact did this historical 

context have on ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs respective tafǕsǭr on gender issues? In specific, 

this chapter situates their exegetical commentaries on 4:3, dealing with polygyny, in this 

historical context. In what ways do their commentaries reflect and engage the larger 

contemporaneous debates on gender in Islam in that period? This chapter also compares modern 
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and pre-modern exegetesô interpretations on 4:3 to illustrate the significance of the issue of 

polygyny in the modern period.  

Chapter five will examine pre-modern and modern exegesis on verse 4:34, which is 

regarded as one of the most controversial verses in the QurᾹan in regards to womenôs rights. I 

examine significant gender-paradigmatic concepts in this verse, such as the meaning of menôs 

qiwǕma in a marital relationship, and womenôs nushȊz. Do the modern exegetes interpret these in 

a significantly different manner than pre-modern exegetes? Further, how do pre-modern and 

modern exegetes interpret the third disciplinary measure to ñhitò women who are guilty of 

nushȊz? 

Chapter six will explore pre-modern and modern exegesis on verse 2:228, also known as 

the ñdarajaò verse. I examine the interpretive range of opinion on the meaning of menôs and 

womenôs mutual rights and menôs daraja over women. How do ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺAshȊrôs 

interpretations signal a continuation or change from pre-modern interpretations of this verse? Do 

the modern exegetes necessarily bring in new opinions, or do they revive classical opinions 

previously lost in the ashes of exegetical history? This chapter aims to shed light on the range of 

interpretive meaning that exegetes brought forth regarding the meaning of menôs degree, and 

demonstrate how ñnewò interpretations in the twentieth century have roots in the early classical 

period (3
rd

-4
th
 century AH). 

V. Notes on Translation and Transliteration 

I leave the terms qiwǕma, qǕnitǕt, nushȊz, and bil-maᾺrȊf in their Arabic original, due to 

the interpretive choice that would underlie any translation. The exegetical and Western scholarly 

literature lacks consensus on the precise meanings of these terms. Therefore, one cannot 

disengage the translation of these terms from their interpretation. For transliteration purposes, I 
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transliterate all Arabic words except for those words that have become familiar to most readers. 

Therefore, I do not transliterate the following terms and spell them accordingly: QurᾹan, 

QurᾹanic, Ὰulama, and fatwa.  
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CHAPTER TWO: BIOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND  

I . Change and Continuity 

A. Introduction  

The rapidness, volume, and magnitude of change in the modern period in the Muslim 

world are largely unprecedented in the history of these societies and cultures.
84

 To quote Taji-

Farouki and Nafi, ñthis change has transformed the discursive underpinnings and assumptions of 

Islamic thought in the twentieth century, as well as its subject matter. It has created overlapping 

and interacting junctures of intellectual rupture and continuity never witnessed before in Islamic 

intellectual historyò
85

 As noted by many historians of the Arab and Muslim world, the 

intellectual stage in the Muslim world is governed by this perpetual tension of ruptures and 

continuities.
86

  

This dissertation deals with the themes of continuity and change in the modern Muslim 

world and the emergence of new forms of discourses on gender issues, which is reflected to 

varying extents in modern exegesis. In the span of the twentieth century, the Muslim world 

witnessed the demise of its last religious empire, the creation of modern nation-states, and the 

forging of new national identities, sources of legislative authority, and institutions of learning. 

These changes, along with the cultural and military domination of the West, threatened to 

permanently change everything that the Muslim world knew as normal, and created a context 
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which gave rise to new intellectual modes of engagement with modernity. These varying modes 

of Islamic thought sought to reconcile issues that became of significant theoretical concern, in an 

effort to uphold the relevance of Islam to Muslim societies. 

In the context of these drastic changes emerged Muslim intellectuals and scholars who 

sought to respond to the challenges of modernity through an Islamic religious framework. The 

three exegetes whose exegeses I compare, Mu ammad ᾺAbduh (1849-1905),  Sayyid Qu b 

(1906-1966), and Mu ammad al- Ǖhir ibn ᾺǔshȊr (1879-1973), share the objective of reviving 

the importance and relevance of Islam to society at all levels: politically, socially, and 

intellectually. Each of these exegetes, however, represents a unique óresponseô to the challenges 

of modernity, as a result of their differing academic training, engagement with the Islamic 

sciences, ideological orientation, and lastly, the contexts in which they produced their works. 

Although each of them pursued a form of ñchangeò in their respective societies, they diverged in 

their visions, methodologies, and engagement with the Islamic tradition as they charted out paths 

for Islamic renewal and change. As such, rather than study these individuals as representing a 

typology of Islamic thought, a common approach of many studies, this chapter takes as its point 

of departure the specific methodologies and outlooks that underlie each individualôs program for 

change.  

Mu ammad ᾺAbduh, the earliest of the three exegetes, followed a trajectory that evolved 

from an emphasis on Muslim political unity, to one that pursued the restoration of the ummaôs 

strength through national, legal, and educational reforms. Sayyid Qu b, a literary critic, 

intellectual and Islamic activist, envisioned the way forward for the Muslim community through 

the direct implementation of the religionôs sourcesða return to the pristine past in order to 

restore the values that brought success and triumph to the first Muslim community. Of the three 
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exegetes, Mu ammad al- Ǖhir ibn ᾺǔshȊr, whom I believe is the most intellectually grounded in 

the Islamic tradition, envisioned the way forward for the Muslim community through a revival of 

Islamic principles and methodologies, which he viewed as yielding timeless results that were 

relevant to every age and society. The principles and methodologies that undergird the Islamic 

tradition themselves offered the potential for change that the Muslim community was seeking, 

change that could remain at once authentic to the communityôs values and yet relevant to new 

societal circumstances. This belief guides Ibn óǔshȊrôs most important works in tafsǭr and law. 

B. Change Through Continuity  

In the twentieth century, change has taken many forms. While Islamic modernists and 

reformists have been significant agents of change, there has been an overlooked pattern of 

change in the form of Ὰulama who recognized and embraced the need to respond to the 

challenges of modernity from within the intellectual Islamic tradition. As John Voll acutely 

observes, the struggles unleashed in the Muslim world due ñto the influence of Western ideasò 

and Western political and military domination ñhave not eliminated the basic dynamics of 

Islamic continuity.ò
87

 While modernists and Islamists certainly deserve their share of attention, 

we must not overlook those processes of change that come in forms we do not conventionally 

treat or perceive of as ñchange.ò As Qasim Zaman eloquently articulates in the introduction of 

The Ulama in Contemporary Islam, ñappeals to tradition are not necessarily a way of opposing 

change but can equally facilitate change.ò
88

  

In our study of modern intellectual history in the Muslim world, the academic community 

has tended to reflect a methodological bias in its attraction to individuals, trends, and ideas that 

appear to be radically innovative and a departure from what is perceived as ñtraditionò or 
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ñtraditional.ò Riveted by our own cultural bias and ideas of reform and ñprogressò grounded in 

Enlightenment thought, as Daniel Brown writes in Rethinking Tradition in Modern Islamic 

Thought, we have paid disproportionate attention to modernist and reformist trends at the 

expense of internal processes of transformation that are rooted in a continuous tradition of 

Islamic thought.
89

 The presumption of Enlightenmentôs clear-cut dichotomy between tradition 

and modernity underlies methodological approaches to the study of modern Muslim thought, 

which views controversies and debates as a larger battle between tradition and modernity, 

revelation and reason, liberalism and reaction.
90

 Such approaches undermine the power and 

influence of internal processes of change that build upon existing norms within the intellectual 

Islamic tradition. 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, who served as Grand Muftǭ of Tunisia, represents this overlooked modality 

of change. Rather than adhere to a puritanical notion of tradition in the guise of a return to the 

past, as has been the case among the dominant salafǭ trend, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr represents the classical 

Sunni practice of renewal based on pre-existing scholarly norms. As Felicitas Opwis describes, 

ñefforts at renewal have been a constant feature of Islamic law.ò
91

 I argue that such efforts of 

renewal were also characteristic of the discipline of tafsǭr. As such, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr advances an 

intellectual renewal, not by bypassing or dismantling the intellectual tradition, but by reviving its 

timeless methodologies and employing them to reach new opinions for changed realities. 
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While much ink has been spilled on both ᾺAbduhôs
92

 and Qu bôs
93

 visions and exegeses 

alike, comparatively scant attention has been paid to Ibn ᾺǔshȊr in Western scholarship. One of 

my goals will be to shed light on Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs importance in terms of his intellectual vision for 

change and the methods he employed and promoted to achieve that change. I will focus on the 

significance of his scholarly output, specifically his tafsǭr, al-TaỠrǭr wa-l-Tanwǭr. Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs 

tafsǭr best illustrates that parallel to the ñruptureò that has characterized the modern period in the 

Muslim world, there has been an equally strong force of continuity of tradition sustained through 

local seminaries and scholars who have maintained autonomy from the ñcenter.ò
94

 In many 

ways, his tafsǭr is an attempt to bridge the rupture between modern Islamic discourse and the 

intellectual Islamic tradition. 

On other hand, ᾺAbduhôs and Qu bôs respective tafǕsǭr are, in certain ways, reflective of 

this rupture. As I demonstrate below, two of the factors that contributed to the rupturing of 

traditional Islamic authority were the rise of a non-Ὰulama intelligentsia who spoke in the name 
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of Islam,
95

 and the powerful case made by ñreformistsò for returning to the foundational texts, 

the QurᾹan and Sunna. As Taji-Farouki and Nafi write, ñAs the salafǭ idea of returning directly to 

the founding texts gradually displaced the assumption of the ulamatic traditions of learning as the 

necessary credentials for speaking on behalf of Islam, the Islamic cultural arena became wide 

open to a new assortment of voices, reflecting new notions of authority.ò
96

 It was in this context 

that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was reasserting the authority and relevance of the Islamic tradition as 

methodologically capable of renewal, regeneration, and change in its response to the crises 

facing Muslim societies. 

C. Decline of the ᾺUlama: New Spokespeople for Islam 

The impact of modernity was felt across all levels of society, but most acutely by the 

religious establishment, the Ὰulama. Throughout much of Muslim history, the Ὰulama were 

uniquely positioned as guardians of the faith. They held the recognized authority to interpret the 

QurᾹan, derive juristic rulings from their cardinal sources, and define the communityôs religious 

outlook.
97

 Their source of authority was the unique position they held to establish and safeguard 

the tenets of Islam, maintain the societal nexus, and extend legitimacy to the state.
98

 

Significant changes in the modern period dealt several fatal blows to the Ὰulama, such as: 

the rise of non-Ὰulama spokesmen of Islam, the appropriation of the awqǕf by the state (which 

deprived the Ὰulama of a major source of economic power and independence), the creation of 

modern state courts and state appropriation of legislative processes, the restructuring of 

traditional seminaries, and the rise of modern education, which brought with it new disciplines 
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and produced new types of intellectuals. All of these factors led to the gradual marginalization of 

the Ὰulama, who previously enjoyed unparalleled social authority and prestige. Further, as Opwis 

describes, ñthe gradual secularizationò of the educational system significantly undermined the 

Ὰulamaôs authority, as they ñused to have almost exclusive control over education.ò
99

 

These reforms led to the rise of a new intelligentsia educated outside the sphere of 

religious education, and these ñspokespeopleò for Islam offered competing narratives on Islam. 

These changes increasingly made the Ὰulamaôs knowledge appear irrelevant to the state, society 

and even the legal sphere. The dissemination and production of their knowledge was previously 

part of a highly-valued, long-honored, and prestigious enterprise; yet the simultaneous 

marginalization of the Ὰulama class and their knowledge also meant that this once very active and 

cherished enterprise was crumbling under the weight of modernity. 

II . Mu ammad ᾺAbduh 

A. Biographical Sketch 

 Often dubbed the ófatherô of Islamic modernism,
100

 Mu ammad ᾺAbduh represents one of 

the earliest intellectual responses to the crisis that modernity unleashed in the Muslim world. He 

was born in the village of Ma allat Na r (in Bu ayra province)
101

 in Lower Egypt in 1849, to ña 

family renowned for its commitment to learning and religion.ò
102

 His first teachers were a private 

tutor and a reciter of the QurᾹan, and by the age of twelve, he had memorized the entire QurᾹan. 

At the age of thirteen, he was sent to Tanta to study at the A madǭ mosque, ñconsidered second 
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only to the great al-Azhar University as the place to learn the Qurôan and 

recitation.ò
103
According to Haddad, he was dismayed by the instruction at the A madǭ mosque, 

which focused on rote memorization. He left the Tanta mosque ñconvinced that he would never 

again take up academic life.ò
104

 One of his uncles, a Shaykh of the ShǕdhilǭ Ȋfǭ order, would 

later rekindle his love for learning, as ᾺAbduh became acquainted with the ascetic practices and 

moral teachings of the Ȋfǭ order. In 1866, at the age of sixteen or seventeen, he left for al-Azhar 

University in Cairo. ᾺAbduhôs traditional learning gave him the experience that informed much 

of his later critique of the educational systems of traditional Islamic seminaries. As Mu ammad 

MustafǕ al-MarǕghǭ (1881ï1945) writes of ᾺAbduhôs experience at al-Azhar that it was ña 

lusterless age é he, and others like him, went on studying dull, lifeless rules cut off from their 

wellsprings in the QurᾹǕn and the canonical writings, shorn of their roots in the language of the 

Arabs.ò
105

 

 ᾺAbduh did not settle for the type of education that al-Azhar offered and exposed students 

to other texts during his studies there. According to the entry on ᾺAbduh in Encyclopaedia of 

Islam, ñᾺAbduh instructed advanced students in a complicated work that was hardly ever taught, 

the commentary of the AshᾺarǭ SaᾺd al-Dǭn al-TaftazǕnǭ (d. 793/1390) on ᾺUmar al-Nasafǭôs (d. 

537/1142) treatise on MǕturǭdǭ dogma (ԄaqǕԃid), thereby risking the revocation of his permission 

to teach.ò
106

 He, nonetheless, received his degree of ԄǕlim from al-Azhar and began to teach at 

the newly established DǕr al-óUlȊm college in 1878. According to Haddad, ñhe used this as an 
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opportunity to speak and write on political and social matters, and especially national education, 

during this period of heightened national consciousness in Egypt.ò
107

 

Within one year, however, ᾺAbduh was dismissed from his position and banished to his 

native village, due to his affiliation with JamǕl al-Dǭn al-AfghǕnǭ (1838-1897). The latter had 

become increasingly controversial due to his outspoken criticism of the countryôs leaders and 

rejection of foreign intervention in the country.
108

 As a result, al-AfghǕnǭ was expelled from 

Egypt by Khedive IsmǕᾺǭl in 1879. Nonetheless, ᾺAbduh remained in Egypt and was even 

reinstated to his position within a year. Prime Minister RiyǕ  Pasha also appointed him editor-in-

chief of al-WaqǕԃiԄ al-MiἨriyya, Egyptôs official state publication. It was here that ᾺAbduhôs 

views regarding reform gained much exposure and he became an influential voice in the broader 

national discourse on various aspects of reform, including gender.
109

 

B. Political Consciousness 

The changes brought forth by rapid modernization, colonialism, and the dissolution of the 

Ottoman state had not yet reached their climax during ᾺAbduhôs lifetime. Nonetheless, by 1870 

European military imperialism in the Muslim world, specifically North Africa, was becoming a 

reality that could no longer be ignored. Al-AfghǕnǭ, whom ᾺAbduh names as his second teacher, 

first introduced him to the political challenges facing Egypt and the rest of the Muslim world.
110

 

His association with Al-AfghǕnǭ, without question, influenced the trajectory of ᾺAbduhôs career 

and thought. Al-AfghǕnǭôs lectures, which emphasized the urgency of resisting European 
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intervention and the unification of the Muslim world, as well as his friendship with ᾺAbduh, 

urged the latter to ñ[enter] the world of socio-political activism from which he never retired.ò
111

 

 In 1882, ᾺAbduh was exiled from Egypt due to siding with the nationalist cause against 

the Khediveôs pro-British policies. After a two-year stay in Beirut, at al-AfghǕnǭôs invitation, he 

moved to Paris, from where al-AfghǕnǭ had been warning against the dangers of Western 

imperialism and control of Muslim territories.
112

 There, the pair founded the greatly influential 

organization, al-ԄUrwa al-WuthqǕ (The Firm Bond), and an eponymous publication.
113

 Al -

AfghǕnǭ and ᾺAbduh called upon Muslims to unite politically under a pan-Islamic identity and 

overcome racial and national differences. They identified the internal division among Muslims to 

be one of the main sources of the communityôs decline and vulnerability. 

 The reasons are up to speculation, but at some point in the middle of his career, ᾺAbduh 

shifted his focus from political activism to legal and educational reform as the path to restore the 

Muslim umma to its original vigor. According to Osman Amin, ᾺAbduhôs change in direction 

was due to the failure of his and al-AfghǕnǭôs political aspirations, and perhaps due to the risk 

involved in pursuing their political goals of colonial resistance and Muslim unification. Further, 

ᾺAbduh believed that broader educational reform would give rise to the moral regeneration of 

society in a way that was far more lasting than an abrupt, political coup. Amin explains, 

After the disappearance, at the end of 1884, of the journal al-óUrwah al-WuthkǕ, 

and after the failure of their revolutionary projects, ᾺAbduh proposed to his 

mentor [al-AfghǕnǭ] to consecrate henceforth their efforts to the education, and to 

the creation of a sort of special school, which, following a new method, would 

contribute to the regeneration of the manners and customs, and to the formation of 

an elite among Egyptian youth, which would better correspond to the moral idea 
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which they pursued. Every result obtained by this means was certainly much 

slower than could be obtained by a revolution, but it is also more profound and 

certain.
114

 

 

 For ᾺAbduh, political activism and legal reforms both offered different forms of solutions 

to the ummaôs problems. While one dealt with the external challenge of European colonialism, 

the latter dealt with the internal problems of intellectual deterioration, the inability to change the 

law with changing conditions, and internal division. The urgency that ᾺAbduh once felt towards 

politically responding to the external threat seems to dissipate towards the latter half of his 

career. Perhaps he realized that the task of overcoming the imperial threat of colonialism was too 

daunting a task for men outside the role of governance. Perhaps, he saw his role, as a man of 

religion, better executed by undertaking another difficult task of intellectual regeneration and 

reform. At any rate, it is clear that he saw the treatment of internal problems as part of the 

solution to the external challenge facing the umma. 

 In 1888, the Khedive allowed ᾺAbduh to return to Cairo, but he was forbidden from 

teaching there, perhaps due to fear of his influence on the young people of Egypt.
115

 Instead, he 

was appointed as a judge in the countryôs ónative courts,ô established to implement the Khediveôs 

new laws. In 1895, he became a member of al-Azharôs administrative council and was appointed 

as the Grand Muftǭ of Egypt. He used these positions to introduce reforms to Egyptôs religious 

courts and educational system, specifically its ancient and prestigious al-Azhar University.
116

 As 

Muftǭ, he also brought changes to the religious courts. According to Anke von K¿gelgen, ᾺAbduh 

was unique in his issuance of legal opinions, fatǕwǕ, because ñunlike his predecessors, he not 

only issued legal opinions for the government (according to the anafǭ school), but also 
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answered personal inquiries sent from all over the world.ò
117

 Further, in issuing fatǕwǕ for 

individual cases, he did not confine himself to the anafǭ state law. 

C. Impetus for Reform 

 Pointing to what he called the ñbackwardnessò of Egyptian society, ᾺAbduh blamed the 

decline of the Muslim umma, at the internal level, on ignorance and misunderstanding of the 

faith, as well as sectarian divisions, the prevalence of taqlǭd
118

 and the misguided policies of 

Muslim leaders. He insisted that an Islamic reform must begin with the bare bones of religion, 

upon which all schools of law and factions could agree.
119

 His advocacy for a return to the ways 

of the ñpious forefathersò (al-salaf al-ἨǕliỠ) gave his reform message a distinctly Salafǭ outlook, 

although not a WahhǕbǭ one.
120

 Scholars like W. Ende have labeled ᾺAbduh as a neo-orthodox 

reformist, because of his distinct employment of al-salaf al-ἨǕliỠ in his methodology. Although 

he believed in a return to the authority of the early salaf, he believed in a selective re-

appropriation of the salafôs teachings. 

Specifically, he argued that every text, except for the QurᾹan, was subject to analysis and 

critique. This distinguishes him from the position of later Salafǭs. In his major works, RisǕlat al-

TawỠǭd and Al-IslǕm wa-l-NaἨrǕniyya, ᾺAbduh argues for the primacy of reason in Islam. 

Although he attempts to demonstrate the harmony between revelation, reason, and human moral 

temperament in Islam, reason wins out. ñIn case of a disparity between reason and what has been 

transmitted by tradition, reason predominates,ò ᾺAbduh writes.
121
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 The QurᾹan took center stage in the project of intellectual reform ᾺAbduh envisioned, as 

he argued that it was the one true source on which Muslims cannot disagree, Hence, a return to 

the QurᾹanôs laws and values would be the ñonly means of the revival of the nation.ò
122

 For 

ᾺAbduh, there was no question that Muslim societiesô political decline was correlated with their 

intellectual and religious decline. Therefore, his focus on educational and legal reforms stemmed 

from his belief that greater political change will ensue from changing the peopleôs condition, 

specifically by awakening their knowledge of their faith.
123

 It was with this objective that 

ᾺAbduh produced his QurᾹanic commentary. An example of this belief is ᾺAbduhôs commentary 

on 2:29, in which he writes, 

Yes indeed, the Muslims have become backward compared with the other peoples 

of this world. They have fallen back into a state inferior to what they were in 

before the advent of Islam liberated them from their paganism. They have no 

knowledge of the world they live in and they are unable to profit from the 

resources of their surroundings. Now foreigners have come, who snatch these 

riches away from under their noses. However, their Book interposes itself and 

exclaims: He has subjected to you what is in the heavens.
124

  

 

D. ᾺAbduhôs Disciple: Rashǭd Ri Ǖ  

 While Rashǭd Ri Ǖ (1865-1935) merits attention apart from his association with ᾺAbduh, 

for the purposes of this dissertation, I examine his thought only to the extent of his contribution 

to Tafsǭr Al-ManǕr, as the editor and co-author of this influential exegesis.
125

 Ri Ǖ was born in 

QalamȊn, near Tripoli on the Mediterranean coast in northern Lebanon. He received his primary 
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education at the kuttǕb of QalamȊn, and his secondary education in the Ottoman state school in 

Tripoli, specifically, al-Madrasa al-Waἲaniyya, founded there in 1879.
126

 Ri Ǖ was first exposed 

to the journal al-ԄUrwa al-WuthqǕ and ᾺAbduhôs ideas during the latterôs exile from Egypt. 

Between 1885-1888, ᾺAbduh resided in Beirut, where he had succeeded in attracting a significant 

number of followers in Lebanon.
127

 It was during this period that Ri Ǖ became a dedicated and 

loyal student of ᾺAbduh.  

 Ri Ǖ is regarded as most influential in the dissemination of Islamic reformist thought into 

the public square. In 1897-1898, Ri Ǖ traveled to Egypt with the mission of publishing a journal 

with his mentor, ᾺAbduh, covering issues related to Islamic reform.
128

 With ᾺAbduhôs 

collaboration, Ri Ǖ single-handedly founded al-ManǕr, which was both a printing house and the 

name of the periodical journal. The journal, first published in ShawwǕl 1315/March 1898, 

became an important mouthpiece for the vision and ideas of Islamic reformers. As John Voll 

observers, the journal was ña major factor in shaping Muslim thought from North Africa to 

Southeast Asia.ò
129

 It included articles by ᾺAbduh, al-AfghǕnǭ,
130

 ᾺAbd al-Ra mǕn al-KawǕkibǭ 
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(1855ï1902),
131

 JamǕl al-Dǭn al-QǕsimǭ (1866-1914),
132

 and others. However, ñthe bulk of the 

material was drawn from his [Ri Ǖôs] own tireless pen.ò
133

 As J. Jomier writes, 

The collected corpus of the ManǕr provides a mine of information on the 

attitudes, the focuses of interest, the hopes and disappointments of reformists over 

a period of nearly forty years. It reflects the major events of the Muslim world 

seen from Cairo, as well as the personal development of Rashǭd Ri Ǖ.
134

 

 

 Like ᾺAbduh, Ri Ǖ was exposed to Ȋfǭ teachings at a young age, but later turned to 

criticize practices and teachings that he believed to be false and bidԄa (religious innovation).
135

 

This and other positions that Ri Ǖ took brought him into conflict with leading scholars of al-

Azhar.
136

 As Hourani notes, however, his criticism of Ȋfǭ teachings was qualified and not a 

rejection of all forms of Ȋfism.
137

 Nonetheless, Ri Ǖ underwent a clear evolution of intellectual 

thought, specifically in regards to his thoughts on WahhǕbism. According to W. Ende, 

Until his death in 1935 he repeatedly explained how and why his judgment of the 

WahhǕbiyya had changed: in his youth, under the influence of Ottoman 

propaganda, he had regarded the WahhǕbǭs as fanatical sectarians; after his arrival 

in Egypt, however, through reading the chronicle of al-Dj╒abartǭ [q.v.] and works 

of other authors and through direct information, he had understood that it was the 

WahhǕbǭs, not their opponents, who defended true Islam, even if they were 

inclined to certain exaggerations.
138

 

 

 As the co-author of Tafsǭr al-ManǕr, Ri Ǖôs developing salafǭ tendencies and 

conservatism are evident. Despite the shared platform of Islamic reformist thought between 
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ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ, I argue that there is a distinct difference between Ri Ǖôs and ᾺAbduhôs 

discourse on gender issues. Throughout Tafsǭr al-ManǕr, Ri Ǖ interlaces ᾺAbduhôs words with 

thorough citations, clarifications, and supplements to his teacherôs explanation of verses. On 

gender issues in specific, Ri Ǖ articulates a more conservative conception of gender issues, 

specifically regarding womenôs role in society and what he regards to be womenôs ñnatural 

work.ò
139

 What is most evident in Ri Ǖôs exegesis on controversial issues, such as polygyny in 

Q. 4:3 and ñhittingò in Q. 4:34, is an apologetic tone that does not exist in ᾺAbduhôs discourse on 

gender issues, in my assessment. While ᾺAbduh does not shy away from critiquing Muslims for 

what he regards to be their abuses and injustices against women, Ri Ǖ, on the other hand, tends 

to justify and defend certain institutions such as polygyny by pointing to European moral 

deficiencies, such as the practice of extra-marital affairs. Therefore, in certain instances, 

ᾺAbduhôs attempts to reform societal attitudes toward women turn into an entrenchment of these 

attitudes in Ri Ǖôs apologetics. 

III . Ibn ᾺǔshȊr  

A. Life and Career 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was born into a prestigious family which had produced some of Tunisiaôs 

greatest scholars and religious leaders. His paternal grandfather, Mu ammad al- Ǖhir ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

(d. 1284/1868), after whom he was named yet never met, was a renowned scholar who rose to 

the position of chief Malikǭ judge. He was appointed Muftǭ in 1861 and eventually combined this 

post with the distinguished position of naqǭb al-ashraf.
140

 On the other side of his family, Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊrôs maternal grandfather, Mu ammad al-ᾺAzǭz BȊ ᾺAttȊr (1825-1907), was the first 
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minister of ᾺAlǭ Bey III (reg. 1882-1902). His family background of religious learning and high 

standing in Tunisiaôs political and religious circles shaped and influenced the trajectory of his 

life and career. 

 For his primary education, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr attended a traditional Tunisian kuttǕb, where he 

studied Arabic, QurᾹan and some French.
141

 At the young age of thirteen, he began his studies at 

the prestigious ZaytȊna University, where he studied with some of the most renowned scholars 

of the time.
142

 All of his teachers, except one, were MǕlikǭ scholars.
143

 He completed his studies 

at ZaytȊna between 1892 and 1896 and was then appointed as an auxiliary professor.   

 To get a sense of this scholarôs astuteness, one need only follow the milestones of his 

career. In 1900, he became a lecturer at Ǖdiqiyya College. Within three years, at 24, he ñpassed 

the oral exam to become a first-class professor at ZaytȊna.ò
144

 The following year, he was 

nominated a state deputy at the niὖǕra of ZaytȊna, ña position in which he would take the first 

steps in his life-long project to reform ZaytȊna education.ò
145

 As one of Tunisiaôs leading young 

Ὰulama, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr participated in the official commission entrusted with reforming all levels of 

education that functioned between 1908 and 1912. A year later, he was named the JamǕᾺa MǕlikǭ 

judge, the most senior juridical position. In 1923, he left the judiciary to return to his teaching 

posts at ZaytȊna and Ǖdiqiyya College, respectively. By 1932, ñhe was declared the MǕlikǭ 

Shaykh al-IslǕm, becoming the first MǕlikǭ óǕlim to be given such a title.ò
146

 He intermittently 

also held the influential position of Shaykh of ZaytȊna University. He resigned from the position 

in the 1930s, but was eventually re-appointed in November 1944, and continued to hold it until 
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1951, while also holding the position of MǕlikǭ Grand Mufti.
147

 These positions he held offer 

only a glimpse into the contributions of Ibn ᾺǔshȊr to twentieth-century Islamic thought in 

Tunisia and to the breadth and height of his intellectual caliber. 

B. The Tunisian Context 

 Although Western literature on Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs intellectual thought and contributions is dim, 

much of what exists primarily depicts Ibn ᾺǔshȊr as a reformer inspired by ᾺAbduhôs Islamic 

reform project.
148

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr welcomed ᾺAbduh warmly during the latterôs visit to Tunisia in 

September 1903, two years before ᾺAbduh passed away. Further, he wrote an anonymous 

defense of ᾺAbduh in al-ManǕr after ᾺAbduh was severely rebuked by a segment of the Tunisian 

Ὰulama.
149

 Although most biographies of Ibn ᾺǔshȊr mention his enthusiastic support for ᾺAbduh 

during his last visit in 1903, support for ᾺAbduh among Tunisiaôs reformist Ὰulama had been 

cultivated long before his two visits there in 1884 and 1903, respectively.
150

 

According to a recent essay, ñMawqió al-Shaykh Mu ammad al- Ǖhir ibn ᾺǔshȊr fil-Fikr 

al-I lǕ ǭ al- adǭth,ò the seeds of Tunisian support for ᾺAbduhôs reformist vision had been sown 

in the early 1880s, when the Tunisian reformer and statesman Khayr al-Dǭn (1820-1890) directly 
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affiliated with al-AfghǕni and ᾺAbduhôs al-ԄUrwa al-WuthqǕ. There are unmistakable parallels 

between ᾺAbduh and Khayr al-Dǭnôs reformist vision, which held that the ummaôs political 

decline stemmed from its political, intellectual, and moral degeneration, and that the Ὰulama had 

an essential role to play in the regeneration of the Muslim community.
151

  

As Prime Minister of Tunisia from 1873 to 1877, when it was an Ottoman sultanate, 

Khayr al-Dǭn attempted with limited success to push forth a program of reform that sought a 

middle path between appeasing the French, British and Italian demands and seeking the 

endorsement of the established Ὰulama. Khayr al-Dǭn won the support of many leading Tunisian 

Ὰulama, as he successfully incorporated them in the dissemination and administration of these 

reforms. His well-known treatise, AqwǕm al-MasǕlik, had an appendix of favorable reviews 

written by a group of Ὰulama. Further, he included them in crucial administrative positions, such 

as in the management of the new public library, the new government gazette, and the new 

modern Ǖdiqiyya College.
152

 

Many of Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs own teachers were members of the reformist camp of Tunisian 

Ὰulama, most particularly SǕlim BȊ Ǖjib (1828-1924),
153

 Ma mȊd ibn al-KhȊja (1854-1911), 

and Mu ammad al-Nakhlǭ (1860-1924). Like ᾺAbduh, BȊ Ǖjib advocated educational and 

political reforms as charting the way forward for Tunisian Muslims. Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs influential 

maternal grandfather, Mu ammad al-ᾺAzǭz BȊ ᾺAttȊr, was also a scholar and reformist politician 

who as prime minister during the 1890s, embraced and continued Khayr al-Dǭnôs reform 

projects.
154
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C. Ibn ᾺAshȊrôs Unique Orientation of óReformô 

 Basheer Nafi is one of the first academics in the West to duly bring attention to Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊrôs contributions to Islamic reform in the modern period. In his essay on ñThe Rise of 

Islamic Reformist Thought and its Challenge to Traditional Islam,ò Nafi includes Ibn ǔshȊr in a 

long list of influential reformist Ὰulama, intellectuals, and statesmen, such as ᾺAbduh, Ri Ǖ, 

JamǕl al-Dǭn al-QǕimǭ in Damascus, Ma mȊd Shukrǭ al-ǔlȊsǭ (1857-1924) in Baghdad, and 

Sayyid A mad KhǕn in India (1817-1898), among many others.
155

 Despite its great academic 

merit, one weakness in this essayôs approach is that its examination of these reformists through 

the prism of a typology of thought distorts important differences between them. For example, 

Nafi writes, ñwhat unified the various reformist currents and groupings, however, was a shared 

opposition to Ashóarǭ/ Ȋfǭ theology and a strong desire to challenge its dominance on the level of 

the learned classes and societal level as well.ò
156

 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr here becomes a stark exception to this statement made by Nafi. Unlike the rest 

of the reformist groups described by Nafi, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr did not challenge the dominant AshᾺarǭ 

tradition, but rather championed it, specifically in his approach to tafsǭr, as I describe in the next 

chapter. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr took mainstream AshᾺarǭ theological positions throughout his tafsǭr, 

especially in his discussions on the attributes of God, the createdness of Godôs speech, and the 

AshᾺarǭ concept of kasb.
157

 Nafi, however, redeems his generalization of Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs orientation 

of reform in a later essay
158

 specifically devoted to the subject of al- Ǖhir ibn ǔshȊr. It is in this 

later essay that Nafi acknowledges that ñIbn ᾺǔshȊr does not accept the whole Salafǭ 
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methodology, at least as it was advanced by Ibn Taymiyya and his disciple, the renowned 

exegete of the QurᾹǕn, Ibn Kathǭr.ò
159

 In this essay, Nafi points out where Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

significantly deviates from the Salafǭ paradigm and embraces mainstream AshᾺarǭ positions. This 

issue will be further discussed in the third chapter, in my discussion on Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr and 

his challenge to the dominant exegetical trend that viewed tafsǭr bil-maôthȊr as the authoritative 

mode of tafsǭr. 

Despite the permeation of ᾺAbduhôs reformist vision in Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs career and thought, 

if one traces the trajectory of Ibn ᾺAshȊrôs ideas, we find a clear and decisive rupture between 

Ibn ᾺAshȊrôs methodology for reform and that of ᾺAbduh. Ibn ᾺAshȊrôs approach to reform was 

one based on seeking change through the complex, internal processes of the tradition itself, 

whereas ᾺAbduhôs took a less nuanced approach and sought a return to Islamôs foundational 

source, unadulterated by the intellectual tradition through which it had been interpreted. As I 

demonstrate in the next chapter, their exegesis is the best representation of their markedly 

different approaches to tradition.  

ᾺAbduhôs primary influence on Ibn ᾺAshȊr, I argue, is owing to his unrelenting insistence 

that Islam was a religion based on reason, that God speaks to man through reason, and that 

ñIslam is the only religion whose essential dogmas can be proven by reasoning.ò
160

 This premise 

leaves a perpetual imprint on Ibn ᾺAshȊrôs intellectual trajectory and persists throughout the 

evolution of his reformist vision. This influence of ᾺAbduhôs insistence on reason as the basis of 

religion is given expression in Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs employment of the notion of taԄlǭl throughout his 

tafsǭr. According to the notion of taԄlǭl, all divine legislation, commandments, and prohibitions, 

                                                 
159

 Nafi, ñǕhir ibn ᾺǔshȊr,ò 24.  
160

 von K¿gelgen, ñᾺAbduh, Mu ammad,ò Encyclopaedia of Islam. 



 51 

are amenable to human reason, a belief which ᾺAbduh expressed earlier and was at the heart of 

the reformistsô call for ijtihǕd.
161

 As Nafi eloquently states,  

only a few other Sunni scholars of tafsǭr before, or even since, have employed 

human reason in understanding the legal implications of the QurᾹǕnic text on the 

scale demonstrated in Ibn óǔshȊr's tafsǭr. Al-TaỠrǭr wa'l-tanwǭr is a work that is 

almost entirely underpinned by the notion of or the ability of human reason to 

grasp the legal connotations of the QurᾹǕnic text.
162

 

 

ᾺAbduhôs second influence on Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, or at least a point of agreement between them, 

is in their vision of educational reform. Among Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs teachers were many who embraced 

Khayr al-Dǭnôs project of educational reform, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr also became one of its proponents. 

As I mentioned earlier, Khayr al-Dǭn was directly affiliated with al-AfghǕnǭ and ᾺAbduhôs 

reform project. This influence continued to permeate a certain segment of the ZaytȊna Ὰulama, 

including Ibn ᾺǔshȊr. Therefore, like ᾺAbduh, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs vision lent itself towards practical 

reforms. 

First, they both correlated the intellectual decline of the umma at large with the regressive 

state of the Islamic educational system during their times. Second, they both regarded the state as 

responsible for the function of education; hence, they both cooperated with the state as the 

vehicle through which reform should be implemented.
163

 Third, like ᾺAbduh, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr called 

for greater standardization of the methods and content of the educational system. As Nafi writes, 

ñLike other Arab-Islamic reformists, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was the product of the nineteenth century Euro-

Ottoman culture of modernization which sought in centralization and control the surest answer to 

what appeared to have been a lack of dynamism and innovation in traditional social 

organisations.ò
164

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr felt that the freedom that characterized the traditional Islamic 
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seminaries was dangerous and that, for example, teachers should not be given complete freedom 

to choose which books to teach. Fourth, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr and ᾺAbduh both advocated the development 

of analytical and critical approaches in higher education and a move away from rote 

memorization, which Ibn ᾺǔshȊr considered to be most suitable for only the primary stages of 

education.
165

 

  Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs life (1879-1973) spans the last sixteen years of ᾺAbduhôs life (1849-1905) 

and the entirety of Qu bôs life (1906-1966). His long life span gives him the advantage of 

hindsight that his contemporaries ᾺAbduh and Qu b did not have.
166

 While Ibn ᾺAshȊr was a 

strong advocate and supporter of ᾺAbduhôs reformist message,
167

 he ultimately became 

disenchanted with the reformist project, as he witnessed the secular direction it took, specifically 

in Tunisia, during the span of the twentieth century.
168

 By 1961, abǭb Bourguiba moved to 

implement the most radical educational reforms in any Muslim country, except for Turkey, and 

turned the historic institution of ZaytȊna into a mere SharǭᾺa college attached to the University of 

Tunisia.
169

 By turning it in a secular direction, Bourguiba succeeded in making the Ὰulamaôs 

vision of Islamic reform utterly meaningless. Although Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was initially cooperative with 

Bourguiba, who sought in him an ally among the Ὰulama, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr eventually retreated from 

politics in complete distrust and disenchantment with the project of Islamic reform. As Nafi 

writes, ñIbn ᾺǔshȊr was reaching the end of the road in his search to reconcile Islamic reformism 
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with the modern world.ò
170

 By this point, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr avoided all forms of public involvement 

and turned, instead, to writing and responding to inquiries he received from within and outside 

Tunisia.
171

 

IV . Sayyid Qu b 

A. Life and Career 

One could very well argue that the significance and influence of Qu bôs ideas reached a 

climax only after his execution by the NǕ er regime in 1966. Decades later, Qu bôs personality, 

thought and vision are still very much in contention. In the heated post-9/11 climate, the subject 

of Qu bôs work became the center of much attention by politicians, policymakers, and 

journalists, as they sought to understand the ideological motivations behind those who 

committed the attacks on the United States. Many identified Qu bôs writings, in particular 

MaԄǕlim fi-l-ἱarǭq (Milestones), as the source of the terroristsô ideological inspiration.
172

 Despite 

this focus on the more controversial aspects of his writing, his most significant literary output has 

been, by far, his QurᾹanic exegesis, Fǭ ὕilǕl al-QurԃǕn. It has been reprinted (both legally and 

illegally) several times, translated into English, French, German, Urdu, Turkish, Indonesian, 

Persian and Bengali,
173

 and figured as the subject of hundreds of works of secondary literature in 

many languages.
174
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Qu b was born in 1906 to a middle-class family in the village of MȊsha near AsyȊ  in 

Upper Egypt. He left his native village in 1920 to pursue his secondary education in Cairo. He 

studied at DǕr al-ԄUlȊm, an educational institution that combined traditional Islamic education 

with the secular sciences. Later, in 1946, this institution would become a part of Cairo University 

as the ñThe Faculty of DǕr al-ԄUlȊm.ò
175

 After completing his education there, Qu b worked as a 

teacher for almost six years, after which he served as a functionary in the Ministry of Education 

for nineteen years.
176

 During this time, Qu b made his mark as a literary critic and writer in 

Egyptian cultural circles, but his tone was still not overtly religious. It is not until he joined the 

Muslim Brotherhood around 1951,
177

 after a lengthy trip to the United States, that his tone 

became staunchly religious. 

B. Intellectual Climate 

 Qu b was both a product of his intellectual climate and a contributor to the ideas that 

permeated Egyptian intellectual life during the 1920s-1960s. As a public intellectual, writer, and 

teacher, he was clearly engaging in a dialectic, responding and contributing to the passionate 

debate of his time: defining what it meant to be Egyptian, Arab, and Muslim. As Adnan 

Musallam notes, secularism was on the offensive in the 1920s, especially after the liberal, 

nationalist movement gained political power in 1919.
178

 The leadership of the 1919 Wafd 
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Revolution, which Qu b had supported, was dominated by secularists who appeared to be under 

ñthe spell of European thought and who were willing to adopt not only European ideas, but the 

very institutions that grew in Europe.ò
179

 Although they did not reflect a grassroots movement, 

their control of centers of power gave currency to some of their secular ideas and attacks on 

traditional Islam. 

 By the late 1920s and early 1930s, however, there was evidence of a renewal of Islamic 

sentiments in Egypt, as prominent literati (udabǕԃ) began to take interest in Islamic topics, 

Muslim associations began to form, and the liberal nationalists lost credibility due to their 

political failures. This renewal was triggered in response to the secular intellectual offense, as 

many Egyptians began to rediscover their Arab, Islamic heritage.
180

 The themes that run 

throughout Qu bôs writings, especially those after 1948, strike at the core of this debate, such as 

questions regarding Egyptôs legitimate cultural and intellectual heritage and the viable 

alternatives that Islam could offer for Egyptôs future. 

C. An Evolution of Thought 

Qu bôs tafsǭr can best be understood in the context of his own personal, ideological, and 

religious development. It represents the last phase of his own religious and political 

development, as most of it was written during his intermittent twelve-year imprisonment up until 

his execution in 1966.
181

  By this last phase of his life, his discourse had significantly changed in 

tone from his previous works, in his insistence that Islam provides the only comprehensive 

system by which Muslims should live on this earth and that all other forms of government were 
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illegitimate and should be overturned. He had concluded that any compromise with secular 

ideologies or man-made systems of governance was non-negotiable. 

 The tone in Qu bôs tafsǭr is markedly different from what it was in the early stage of his 

literary career, during which he flirted briefly with secularism. As a young man, he came under 

the influence of liberal, nationalist intellectuals, especially ᾺAbbǕs Ma mȊd al-ᾺAqqǕd (1889 ï

1964), and his writings at that point ñreflected a fairly secular, nationalist viewpoint.ò
182

 For 

example, he makes it clear in his introduction to TaἨwǭr al-Fannǭ fi-l-QurԃǕn (published in 1945) 

that he approaches the text from a purely linguistic sense, not a religious one.
183

 Despite his 

interest in Islamic subjects from the onset of his literary career, though, his approach was still 

mildly secular at this point. 

 In 1948, Qu b returned from a two-and-a-half year educational, study-abroad visit to the 

United States. By this time, he is completely disenchanted with what he sees as the Westôs 

ñdouble standardsò in its policies with the Muslim world. He is especially outraged by the Westôs 

position towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, as Yvonne Haddad writes, and he returns to 

Egypt at the height of this conflict.
184

 He joins the Muslim Brotherhood at this time and becomes 

one of its most important figures. In 1956, he is imprisoned with the rest of the leadership of the 

Muslim Brotherhood. In 1955, Qu b is stentenced to fifteen years in prison. In 1964, however, 

Iraqi president ᾺAbd al-SalǕm Ὰǔrif mediated for Qu bôs release from prison. However, he was 

arrested again shortly after in August 1965.
185

 During this period of his life, we can discern a 

gradual evolution of his religious and political thought, which ultimately leads to the extreme 
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positions he took vis-à-vis jǕhilǭ society in Milestones and Fǭ ilǕl al-QurԃǕn (both written in the 

1960s). As mentioned by William Shepard and others, it was Milestones, published in 1964, that 

became the basis for his trial and execution in 1966; in this work, he accuses all existing Muslim 

governments of being un-Islamic and calls for an Islamic revolution. 

D. Qu b: His Intellectual Framework 

   Four themes are central to Qu bôs later intellectual framework and inform his approach 

to tafsǭr: 1) the conception of Islam as a ñdivine system,ò by which all QurᾹanic principles and 

legislation outline the ñconstitutionò of this system; 2) a reification of Islam as an entity; 3) the 

employment of the term ỠǕkimiyya, Godôs sovereignty, which he believes to be the defining 

characteristic of an Islamic political entity (i.e. it rules by Godôs ỠǕkimiyya); and 4) the 

indictment of all societies that do not fully implement Islamic teachings as jǕhilǭ. These concepts 

are relevant to his tafsǭr for two reasons. First, they clearly shape his understanding of the 

QurᾹanic text and influence his interpretations. Second, they demonstrate the ways in which 

influential Islamic thinkers signal a rupture with the Islamic tradition in the terminology and 

concepts they employ. As Nafi and Taji-Farouki describe in their introduction to Islamic Thought 

in the Twentieth Century, modern Islamist intellectuals and political activists ñspeak for Islam 

using novel idioms and discourses, expressing new concerns and preoccupations, and 

crystallizing the contradictions of modernity while they reflect the ruptures it has brought with 

Islamic intellectual traditions.ò
186

 This is absolutely true of Qu bôs Fǭ ὕilǕl al-QurԃǕn in certain 

respects. 

 First, the concept of Islam as a ñcomprehensive systemò becomes a central point in 

Qu bôs writings. He borrows the concept from AbȊ al-ᾺAlǕ al-MawdȊdǭ (1903-1979), but he 
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develops it to a greater extent than MawdȊdǭ.
187

 Qu bôs conception of Islam as a comprehensive, 

divine ñsystemò reflects his employment of modern idioms to articulate Islamic teachings. As 

Shepard writes, ñhis [Qu bôs] view of Islam as a system is one of the ways é that the dynamism 

of modernity is, so to speak, channelled into Islamic form.ò
188

 Shepard analyzes at length Qu bôs 

use of this concept in his essay, ñIslam as a óSystemô in the Later Writings of Sayyid Qu b.ò
189

 

The two Arabic terms that Qu b uses to denote the term ñsystemò are manhaj and niὖǕm. 

When he uses the former, manhaj, he usually denotes a broader, more abstract and ideational 

way or method by which human beings are to organize their affairs.
190

 Based on my own reading 

of his works, I have further noticed that he often modifies manhaj with the term ilǕhǭ, or divine, 

whereas when he uses the term niὖǕm, he most often modifies that with the term islǕmǭ. Hence, 

as Shepard notes, in Qu bôs writing, niὖǕm generally refers to something more concrete which 

objectively exists in a society.
191

 I agree with Shepardôs assessment that ñ[o]f the two words é 

manhaj leads us closer to the heart of Sayyid Qu b's conception of religion. It seems to be more 

distinctively characteristic of his thought, and particularly of his later as opposed to his earlier 

writing.ò
192

 

 In the ten-page introduction to his tafsǭr, the term manhaj appears eighteen times. He 

maintains that submission to the divine system is not an option, but a must. It is a matter of belief 
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and disbelief.
193

 The significance Qu b attaches to adherence to this divine manhaj permeates his 

tafsǭr. He describes it as the only system on earth that is in sync with human nature and the only 

system that can elevate the status of mankind to the ultimate height of perfection.
194

 According to 

Qu b, the composition of human beings, their inclinations and the processes they undergo remain 

the same throughout human history. The universality and relevance of the divine order means 

that its legislation applies to treat this basic nature of human beings, which does not change from 

one generation to the next. The divine order does not change according to historical 

contingencies, because it is a system that is intended to last throughout human history.
195 

Hence, 

QurᾹanic legislation, teachings, and principles are all manifestations of this comprehensive 

system. 

 Second, in his conception of Islam as a system, there is a discernible reification of Islam, 

which is a unique feature of Islamic modernist discourse that reflects the complexities and 

contradictions of Muslim intellectual responses to modernity. As Nafi and Taji-Farouki 

brilliantly explain, the objectification of Islam in modern Muslim intellectual thought is due to 

the penetration of a number of ideological and philosophical orientations ñwith which óIslamô 

must compete, and with which it must favourably compare.ò
196

 While appealing to Islam as the 

ultimate source of authority, Qu b also projects it as the object of the intellectual process.
197

 The 

construction of Islam as an independent, functioning entity introduces the modern aspect into 

Qu bôs thought. In the introduction to his tafsǭr, he writes, 
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But Islam flows smoothly and gently with the fiἲra (innate human nature), 

pushing it forward from here and restraining it from there. It [Islam] keeps it [the 

fiἲra] upright when it slants, but it does not break it or destroy it. Rather, it is 

patient with it [the fiἲra] like the patience of one who knows and is perceptive and 

confident of the ultimate end sketched out for it.
198

 

 

Therefore, Islam is an entity in itself that grows and exhibits life processes, not the product of a 

collective body of individuals acting throughout history. What is missing in this objectification 

of Islam as an entity is the historic consciousness of Islam as the product of interpretive 

processes driven by human beings. This reification of Islam is clear in Qu bôs tafsǭr, as he 

endows Islam with ñbeliefs and actions that are aggregated in an organic dynamic fusion.ò
199

 

 A third concept that is related to Qu bôs conception of Islam as a comprehensive system 

is ỠǕkimiyya, the ultimate sovereignty of God. The significance of the term ỠǕkimiyya is in its 

political connotation. The cornerstone of Islamic theology is tawỠǭd, the unique oneness of God. 

If one is to confess that divinity belongs to God alone, then it follows that one must also accept 

that sovereignty, ñthe right to ordain the programme of human life,ò
200 

belongs exclusively to 

God. Accordingly, Islam is both religion and state. Although this conception of Islam as religion 

and state is reflected in the thought of many modern Muslim reformists, Qu b departs from many 

such reformers, including the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood Hasan al-Banna (1906-1949), 

in his rejection of Islamic equivalencies to Western conceptions of popular and legal 

sovereignty.
201 
Like MawdȊdǭ, Qu b denies that human beings can partake in legal or political 

sovereignty since sovereignty (ỠǕkimiyya) belongs to God alone. Interestingly, Qu b does not 
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address the question of what form a political entity based on Godôs sovereignty would take. 

Further, it leaves unresolved the tension of how one could grant human beings the authority to 

implement Godôs legislation on earth (a necessary step for the realization of the divine order), yet 

deny all forms of human sovereignty. 

 The fourth central concept to his intellectual framework and approach to tafsǭr is the 

concept of jǕhiliyya, a corollary to the concept of ỠǕkimiyya. Those societies that fail to accept 

the exclusive sovereignty of God by allowing man-made ideologies, governance, and legislation 

to reign have fallen into jǕhiliyya. Hence they represent the reemergence of the very jǕhiliyya 

that the QurᾹan came to extinguish. He defines jǕhiliyya in the introduction to Milestones:  

This jǕhiliyya is based on rebellion against Godôs sovereignty on earth. It 

transfers to man one of the greatest attributes of God, namely sovereignty, and 

makes some men lords over others. It is now not in that simple and primitive form 

of the ancient jǕhiliyya, but takes the form of claiming the right to create values, 

to legislate rules of collective behavior, and to choose any way of life rests with 

men, without regard to what God has prescribed.
202

 

 

This definition of jǕhiliyya remains consistent throughout Qu bôs tafsǭr. Essentially, all forms of 

political systems that do not base their legitimacy upon Godôs law and do not derive their 

legislation from the SharǭᾺa are jǕhilǭ. As such, Qu b concludes that ñall the existing so-called 

óMuslimô societies are also jǕhilǭ societies.ò
203

  

 The centrality of these four concepts to Qu bôs tafsǭr reflects its modern dimension.  

Whereas pre-modern exegetes measured the QurᾹanic text against a variety of scholastic 

disciplines, for Qu b, what establishes the meaning of the QurᾹanic text is not the scholastic 

disciplines, but 1) the concept of Islam as an ideal and comprehensive system to be implemented, 

2) his definition of Godôs sovereignty and 3) the indictment of societies that partake in Godôs 

                                                 
202

 Qu b, Milestones (Lahore: Kazi Publications, 2007), 11. 
203

 Ibid., 82.  



 62 

soveriengty as jǕhilǭ. These concepts provide the theological and theoretical background against 

which he measures the meaning of the QurᾹanic text.  

 In all fairness to Qu b, hints of extremism that one could read into his tafsǭr must be 

measured against the radical conditions in which Qu b was forced to write his tafsǭr. Unlike 

ᾺAbduh and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, Qu b was by no means writing this tafsǭr under the normal conditions 

afforded to most intellectuals who have produced such commentaries. As mentioned earlier, the 

last fourteen volumes and the revisions to the earlier sixteen volumes were all written during his 

twelve-year imprisonment in Egyptôs notorious prisons. Historians of Egypt have noted the level 

of unusual persecution and torture leveled against Muslim Brotherhood members during the 

Nasser regime.
204

 While this subject is beyond the scope of my dissertation, an objective 

comparison of the three exegetes must take into consideration the drastically different conditions 

in which Qu b wrote his exegesis in comparison to ᾺAbduh and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr. 

V. Conclusion 

 The differences that emerge between ᾺAbduh, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr and Qu bôs exegeses are the 

product of many factors: 1) their diverse educational training; 2) their engagement with the 

Islamic tradition; and 3) the intellectual and political contexts in which they produced their 

exegesis. Qu b stands out among the three exegetes, for his lack of formal training in the 

religious disciplines. As mentioned above, he was a graduate of DǕr al-ԄUlȊm, which sought to 

harmonize the secular and Islamic sciences. Hence, Qu b is well-versed in the tenets of the faith 

and its main sources, the QurᾹan and Ỡadǭth. What he lacks, however, is a deep grounding in the 

sciences of the Islamic ñtraditionò and the ñworldviewò that comes with the ñage-long tradition 

of learning, a teacher-student system of intimate companionship, established customs of ijǕza-
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granting, piety and societal recognition.ò
205

 As such, Qu b represents a new mode of authority 

which speaks for Islam ñusing novel idioms and discoursesò and ñexpressing new concerns and 

preoccupations.ò
206

 He interprets the QurᾹan through the framework of three important concepts: 

that Islam is a divine and comprehensive ñsystemò (manhaj) to be implemented; that ỠǕkimiyya 

belongs to God alone, and that jǕhiliyya is the manifestation of all systems of thought and 

governance that do not rule according to Godôs law. In many ways, his tafsǭr reflects a rupture 

with the Islamic tradition through the methodologies and idioms it employs, notwithstanding its 

great influence in Muslim societies. 

 Unlike Qu b, ᾺAbduh and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr both have firm grounding in the Islamic scholastic 

disciplines. There is a difference, in my assessment, between Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs and ᾺAbduhôs 

educational training. Despite the structural changes that ZaytȊna College underwent during Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊrôs teaching career, this age-old institution maintained an autonomy of knowledge from the 

ócenterô of the Muslim lands through its library and scholars, and the knowledge they produced 

and disseminated.
207

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs training is grounded in the well-established tradition of MǕlikǭ 

law, AshᾺarǭ theology, and philological tafsǭr that is unique to the western North African context.  

 This grounding, I believe, gives Ibn ᾺǔshȊr a different outlook than ᾺAbduh on the type 

of reform that scholars should promote and that Muslims should pursue. Although Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

supported ᾺAbduhôs message of reform, especially when the latter visited Tunisia at the 

beginning of Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs career, the two part ways in the specific methodologies they believe 

should undergird such reform. ᾺAbduh emphasized the primary texts, specifically the QurᾹan and 

Sunna, as the authoritative basis of Islamic reform. According to Nafi, ñthe emphasis on the 
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primacy of the QurôǕn and Sunnaò served a major challenge to the dominance of the AshᾺarǭ 

tradition. ᾺAbduhôs vision of reform sought a liberation of sorts from the ñmiddle Islamic 

traditions,ò
208

 which he believed hinder attempts at reform. For Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, on the other hand, 

his pursuit of reform did not attempt to bypass the ótradition,ô but to employ its principles and 

methodologies towards new ends. As Nafi mentions, some reformists felt there was a ñrisk 

involved in the process of unguarded subordination of the naἨἨ to the contingent.ò
209

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

certainly exhibits a level of reservation towards unhindered interpretations of the naἨἨ. In his 

tafsǭr, therefore, he adopts a methodology that is fully conversant with the linguistic, legal, and 

theological debates of the pre-modern philological exegetical tradition. Yet, remaining true to a 

claim he makes in his introduction, he employs these methodologies to yield new insights and 

interpretations. 

 Qu b also intensifies the modern tendency to ñreturnò to the primary sources of the 

religion, most specifically, the QurᾹan and the prophetic tradition. Yet he applies this towards 

different ends than ᾺAbduh does. For ᾺAbduh, the appeal to the primary texts is a way to unbridle 

scholars from the weight of the scholastic tradition and to give them authoritative space to derive 

new rulings for new contexts. For Qu b, on the other hand, the óreturnô to the primary texts is a 

way to revive the unique features that characterized the early Muslim community. The path to 

this revival, according to Qu b, is to drink from the same unadulterated wellspring from which 

the early Muslims drank, which is the QurᾹan, first and foremost, and then, prophetic 

guidance.
210

  For both, however, the QurᾹan takes center stage in their efforts to revive the 

ummaôs moral and political strength. This aim shapes their approach to tafsǭr, as they both 
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sought to make the QurᾹanôs words relevant to peoplesô lives and the conditions of their 

societies. 

 Further, the climate in which they were writing their tafǕsǭr changed considerably in the 

time period between ᾺAbduh and Qu b, and between ᾺAbduh and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr. In the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, the reformist vision that ᾺAbduh, Khayr al-Dǭn, and 

others had sought in countries like Egypt and Tunisia was still quite óIslamicô in form. For the 

early reformers, the processes set in motion by modernization could in fact be reconciled with 

Islamic principles and higher aims. Therefore, during the burgeoning modernization of Muslim 

societies in ᾺAbduhôs lifetime, there was still a level of optimism regarding reformersô ability to 

base modern political ideas and institutions on Islamic values and philosophies, rather than 

foreign ones. 

 By the time Qu b and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr were writing their exegeses in the mid-1950s, the 

political and intellectual climate in Tunisia and Egypt had considerably changed. In both Egypt 

and Tunisia in the mid-twentieth century, the governments had become far more distant from 

Islam than Islamists and reformist Ὰulama had ever imagined at the beginning of the century. The 

Free Officers military coup in Egypt in 1952 led the country towards a more secular direction 

than Qu b and the Muslim Brotherhood had originally expected. As documented by various 

sources, Qu b was initially close to the Free Officers and allegedly advised them.
211

 By 1954, 

NǕsserôs regime took a sharp turn against the Brotherhood and imprisoned most of its leadership, 

including Qu b.  

 Similarly in Tunisia, Bourguiba implemented aggressive secular reforms. At the height of 

his secularizing drive in the 1960s, Bourguiba prohibited religious television programming, 

eliminated religion as a subject from public education, and most drastically, ordered restaurants 
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to remain open during Ramadan and told the Tunisian people to renounce fasting.
212

 Bourguibaôs 

controversial 1956 Personal Status Code was accompanied with a campaign against the ỠijǕb. In 

her article on Islamists in Tunisia, Marion Boulby writes, ñIn Sfax, Bourguiba went so far as to 

outlaw the veil in the classroom and even described it as an óodious rag.ôò
213

 

A striking resemblance, then, in the lives of Ibn ᾺǔshȊr and Qu b is an ultimate sense of 

disappointment in the development of events around them. For both of these thinkers, this 

disappointment led to a retreat to the pen, yet this recourse signals something different for each 

of them. For Qu b, who was imprisoned for most of this time, it was a means to continue his 

political struggle against all forms of tyranny and injustice, the greatest of which he believed to 

be the usurpation of sovereignty from God by men. The aim of his writing was to incite his 

readers to action of sorts. For Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, on the other hand, his retreat to the pen did not signal a 

response to existing conditions, but was an attempt to rise above existing conditions in his view 

that knowledge is the only medium that could rise above the confines of historical contingencies. 
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CHAPTER THREE: MODERN EXEGETICAL APPROACHES  

I . Introduction  

Modern exegeses have not generally differed from pre-modern ones in their 

methodologies or their interpretations.
214

 It is for this reason that Rotraud Wielandt and Johanna 

Pink both argue that ñtreating early modern and contemporary exegesis of the QurᾹan as a 

distinct subjectò
 215

 is unwarranted, unless ñone chooses to focus exclusively on modernising 

trends when looking at contemporary exegetical effortséò
216

 Wielandt writes,  

Treating early modern and contemporary exegesis of the QurᾹan as a distinct 

subject implies that there are characteristics by which this exegesis differs 

noticeably from that of previous times. The assumption of such characteristics, 

however, is by no means equally correct for all attempts at interpreting passages 

of the QurᾹan in the books and articles of Muslim authors of the late nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, and even where such an assumption holds true, those 

authors do not always deviate significantly from traditional patterns and 

approaches.
217

  

 

I agree with Pink and Wielandtôs general assessment that, for the most part, modern 

exegesis did not bring much that is new or different; their assessment guides my selection of 

modern exegetes, all three of whom were distinctly original.
218

 At the same time, what I find to 

be problematic in Wielandtôs assessment is the implication that methodological continuity in the 

exegetical tradition represents a stagnant, non-innovative stage of development. She writes in the 

same piece, that the ñmajorityò of modern exegetes make ñample use of classical sources like al-

Zamakhsharǭ (d. 538/1144), Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ (d. 606/1210) and Ibn Kathǭr (d. 774/1373) 

without necessarily adding anything substantially new to the already available interpretations. 
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One should thus always bear in mind that in the exegesis of the QurᾹan there is a broad current of 

unbroken tradition continuing to this day.ò
219

 The conception of ñunbroken traditionò in this 

argument presumes a certain dichotomy between what this continuity represents in comparison 

to ñinnovativeò methodological trends. My dissertation examines the extent to which 

methodological continuity in the exegetical tradition, to reach new conclusions, could represent a 

higher form, not a more primitive form, of intellectual development. Further, Wielandtôs 

argument reflects a tendency to measure what is ñsignificantly newò through methodological 

indicators. Thus, the presumption is that those exegetes who use ñinnovate trendsò ultimately 

bring new meanings to bear on the QurᾹan, whereas those who donôt employ such trends do not.  

My comparative analysis of ᾺAbduh, Qu b and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr with select pre-modern 

exegetes demonstrates that there are strains of both change and continuity between them. 

Interpretive differences that arise between the three modern exegetes and pre-modern ones are 

not black and white. For example, even when exegetes like ᾺAbduh and Qu b use innovate and 

distinct methodologies in comparison to pre-modern exegetes, this does not always lead to 

different or new interpretations on certain gender-related QurᾹanic texts, although there is much 

that is distinct. On the other hand, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, who represents a more complex exegetical trend, 

does in fact employ a hermeneutic that is rooted in the pre-modern philological tradition. 

Nonetheless, this does not, as the following chapters demonstrate, prevent him from reaching 

new interpretations and conclusions, specifically on gender-related QurᾹanic texts. This forces us 

to re-examine common assumptions about the relationship between methodology and meaning. 

That is, there is not a direct correlation between new methodologies and original interpretations. 

I argue that differences and similarities between pre-modern and modern exegetes, specifically 
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those representing modern trends, are complex enough that they cannot be superficially 

generalized without substantive evidence.   

Both ᾺAbduhôs and Qu bôs exegeses have received much attention in western scholarship 

for their influence, originality, and engagement with modernity. Johanna Pink, for example, 

notes the significant interest in ᾺAbduhôs and Qu bôs works as setting ñmodernizing trendsò in 

the field of exegesis.
220

 Regarding ᾺAbduhôs tafsǭr, J.J.G. Jansen writes, ñModern Egyptian 

Koran interpretation is still largely traditional é The only real innovations were introduced by 

Mohammed ᾺAbduh (d. 1905) and Amǭn al-KhȊlǭ (d. 1967).ò
221

 Similarly, Rotraud Wielandt 

writes, ñThe first significant innovation in the methods of exegesis, as they had been practised 

for many centuries, was introduced by two eminent protagonists of Islamic reform: the Indian 

Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-98) and the Egyptian Mu ammad ᾺAbduh (1849-1905).ò
222

 

Mustansir Mir singles out Qu b from among six modern exegetes who distinctly employ an 

ñorganic and holisticò approach to their interpretation of the QurᾹan by viewing each sȊra as a 

unity.
223

 Due to this unique approach, Mir writes that Qu bôs exegesis ñmakes a definite break 

with traditional-style exegesis, which in general terms, é lasted from the early Islamic centuries 

to the end of the nineteenth century.ò
224

 

 In contrast to al-ManǕr by ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ and Fǭ ὕilǕl al-QurԃǕn by Qu b, Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊrôs al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr has received scant attention in western literature. Basheer Nafi is 

one of the first academics to note the significance of this monumental exegetical work. He 

writes,  
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Highly overlooked in studies of modern QurôǕnic exegesis, al-TaỠrǭr waôl-tanwǭr 

is a major contribution to the ongoing attempt by Muslims to define the place that 

the Islamic founding text occupies in their lives. If the Tafsǭr al-manǕr of 

Mu ammad ᾺAbduh and Rashǭd Ri Ǖ, published early in the twentieth century, 

was the first significant work of tafsǭr to reflect the impact of modernity on 

Muslim comprehension of the Qur'an, al-TaỠrǭr waôl-tanwǭr represents the 

persistence of classicism, but is at the same time both an internalisation of, and 

response to, modernity.
225

 

 

It is not a coincidence that most academic surveys of modern exegesis choose not to include Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊrôs al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr, translated as ñThe Verification and Enlightenment.ò
226

 The scant 

attention paid to his exegesis in western scholarship is not all due to failure to recognize the 

value of his work,
227

 but rather to the fact that his exegesis defies most generalizations that one 

could derive from embarking on a study of modern exegeses.
228

 Although his tafsǭr shares many 
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aspects with modern exegeses, what makes Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr somewhat of an anomaly is his 

employment of pre-modern methodologies to reach new insights and conclusions. As I explore 

below, it is in form, not content, that Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr bears resemblance to the classical, pre-

modern tradition. In the context of ruptures and continuities in the modern period, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is 

unique in charting out a path of change through continuity with the tradition. 

 Despite important methodological differences, all three exegetes converge on the 

principle that the exegete has the right to bring new meanings to bear on the QurᾹanic text. All 

three exegeses offer insightful and original interpretations on critical issues regarding gender and 

womenôs status and rights in society and the family. ᾺAbduh, Qu b and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr all believed 

that exegetes in the twentieth century are not confined to the meanings produced by their 

predecessors in the early years of Islamic history nor its middle ages. For these modern exegetes, 

the capacity to bring new insights to the QurᾹan is continual. 

II . The Function of Tafsǭr for ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr  

A. ᾺAbduhôs Tafsǭr: Relevance to Modern Conditions 

 ᾺAbduhôs tafsǭr, Al-ManǕr, shattered all pre-existing typologies of tafsǭr by creating a 

new form of tafsǭr that was unique in both methodology and content. As Jansen writes of Al-

ManǕr in 1974, ñNo new Koran commentaries had appeared in nineteenth century Egypt. Abduh 

and Ri Ǖ, however, paved the way for the huge quantities of twentieth century commentaries that 

have appeared since and that still are appearing.ò
229

 Haddad echoes this analysis of ᾺAbduhôs 
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commentary: ñIn a sense, he [ᾺAbduh] initiated the twentieth-century of individual interaction 

with and interpretation of the Quran.ò
230

 

 Tafsǭr al-ManǕr was compiled in three stages. The first stage consisted of a series of 

lectures which ᾺAbduh delivered at al-Azhar University around the year 1900, which covered the 

beginning of the QurᾹan until verse 4:124. The second stage was, as most sources note, ᾺAbduhôs 

student Rashǭd Ri Ǖôs faithful transcription of these lectures, which Ri Ǖ showed to his teacher 

for approval or correction before their publication in the journal al-ManǕr as the commentary of 

Mu ammad ᾺAbduh.
231

 As a third step, the tafsǭr pieces from the periodical were compiled into 

Tafsǭr Al-ManǕr, as it is currently known. After ᾺAbduhôs death in 1905,
232

 Ri Ǖ continued the 

commentary until verse 12:107.
233

 The final tafsǭr, up to verse 12:107, was first published in its 

present form in 1927. 

 The uniqueness and influence of ᾺAbduhôs tafsǭr lie in its awakening the relationship 

between the QurᾹanôs words and the affairs of humans in this world. ᾺAbduh delivered his 

exegetical commentaries at a time when the exegetical tradition had become bogged down by the 

weight of extra-textual, hagiographic information from other disciplines, which rendered the 
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book of God inaccessible to the average Muslim. The main objective of his tafsǭr is to bring back 

the Quranôs relevance to the people to whom it was revealed. ᾺAbduh writes that Muslims too 

often did not realize that they themselves were being addressed at all in the QurᾹan, and that the 

text was not just aimed at their theologians, especially deceased ones.
234

 Lamenting the 

intellectual condition of Muslims at the time, he complains that one could almost compare a 

Muslim who reads and chants the QurᾹan nowadays with a donkey who carries books without 

being able to understand them.
235

  

 At the center of ᾺAbduhôs intellectual framework was the belief that Muslim societyôs 

decline at all levels correlated with its intellectual-religious decline. While the first half of his 

career was devoted to political activism, ᾺAbduh shifted gear in the middle of his career, and 

became focused instead on educational and legal reforms in his belief that greater political 

change will stem from changing the peopleôs conditionðspecifically by awakening their 

knowledge of their faith.
236

 It was with this objective that ᾺAbduh produced his QurᾹanic 

commentary. 

 ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖôs tafsǭr did not gain immediate success.
237

 It was not until a few years 

after its publication that al-ManǕr reached the level of influence it now enjoys. Writing in 1974, 

Jansen assesses that it was quoted often by later commentators and held to be authoritative by 
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conservative and progressive scholars alike.
238

 As Jansen mentions, the rise in popularity of 

ᾺAbduhôs tafsǭr could also be attributed to increasing literacy rates among Egyptians. Previous to 

the twentieth century, literacy had been limited to those who had been trained in religious 

educational institutions, whereas in the modern period, there was a growing number of men and 

women who could read, but did not have any religious training and to whom the traditional 

exegeses were meaningless.
239

 Further, as Felicitas Opwis argues, the spread of the printing press 

in the second half of nineteenth century provided Islamic reformists like ᾺAbduh ample 

opportunity to disseminate their ideas.
240

 

 While the entire commentary evinces ᾺAbduhôs ability to revive the relevance of Islamôs 

foundational text to Muslimsô lives, this is especially true in ᾺAbduhôs tafsǭr on gender issues, 

undoubtedly influenced by the contemporaneous Orientalist charges against Islamôs treatment of 

women, which concerned ᾺAbduh very much.
241

 For example, in his tafsǭr of verse 2:228, he 

mentions a story of a French tourist who visits ᾺAbduh at al-Azhar, and while they are walking 

through the masjid, a young woman enters and the French man is shocked. ᾺAbduh asks him why 

he is astonished and the man comments, ñWe believe that Islam does not regard women as 

possessing souls and therefore, they are not obliged to worship,ò an accusation to which ᾺAbduh 

responds with various verses from the QurᾹan. After mentioning this story in his tafsǭr lecture, he 

rhetorically asks his audience, ñSee how we have become a justification against our religion? 

And look at this manôs ignorance of Islam, although he is the president of a large organization, 

so what do you expect of their laymen?ò
242
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B. Qu bôs Vision of the QurᾹan as an Instruction Manual 

  Qu b viewed the QurᾹan as a life-transforming source. The QurᾹanôs objective is not to be 

intellectually appreciated, but to be internalized by its readers. Its purpose is to be implemented 

in peoplesô lives, to become their source of consciousness and understanding to the extent that it 

becomes the prism through which they view the world. This vision of the QurᾹan, although 

different than ᾺAbduhôs, also led him towards a hermeneutic of making the QurᾹanôs words 

relevant to the existing conditions of his society. 

Qu bôs tafsǭr comes as a response to the socio-political and moral currents unraveling in 

Egyptian society at his time. It is also a reflection of his own evolution from mild secularism to 

full -fledged Islamism, the active pursuit of Islamicizing society and politics. Like ᾺAbduhôs 

tafsǭr, Qu bôs simultaneously represents an analysis of and commentary on the conditions of the 

society in which he lives, a society which he believes has gone far astray in its theological, moral 

and social principles. It is a society that is Muslim only by name, but which resembles pre-

Islamic pagan society in its ways and attitudes more than it resembles the early Muslim 

community.
243

 It is the nature of this latter society that Qu b wishes to revive, and the way to 

revive it, he believes, is through the QurᾹan. More specifically, it is through the QurᾹan, purely 

understood and unadulterated by other external narratives imposed upon it. 

 Qu b outlines his conception of what constitutes a proper approach to the Quran, not in 

his tafsǭr, but in the first chapter of Milestones (MaóǕlim fil- ἱarǭq), titled ñThe QurôǕnic 

Generation.ò
244

 There, he identifies the objective with which a believer should read the QurᾹan 

and the requirement the QurᾹan makes of its readers. Qu b poses the question to his readers, what 
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made the first generation of Muslims so unique, such that no other generation like it has been 

produced in the history of mankind? ñIt is true that we do find some individuals here and there of 

this caliber in history, but never again did a great number of such people exist in one region as 

was the case during the first period of Islam,ò Qu b writes.
245

 

 The secret, for Qu b, lies in the early communityôs relationship with the QurᾹan, which 

according to him consisted of three factors: 1) the purity of the ñsource from which they 

quenched their thirst,ò
246

 the pure QurᾹan, unadulterated by other facets of knowledge; 2) the 

method by which the early generation approached the QurᾹan, which is instruction for action, not 

for intellectual discussion or enjoyment;
247

 and 3) the decision to wholeheartedly embrace Islam 

and cut off all aspects of jǕhilǭ life, including its concepts, ideas, customs, and traditions.
248

 

 The three factors that Qu b identifies are important to understanding his exegetical 

approach to the QurᾹan. Within the first two factors he provides is an implicit condemnation of 

the classical exegetical tradition. First, he argues for a return to the pure QurᾹan, unadulterated by 

other facets of knowledge. Even the prophetic Ỡadǭth, he argues, was an ñoffspring of this 

fountainheadò (the QurᾹan) and for proof he quotes a Ỡadǭth by ᾺǔᾹisha that the Prophetôs 

character was the QurᾹan.
249

 In other words, if the Prophetôs very mannerisms emanated from the 

QurᾹan, then the prophetic Ỡadǭth reflect the QurᾹanôs teachings, the one and only source to 

which Muslims should look. He laments the deterioration of the pristine state in which the first 

Muslim community found itself:  

This generation, then, drank solely from this spring [the QurᾹan]
250

 and thus 

attained a unique distinction in history. In later times it happened that other 
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sources mingled with it. Other sources used by later generations included Greek 

philosophy and logic, ancient Persian legends and their ideas, Jewish scriptures 

and traditions, Christian theology, and in addition to these, fragments of other 

religions and civilizations. These mingled with commentaries of the Holy Quran 

and with scholastic theology, as they were mingled with jurisprudence and its 

principles. Later, generations after this generation obtained their training from this 

mixed source, and hence, the like of this generation never rose again. Thus we can 

say without any reservations that the main difference between the first unique and 

distinguished group of Muslims and later Muslims is that the purity of the first 

source of religious guidance was mixed with various other sourcesé
251

 

  

    The second important factor Qu b identifies for the unique success of the early Muslim 

community, which Qu b seeks to revive in the modern period, is that the first Muslims 

understood the QurᾹan as an instruction manual, as divine message to be implemented, and not 

just the object of intellectual pursuits. Qu b clearly condemns the scholastic, exegetical tradition, 

which he believes not only imposed other sources upon the QurᾹan, but also lost sight of its main 

purpose, which is to be a guide for action. In the first few pages on Milestones, he argues that the 

Companions would stop at the memorization of ten verses and not proceed any further until they 

implemented what they memorized.
252

 Ultimately, the QurᾹan is to be acted upon. This idea of 

the QurᾹan as an action-inducing source stems from his conception of Islam as a movement-

based religion. 

 The third factor which Qu b identifies, to fully embrace Islam and reject all aspects of the 

jǕhilǭ, forms an important principle in his tafsǭr. Three important ideas are embedded in this 

principle: 1) that Islam is a movement-based religion with the end goal of changing society; and 

interestingly, Qu b frames this societal change as both bottom-up and top-down. A vanguard of 

believers represents the bottom-up direction of societal change, whereas the non-negotiable 

mandate of changing the leadership (i.e. revolution) reflects the top-down direction of change; 2) 

Islam is a comprehensive system, which must absolutely include political governance; and 3) a 
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true Muslim society must reject all that is conceived of as non-Islamic. While the concept of 

jǕhiliyya as a corrupt human condition had existed in the pre-modern Islamic tradition, as 

William Shepard demonstrates, Qu b took this idea to further extremes.
253

 For example, Qu b 

writes, 

We can say that a Muslim community has been extinct for a few centuries, for this 

Muslim community does not denote the name of a land in which Islam resides nor 

is it a people whose forefathers lived under the Islamic system at some earlier 

time. It is the name of a group of people whose manners, ideas and concepts, rules 

and regulations, values and criteria, are all derived from the Islamic source. The 

Muslim community with these characteristics vanished at the moment the laws of 

God became suspended on earth.
254

 

 

For Qu b, jahiliyya is the antithesis of Islam, not just theologically, but in the manifestation of 

the social, moral and political order it represents.  

C. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr: Tafsǭr as an Academic Affair 

 Like ᾺAbduh and Qu b, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr reflects full engagement with modernity. What 

sets Ibn ᾺǔshȊr apart from his modern counterparts, however, is that first, he also thoroughly 

engages the arguments and debates of the pre-modern exegetical tradition, whereas ᾺAbduh and 

Qu b do not engage them except minimally. They both make a conscious effort to ñfreeò their 

exegesis from what they consider to be un-useful theological, legal and linguistic debates that 

occupied pre-modern exegetes. Rather, as described, they seek to make their tafsǭr accessible and 

relevant to the average Muslim, in content and terminology. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, on the other hand, 

viewed tafsǭr as primarily an academic, scholarly endeavor. The primary function of tafsǭr is not 

to serve as a pulpit from which one preaches to the layman, but it is to unearth the rich layers of 

meaning of the QurᾹan through the scholarly methodologies of an exegete highly trained in all 
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the essential disciplines related to tafsǭr, and most importantly, philology. His tafsǭr is an attempt 

to revive the enshrined, but neglected methodologies that he believes constitute a proper tafsǭr. 

He renews the pre-modern exegetical methodology of interpreting the text by applying a 

hierarchy of highly-specialized, related disciplines. Consistent with the pre-modern philological 

tradition, the disciplines of language sit at the top of the hierarchy of sources that exegetes 

should employ to interpret the text. Yet Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs employment of pre-modern exegetical 

hermeneutics and his engagement with this pre-modern exegetical tradition does not lead to a 

regurgitation of its conclusions. Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr is a testimony to the intellectual traditionôs 

potential to embrace change through its timeless methodologies. 

III . A Shift in the Exegetical Field Between ᾺAbduh and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

 In order to grasp the significance of Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr in the modern context, it is critical 

to provide a background of developments in the exegetical field after ᾺAbduhôs tafsǭr. Two 

important developments occurred in that span of seven decades, from the early 1900s when 

ᾺAbduh first began delivering his series of lectures which were later compiled into Tafsǭr al-

ManǕr,
255

 to the time that al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr was published in its entirety in 1970.
256

 One 

important development was the emergence of what Walid Saleh calls the modernist and literary 

nationalist camps in exegesis.
257

 The second was the gradual dominance of the Salafǭ 

hermeneutic in tafsǭr, which regarded the corpus of inherited material from the Companions and 

Successors (al-maԃthȊr) as the basis of legitimate interpretive efforts. 
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 After ᾺAbduh, a number of exegetical works appeared that were inspired by a similar aim 

of restoring the QurᾹanôs relevance to current times and freeing it from the weight of the 

exegetical tradition. The authors of these commentaries (or, in some cases, histories of tafsǭr, 

such as Amǭn al-KhȊlǭ) diverged in their orientations, but the effect of their works was similar: a 

dismantling of the classical, exegetical tradition. One of the results of this shift, for example, was 

the establishment of the school of scientific exegesis (al-tafsǭr al-Ԅilmǭ), which aimed to 

demonstrate the compatibility of Islamôs foundational text with modern science.
258

 A second 

important trend that emerged in this period, established by al-KhȊlǭ and applied by his widow, 

ᾺǔᾹisha ᾺAbd al-Ra mǕn under the pseudonym Bint al-ShǕ iᾹ, is the historical- and literary-

critical approach to tafsǭr that deals with the text thematically and philologically, irrespective of 

religion. A student of al-KhȊlǭ, Muammad Amad KhalafallǕh, published a dissertation under 

al-KhȊlǭôs supervision that applied this historical- and literary-critical approach to the prophetic 

stories of the QurᾹan. First submitted as a dissertation to FuᾹǕd University (now Cairo 

University) in 1947, it was rejected by the University allegedly due to pressure from al-Azhar.
259

 

Much attention was brought to this commentary by the Egyptian press, which kept the discussion 

of KhalafallǕhôs historical and literary treatment of QurᾹanic prophetic stories alive for several 

years. 

Another important exegetical trend that developed in the first half of the twentieth 

century was the thematic approach
260

 to the QurᾹan championed by exegetes like Sayyid Qu b, 
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Ashraf ᾺAlǭ Thanvǭ (1863 -1943), Mu ammad ᾺIzzat Darwaza (1888ï1984), Mu ammad 

usayn abǕtabǕᾹǭ (1904-1981) and Mu ammad al-GhazǕlǭ (d. 1917-1996), significant 

differences between these authors notwithstanding. We also have a continuation of ᾺAbduhôs 

modernist exegetical trend in the commentary of Muammad MusafǕ al-MarǕghǭ (1881ï1945), 

who, like ᾺAbduh, was also on the Azhar University reform committee.
261

 Twice rector of al-

Azhar, al-MarǕghǭ had produced a number of exegetical lectures on a few verses of the QurᾹan. 

Like ᾺAbduh, al-MarǕghǭôs approach to tafsǭr was thoroughly modern with the aim of reviving its 

relevance to contemporary society. Therefore, by the time Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was writing his tafsǭr, 

ᾺAbduhôs innovative and bold attempt to write a tafsǭr that was unbridled by the weight of the 

scholastic exegetical tradition was no longer novelðit had become a norm. 

 The second and even more important major development that occurred over those 

seventy years was the ideological shift in the Muslim world that led to the victory of the Salafǭ, 

Ibn Taymiyyan-inspired hermeneutic in tafsǭr. An understanding of this historical context is 

essential to recognizing the significance of Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr. By the mid-twentieth century, 

tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊr (which was never previously labeled as such) came to represent the correct and 

authentic mode of tafsǭr, whereas the AshᾺarǭ exegetical tradition, previously the center of the 

discipline, was pushed to the margins of the exegetical tradition.
262

 One of the goals, therefore, 

of al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr, is to challenge the status quo and to reclaim the centrality of tafsǭr bil-

raԃy to the exegetical tradition. 

 We must first trace the historical development of the concept of tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊr to 

understand how it came to represent this polemical and ideological narrative in the history of 
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tafsǭr. The basis for this approach to tafsǭr comes from Ibn Taymiyyaôs (d. 728/1328) 

Muqaddima fǭ UἨȊl al-Tafsǭr, which was regarded as an inconsequential work prior to the 

twentieth century, according to Walid Saleh.
263

 Ibn Taymiyyaôs hermeneutic demanded that 

QurᾹanic tafsǭr be based on the ǕthǕr (reports, narrations) and interpretations of the Salaf, the 

early generation of Muslims; hence, the term al-maԃthȊr, on the premise that these reports are 

Prophetic in origin. 

As Walid Saleh writes, ñwhen the theory was first propagated no exegete worth his salt 

bothered with it.ò
264

 There were just a few exegetes who attempted to demonstrate an alliance 

with Ibn Taymiyyaôs hermeneutic prior to the twentieth century. First, Ibn Kathǭr (d. 774/1372), 

a student of Ibn Taymiyya, attempted to implement his teacherôs approach in his own tafsǭr.
265

 

Thereafter came JalǕl al-Dǭn al-SuyȊǭ (d. 911/1505), who demonstrated his alliance with Ibn 

Taymiyya by using the term tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊr in the title for his tafsǭr, al-Durr al-ManthȊr fǭ al-

Tafsǭr bil-MaԃthȊr. According to Saleh, this ñcan be seen as the defining moment of the birth of 

the term.ò
266

 Saleh identifies two other exegetes who ñwould carry the torch of this approach, 

although still gingerly:ò al-ShawkǕnǭ (d. 1250/1834) and Mu ammad iddǭq asan KhǕn (d. 

1890).
267

 Still, this approach was marginal in the exegetical field and it was only in the twentieth 

century that it was brought to the fore. 

 In 1936, a anbali muftǭ of the city of Damascus published Ibn Taymiyyaôs treatise, 

which was one event of many that helped the Salafǭ ideology come to prominence.
268

 By the fifth 
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to seventh decade of the twentieth century, during which time Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was writing his tafsǭr, 

Ibn Taymiyyaôs manifesto gained a level of unrelenting influence that gripped the centre of the 

scholastic tradition, represented by al-Azhar and other institutions.  Saleh describes that ñon the 

eve of modernity é his call found an unexpected resonance that afforded this theory a currency 

unmatched before. It took less than a decade before this booklet, and the theory it expounded, 

became an unstoppable force on the hermeneutical level.ò
269

 In the modern period, the term óal-

tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊrô has polemical implications, as Arabic historiographies of tafsǭr use the term to 

inaccurately define what they regard to be ñóSunnǭô mainstream hermeneutical practice.ò
270

 Saleh 

asserts: 

A term that was first used by al-SuyȊ ǭ as a title for his Qurôan commentary, to 

reflect his alliance to Ibn Taymiyyaôs radical hermeneutical paradigm, would 

surface in the twentieth century as the defining characteristic of Sunnǭ mainstream 

practice, which was never actually the case. The term was then picked up by 

Western scholars (especially English language scholarship) to be used as an 

analytical descriptive term for Sunnǭ hermeneutical practices, adding to the 

conundrum.
271

 

 

In the context in which Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was writing his tafsǭr, therefore, the exegetical field was 

marked by these two important developments. The new, literary and modernist trends in tafsǭr 

were discarding the methodologies of the ñoldò classical tafsǭr as obsolete and unfit for the 

modern age. Those tafǕsǭr that did engage the classical tradition primarily regurgitated the 

conclusions of the classical exegetes without adding fresh or new insight to the meanings they 

derived.
272

 Second, the triumph of the Salafǭ paradigm, with the aid of wealthy patrons, 
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undermined the authoritativeness of the classical, philological tradition in which Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

clearly situates his tafsǭr.  

A. Al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr: A Challenge to the Prevailing Paradigm 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr consciously rejects the dominant Salafi paradigm and reclaims the position of 

tafsǭr bil-raԃy as the center of the scholastic exegetical tradition in a number of important ways. 

First, he counters the ideological stance regarding the authoritativeness of tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊr by 

dealing a blow to its underlying premise, the hermeneutics established by Ibn Taymiyya in his 

Muqaddima. According to Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, it is a fallacy to imagine that the inherited corpus of 

traditions from the Companions and their Successors was anything more than their own 

interpretation of the QurᾹan based on their understanding of the text. Hence, their interpretations 

are not prophetic in origin and do not merit greater weight than the opinions of those who came 

after them. 

Second, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr establishes philology as the basis of all proper tafsǭr, without which 

one will rarely reach a correct interpretation.
273

 Language is the ultimate arbitrator of meaning 

for Ibn ᾺǔshȊr. The hermeneutic role of the disciplines of language, which he identifies in the 

introduction to his tafsǭr, supersedes the hermeneutic role of post-prophetic narrations (riwǕyǕt) 

from the early centuries of Islam. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is therefore reviving the medieval exegetical 

tradition that established ñphilology as the foundation of interpretation.ò
274

  

Third, al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr re-positions the commentaries of the philological triad in 

their historic place at the center of the tafsǭr genre, a position they had occupied since the seventh 

Hijrǭ century.
275

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr thoroughly engages pre-modern exegesis, specifically the 

philological, tafsǭr bil-raԃy tradition represented by al-Zamakhsharǭ (d. 538/1144), al-RǕzǭ (d. 
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606/1209), and al-Bay Ǖwǭ (d. 791/1388). Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs introduction clearly situates their works 

as the most important in the field and he thoroughly engages them in his tafsǭr, despite minimal 

direct references to them. In doing so, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is consciously rejecting the Salafǭ, Azharǭ 

historiographic narrative, which had displaced the philological works and positioned the 

commentaries of Ibn Kathǭr, al- abarǭ, and to a lesser extent al-Baghawǭ (d. 516/1122) at the 

center of tafsǭr.  

B. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr: Reclaiming the Validity of Tafsǭr bil-Raԃy 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is not shackled by the prevailing contemporary Sunni paradigm of viewing 

the inherited material (al-tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊr) as the core of tafsǭr. He does not privilege this 

material, and rather considers only that which made its way into the ἨaỠǭỠ Ỡadǭth canon as 

authoritative. He devotes an entire chapter of his ten-chapter introduction to the validity of 

leaving al-tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊr and the meaning of tafsǭr bil-raԃy. His telling title for this chapter 

reads, ñRegarding the Validity of Exegesis by non-MaԃthȊr [material], the Meaning of Tafsǭr bil-

Raԃy and Related Matters.ò
276

 

 One of his most potent arguments against this blind reliance on al-maԃthȊr is that not all 

opinions transmitted from the Companions or Successors are from the Prophet, but are in fact 

their own opinions based on their knowledge and independent reasoning. He cites the opinions of 

al-GhazǕlǭ and al-Qur ubǭ (d. 671/1272), who both stated that ñIt is not true that everything the 

Companions narrated in [the field of] tafsǭr comes from the Prophet, peace be upon him, for two 

reasons.ò
277

 The first reason is that the Prophet provided an interpretation for a limited number of 

verses only, and these are the interpretations that have been narrated by his wife ᾺǔᾹisha. 

Secondly, the Companions differ in their interpretations of the verses, and there has never been a 
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consensus between their opinions in the field of tafsǭr. If a Companion had heard a stated opinion 

from the Prophet himself, then he would have added the phrase, óThe Prophet said,ô in which 

case a person who differed with him would have rescinded his opinion, argues Ibn ᾺǔshȊr. 

However, this is not the case. Instead, it has been proven without doubt that every mufassir gave 

a tafsǭr based on his own deductive reasoning (ñfatabayyana ԄalǕ al-qaἲԄ anna kull mufassir qǕla 

fǭ maԄnǕ al-Ǖya bi-mǕ ὖahara lahu bi-istinbǕἲihiò).
278

 

 In making this argument, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is also setting up the grounds for a different one. If 

the Companions and their Successors gave an opinion on the meaning of certain words and 

phrases in the QurᾹan based on their knowledge and independent reasoning and not based on a 

direct prophetic tradition, then we can also make the argument for the validity of interpretations 

by later scholars based on their own knowledge and deductive reasoning. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr goes on to 

demonstrate that the riwǕyǕt which form the basis of the maԃthȊr material most often do not 

originate from the Prophet, but from the Companion or Successor himself. For example, he 

mentions that SufyǕn ibn ᾺUyayna (d. 198/814) gave an interpretation of verse 14:42,
279

 and then 

when asked, ñWho said this?ò became agitated and responded, ñThe one who knows it said it,ò 

meaning himself.
280

 

 Ibn ᾶǔshȊr is re-claiming the position of tafsǭr bil-raóy in mainstream exegetical thought. 

He does so in a rather brilliant way, which is to argue that what is commonly assumed to be 

tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊr is in fact tafsǭr bil-raԃy, because those companions of the Salaf were ultimately 

relying on their own knowledge and deductive reasoning for their interpretation and not on any 

report from Prophet Muammad. This is not to undermine the authenticity or validity of their 
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interpretation, argues Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, but simply to state that the ability to deduce meanings from the 

QurᾹan based on requisite knowledge does not stop with them; it continues and must continue 

over time.
281

 To ridicule the dominant, rigid definition of tafsǭr bil-maԃthȊr applied in the 

modern period, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr argues that a blind reliance on the reports by the Salaf of the 

Companions is actually a barrier to deeper understanding. Here, he cites a direct quote by al-

GhazǕlǭ, ñTo assume that no further meaning could be added to the tafsǭr of a verse beyond what 

Ibn ᾺAbbǕs [d. 68/687] or MujǕhid [d. 102/720] stated and to view everything after them as tafsǭr 

bil-raԃy is among the great impedimentsò
282

 to understanding the QurᾹan. 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr then rhetorically asks, what is the basis for the deduction of legal rulings in 

the first three Islamic centuries, except for the interpretation of the QurᾹan in a way in which it 

was not previously interpreted?
283

 In other words, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr argues that what has been labeled 

as tafsǭr bil-raôy actually forms the methodological basis of the entire Islamic legal system. For 

proof of this, he references none other than the pro-tradition jurist, al-ShǕfiᾺǭ (d. 204/819). 

Accordingly, al-ShǕfiᾺǭ searches everywhere for a legal justification for the principle of ijmǕԄ and 

he finds it in verse 4:115.
284

 As this verse does not explicitly mention ijmǕԄ, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr makes it 

clear that al-ShǕfiᾺǭ must have come to this conclusion based on his own independent analysis of 

the verse. For evidence of the validity of tafsǭr bil-raԃy, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr argues that legal rulings were 

deduced based on the scholarsô understanding of the verses, even when there was no precedent 

for it.
285
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 Ironically, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs relationship with the inherited material (al-maԃthȊr) gives his 

tafsǭr a ñmodernò dimension. This is not because it fits the dominant trends of other exegeses 

produced in the modern period (quite the opposite, in fact), but because his treatment of this 

material reflects those values that are ultimately prized in the modern periodðhistorical 

criticism, independent thought, and originality. Nonetheless, this method of selectively using the 

corpus of inherited material is not a new one. As Bauer demonstrates, with most pre-modern 

exegetes, they referenced the opinions of early exegetes, but did not bind themselves to it. They 

often included those opinions to broaden the scope of possible interpretations. The exegete 

carefully selected which references to include and those early opinions that were included were 

up to interpretation.
286

 

 While Ibn ᾺǔshȊr generally does not cite the opinions of early exegetes, his rare inclusion 

of them demonstrates that he is clearly aware of the content of this material. When he does 

include those opinions, however, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr takes liberty to add insight to those opinions or 

disagree with them. In the genre of tafsǭr, they do not hold any more authority than the opinions 

of later exegetes. For example, in his interpretation of verse 4:34, he cites a tradition attributed to 

ᾺA ǕᾹ ibn Abǭ RabǕ  (d. 115 or 114/733 or 732)
287

 and then cites AbȊ Bakr Ibn al-ᾺArabǭôs (d. 

543/1148) analysis of this tradition. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr then points out that his own analysis of ᾺA ǕᾹôs 

statement is perhaps more precise and accurate than Ibn al-ᾺArabǭôs analysis of the same 

statement. In other words, he demonstrates that the analysis of statements made by Companions 
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and their Successors is not the exclusive domain of those exegetes who are closest to that time 

period. New insights and analyses can be added to the corpus of inherited material that could be 

of greater precision than those made centuries before. This is a hallmark of Ibn ᾺAshȊrôs tafsǭr. 

His entire exegesis is a bold statement of establishing his authority to produce an exegesis that is 

of equal value and precision, if not greater, to those ñclassicsò produced in the pre-modern period 

in explaining the QurᾹanôs meaning. 

C. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr: Tafsǭr Must be Grounded in Philology 

 Language is the ultimate arbitrator of meaning for Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, not the collection of 

narrations from the early centuries of Islam (riwǕyǕt), despite their significance in interpretation. 

He follows a rigorous methodology of applying the various linguistic disciplines to the text of 

the QurᾹan, such as grammar, morphology, balǕgha (rhetoric), poetry, etymology, among others. 

He pays meticulous attention to the grammatical function of nearly every word in the verse, how 

this function affects the general or specific meaning, and the realm of possible meanings one 

could derive from it. 

 In this way, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr brings back to life linguistic debates that were presumably 

exhausted in the pre-modern period regarding the meaning of certain terms, the significance of 

the grammatical structure of certain phrases, and the implications of using certain forms of a root 

word. His aim is not to bring forth these issues for the sake of argumentation or merely to 

demonstrate his knowledge of them, but because he has deduced new layers of meaning and 

interpretations that have yet to be put forth. As Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes in his 100 plus-page 

introduction, 

I pay careful attention to elucidate the meaning of terms in the Arabic language 

with a level of precision and accuracy which is lacking in many Arabic 

dictionaries. It is hoped that one who reads this tafsǭr will find in it his/her 

objective and receive from it benefit and subtleties according to his/her capacity 
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[of understanding]. I put forth much effort to uncover the QurᾹanôs subtleties of 

meaning and points of iԄjǕz, which have been neglected by exegeses é this tafsǭr 

contains the best of what one finds in [other] tafǕsǭr and better than what one 

finds in [other] tafǕsǭr.
288

  

 

 The introduction to Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr is divided into ten sections to uphold a classical 

method of framing a discipline by ten issues. The entire second section of these ten is devoted to 

the argument that the proper sources of tafsǭr are the branches of philology. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes, 

ñThe QurᾹan is Arabic speech, so therefore, the principles of the Arabic language constitute the 

path to understanding its meanings.ò
289

 The basis of proper tafsǭr, according to Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, stems 

from five branches of knowledge: 1) lexicology, 2) morphology, 3) grammar, 4) Ԅilm al-maԄǕnǭ, 

and 5) Ԅilm al-bayǕn. The latter two are difficult to translate without diluting their meaning. Both 

are subdivisions of balǕgha. The first, Ὰilm al-maԄǕnǭ, deals with logic and meaning, whereas the 

second, Ԅilm al-bayǕn, deals with emotions and imagination. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr gives special emphasis 

to these latter two disciplines, which he mentions were previously known as Ὰilm dalǕԃil al-iԄjǕz. 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr uncompromisingly asserts that ultimately, an exegete must employ the tools 

of these disciplines to interpret the QurᾹan with any accuracy. Any exegete who attempts to 

interpret the QurᾹan without a strong training in Ԅilm al-maԄǕnǭ and Ԅilm al-bayǕn will make 

mistakes most of the time, he states. Quoting al-Sayyid al-JurjǕnǭ (d. 816/1414), Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

writes, in rare instances will such an exegete ever be correct, and even in those instances, he 

would have been mistaken to embark on the project of writing a tafsǭr.
290

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr leverages 

an arsenal of citations from exegetical heavyweights to defend this argument. These include 

exegetes like ᾺAbd al-QǕhir al-JurjǕni
291

 (d. 470/1078), al-Zamakhsharǭ, al-RǕzǭ, al-SakǕkǭ (d. 
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626/1229), and al-Sayyid al-JurjǕnǭ, among others. The significance of the exegetes whose 

opinion Ibn ᾺǔshȊr uses as evidence for the strength of his position is that all of them, without 

exception, gave weight to the philological interpretation of the QurᾹan. 

IV . Hermeneutical Differences 

A. Features of the Pre-Modern Exegetical Genre 

 The feature that most distinguishes classical pre-modern tafǕsǭr from modern ones is the 

interplay of the text of the QurᾹan with the academic disciplines in which the mufassir is most 

grounded. Norman Calderôs theory on the juxtaposition of text and scholastic disciplines, despite 

being two decades old, is of great value in understanding the process of interpretation in classical 

tafsǭr.
292

 According to Calder, the classical exegetical tradition is distinguished by certain formal 

characteristics. These main characteristics are the segmentation of verses into text and 

commentary; the citation of named authorities; the juxtaposition of scholastic disciplines against 

the QurᾹanic text, and the establishment of polyvalent readings or meanings to the text. 

Of all these features, I am most interested in exploring the juxtaposition of scholastic 

disciplines to the QurᾹanic text. It is this feature, I believe, that most distinguishes the 

methodologies of the pre-modern exegetical tradition from modern exegesis. As Calder notes, 

exegetes ñsystematically juxtaposedò the QurᾹanic text ñto certain structures which exist 

independently (more or less) of the QurᾹan itself; most notably the grammatical and rhetorical 
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structures of the Arabic language, but also the scholastic disciplines of law, theology and 

prophetic narrative.ò
293

 In other words, the exegetesô ability to apply their training in other fields 

to the interpretive process added a level of complexity and specialization to their works. Calder 

describes: 

The interplay of discipline and text was neither random nor absolutely 

constrained: it was controlled by the knowledge, interests, skills, sensitivity, 

imagination, even humour, of individual exegetes, as well as by their literary and 

sectarian loyalties. é the qualities that distinguish one mufassir from another lie 

less in their conclusions as to what the QurôǕnic text means than in their 

development and display of techniques which mark their participation in and 

mastery of a literary discipline. Just as the skill of, say, a football player can be 

recognized only in relation to a complex body of rules (variously constituted by 

such things as white lines on grass or a complex and developing off-side rule), so 

too the literary skills of a mufassir must be assessed not in terms of the end 

product (the Quran explained), but in terms of their skillful participating in a rule-

governed activity.
294

 

 

 This is not to say that the interpretations derived by the exegetes did not matter, but as 

Calder notes, oneôs skill as a mufassir lies less in the conclusions one drew than in oneôs ability 

to skillfully apply complex bodies of knowledge to the hermeneutic process. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

understands this process very well and his tafsǭr is an attempt to revive the methodologies that he 

believes constitute a proper tafsǭr. With the dismantling of traditional methods of learning and 

the emergence of new forms of religious authorities in the modern period, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs exegesis 

stands as a guardian of tradition, whereas ᾺAbduhôs and Qu bôs exegeses represent new forms of 

authority with which this tradition must now compete.  

B. Departure from Pre-Modern Hermeneutics 

 ᾺAbduhôs and Qu bôs exegetical approaches signal a methodological break from the pre-

modern exegetical tradition in three ways. First, both of their tafsǭrs signal a critique of the pre-

modern exegetical tradition, in certain respects, and they both consciously avoid the scholarly 

                                                 
293

 Calder, 105.  
294

 Ibid., 106.  



 93 

debates known to it. As a result, they both reject the isrǕԃǭliyyǕt literature as a source of 

interpretation as well as the asbǕb al-nuzȊl material, except that which is contained in ἨaỠǭỠ 

texts.  Second, they both do away with the formal characteristic of the pre-modern tafsǭr genre of 

applying a certain hierarchy of scholastic disciplines to interpret the QurᾹanic text, as Calder had 

described it. Third, ᾺAbduh and Qu b both depart from pre-modern exegetical hermeneutics in 

their attempt to expand the scope, and therefore, relevance, of their tafsǭr by including important 

political, societal, scientific, historical and psychological dimensions to QurᾹǕnic interpretation.  

 These differences also set ᾺAbduh and Qu b apart from Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, who thoroughly 

engages the pre-modern exegetical tradition and renews its methodology of interpreting the text 

by applying a hierarchy of highly-specialized, related disciplines. Although his tafsǭr evinces a 

limited engagement with modernity, his consistent use of philological disciplines to interpret the 

text mitigates the level of subjectivity that one can discern in the exegesis of ᾺAbduh and Qu b. 

Despite these differences, there are also important similiarities between the three modern 

exegetes. As I demonstrate below, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was influenced by ᾺAbduhôs notion on the 

harmonization of reason and revelation, which informed and guided both of their interpretations 

of the QurᾹan. There are also important parallels between Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs and Qu bôs use of 

philological devices and their linguistic analysis of the QurᾹan. 

C. Modern Rejection of IsrǕԃǭliyyǕt 

 ᾺAbduh and Qu b both intensified the critical stance towards isrǕԃǭliyyǕt material, a genre 

of biblical traditions used by classical exegetes in their tafǕsǭr, specifically in relation to qiἨaἨ al-

anbiyǕԃ, historical narratives of prophets before Prophet Mu ammad.
295 

For both ᾺAbduh and 

Qu b, the pre-modern exegetesô use of these biblical narratives is further evidence of their 
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deviation from the QurᾹanic text and encumbering it with unsound narratives.
296

 This trend of 

rejecting isrǕԃǭliyyǕt narratives dates as early as the beginning of the rise of Abbasid dynasty, 

which prompted a reformulation of the criteria used to establish the authenticity of such 

narratives.
297

 What began as a negative attitude towards isrǕԃǭliyyǕt traditions in the Abbasid 

period becomes a full-fledged rejection of this material in the modern period, Stowasser 

demonstrates.
298

 

 Ibn Taymiyya and his student Ibn Kathǭr are identified by some scholars as the origin of 

modern criticism of using isrǕԃǭliyyǕt in exegesis.
299

 However, as Younus Mirza points out, the 

positions of Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr were nuanced in their qualified rejection of the 

isrǕԃǭliyyǕt. Despite Ibn Taymiyyaôs scathing criticism of previous exegetes for what he calls 

blind acceptance of isrǕԃǭliyyǕt, he puts forth a methodology for assessing the accuracy of 

isrǕԃǭliyyǕt, which Ibn Kathǭr adopts.
300

 This methodology consists of measuring the biblical 

narratives against Islamic sources; if the Islamic sources corroborate the Biblical narratives to be 

true, they could be accepted, and if proven to be false, they would be rejected. When the biblical 

narratives cannot be verified as either true or false, in which case judgment regarding its 

authenticity ñshould be suspended.ò
301

 Nonetheless, both Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Kathǭr preferred 

not to use isrǕԃǭliyyǕt in such cases because they often delve into particulars, whereas the QurᾹan 

left them unknown. Reflecting this skeptical position towards use isrǕԃǭliyyǕt, Ibn Kathǭr writes,  

The method we follow in this tafsǭr is to abandon many of the isrǕôǭliyyǕt because 

they constitute a waste of time (limǕ fǭhǕ min taỈyǭó al-zamǕn), and because many 

of them contain lies imposed upon [the Banǭ IsrǕôǭl] owing to their lack of 
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distinction between true and false. This has been explained by the authorities of 

our community, those who preserve [its bases] and have achieved certainty.
302

 

 

 In the modern period, however, exegetes like ᾺAbduh and Qu b throw Ibn Taymiyyaôs 

methodology of qualified rejection of the isrǕԃǭliyyǕt out the window in favor of purging the 

exegetical tradition of all such narratives. According to Wielandt, this trend began with Sayyid 

Ahmad Khan's 1892 TaỠrǭr fǭ UἨȊl al-Tafsǭr, and was exercised by both ᾺAbduh and Qu b, 

among others.
303

 In addition to engaging this new rigor, the semantic meaning of the term 

isrǕԃǭliyyǕt was also expanded. As Stowasser writes, ñThe modernsô use of the term isrǕôǭliyyǕt 

perpetuates the medieval meaning of óstamp-of-disapproval,ô but it is also made to apply to a far 

wider range of tradition.ò
304

 In the modern period, the term isrǕԃǭliyyǕt came to signify any kind 

of medieval ñlore,ò from the spurious to the paradigmatic.
305

  

 In comparison to ᾺAbduh and Qu b, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs stance towards the isrǕԃǭliyyǕt is more 

nuanced. He employs biblical narratives, but sparingly, and conditions it on their concordance 

with the QurᾹan.
306

 Despite Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs clear AshᾺarǭ leanings, interestingly, modern Salafǭs 

reserve the greatest criticism of his tafsǭr for his use of isrǕԃǭliyyǕt literature.
307

 Despite that, Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊr draws on it only in cases where there is a void in the Muslim hagiographic literature and 

where the isrǕԃǭliyyǕt narrative does not contradict the QurᾹanic one. As expected, his 

employment of this literature is mainly used in pre-Muhammad prophetic narratives. It is 

interesting to note the level of precision with which Ibn ᾺǔshȊr employs the isrǕԃǭliyyǕt. Not only 

does he carefully cite his sources, but he also cross-references them. For example, to identify the 
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sister of Moses in verse 20:40, he cross-references the Torah with the Tanakh, the canonical 

collection of Jewish texts, and cites specific parts of the Book of Exodus and the Book of 

Numbers.
308

 

 The elimination of isrǕԃǭliyyǕt narratives from the exegetical tradition, nonetheless, had a 

positive outcome for producing more gender-friendly interpretations of historic female figures in 

the QurᾹan. Exegetes like ᾺAbduh and Qu b recognized the negative impact of these narratives on 

modern Muslim thought on various issues, gender being one of them. As Stowasser writes,  

The modern age, which in the Arab world had its first stirrings in the eighteenth 

century and broke in full force during the nineteenth, required a different 

scripturalist canon on women. As the images of female spiritual, mental and 

physical defectiveness were being replaced by those of female nurturing strength 

and the femaleôs importance in the struggle for cultural survival, the old Bible-

related legends ceased to be meaningful. It is, therefore, in nineteenth century 

modernist exegesis that we find a full-scale rejection of isrǕôǭliyyǕt traditions.
309

 

 

For example, in respect to the QurᾹanic narrative on human creation and the fall of Adam and 

awwǕᾹ from heaven, ᾺAbduh rejects the classical interpretation that awwǕᾹ was created from 

Adamôs rib and blames this on ñunreliable foreign materials.ò
310

 His interpretation of the 

QurᾹanic narrative on human creation affirms a belief in gender equality. Qu b, who also rejects 

the isrǕԃǭliyyǕt, gives a new interpretation to the role of female historical figures in the QurᾹan, 

such as the Queen of Sheba, whom he sees as equal to Solomon, ñsince in Islam the vanquished 

and the victor are equal brothers, as are the ócalledô and the ócaller,ô the ófollowers,ô and the 

leader.ôò
311
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D. The AsbǕb al-NuzȊl Genre 

  There is a dearth of scholarly literature on modern exegetesô evolving attitude towards 

the genre of asbǕb al-nuzȊl. Like the genre of isrǕԃǭliyyǕt literature, the genre of asbǕb al-nuzȊl, 

as employed in the pre-modern exegetical tradition, also underwent a level of scrutiny and 

critique. Unlike the isrǕԃǭliyyǕt, however, asbǕb al-nuzȊl material was not rejected as a whole, 

but its acceptance was limited to only those reports deemed ἨaỠǭỠ which have a verified chain of 

transmission going back to the Prophet. However, the classical genre of asbǕb al-nuzȊl contains 

many reports that only go back to the Successors or Companions, in a similar vein to those 

exegetical narrations dubbed maԃthȊr, an argument that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr makes in his introduction.  

 ᾺAbduh and Qu b both signal a departure from the pre-modern tradition of employing the 

asbǕb al-nuzȊl literature in their exegesis. Qu b does not entirely eliminate the asbǕb al-nuzȊl 

from his tafsǭr, but rather, briefly mentions the immediate occasion preceding the revelation of a 

sȊra or verse and limits these usages to the ἨaỠǭỠ texts. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, on the other hand, in 

maintaining the importance of this genre to tafsǭr, will occasionally cite asbǕb al-nuzȊl from the 

classical tradition. While he does not confine himself to the canonical Ỡadǭth texts, he expresses 

reservations about pre-modern exegetesô free and unguarded use of the genre.
312

 He relies most 

specifically on al-WǕ idǭ al-NǭsǕbȊrǭôs (d. 468/1075)
313

 KitǕb AsbǕb NuzȊl al-QurԃǕn, which, as 

Rippin writes, represents the earliest works in this field and firmly established the genre of asbǕb 

al-nuzȊl.
314

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr occasionally cites al-WǕ idǭôs work when mentioning the occasion of a 

certain revelation, but also indicates when there is no chain of transmission (sanad).
315
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E. Bringing Relevance to QurᾹanic Exegesis 

 There is a discernible attempt among ᾺAbduh and Qu b to expand the scope, and 

therefore, relevance, of QurᾹanic exegesis by including important political, societal, scientific, 

historical and psychological dimensions to QurᾹanic interpretation. By doing so, they have made 

their works much more politically, culturally, and socially relevant to their respective contexts, 

unlike the case with pre-modern exegetes. As Jansen notes, ᾺAbduh was reluctant to add one 

more commentary to the ñenormous library of exegetical literature, precisely because Koran 

exegesis had come to mean, for the Moslems of his time, cataloguing such rather pedantic pieces 

of erudition.ò
316

 ᾺAbduhôs goal in writing a commentary, as mentioned, was to make the Quranôs 

words relevant to Muslimsô daily lives.   

 Paradoxically, while ᾺAbduh and Qu bôs methodology of connecting the QurᾹanôs 

interpretation to social realities does fulfill their goal of bringing immediate relevance to the 

QurᾹanic text, it ultimately yields a layer of subjectivity to their tafsǭr that confines it, to some 

extent, to the contingencies of a certain historical reality.
317

 Their attempt to bring relevance to 

the QurᾹanic text is based on the principle that the QurᾹan is valid for every time and place (ἨǕliỠ 

li -kull zamǕn wa-makǕn), yet interpreting the QurᾹan through the lens of contemporary 

conditions appears to limit that very timelessness which forms the basis of this principle. 

 It is in this respect that a wide gulf separates the methodology of Ibn ᾺǔshȊr from that of 

his exegetical contemporaries ᾺAbduh and Qu b. Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs employment of philological 

devices is an argument against a subjective analysis of the QurᾹan. At the same time, all three 
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exegetes converge on the principle that the exegete has the right to bring new meanings to bear 

on the QurᾹanic text. As such, ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr offer insightful and original 

interpretations that challenge, in certain ways, pre-modern interpretations regarding gender and 

womenôs status and rights in society and the family. All three believed that the autority to bring 

new insights to the QurᾹan does not cease with any given generation, but is continual. 

V. Hermeneutical Similarities 

 

A. ᾺAbduh and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr on Reason and Revelation 

 

 According to ᾺAbduh, there is no question that Islam is a thoroughly rational religion and 

that the QurᾹanôs conclusions and commandments naturally accord with human reason and 

intellect.
318

 An implication of ᾺAbduhôs belief is that human intellect can discern the rationale for 

Godôs commandments. If one wants to know, for example, why God has asked us to not kill or 

take interest on capital, it is sufficient for one to use oneôs intellect.
319

 

  It is perhaps in this area that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was most influenced by ᾺAbduh, although 

ᾺAbduh took this belief to a much greater level than Ibn ᾺǔshȊr. As Basheer Nafi explains, ñat 

the heart of the reformistsô call for ijtihǕd is their belief in the notion of taólǭl, or the 

intelligibility of Godôs injunction é the reformists é believed that the wisdom behind the 

divine naἨἨ/Ỡukm (text/injunction) is amenable to human reason and is thus open to 

interpretation.ò
320

 As I argue in chapter two, although Ibn ᾺǔshȊr represents a different 

orientation of intellectual thought than ᾺAbduh, he was nonetheless influenced by the former and 

specifically, by his ideas on the need to employ reason in understanding religious texts. The 

notion of taԄlǭl permeates Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr on the QurᾹanôs legalistic verses. Nafi writes,  
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only a few other Sunni scholars of tafsǭr before, or even since, have employed 

human reason in understanding the legal implications of the QurôǕnic text on the 

scale demonstrated in Ibn óǔshȊrôs tafsǭr. Al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr is a work that is 

almost entirely underpinned by the notion of taólǭl, or the ability of human reason 

to grasp the legal connotations of the QurôǕnic text.
321

 
 

 Despite this convergence between ᾺAbduhôs and Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs approaches to exegesis, 

there is an important difference between the two. Because ᾺAbduh feels unencumbered by the 

weight of the exegetical tradition before him, he reaches, at certain points, conclusions that are 

totally aberrant with the mainstream consensus in the exegetical field. For example, in ᾺAbduhôs 

interpretation of the word furqǕn in verse 3:4, he reaches a conclusion quite different than pre-

modern exegetes. According to Jansen, all classical exegetes agreed that the word furqǕn 

reflected some form of revealed knowledge, whether it be one particular Holy Book or holy 

books in general. ᾺAbduh instead interprets furqǕn as reason, by which man can discern between 

truth and falsity.
322

 Nonetheless, Ri Ǖôs additions to this interpretation serve to justify his 

teacherôs unconventional interpretation. Ri Ǖ concedes that many exegetes have interpreted 

furqǕn as the QurᾹan, but ñthis is rejected,ò
323

 he argues, because God already mentioned 

revealing the QurᾹan in the preceding verse, ñIt is He Who sent down to thee, in truth, the 

Bookéò
324

 He then notes that al- abarǭ had in fact interpreted furqǕn as everything that can 

distinguish between truth and falsehood in every matter, such as proofs and evidence.
325

 

Nonetheless, as Jansen notes, ñThis [ᾺAbduhôs] statement é certainly looks suggestive if not 

provocative: ᾺAbduh seems to have replaced revelation by reason.ò
326

 On the other hand, Ibn 
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ᾺǔshȊrôs engagement with the pre-modern tafsǭr tradition offsets his application of ᾺAbduhôs 

premise of the órationality of Islam.ô 

B. A Comparison of Ibn ᾺǔshȊr and Qu bôs Literary Approaches to the QurᾹan 

1. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr: Building Upon Pre-Modern Linguistic Approaches 

 Al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr adopts certain traits that have been characterized as being unique to 

the modern period. Like other modern exegetes, he approaches each chapter as a coherent unit.
327

 

Like Qu b, Ibn ᾺAshȊr prefaces his tafsǭr of each sȊra with a brief introduction, and in addition 

to its historic chronology, he also lists its main objectives. These are succinct and straight-

forward, void of the long commentaries that Qu b usually adds to the chapterôs themes. 

However, unlike modern exegetes such as Qu b, SaᾺǭd awwa (1935ï1989), or Amǭn A san 

IslǕ ǭ (1903-1997), Ibn ᾺAshȊr does not approach the sȊra as a unity through a thematic division 

of the sȊra. Rather, he threads together various verses of the QurᾹan by connecting them 

linguistically and semantically, in an effort to establish the QurᾹanôs internal coherence. 

 The practice of identifying the ñconnectionò between verses (irtibǕἲ al-ǕyǕt) is not 

entirely new, as Mir points out in ñThe SȊra as a Unity: A Twentieth Century Development in 

Quran Exegesis.ò Al-Zarkashǭ (d. 794/1391) devotes an entire chapter to it and points out the 

positions of some preceding scholars who either paid attention to this science, which he calls Ὰilm 

al-munǕsaba, or those who criticized it. Most significantly, al-Zarkashǭ points out that al-RǕzǭ 

was one of the very few scholars who cultivated this science. Al-RǕzǭ held the position that the 

arrangement of the QurᾹanôs chapters and verses was full of subtleties. In his commentary, al-

RǕzǭ regularly explains the connections between the verses. Despite efforts by scholars like al-

RǕzǭ, ñóilm al-munǕsaba never acquired the status of mainstream exegetical thought,ò as Mir 
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points out.
328

 Al -RǕzǭôs contributions to this field stand out, but they were not ñconducive to the 

development of an organic approach to the QurôǕnic sȊras,ò
329

 according to Mir. Unlike thematic 

approaches to the sȊras, a unique development in twentieth century exegesis, al-RǕzǭôs efforts 

fell into a linear-atomistic approach, Mir contends, and connecting each verse merely to the next 

missed the forest for the trees.
330

 

 In his foreword, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr interestingly notes al-RǕzǭôs contributions to this field as well 

as his shortcomings; hence, the need to develop this field. He writes, ñI have also given attention 

to elucidate the suitability of the connection between verses (tanǕsub ittiἨǕl al-Ǖya baԄỈuhǕ bi-

baԄỈ).ò He then mentions that al-RǕzǭ and al-BiqǕᾺǭ (d. 885/1480) both devoted attention to this 

field, but that their arguments were not always compelling.
331

 The appetite of those who seek this 

knowledge has not been quenched. There is still a great need to add to this field, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

writes. His attempt to apply this field at a higher level in his tafsǭr is largely successful. As I 

mention earlier, Ibn ᾶǔshȊr situates himself in the philological exegetical tradition. For the most 

part, he engages the philological triad of al-Zamakhsharǭ, al-RǕzǭ, and al-Bay Ǖwǭ, in addition to 

al-BiqǕᾺǭ, among a few others in his tafsǭr. Al -RǕzǭ and al-Zamakhsharǭ, whom Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

esteems as giants in the field of exegesis, both left an indelible mark on Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs style.
332

 

 

                                                 
328

 Mir, ñThe SȊra as a Unity: A twentieth Century Development in QurᾹan Exegesis,ò 199. 
329

 Ibid.  
330

 Ibid. 
331

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, Al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr, 1:8.  
332

 Ibid., 1:7. In his foreword, which precedes his ten-chapter introduction, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr discusses which exegeses he 

considers to be the most important in the field. Many of those he considers most important are glosses on some of 

the major works of tafsǭr, specifically glosses of al-Bay Ǖwǭôs and al-Zamakhsharǭôs tafsǭrs. As Saleh notes in his 

article ñMarginalia and Peripheries,ò ñAfter the 13
th
 century the gloss became the main vehicle for scholarly 

creativity in tafsǭr,ò (308). It is interesting that al- Ǖhir ibn ᾶǔshȊr mentions the commentaries of al-Bay Ǖwǭ and al- 

Zamakhsharǭ as being most important, because as Saleh mentions, the earliest works of tafsǭr to be published in the 

nineteenth century were glosses on al-Zamakhsharǭ and al-Bay Ǖwǭ.  



 103 

2. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr: Establishing the QurᾹanôs Internal Coherence through 

Grammatical Analysis 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr represents a full-fledged employment of the discipline of linguistics, 

including grammar, rhetoric, syntax, morphology, and semantics. For Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, the chronology 

and order of every verse fulfills a specific function; its placement within the sȊra is not random 

or arbitrary but adds to the meaning of the verse. Further, his tafsǭr is unique in the attention it 

gives to the order and grammatical function of terms within a specific verse, the connection 

between these terms and others within the same or different verses, and the way that these 

connections affect the meaning of the verse. He generally achieves this in the following four 

ways. 

 First, he identifies the grammatical function of each term, such as whether it is a subject, 

predicate, direct object, unrestrictive object (mafԄȊl muἲlaq), causative object (mafԄȊl lahu), 

object of concomitance (mafԄȊl maԄahu), adjective, annexed term (iỈǕfa), exception (istithnǕᾹ), a 

state qualifier (ỠǕl), conjunctive (ism maԄἲȊf) or a preposition, among countless others. Second, 

after identifying the termôs grammatical function, he then connects the term, where appropriate, 

to other terms in preceding or succeeding verses. 

 He gives unique attention to the function of conjunctions, prepositions and connectors in 

clauses and the way they connect various meanings. For example, in verse 20:9, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

examines the function of the conjunction ñandò at the beginning of the verse: ñAnd, has the story 

of Moses reached you?ò Ibn ᾺǔshȊr brilliantly connects verse 20:9 with verse 20:2 by employing 

the grammatical principle that every conjunction (Ỡarf Ԅaἲf) must always be conjoined to a 

previous word or statement, the conjunctive (maԄἲȊf Ԅanhu). Accordingly, he argues that the 

conjunction ñandò attaches the former to the latter, which is the last verse before this one that 
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addresses the Prophet in second person. Based on this principle, verse 20:9, ñAnd, has the story 

of Moses reached youò
333

 conjoins seven verses earlier with verse 20:2, ñWe have not revealed 

this QurᾹan unto thee (Mu ammad) that thou should be distressed.ò
334

 

Third, after identifying the grammatical connection between the verses, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

establishes internal coherence by finding the munǕsaba, or suitability of the connection between 

these two verses. He points out that the suitability of this connection is that after God affirms to 

the Prophet that the QurᾹanôs revelation is not to distress him, He brings up the story of Moses to 

give the Prophet patience and solace in the face of burdens and hardships while delivering the 

Message by connecting his experience with Mosesô before him, and to give him comfort in 

knowing that those who attack him will find the same fate as those who attacked previous 

Messengers.
335

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs attention to the role of conjunctions and connectors through the 

discipline of grammar plays a definite hermeneutic function in his tafsǭr. 

Fourth, in addition to paying attention to the connection between verses, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr takes 

note of the chronology and ordering of verses within a sȊra. In verse 2:228, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is the 

only exegete of those surveyed who actually looks at the verse order and examines why Q. 2:228 

would precede Q. 2:229 in chronology. He does so by focusing on the conjunction that 

commences Q. 2:228, although these conjunctions are often dismissed as marginal or trivial to 

the meaning of the verse. According to Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, this conjunction at the beginning of the verse 

ñand the divorceesò connects verse 2:228 to 2:226 because of the relationship between the 

occasions of both verses, which establish the waiting period of women.
336
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establishes the waiting period of a woman whose husband took an oath of ǭlǕԃ
337

 against her, 

whereas 2:228 establishes the waiting period of a woman whose husband pronounced a divorce 

against her. The relationship between the legislation of these verses is the reason, then, that 2:229 

(ñDivorce is permissible twiceò) does not come before 2:228, even though verse 2:229 is 

establishing the legal limits of divorce, which one would expect to be introduced before the 

consequences of divorce are mentioned.
338

 

After Ibn ᾺǔshȊr grammatically links the terms and verses together, he often establishes 

how these connections affect the meaning of a particular verse. This is quite different from 

exegetes like Qu b who use a thematic analysis as a starting point. Rather, for Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, the 

timeless rules of Arabic grammar guides the thematic analysis one could derive from verses. By 

identifying and connecting the grammatical function of all terms in a verse, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr makes 

the following points: 1) Every single word and letter in the QurᾹan is significant, and its 

placement in a certain position in the QurᾹan is not arbitrary but purposeful, and has implications 

for the verseôs overall meaning. In other words, changing the placement of even a seemingly 

subtle word, like a conjunction or preposition, will change a verseôs meaning; and 2) the 

grammatical connections between terms create internal coherence within different sections of the 

QurᾹan by linking different verses, and hence meanings, together. 

3. Qu b: Unity of the Text 

The greatest strengths of Qu bôs tafsǭr, without question, are two-fold: his approach to the 

sȊra as an organic unity, and his use of methods of literary criticism as hermeneutic tools. As 

Mir writes, the approach to the sȊras as a textual unity is a unique development in the twentieth 
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century that represents a break with the classical exegetical tradition.
339

 While a few other 

modern exegetes have also attempted to establish the chaptersô textual coherence, Qu bôs 

approach in this respect is unique because his approach ultimately has great hermeneutic 

significance for the meanings he derives. 

For each of the QurᾹanôs 114 chapters, Qu b identifies a ñmiỠwar,ò a central thesis 

(literally, a pivot or axis) of the sȊra. In his prologue to chapter four, Qu b writes, 

However, every sȊrah of the QurôǕn contains its own unique characteristics and 

distinctive features, as well as a specific idea which permeates all the themes it 

discusses. This uniqueness essentially means that the themes of every sȊrah 

should gather together coherently around its central topic in a special system 

designed to enhance its distinctive features, just like those of a unique living being 

which remains the only one of its kindé
340

 

 

His tafsǭr begins with a prologue to every sȊra, identifying this main theme and then 

providing a general breakdown of its related topics. Breaking with the verse-by-verse approach 

of the pre-modern exegetes, Qu b then arranges the verses into passages, depending on the topics 

they address. These sections are then interpreted independently as well as in relation to the other 

sections in the same chapter. Hence, Qu bôs approach to the sȊra as a unity is not simply an 

aesthetic one; he continues to apply this central thesis throughout the interpretation of a sȊra, by 

relating each ñsectionò of verses to the central theme and then by identifying the connections 

between the various sections of verses to each other. 

Interestingly, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr also attempts to establish textual coherence in his interpretation 

of the QurᾹan, but he does so in a rather different way than Qu b. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is most interested in 

what he calls Ὰilm al-munǕsaba, demonstrating the relationship of verses to each other, why one 

verse would precede or succeed another. Like Qu b, there is hermeneutic value to this approach, 
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not just a cosmetic one. However, unlike Qu b, he is not approaching the sȊra as a whole, but 

maintains the pre-modern classical verse-by-verse approach to tafsǭr. For Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, the 

relationship is made between independent verses, whereas Qu b arranges the verses into passages 

and establishes connections between these passages of verses through the prism that the sȊra 

represents an organic unity. Qu b compares the sȊra to a living being in the prologue to chapter 

four. He writes,  

We almost feel that this sȊrah is alive, that its well defined objective is pursued 

diligently and, thereby, successfully attained. It achieves this by words, verses and 

passages. We almost have the same sympathy with this sȊrah as we would have 

towards a unique living being moving towards his or her clear objectives, making 

his or her own moves and experiencing the full gamut of feelings and emotions.
341

 

 

Unlike Qu b, Ibn ᾶǔshȊr maintains the pre-modern classical verse-by-verse approach to tafsǭr. 

Throughout Ibn ᾶǔshȊrôs tafsǭr, there is an attempt to establish a connection between each verse 

and the one succeeding and preceding it. In a sense, then, Ibn ᾶǔshȊr is also attempting to 

construct textual unity within a sȊra, but his approach is significantly different than that of Qu b.  

On one hand, it may appear that Qu bôs arrangement of the sȊra through its themes and 

topics offers a more holistic approach to the Quran. Upon closer analysis, however, we find that 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs meticulous attention to the order of words in a specific verse and the employment 

of conjunctions and connectors (al-ism al-mawἨȊl) in a verse offers an integrated image of the 

verses in a way that is more intrinsic to the text itself. In other words, Ibn ᾶǔshȊrôs presentation 

of the connection between verses is embedded in the text itself, through an analysis of its syntax, 

diction, and grammar. In various instances, Qu bôs thematic approach to the QurᾹan yields a 

deduction of themes based on his understanding of the content of the text, not through structural 

analysis.  
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Therefore, while Qu bôs thematic approach to the sȊra is broader and more holistic, it is 

limited to some extent by the projection of a certain ideology on the text or a subjective analysis 

of that sȊraôs central thesis. For example, in his prologue to chapter four, Qu b pivots the sȊra on 

the theme of a general conflict between the forces of pre-Islamic jǕhiliyya (which still exists, he 

argues) and the forces of the natural, Divine order. Hence, his discussion of the sȊraôs topics on 

inheritance, guardianship of orphans, the Arab hypocritesô animosity to the Prophet, etc. all 

revolve around this theme of a broader conflict between these two forces. Qu b writes in his 

prologue to sȊra four: 

At the same time, we see the lingering aspects of that ignorant society struggling 

against the new system, values and standards, trying to overshadow the bright 

features of the new Islamic society. We actually witness the battle fought by the 

QurôǕn here, which is by no means less fierce or intransigent than any other 

physical battle against hostile forces. When we look carefully at the residue the 

Muslim society carried over from the old ignorant society, we are surprised at 

how deeply rooted it was; so much so that its eradication continued over the years 

taken to reveal this sȊrah. Indeed this sȊrah deals with certain aspects of that 

residue, while several other sȊrahs deal with other aspects. What is surprising is 

that such traces of past ignorance continued to be firmly rooted until such a late 

stage in the life of the Muslim community in Madinah.
342

 

 

4. Qu b: Identifying the Quranôs Literary Devices 

 In addition to locating the main theme of every chapter, Qu bôs tafsǭr is unique in the 

modern period for its new approach to the QurᾹanic element of ԄijǕz, a subject particularly 

developed in the medieval period by ᾺAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjani, al-Zamakhsharǭ and al-RǕzǭ, 

among a few other exegetes. This is yet another area in which Ibn ᾺǔshȊr and Qu bôs approaches 

remarkably converge, despite their drastically different orientations and methodologies. 

Nonetheless, while Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs attention to ԄijǕz is a continuation and development of the pre-

modern exegetesô methodologies towards new insights, Qu bôs approach is altogether different 

and greatly informed by his own academic training in literary criticism. Qu b believes that every 
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sȊra has a special atmosphere (jaww) that integrates its topics harmoniously, which is related to 

its musical rhythm.
343

 Qu b identifies a musical rhythm (ǭqǕԄ mȊsǭqǭ) for every sȊra, which is 

based on the rhythm of its verses, their length, the repetition of sounds, and the use of 

onomatopoeia, among other rhetorical devices. This musical rhythm corresponds with or 

matches the main topic/s discussed in each sȊra. 

 The connection that Qu b makes between the sounds and imagery of words to their 

meaning is perhaps the greatest attribute of his tafsǭr. His attention to the QurᾹanôs ñartistic 

imageryò began at much earlier period than his tafsǭr, particularly in his books al-TaἨwǭr al-

Fannǭ fǭ al-Qurԃan (1945) and MashǕhid al-QiyǕma fǭ al-Qurԃan (1947). These earlier works, 

although devoid of the polemical tone that can be found in his tafsǭr, also analyze the manner in 

which the sȊrasô structure and diction produce an imagery that enhances the meaning of the 

respective verses. The best analysis of Qu bôs employment of rhetorical devices can be found in 

Issa Boullataôs respective works on Qu b.
344

 Boullata describes Qu bôs analysis of the QurᾹanôs 

artistic imagery as follows: 

The QurôǕnic style imparts vividness, immediacy, and dynamism to its images so 

that abstract ideas take on shape or movement; psychological states become 

perceptible tableaux or spectacles; events and scenes, and stories turn into actual 

and dramatic appearances; human types are fleshed out as present and living 

beings; and human nature becomes embodied and visible. TaἨwǭr in the Quran is 

not a stylistic embellishment; it is an established methodéusing variations in 

colour, movement, tone, and sound, an employing harmonious patterns and 

artistic sequences to offer an effective image to the eyes, the ears, the senses, as 

well as the imagination, the heart, and the mind.
345
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 Qu bôs appreciation of the QurᾹanôs literary devices also informs his own writing in Fǭ Fǭ 

ὕilǕl al-QurԃǕn. He constantly brings abstract ideas to life by speaking of them metaphorically, 

as human beings or trees, for example. This is also evident in the very title of his tafsǭr, Under 

the Quranôs Shade, which imparts the image of the QurᾹan as tree, providing shade and thus 

protection from the forces around it. The use of analogies and metaphors is replete in Qu bôs 

tafsǭr. For example, in his introduction, he describes the believers as being in one ark that 

extends throughout human history to Prophets Abraham, IsmaᾺil, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, 

Jesus and Mu ammad. He then describes how this ark, a metaphor for faith, sails firmly, 

confidently, with a clear conscience, and trusting in Godôs promise, in a sea of despotism, blind 

misguidance, threats, and banishment. Despite the variations in time and places, faithôs 

challenges are one and the same.
346

 

VI . Conclusion 

All three exegetes, ᾺAbduh, Qu b, and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, reflect full engagement with modernity 

in their respective tafǕsǭr. As I will demonstrate in the succeeding chapters on gender issues, all 

three of these thinkers were conscious of the challenges brought forth by modernity and attempt, 

to some extent, to remedy such challenges by demonstrating the QurᾹanôs prescription for them. 

Methodologically, however, they each represent a unique approach to QurᾹanic interpretation. 

More specifically, ᾺAbduh and Qu bôs exegetical approaches signal a methodological break from 

the pre-modern exegetical tradition. They both do away with the formal characteristic of the pre-

modern exegetical genre, as described by Calder, of applying a certain hierarchy of scholastic 

disciplines to interpret the QurᾹanic text. 

Despite ᾺAbduhôs decision to eschew the traditional methodologies of tafsǭr, as a 

formally trained ԄǕlim (scholar), he was still informed by them. For ᾺAbduh, the QurᾹan was not 
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the place for scholars to display their philological ingenuity or hash out theological or juristic 

debates. Therefore, he departs from the mainstream of exegetical thought by discarding the 

philological, theological and legal methodologies that often guided the classical, pre-modern 

tafsǭr. 

Qu b, on the other hand, was not a traditionally trained scholar. Therefore, he replaces the 

hermeneutic tools of the pre-modern genre with new ones, specifically devices of literary 

criticism and a literary appreciation of the QurᾹan. One of the most significant contributions of 

his tafsǭr is his approach to each sȊra as a unity, whereby he identifies the central thesis around 

which all the other topics in the sȊra revolve. Second, his approach to tafsǭr through the lens of 

his training as a literary critic yields new and important insights to the QurᾹanôs meaning. More 

specifically, Qu b identifies connections between the sounds and imagery of words in the QurᾹan 

to their meaning. This attention he pays to the QurᾹanôs ñartistic imageryò makes his tafsǭr a 

significant and literary-appealing exegesis in the spectrum of exegeses produced in the modern 

period. A peculiarity of his tafsǭr, however, is a certain level of subjectivity as a result of 

projecting a certain ideology of Islam on the meaning of the QurᾹanic text. 

What sets Ibn ᾺǔshȊr apart from his modern counterparts, ᾺAbduh and Qu b, is that his 

methodology is deeply rooted in the pre-modern exegetical tradition. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr applies a certain 

hierarchy of related disciplines to interpret the text of the QurᾹan, a methodology which 

characterized the classical, pre-modern tafsǭr genre, as Norman Calder points out.
347

 In this 

hierarchy, linguistics sits at the top for Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, who is a faithful bastion of the philological, 

tafsǭr bil-raԃy tradition, in which he clearly grounds his work. His tafsǭr signals a response and 
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challenge to the dominant Salafǭ exegetical paradigm, as he ultimately proves the validity of 

QurᾹanic interpretation that does not rely on the maԃthȊr inherited material as the core of tafsǭr. 

This fact alone, however, is not what distinguishes Ibn ᾺǔshȊr in the context in which he 

is writing. What distinguishes him is his ability to revive the classical, philological methodology 

of tafsǭr to yield new, original insights to the interpretive field. His exegesis is a bold attempt to 

demonstrate that the traditionôs methodologies possess the capacity to respond to new contexts 

and challenges facing the Muslim community. In the context of ruptures and continuities in the 

modern period, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr is a testimony to the intellectual traditionôs potential to 

accommodate change through its scholarly methodologies. 

The following three chapters on verses 4:3, 4:34 and 2:228 demonstrate that even when 

exegetes like ᾺAbduh and Qu b use innovative and distinct methodologies in comparison to pre-

modern exegetes, their hermeneutic choices do not always lead to different or new interpretations 

on certain gender-related QurᾹanic texts, although there is much that is distinct in their 

methodologies. On the other hand, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, who represents a more complex exegetical trend, 

does in fact employ a hermeneutic that is rooted in the pre-modern philological tradition. 

Nonetheless, this does not prevent him from reaching new interpretations and conclusions, 

specifically on gender-related QurᾹǕnic texts. The next three chapters demonstrate more 

specifically how ᾺAbduh, Qu b and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr diverge from, or, conform to pre-modern 

methodologies and interpretations in respect to three specific verses. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: MODERNITY AND DISCOURSES ON GENDER  

I . Introduction: Gender and Modernity  

 One of the issues that witnessed great change in the modern Muslim world was the issue 

of genderðnot just on a practical level, but also a theoretical one. For the first time in Muslim 

history, women emerged ñas a central subject for national debate.ò
348

 The subject of women first 

surfaced as a topic of importance in the writings of Muslim male intellectuals in Egypt and 

Turkey, according to Leila Ahmed. From the onset, the discussion on gender issues was 

intricately linked to the question of whether or not Islam was compatible with and fit to meet the 

demands of a modern society. Islamôs treatment of women in general and its position on issues 

such as veiling, segregation, and polygyny became subject to open debate for the first time.
349

 

The subject was complicated by the divergence and contradictory nature of the voices that 

entered the discussion on gender and Islam. The ógenderô issue became representative of a 

greater, ideological debate on the merits of Islam as a religion and its capacity to deal with the 

changing needs of modern society. 

II . Historical Context     

 The discourse on gender in the modern period was complicated by the quantity and 

divergence of voices that entered the debate on gender in Islam. On one hand, there were 

indigenous voices of Muslim intellectuals, such as ᾺAbduh, who saw the advancement of women 

as a more authentic representation of Islam and who also believed it to be critical to Muslim 

countriesô national progress and modernization. European colonial administrators, most 

notoriously Lord Cromer, also entered the debate on womenôs treatment in Islam, and used the 

issue of óliberating womenô to give British colonialist ambitions in Egypt the semblance of 
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legitimacy. This colonialist discourse was to impact all other conversations on gender in the 

Arab world, because whether implicitly or explicitly, the gender issue would be permanently 

affected by its association with colonialists, even if only theoretically.
350

 

 Christian missionaries and Western feminists in the Arab region also entered the debate. 

Despite the divergence of their aims and perspectives, they shared with the colonial 

administrators the conception of Islam as inherently degrading to women, a view that justified 

for them the attack on native culture and tradition.
351

 Most problematic of all, however, was the 

discourse of Arab intellectuals, who internalized the ideas of the colonizers and perpetuated the 

perception of Islam and the native culture as inherently ñbackwardò and regressive in 

comparison to the civilized West, which the Arabs should look to as the ideal model in their 

quest for national progress. This fusion between the issue of gender and the evaluation of native 

culture and religion as unfit for modern times created a highly charged atmosphere in which 

gender issues were loaded with other meanings in terms of the role of religion and its 

compatibility with modernity. 

 As this context framed all subsequent indigenous discourses on gender in the twentieth 

century, whether Islamist, conservative, secular or feminist. Before I assess the emergent 

discourses and situate the three exegetes in these respective discourses, it is first crucial to 

provide a historical backdrop of the colonialist impact on this debate, and then trace the 

chronological development of the subsequent discourses that emerged on gender issues. 

A. The Appropriation of Feminist Rhetoric: Colonialism in the Arab World  

 No discussion on the subject of gender and modernity in the Arab world would be 

complete without assessing the role of Western colonialism in promoting the issue of womenôs 
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rights. As Leila Ahmed eloquently demonstrates, Western colonizers in the Arab world 

appropriated feminist terminology regarding womenôs rights in the colonized world and used it 

to morally legitimate the colonial project.
352

 Their use of feminist language was an 

ñappropriationò because while they gave lip service to the issue of womenôs rights in the lands 

that they occupied, these colonial administrators were also opponents of feminist initiatives in 

their own home countries. Ahmed best explains this phenomenon as follows: 

Even as the Victorian male establishment devised theories to contest the claims of 

feminism, and derided and rejected the ideas of feminism and the notion of menôs 

oppressing women with respect to itself, it captured the language of feminism and 

redirected it, in the service of colonialism toward Other men and the cultures of 

Other men. It was here and in the combining of the languages of colonialism and 

feminism that the fusion between the issues of women and culture was created. 

More exactly, what was created was the fusion between the issues of women, 

their oppression and the cultures of Other men. The idea that Other men, men in 

colonized societies or societies beyond the borders of the civilized West, 

oppressed women was to be used, in the rhetoric of colonialism, to render morally 

justifiable its project of undermining or eradicating the cultures of colonized 

people.
353

 

 

The new colonial discourse on Islam ñcentered on women,ò Ahmed writes.
354

 Evelyn 

Baring, later Lord Cromer, Britainôs Chief Representative in Egypt in the 1880s, saw Islam as a 

failed social system for many reasons. He argued that one reason, ñfirst and foremost,ò is the 

religionôs treatment of women.
355

 Quoting Stanley Lane-Poole, a well-known Orientalist in his 

day, Cromer cites, ñThe degradation of women in the East is a canker that begins its destructive 

work early in childhood, and has eaten into the whole system of Islam.ò
356

 Islamôs degradation of 

women was ñthe fatal obstacleò to the Egyptianôs ñattainment of that elevation of thought and 
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character which should accompany the introduction of western civilization.ò
357

 The inferiority of 

Muslim men, Cromer argued, was due to their degradation of their women, specifically in the 

practices of veiling and segregation. 

Evident in Cromerôs words is the blurring of Islam and Muslims; to him, they occupied 

the same position. He makes no distinction between Islam as a religion and the practices of 

Muslimsðbe they warranting condemnation or notða distinction that ᾺAbduh strives to make 

throughout his tafsǭr. Further, Cromerôs remedy for this ñbaneful effect on Eastern societyò was 

to force the natives to abandon their backward ways and instead, imbibe ñthe true spirit of 

western civilization,ò
358

 primarily by changing the position of women in their society. Thus, the 

discourse on womenôs rights that emerged in late nineteenth-century Egypt was entrenched in the 

idea that womenôs oppression in colonized societies rendered morally justifiable the colonialist 

project of undermining or eradicating the cultures of colonized people. 

What is most paradoxical about Cromerôs rhetoric on women in Islam was his own 

misogynist position toward women in his native country of England. This ñchampionò of 

Egyptian womenôs rights was a founding member and sometime president of the Menôs League 

for Opposing Womenôs Suffrage in England. A cursory reading of the womenôs suffrage 

movement in England makes clear Cromerôs notorious opposition to womenôs suffrage in his 

own country to the extent that the anti-suffrage movement was sometimes called the Curzon-

Cromer combine, named after Lord Cromer and Lord Curzon, the first marquis of Keddleston.
359
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 Worse yet, Cromerôs own policies towards Egyptian education were detrimental to 

women. When it was pointed out to him in 1901 that many male graduates of primary-schools 

were unable to go on to secondary school and could hardly attain government employment, he 

responded by raising tuition fees at primary schools in order to reduce enrollment. He 

implemented the same policy with girlsô primary schools.
360

 The British administrationôs 

decision to curb government funding on education was deliberate, Ahmed finds, for both 

political and financial reasons.
361

 

 The impact of this policy on Egyptian education was rather detrimental. For example, in 

1881, one year before the British took control of Egypt, 70 percent of Egyptian students received 

government aid for tuition, clothes and books; by 1892, ten years after British control of the 

country, 73 percent of students paid all of their expenses.
362

 It was the private funding of Muslim 

benevolent societies and committees, founded by Muslim reformers such as Muhammad ᾺAbduh, 

that met the increasing demand for education.
363

 The contrast between government schools and 

the benevolent society schools was stark; while the government schools provided for 11,000 

male and 863 female students, the benevolent societies provided for 181,000 boys and 1,164 

girls. Further, ᾺAbduhôs initiatives helped establish a number of primary schools for girls by 

1909, whereas the government opened its first primary school for girls in Alexandria in 1917.
364

 

Lord Comerôs duties as British consul-general to Egypt had ended by 1907, and therefore, he 

claims no credit for this primary school. 
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 Cromer also restricted the medical training of women to midwifery.
365

 To justify this 

decision, Cromer argued, ñI am aware that in exceptional cases women like to be attended by 

female doctors, but I conceive that throughout the civilized world, attendance by medical men is 

still the rule.ò
366

 Despite Cromerôs rather misogynist and patriarchal attitudes, the lip service that 

he and other British colonial administrators paid to the issue of womenôs rights in Egypt would 

leave an indelible imprint on contemporaneous and subsequent discussions on the topic. 

B. Christian Missionaries and Feminists in Egypt 

 Like Cromer, Christian Missionaries and feminists also advanced the theory that 

empowerment and progress for Egyptian women were contingent upon the abandonment of 

indigenous, cultural and religious ways. It was a theory that viewed Islam and Arab culture as 

inherently oppressive to women and regressive. They distorted the practices that existed around 

them, or those they ñimaginedò to exist with Islam itself. Because of this blurring of contours, 

the abandonment of oppressive practices against women meant for them the abandonment of 

Islam itself.
367

 It was this perception of Islam to which ᾺAbduh was most responding in his own 

discourse on gender in Islam. Throughout his works, he acknowledges and repudiates 

contemporary practices that inhibit and repress women. Yet he also absolves Islam of such 

misogyny and instead, blames it on the ñignoranceò of Muslims who have become a ñỠujjaò 

(proof) against their religion.
368
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 Despite their divergent aims, the colonial narrative on women in Islam was perpetuated 

by Christian missioners, who saw it as their duty to ñsaveò their Muslim sisters from the 

ñignorance and degradationò in which they lived.
369

 Christian missionaries focused on female 

education in their campaign to save women from ñthe evils of Islamò
 370

 By 1912, American 

missionary schools had succeeded in enrolling 5,517 girls in Egypt, whereas the number of girls 

attending Egyptian state schools had dropped to 786 by 1914.
371

 

 Similarly, well-meaning feminists in the country, such as Eugénie Le Brun (d. 1908), also 

advanced a strain of feminism that was premised on the abandonment of native religion. For 

example, she encouraged removing the veil as the first critical step in the struggle for womenôs 

liberation. She inducted young Muslim women like HudǕ al-ShaᾺrǕwǭ (1879-1947), one of 

Egyptôs first feminists, into this conception on the meaning of the veil.
372

 In fact, al-ShaᾺrǕwǭ is 

remembered in the history of Egyptian feminism, along with SǭzǕ NabarǕwǭ (1897-1985), for 

staging the first public removal of the veil, after returning from an international feminist 

conference in 1923.
373

 A member of the upper class, al-ShaᾺrǕwǭ acknowledges in her memoir 

the role of her friend and mentor, Le Brun, on the development of her feminist thought and 
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growth. She writes that Le Brun conveyed to her that ñthe veil stood in the way of their 

[Egyptian womenôs] advancement.ò
374

 Ahmed describes, 

Whether such proselytizers from the West were colonial patriarchs, then, or 

missionaries or feminists, all essentially insisted that Muslims had to give up their 

native religion, customs, and dress, or at least reform their religion and habits 

along the recommended lines, and for all of them the veil and customs regarding 

women were the prime matters requiring reform. And all assumed their right to 

denounce native ways, and in particular the veil, and to set about undermining the 

culture in the name of whatever cause they claimed to be serving ï civilizing the 

society, or Christianizing it, or saving women from the odious culture and religion 

in which they had the misfortune to find themselves.
375

 

 

C. Internalizing Colonial Rhetoric: Egyptian Feminists and Intellectuals   

 As Ahmed meticulously explains, two distinct strains of feminism emerged in Egypt and 

the Arab Middle East in general.
376

 The strain of feminism that ultimately became dominant was 

that championed by HudǕ al-ShaᾺrǕwǭ and others, which was affiliated, although discreetly, 

ñwith the westernizing, secularizing tendencies of the upper, upper-middle, and middle-middle 

classesò and measured progress in terms of a move towards Western-type societies.
377

 

Nonetheless, these Egyptian feminists, like al-ShaᾺrǕwǭ, took nationalist positions in the political 

realm. They opposed British political domination of Egypt, but not in the extreme sense that 

opposed all things British or Western. Yet on a cultural level, and in her feminism, al-ShaᾺrǕwǭôs 

ñperspective was informed by a Western affiliation and a westernizing outlook and apparently by 

a valorization of Western ways as more advanced and more ócivilizedô than native ways.ò
378
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 Likewise, Arab intellectuals who at least nominally advocated for womenôs rights 

regurgitated some of the same ideas to which Lord Cromer, the missionaries, and feminists gave 

expression. For example, QǕsim Amǭn (1863-1908), a French-educated, upper-middle class 

lawyer, who is often dubbed the father of Arab feminism (a rather oxymoronic label as I 

demonstrate below), espoused much of Cromerôs views in his book The Liberation of Women. 

As he argued for the improvement of womenôs status as an important component to Egyptôs 

national progress and modernization, he advanced certain ideas that implicitly accommodated the 

colonialist justification for eradicating certain forms of the indigenous culture and replacing it 

with colonial culture. Amǭn wrote how anyone familiar with ñthe Eastò had observed ñthe 

backwardness of Muslims in the East wherever they are.ò
379

 Despite local differences he 

observes between Turks and Egyptians, for example (the former he held in higher regard), he 

asserts that both were ñequal in ignorance, laziness and backwardness.ò
380

 He juxtaposed that 

with the West, by describing that ñEuropean civilization advances with the speed of steam and 

electricity, and has even overspilled to every part of the globe so that there is not an inch that he 

[the European man] has not trodden under foot é What drives the Englishman to dwell in India 

and the French in Algeria é is profit and the desire to acquire resources in countries where the 
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by internal impulses, as perhaps a recognition ñof the value of being influenced by the West in her own eyes an d in 

the eyes of the readers she had in mind ï presumably members of her own class and of the upper-middle class, for 

whom to assimilate to a certain degree to Western ways also represented assimilating to more ócivilizedô ways,ò 

(Ahmed, 179).  
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inhabitants do not know their value nor how to profit from them.ò
381

 After juxtaposing the 

regressive state of Muslims with the Westôs civilization and advancement, he then proceeded to 

make womenôs liberation the catalyst for social transformation. Changing the women was 

necessary ñto make Muslim society abandon its backward ways and follow the Western path to 

success and civilization.ò
382

 

Amǭnôs nominal adoption of the feminist cause is not to be confused with feminism itself. 

His scathing critique of Egyptian women in his time reveals a high level of contempt and 

disdain. He describes them as unclean, ignorant and trivial.
383

 His most basic recommendation, 

that primary education for girls be necessary, was not radical by any stretch of the imagination 

and was not contested by any of the works published in response to his book.
384

 He confessed 

that he was not ñamong those who demand equality in education,ò
385

 but that a primary-school 

education was important for women in order to fulfill their function as wives and mothers. He 

writes, 

It is the wifeôs duty to plan the household budget é to supervise the servants é 

to make her home attractive to her husband, so that he may find ease when he 

returns to it and so that he likes being there, and enjoys the food and drink and 

sleep and does not seek to flee from home to spend his time with neighbors or in 

public places, and it is her dutyðand this is her first and most important dutyðto 

raise the children, attending to them physically, mentally and morally.
386

 

 

 Given the conservative nature of Amǭnôs actual ideas, why then did his book generate 

such heated debate in the Egyptian press, sparking the publication of over thirty articles and 
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books?
387

 As Ahmed demonstrates, the most vehemently and widely denounced idea expressed 

by Amǭn was his depiction of segregation and veiling as backwards and his call for the cessation 

of these practices.
388

 Amǭn wrote that the veil was ña huge barrier between the nation and its 

advance.ò
389

 Like Cromer, he measured womenôs progress through their outward appearance, 

specifically in a way that adhered to Western notions of progress. Ahmed writes that ñhis assault 

on the veil represented not the result of reasoned reflection and analysis but rather the 

internalization and replication of the colonialist perception,ò which he held in highest esteem.
390

 

 Arab intellectuals like Amǭn and Arab feminists like al-ShaᾺrǕwi who promoted a 

Western-oriented discourse on gender reform influenced the debate on gender thereafter. 

Although quite different, their standards for reform generated another response in the form of an 

Islamist discourse that sought to ñreturnò to an authentic form of Islam. Islamist voices took a 

defensive position towards indigenous, secular voices calling for an end to practices regarded as 

ótime-honoredô and representative of Muslim societyôs dignity and independence. Below, I shall 

discuss how the three exegetes represent different types of responses to the discourses on gender 

that emerged in the early twentieth century. 

D. óIslamic Modernistô Discourse(s) on Gender 

 This historical context is important for understanding the various forms of Islamic 

discourse that emerged on gender issues in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Two 

of the most distinct forms of Islamic discourse that emerged were those articulated by 
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Modernists and Islamists, both of which signaled a new paradigm, to some extent, on gender 

issues.
391

 Islamic Modernists and Islamists alike founded a new discourse on gender that 

repudiated misogynist practices based on culture and argued for social and institutional changes 

that would improve womenôs status.
392

 Modernist discourse on gender was based on the view 

that womenôs advancement was essential for national progress and the modernization of Muslim 

societies. ᾺAbduh is a quintessential example of this type of discourse, who argues in his tafsǭr, 

how can a society ever advance if half of its population is illiterate and like animals?
393

 The 

improvement of womenôs status was consistent with the aim of modernists like ᾺAbduh to reform 

society as a whole from its backward and ignorant ways. 

 Modernistsô ñadvocacyò of gender issues partially comes as a response to Western 

criticism of Islamôs treatment of women. ᾺAbduh represents one of the earliest responses to the 

colonialist discourse on Islam and gender. He attempts to reclaim the issue of promoting 

womenôs status as one that is central not only to the project of national progress, but to the 

intrinsic values of Islam as divinely ordained. In doing so, he makes a clear distinction between 

womenôs status in Islam, as can be discerned through the QurᾹan, and between modern 

conditions of Muslim women, which he finds to be inferior. As Leila Ahmed writes, ñHe 

[ᾺAbduh] was probably the first to make the argument, still made by Muslim feminists
394

 today, 

that it was Islam and not, as Europeans claim, the West that first recognized the full and equal 
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humanity of women.ò
395

 He makes this argument in his tafsǭr of Q. 2:228, which I discuss in 

chapter six, and in other writings. He writes,  

Anyone who knows how all previous nations before Islam preferred the man and 

made the woman a mere chattel and plaything of the manécan appreciate at its 

true value this Islamic reform inéits treatment of women. Moreover, it will be 

clear to him that the claim of Europeans to have been the first to honor the woman 

and grant her equality is false, for Islam was ahead of them in this matter, and é 

yet their [Europeansô] laws and religious traditions continue to place the man 

above the womané.Muslims have certainly been at fault in the education and 

training of women, and acquainting them with their rights; we acknowledge that 

we have failed to follow the guidance of our religion, so that we have become an 

argument against it.
396

  

 

 ᾺAbduh, Leila Ahmed attests, is ñamong the most influential thinkers on reforms with 

respect to women.ò
397

 He first began to address the need for gender reform in his articles, 

published in al-WaqǕԃiԄ al-MiἨriyya, of which he was the editor in the early 1880s, and in al-

ManǕr, a weekly publication in the 1890s and early 1900s. ᾺAbduh recognized the need to 

improve the status of Muslim women, but his discourse on gender is distinct from other Egyptian 

voices advocating womenôs right at this historical period in that he couches his advocacy as one 

that is thoroughly consistent with Islam. Rather than identify religion as the source of Muslimsô 

backwardness and ill-treatment to women, as did other secular intellectuals
398

 during this time, 

ᾺAbduh instead argues that Islamôs fair treatment of women remains unparalleled in comparison 

to all other nations, legal systems, and religions. Further, his advocacy of womenôs rights on a 

QurᾹanic premise is an attempt to offset Western criticism of Islamôs treatment of women. 
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 In an article which Ri Ǖ attributes to ᾺAbduh in the May 1907 monthly publication of al-

ManǕr, ᾺAbduh directly addresses Lord Cromerôs writings on women in Islam. He argues that 

Cromer is not able to distinguish between Islam as a religion with principles and laws, and the 

attitude and behavior of Muslims. Ninety percent of the blame for the difficulties Muslim women 

face is assigned to Muslims themselves, whereas ten percent of the blame goes to the rigidity of 

jurists, ᾺAbduh writes.
399

 He then laments the difficulties which many women face in the courts. 

As ᾺAbduh himself had served as a judge in the courts, he was most familiar with its conditions. 

He describes the types of difficulties which women endured when they appear in courts due to 

divorce, harm, abandonment, and husbandsô failure to provide financial maintenance. From some 

judges, these women faced insults and difficulties due to the judgesô rigidity in customs and 

habits [ñwa-mǕ yuqǕsǭna min jumȊd al-qu Ǖt óalǕ al-taqǕlǭd wal-ᾺǕdǕtò].
400

 ñIt is a state that stirs 

mercy in the hearts and incites the tongue to speak out,ò ᾺAbduh asserts.
401

 

 ᾺAbduhôs advocacy of womenôs rights in this period stands out in relation to secular, 

Western-educated Egyptians who regurgitated the colonialist rhetoric on women. More 

specifically, ᾺAbduhôs tone is distinct in its expression of gender equality based on what he 

argues is a proper religious understanding. In his tafsǭr, he touches upon important themes, such 

as the singular source of humanity, female financial autonomy, and female education. Stowasser 

also demonstrates in her work on Women in the Quran how ᾺAbduh interprets the verses on 

Eveôs creation in a more egalitarian way than previous exegetes. He argues that the verses on 

human creation demonstrate womenôs full humanity and equality with men before God.
402
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E. Islamist Discourse on Gender Issues 

 Islamist discourse on gender is based on the view that women are critical partners in the 

establishment of an Islamic society based on the pristine sources of Islam. Women must be 

treated as equals not only to be invested in the Islamist project, Islamists believe, but also, 

because it is a more authentic representation of Muslim womenôs involvement in the prophetic 

Muslim community.
403

 In Islamistsô struggle to Islamicize society, they ñrecognize women as 

soldiers in a popular battle for communal righteousness.ò
404

 

 Islamists seek to reclaim the ógender issueô from secular, liberal, and feminist discourses 

by demonstrating that Islam, as a complete way of life, grants women the very freedom, dignity, 

and justice to which the feminist agenda aspires. As Yvonne Haddad demonstrates in her essay, 

ñIslam and Gender: Dilemmas in the Changing Arab World,ò Islamists take ñthe feminist 

movement head on.ò
405

 They do so by arguing that the ideals which feminists wish to attain are 

more fully realized through an implementation of Islamic legislation and values. Appropriating 

some of the feminist discourse, they demonstrate how Islamôs specific mandates, such as the 

mahr, the manôs obligation for nafaqa and a womanôs right to financial autonomy,  best 

guarantee the honor, financial security, and freedom that women aspire to achieve. Islamists 

engage more controversial issues like polygyny and menôs greater share of inheritance through 

distinct ófeministô-conscious arguments. Licenses such as polygyny are presented as the more 

dignified alternative to extra-marital affairs, in which the woman has no legal rights or social 

recognition as a spouse. Menôs extra share in inheritance is explained through the prism of menôs 

extra share of financial liabilities. 

                                                 
403

 Haddad, ñIslam and Gender: Dilemmas in the Changing Arab World,ò 19-22; Ahmed, 194.  
404

 Stowasser, 7. 
405

 Haddad, 22.  



 128 

  In his tafsǭr of 4:32, Qu b argues that menôs share of liabilities far outweighs his share of 

inheritance. This is because the husband must provide a marital gift (mahr), financial 

maintenance (nafaqa) for his wife and children, financial maintenance for close family members 

who are in need, elderly or incapable of working, and, even in cases of divorce, he must pay the 

woman wages for breastfeeding and expenses for the child(ren) under her custody.
406

 Qu b 

writes, ñAll of this (legislation) is to afford women complete comfort and reassurance, so that 

she could guard the most valuable human balance é [i.e. raising children].ò
407

 Qu bôs 

terminology reflects careful thought and a great awareness of the discourse on gender around 

him. For example, in the quotation above, instead of simply referring to a womanôs duty as child-

rearing, he instead expresses it in euphemistic terminology, as ñguarding the valuable human 

balance.ò
408

 As in most Islamist writings
409

 on gender, he frames his defense of seemingly-

controversial legislation as ultimately in womenôs favor. In this perfect and complete ñsystemò 

(ni Ǖm), the division of responsibilities ultimately determines the division of inheritance, Qu b 

argues. 

 An important theme that arises in Qu bôs tafsǭr is the idea that Islam represents a totality, 

a natural order, and a blueprint for society that is consistent with the innate condition in which 

man is born (fiἲra), termed al-manhaj al-IslǕmǭ. Qu b often invokes this theme of Islam as a 

perfect social order in sync with the nature of human beings to explain Islamôs regulations for 

men and women. For example, in verse 4:32, he refers back to the idea of Islam being a natural 

way of life to demonstrate that following this ñnatural orderò would solve the ongoing gender 
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debate in Egypt. There is no reason for men to covet what God has given women or for women 

to covet what God has given men, because their rights and duties are divided according to men 

and womenôs natural qualities. These rules and regulations stem from Islamôs comprehensive 

outlook of society, which aims to dignify human beings for the benefit of the entire society, not 

for just one of the sexes or any single individual.
410

 

 Like ᾺAbduh before him, Qu b also distinguishes between Islam as a ñsystem,ò as he 

describes it, and between the normative practices of Muslims. The reason that women suffer 

degradation and injustice in Muslim societies is clearly due to the latter, according to Qu b. 

Society is steeped in a deep jǕhiliyya, according to Qu b, which infringes upon the rights of God, 

men, and women. Qu b was deeply disturbed by the state in which Egypt found itself in the 

middle of the twentieth century, which he describes as even more jǕhilǭ than Arab pagan society 

in the seventh century. Qu bôs repudiation of modern-day abuses against women and general 

discourse on gender stems from his repudiation of societyôs overall condition. Hence, his 

discourse on gender departs from this diagnosis of society as jǕhilǭ. If Islam, as a comprehensive, 

natural system, was implemented as it had been revealed, then there would be no need for a 

feminist movement or ñbattle of genders,ò as he calls it, which currently afflicts Egyptian 

society.
411

 As Qu b does with other verses, he constantly relates his commentary on gender 

verses to the contemporary realities he witnesses in Egyptian society. He writes,  

There may be a battle of this sort in jǕhilǭ societies which initiate their own 

systems according to their will and to serve their immediate interests, or, to serve 

the interests of certain classes, families or individuals. Such societies may deprive 

women of certain rights due to their extreme ignorance of the human being as a 

whole or of the function of the two sexes in life, or, they may deprive working 

women of some of their rights for economic reasons, by giving women lower 

wages than men for the same job, or giving her a smaller share of inheritance 
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[than she has the right to], or depriving her of the right to manage her own 

property, such as the case in our modern jǕhilǭ societies!
412

 

 

  Injustice towards women stems from peopleôs ignorance, but as for Islam, its treatment of 

women is the highest ideal that any civilization has reached, Qu b argues.
413

 For example, in his 

tafsǭr of verse 4:32,
414

 he argues that Islam gave women an equal right to men to own property 

and earn a living.
415

 Whereas in other societies women do not have the right to act independently 

regarding their own wealth, Islam ñgave women this right from the onset, without her demanding 

it, without any protests, without women associations, and without membership in Parliament!ò
416

 

Quoting ᾺAbd al-WǕ id WǕfǭôs work, Human Rights in Islam (ởuqȊq al-InsǕn), Qu b compares 

the rights that Islam gave women in relation to the ñChristian west.ò
417

 He mentions that when 

women in France get married, they adopt their husbandsô last name and become known as 

Madame ñso and so,ò based on their husbandsô last name. The French woman, therefore, loses 

her individuality and civic identity, which merges with that of her husband.
418

 Similarly, married 

women cannot act freely with their wealth without their husbandsô permission. Therefore, ñthe 

status of women in France, up until recentlyðindeed, until todayðmost resembles the status of 

civic slavery.ò
419

 In comparison to these restrictions, Muslim women can act freely with their 

wealth, without needing their husbandsô permission, and maintain their own family name and 
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identity. Quoting WǕfǭ, Qu b writes that, accordingly, it is very strange that some Muslim 

women blindly imitate western women and reduce themselves to such a status.
420

 

 Qu b reflects the mixed position of many Islamists as he attempts, on one hand, to 

absolve Islam of the critique that it is unfair towards women, and on the other hand, resist and 

counter liberal, feminist trends that he regards as destructive to family life and as part of a 

secular agenda to move Egypt farther from Islam. This tension between his positions makes 

Qu bôs tafsǭr most paradoxical when it comes to gender issues in the QurᾹan. On certain critical 

gender concepts, such as the notion of menôs degree over women in verse 2:228, he takes the 

most women-friendly interpretation of all the exegetes examined (both pre-modern and modern) 

and emphatically argues that this daraja is absolutely limited to the context of divorce and 

cannot be extended to apply to men and women on a broader level. 

 These gender-friendly positions, however, are not consistent throughout Qu bôs tafsǭr. In 

certain verses, specifically those dealing with women in the public space, Qu b takes a rather 

defensive stance, condemning the liberal direction in which Egyptian society is moving. For 

example, he writes in his tafsǭr of verse 33:33,
421

 

Women leaving the home to work is a catastrophe for the home, although 

necessity permits it. As for people volunteering to do so [i.e. women working 

outside the home] even though they are able to avoid it, then this is the curse that 

afflicts the souls, conscience and minds in the ages of regression, evil, and 

misguidance. As for women leaving the home for other than work, such as inter-

mingling and to engage in amusement and to idle about in associations and clubs 

(nawǕdǭ), then this is a reversion which takes human beings back to the stages of 

animals.
422
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Although verse 33:33 specifically addresses the wives of the Prophet, Qu b gives a long diatribe 

regarding the dilemma of Egyptian women working outside the home. These women, he states, 

only bring instability to their home and wreak havoc on their family life.
423

 It is clear that his 

strong condemnation of womenôs work outside the home stems from the cultural and societal 

changes that Egypt was undergoing at that time, with greater interaction between the genders, 

Western-style dress (i.e. removing the ỠijǕb), and public entertainment involving women (i.e. 

dancers, singers, etc.). 

F. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr on Gender 

 Unlike ᾺAbduh and Qu b, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs discourse on gender issues cannot be confined to 

a specific type of discourse, such as modernist or Islamist. In general, however, he reflects an 

internalization of modern notions regarding womenôs equality and rights. He stresses the equality 

of men and women in those verses dealing with human creation. He argues that Islam is the first 

religion to establish rights for women within a marriage, whereas in previous centuries, the fate 

of women was subject to the character of the men they married.
424

 His interpretations of verses 

4:3 and 4:34 reflect his concern for menôs abuse against women. Yet his tafsǭr is void of the 

passionate and polemical tone that underlies the tafsǭrs of ᾺAbduh and Qu b on most gender 

issues. As Nafi eloquently describes, ñHe [Ibn ᾺǔshȊr] was no doubt deeply touched by the 

currents of the modern times, but modernity for him, or whatever traces of it he absorbed, was no 

longer an externalised object from which he could choose to incorporate or reject (as it was for 

ᾺAbduh, fifty years earlier), but rather an internalised influence submerged in his 

subconscious.ò
425
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III . Verse 4:3: A New Discourse on Polygyny 

And if you have reason to fear that you might not act equitably towards orphans, 

then marry from among women whoare lawful to youð[even] two, or three, or 

four: but if you have reason to fear that you might not be able to treat them with 

justice, then marry oneðor those whom you rightfully possess. Thus, it will be 

more likely that you will not do injustice.
426

 

 

 In the modern period, there arises a need to explain the institution of polygyny in a way 

that classical, pre-modern exegetes did not have to. All three modern exegetes attempt to 

rationally explain this institution and reconcile it with modern notions of gender justice and 

marriage as monogamous. In their interpretation of verse 4:3, which sanctions a man marrying 

up to four women, all three exegetes point out that this verse came as a remedy to a social 

ailment that existed in 7
th
 century Arabia, which was injustice to orphans and women in various 

forms. By pointing out the verseôs objective, they all affirm that the verse did not institute 

polygyny, which existed prior to Islam, but imposed limits and restrictions upon this pre-existing 

institution. 

 Unlike pre-modern exegetes, Ri Ǖ, in his fatwa in Tafsǭr al-ManǕr, as well as Qu b and 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, attempt to identify the rationale for why God allows this institution to exist. Their 

justification is grounded in the needs and benefits of human beings and societies overall, not in 

QurᾹanic evidence. Nonetheless, Qu b, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, ᾺAbduh, and Ri Ǖ point to the inherent 

restrictions of this license, based on the wording of the verse itself. For example, all three argue 

that marriage to one is superior if there is any fear of injustice. Their rationalization of this verse, 

however, varies considerably. Of all the exegetes, ᾺAbduh is the only one who attempts to restrict 

the practice of polygyny in the modern period, by pointing to its destructive and harmful effects. 

Therefore, he calls into question the utility of this institution to modern-day Egyptian society. 
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ᾺAbduhôs position on this issue was not mere rhetoric; in 1927, the cabinet approved draft 

legislation based on ᾺAbduhôs views for reforming the law on polygyny and divorce, but these 

were rejected by King FuᾹǕd.
427

 In order to illustrate the significance of the three modern 

exegetesô approaches, I will briefly summarize pre-modern exegetical views on the topic. 

IV . Pre-Modern Exegesis on Verse 4:3 

 The pre-modern exegetes showed no discomfort with the institution of polygyny as 

expressed by verse 4:3. Unlike the three modern exegetes, there is no attempt among pre-modern 

exegetes to justify the institution of polygyny or to identify its advantages over monogamous 

marriages as the ideal standard of marriage. Rather, the pre-modern exegetes sought to explain 

why God restricts the number of wives a man could have to four, not why He permits it. The 

primary concern for pre-modern exegetes is to, first, identify the exact correlation between the 

ñfear of being unfair to orphans,ò as expressed at the beginning of the verse, and the statement 

ñthen, marry women who are lawful to you, in twos, threes, or fours.ò Second, the pre-modern 

exegetes display an interest in the legal and linguistic issues that stem from various 

interpretations of this verse. Their engagement with these issues is not always interpretive on 

purpose, but responsive, in order to either affirm or refute pre-existing interpretations regarding 

this verse. 

 The issues which preoccupied the pre-modern exegetes like al- abarǭ, al-Zamakhsharǭ 

and al-RǕzǭ have nothing to do with the institution of polygyny itself. The issues that rise to 

importance in their respective tafsǭr are primarily linguistic and legal ones. For example, one 

linguistic issue to which all three exegetes pay attention is the characterization of lawful women 
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with the demonstrative pronoun ñmǕò (that) rather than the object pronoun ñmanò (whom).
428

 

Further, they demonstrate why the numbers, two, three, and four are expressed as mathnǕ, 

thulǕth and rubǕԄ, based on the patterns of mafԄal and fuԄǕl, and the implications of using this 

expression.
429

 

The primary concern of pre-modern exegetes in their interpretations of Q. 4:3 was to 

establish the correlation between the first and second parts of the conditional clause. The verse 

begins with a dependent clause expressing a condition, the protasis (sharἲ): ñAnd if you fear that 

you shall not be able to deal justly with orphans.ò A second clause expressing the consequence, 

the apodosis (jawǕb al-sharἲ), follows: ñthen marry those women made lawful to you, in twos, 

threes, or fours.ò Hence any interpretation needed to take into account the syntactical structure of 

the verse. 

 Among the many legal issues they engage is whether the permission to marry up to four 

applies to male slaves as well
430

 and whether the imperative verb, ñthen marryò (fa-nkiỠȊ) 

reflects a legal obligation to marry.
431

 According to al-RǕzǭ, the Ǖhirǭs took the position that the 

imperative verb ñmarryò indicates a legal obligation to get married.
432

 Both al- abarǭ and al-RǕzǭ 

seek to refute this argument and leverage different pieces of evidence to do so. In response to the 

Ǖhirǭ position, al-RǕzǭ cites al-ShǕfiᾺǭôs counterargument in which he refers to verse 4:25.
433

 

This verse gives permission for men who cannot afford to marry free, believing women to marry 
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their slave-women instead. At the end of the verse, however, it states that it is better for one to be 

patient rather than conduct such marriages. Al-RǕzǭ states that this verse is evidence that 

marriage is not mandȊb, a recommended act, let alone a legal obligation (wǕjib) (ñwa dhǕlika 

yadull ԄalǕ annahu laysa bi-mandȊb, faỈlan Ԅan an yuqǕl innahu wǕjibò).
434

    

  Al - abarǭ, whose tafsǭr is argued to be one of the first extant in the genre of tafsǭr,
435

 

applies a certain methodology of citing all possible given interpretations of a text and the 

authorities who adopt those interpretations.
436

 While this leads to a multiplicity of meaning, al-

abarǭ usually champions one of those multiple interpretations at the end. In al- abarǭôs tafsǭr on 

verse 4:3, he cites three possible interpretations. Both al-Zamakhsharǭ and al-RǕzǭ cite at least 

two of these interpretations. 

 The first opinion al- abarǭ cites is that this verse is a prohibition for legal guardians from 

marrying orphans under their care due to potential injustice that might ensure therefrom. Rather, 

they should marry other women who are lawful to them, up to four; yet if they fear doing 

injustice, then they should only marry one or what their right hand possesses.
437

 Based on al-

abarǭôs characteristic of citing interpretive reports with strict attention to isnǕd (chain of 

transmission),
 438

 he cites all the chains of transmission for the authorities who have adopted this 

interpretation. This interpretation is based on a adǭth
439

 by the Prophetôs wife ᾺǔᾹisha, which is 
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cited by all the pre-modern and modern exegetes I examine here. According to this narration, this 

verse was revealed in regards to men who are legal guardians for orphans under their care when 

the legal guardian is attracted to the orphan due to her wealth and beauty and wants to marry her 

without giving her the due mahr that another man would pay her. Accordingly, God forbade 

these men from marrying those orphans under their care, unless they could be just and give them 

the maximum mahr due to them. Rather, these legal guardians are given the option to marry 

other women, who are made lawful to them, up to four.
440

 

 The second interpretation that al- abarǭ cites is that the objective of this verse is to limit 

men from marrying more than four women. The reason for this is because men from the Quraysh 

tribe would marry ten women, or more or less, and then use the wealth of the orphans under their 

care to financially support these multiple marriages.
441

 Or they would use the orphanôs wealth to 

get married (i.e. pay the dower). Hence, this interpretation is about restricting the number of 

marriages that a man could have in order to eliminate his need or desire to use the wealth of 

orphans under his care.
442

 Al - abarǭ concisely mentions a third interpretation, which is that this 

verse was precautioning men against illicit sex. He writes, ñSome have said that the verseôs 

meaning is ójust as you fear [injustice] regarding orphans, so likewise fear having illicit sex with 

women; rather marry women who are made lawful to you.ò
443
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 The fourth interpretation, which al- abarǭ champions, is that Arab men of Quraysh did in 

fact refrain from being unjust with orphansô wealth, but they did not exhibit that same level of 

restraint towards being unjust to women they married. For al- abarǭ, this correlation between the 

protasis and apodosis at the beginning of the verse is not in the legality of marrying orphans 

versus non-orphans. The correlation between these two topics in the level of concern one should 

have towards both subjects, women and orphans. Al- abarǭ argues that since 4:2, the preceding 

verse, warns against unjustly appropriating orphansô wealth, then verse 4:3 commands men to 

fear being unjust towards women they marry just as they fear being unjust towards orphan. He 

writes,  

Just as you fear being unjust with orphans, likewise fear being unjust to women, 

so do not marry of them except one to four, and do not exceed this; and if you still 

fear that you will not be just with more than one woman, then do not marry except 

that [number] in which you do not fear being unjust, from one to what your right 

hand possesses.
444

 

 

 Al -Zamakhsharǭ agrees with this opinion cited by al- abarǭ.
445

 To this interpretation, he 

adds the following analysis: 

if you fear being unjust with the rights of orphans and therefore, refrain from it 

[being unjust], so likewise, fear being unjust to women, so reduce the number of 

women you marry, because whoever refrains from one sin or repents for it, while 

committing another sin, is neither abstinent [from sin] nor repentant é because 

repugnance exists in every sin.
446

 

 

 Al -Zamakhsharǭ identifies two other possible interpretations. The second interpretation, 

which he considers weak, is that the Arab men would not refrain from illicit sex (zinǕ) although 

they would refrain from being the guardians of orphans due to fear of being unjust or unfair in 

upholding their rights.
447

 Accordingly, just as they fear committing this sin towards orphans, they 
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should fear committing the sin of illicit sex. The objective of this verse then is to order men to 

marry women who have been made lawful to them, rather than engage in illicit sex. The third 

interpretation that al-Zamakhsharǭ offers parallels the first interpretation that al- abarǭ provides. 

Although al-Zamakhsharǭ does not cite ᾺǔᾹishaôs adǭth, he paraphrases its content.
448

 

 Like al- abarǭ and al-Zamakhsharǭ, al-RǕzǭôs primary concern is to identify the 

correlation between the two clauses at the beginning of the verse. Al-RǕzǭ cites four possible 

interpretations. The first interpretation is based on the adǭth by ᾺǔᾹisha and therefore, parallels 

al- abarǭôs first interpretation. Accordingly, this verse is meant to deter men from marrying 

orphans under their legal care and instead, to marry other women who are lawful to them. This is 

because, based on the adǭth, the guardian is attracted to the orphanôs wealth and beauty and 

desires to marry her, but he does not treat her well ñbecause he knows that she has no one to 

defend her and protect her from that husbandôs evil,ò al-RǕzǭ writes.
449

 

 The second interpretation that al-RǕzǭ cites is the one that al- abarǭ and al-Zamakhsharǭ 

both believe to be the correct interpretation. Al-RǕzǭôs wording of this interpretation very closely 

resembles al-Zamakhsharǭôs wording that the correlation between the two clauses is to fear being 

unjust to women just as one fears being unjust to orphans.
450

 . According to this interpretation, 

after the revelation of 4:2 warning against the illicit consumption of orphansô wealth, men feared 

being unjust to orphans and refrained from being their legal guardians, but did not refrain from 

being unjust to women. The third interpretation that al-RǕzǭ cites is also cited by al-Zamakhsharǭ, 

which is that men are being told to fear zinǕ just as they fear being unjust to orphans, as both are 
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sinful.
451

 Therefore, the objective of the apodosis, jawǕb al-sharἲ, in the verse, ñthen marry 

women who are lawful to you,ò is to order men to get married rather than have illicit sex.    

 The fourth opinion that al-RǕzǭ cites is the one that he favors. Based on a report by 

ᾺIkrima, a man would have many wives. At the same time, the man would have orphans under 

his legal care. After spending all of his money on his wives, he would have nothing left and be in 

need. He would then use the orphansô wealth to financially support his wives.
452

 According to 

this interpretation, the correlation between having fear of injustice to orphans and marrying up to 

four women is in its inverse relationship. Marrying more than four women could lead to a 

financial burden and greater temptation to use the wealth of orphans under oneôs care. Therefore, 

if one fears being unjust to orphansô wealth, according to al-RǕzǭôs reading, then one should 

decrease the number of women one marries.
453

 The implication of this interpretation is that the 

objective of the QurᾹanic verse, ñthen marry women who are made lawful to you, in twos, threes 

or fours,ò is to restrict the number of marriages one could have. 

 The pre-modern exegetes, such as the three mentioned above, displayed no reservations 

with regards to the institution of polygyny as expressed in this verse, nor did they feel a need to 

defend or justify its sanction by the QurᾹan. Rather, as demonstrated, the focus of their 

interpretations was to explain the correlation between the issues of orphans and marriage in the 

verse. Further, the exegetes sought to explain why God was restricting the number of marriages a 

man could have to four. What needed explanation to the pre-modern exegetes was not why God 

allowed up to four wives for one man, but rather, why God had limited the number of wives a 

man could have. Subtle differences in the various interpretations aside, for all three of these pre-
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modern exegetes, the objective of this verse was to either prevent injustice to orphans or prevent 

injustice to women themselves. 

V. Modern Exegetes on Verse 4:3 

A. ᾺAbduh on polygyny 

 While historians of the Arab world have paid much attention to ᾺAbduhôs legal reforms to 

outlaw polygyny in Egypt,
454

 I have yet to find an analysis of ᾺAbduhôs tafsǭr on verse 4:3, which 

allows for a manôs marriage of up to four women, and how he reconciles this verse with his 

position on banning polygyny. ᾺAbduhôs position on the institution of polygyny is that its need 

and benefits are restricted to the early Islamic historical period, in which certain conditions 

existed that made such an institution feasible and even necessary at times. However, in late 

nineteenth-/early twentieth-century Egypt, the effects of polygyny were destructive to family life 

and harmful to the welfare of society, ᾺAbduh believed.
455

 

  There are two sections in Tafsǭr al-ManǕr on verse 4:3. The first section consists of two 

sermons that ᾺAbduh gave on the verse, according to Ri Ǖôs notes. This section is a straight-

forward interpretation of the verse which ends with an appeal to anafǭ jurists to change the laws 

regarding this institution. The second section is a fatwa that Ri Ǖ gave on polygyny in response 

to a Muslim medical studentôs question in the U.S. The tone and arguments are decisively 

different in each of these two sections. In the first section, ᾺAbduh laments the destructive and ill 

effects of polygyny and ultimately, calls upon jurists to look into repealing this issue for the 

general welfare (maἨlaỠa) of society. In the second, Ri Ǖôs tone takes a sharp turn from the tone 
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set by ᾺAbduh on the topic, and instead, he begins to justify the historic and human need for this 

institution, based on various scenarios that could arise. 

 The reason for this marked difference between the two sections, I argue, is partially due 

to the differences between both authors and partially due to the fact that the fatwaôs petitioner 

lives in U.S. The petitioner of the fatwa, a Muslim medical student in the U.S., asks Ri Ǖ how 

one should explain 4:3 to those in the West who are bewildered by it. The question itself, 

therefore, elicits a response that addresses Western criticism of the practice, which explains 

Ri Ǖôs defense of the institution. In addition, what is clearly different between both sections are 

the authorsô views on women in general. Whereas most of ᾺAbduhôs writing on women is 

consistent with his views of gender equality, Ri Ǖôs fatwa on polygyny regurgitates patriarchal 

views of women as being mentally less capable than men and the need to gear them towards their 

ñnatural work,ò
 456

 child-rearing. 

 The significant differences between these two sections yield two important points of 

analysis. The first is that Islamic modernist discourse on gender issues was not monolithic. 

Despite the commonality of modernistsô views on certain objectives of Islamic reform, they may 

have differed in their views on gender and womenôs role in society. Second, it re-affirms what 

many historians have noted about ᾺAbduh, which is that his views on gender were significant and 

relatively revolutionary in relation to the cacophony of voices that spoke out on the subject in the 

early and middle twentieth-century Arab world.
457
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 As with most of Tafsǭr al-ManǕr, Ri Ǖ as the editor indicates, for the most part, which 

words are his and which parts of the commentary belong to his teacher and ñimǕm.ò
458

 The 

exception to this, as Iôve indicated earlier, is the second sȊra immediately after ᾺAbduhôs 

death.
459

 Ri Ǖ also tends to indicate where ᾺAbduhôs words represent a new sermon, especially 

when the sermon is a continuation of a previous sermon on the same verse. The beginning of the 

tafsǭr on verse 4:3 is traditional in form, conforming to most pre-modern and modern exegesis on 

this verse, and reflects Ri Ǖôs interjections. Ri Ǖôs edits in this tafsǭr are evidential by the 

thorough citation of various narrations regarding the occasion of the verseôs revelation. The 

sources of these narrations include canonical adǭth
 
collections (BukhǕrǭ, Muslim, and Sunan al-

NasǕᾹi) as well as the exegeses of al- abarǭ, AbȊ Bakr ibn al-Mundhir al-Naysaburǭ (d. 930) and 

Ibn Abǭ Ǖtim (d. 938).
460

 

 In fact, the next few pages are a discussion of al- abarǭôs various citations on this verse 

and the range of possible interpretations that al- abarǭ offers. This dialectic with al- abarǭ is 

most indicative of Ri Ǖôs work, as ᾺAbduh scantly, if ever, cited previous exegetes in his 

commentary, although he did cite prophetic traditions. Ri Ǖ delves into much detail on al-

abarǭôs multiple interpretations, mentioning the interpretations themselves, the various pieces of 

evidence that al- abarǭ presents, and the named authorities who took this position. It is clear that 

Ri Ǖ actually prefers the opinion that al- abarǭ championed as the correct one, rather than the 

one that ᾺAbduh believed to be correct. As mentioned earlier, al- abarǭ believed that verse 4:3 

called upon men to fear being unjust to women just as they fear being unjust to orphans. This is 

because the preceding verse, 4:2, heeded men against consuming orphansô wealth illegally; 

therefore, the precedent for fearing being unjust to orphans had already been established. The 
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way to be just towards women is by not marrying more than the number with which one can 

guarantee fairness, al- abarǭ had argued.
461

 Ri Ǖ states, however, that ᾺAbduh had chosen the 

interpretation that ᾺǔᾹisha narrates in the hadith.
462

 

 He then clarifies the different implications of these positions. If one adopts the position 

that al- abarǭ had championed, then this means the objective of the verse is to be just to women 

by reducing the number of women one marries until one can guarantee the ability to be just. 

ñAnd this best fits the issue at hand because it is one of the most important social issues and is 

most appropriate to be [discussed] at the beginning of the sȊra named SȊrat al-NisǕô [the chapter 

of women],ò Ri Ǖ writes.
463

 On the other hand, based on the interpretation that ᾺAbduh chooses, 

the issue of marrying more than one women came as a subsequent issue, not as the original aim, 

Ri Ǖ illustrates.
464

 In other words, polygyny was not the original aim of this verse, but it came as 

a response to the issue of injustice to orphans.
465

 The primary intent of the verse is to prevent 

men from marrying orphans under their legal care, if they fear being unjust. 

 Whereas the commentary began as a technical summary of traditions and their 

explanation, it abruptly takes a more opinionated tone, which is the delineation between Ri Ǖôs 

and ᾺAbduhôs words. Ri Ǖ prefaces ᾺAbduhôs words here with ñal-ustǕdh al-imǕm:ò ᾺAbduh 

demonstrates that the license to marry more than one is hinged upon the second conditional 

clause, ñif you fear that you will not be able to do justice, then marry one or what your right hand 

possesses; that is more likely that you will not do injustice.ò ᾺAbduh argues that the notion of 

fear mentioned in this verse is enough to be a doubt, suspicion or mere illusion that one will not 

uphold justice if married to more than one woman. Therefore, this permission to marry more 
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than one is for the individual who has full confidence that he will be just towards his wives and 

has no hesitation in this regards, ᾺAbduh states.
466

 

1. ᾺAbduhôs Plea Against Polygny 

 ᾺAbduh arrives at his conclusion on the evils of polygyny rather gradually. He first points 

out the inherent restrictions in the verse itself, such as the mandate to be just and the verseôs 

suggestion that marrying one will make it more likely to be just. Second, he mentions another 

verse in relation to this one, verse 4:129: ñYou are never able to be fair and just between women, 

even if it is your ardent desire: But turn not away (from a woman) altogether, so as to leave her 

(as it were) hanging (in the air). If you come to a friendly understanding, and practice self- 

restraint, God is Oft-forgiving, Most Merciful.ò
467

 ᾺAbduh then emphatically states that if we 

take both these verses into consideration, it will become apparent that the permissibility of 

polygyny in Islam is restricted to the utmost degree, as if it is only a necessity (ỈarȊra) for those 

who in fact have a need for it, and only with the condition of upholding justice and safety from 

the absence of injustice.
468

 

 By the end of his sermon, which comes right before Ri Ǖôs fatwa in the tafsǭr, ᾺAbduh 

makes a strong case for the repeal of polygyny in modern-day society. The fact that this part 

comes at the very end of his first sermon may be a result of a conscious decision to only 

gradually introduce the idea. On the other hand, it may be more of a reflection of Ri Ǖôs edits in 

the text, rather than a particular sequence in ᾺAbduhôs delivery of his interpretation. ᾺAbduhôs 

strong views against polygyny may have developed at a very early stage in his life due to his 

own personal experience with its ill effects. ᾺAbduhôs father had two wives and he grew up at a 

young age experiencing first-hand ñthe difficulties of living in a polygamous family,ò as Haddad 
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cites.
469

 However, based on ᾺAbduhôs own commentary in his tafsǭr, it appears that his 

experience as a judge in Egyptôs native courts and as a muftǭ most shaped his views on the evils 

of polygyny, as he describes them. Nonetheless, there is no question that his own childhood 

experiences would have also influenced his views, despite the fact that ᾺAbduh refrains from 

bringing up his personal life in his commentary. 

 Reflecting the idea that society is ultimately comprised of families, ᾺAbduh argues that it 

is impossible to raise an umma or community in which the practice of polygyny is prevalent. 

There can be no sense of order in a family in which there are two wives, ᾺAbduh argues. In fact, 

the husband will cooperate with his wives in corrupting his own family, as if each of the family 

members is an enemy to the other.
470

 The children then adopt this animosity towards each other, 

which transfers from individuals to families and from families to society.   

 It is the animosity and hatred borne out of polygyny that ᾺAbduh finds to be the most 

destructive of its ill effects. His career as a judge and mufti had given him a unique óinsiderô 

perspective and disclosure of the details that happen in families due to polygyny. He lists the 

following types of cases that he has seen and heard of in courts due to polygyny: theft, lies, 

betrayal, forgery, adultery, and even murder. These types of cases have all actually occurred and 

are documented in the courts, he states.
471

 The types of murder include a son killing his father, a 

father killing his son, a husband killing his wife, and a wife killing her husband. All these cases 

resulting from polygyny would ñmake the skin of the believers shrivel,ò
472

 he writes.
473

 

 ᾺAbduh then comes to his justification for the modern repeal of this institution. At the 

beginning of Islam, there were certain benefits to polygyny that no longer exist, and it did not 
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produce the harm that currently exists, ᾺAbduh states.
474

 In the past, the harm that a co-wife 

afflicted would only reach the other co-wife, whereas today it spreads to the rest of society. She 

breeds hatred of the other woman (and her children) into her own children, the father and the rest 

of the family. She convinces her husband to deprive the children of the other wife from their due 

rights and he obeys her ñbecause of his stupidity,ò
475

 ᾺAbduh argues. 

Ironically, it appears as though ᾺAbduh puts most of the blame on the co-wife for the 

evils of polygyny. It is possible that ᾺAbduhôs passionate plea against the evils of polygyny and 

his diatribe against the ignorance of the co-wife partially stem from his own personal experiences 

with his motherôs co-wife and her children, as his reasoning evinces a subjective position. His 

diatribe on the co-wife emphasizes her ignorance of religious teachings, as she ñknows nothing 

of the religion except for superstitions and misinformation, which she gets from others like her. 

Every book that has been revealed and every messenger that has been sent is disowned of her.
476

 

This vehement railing against co-wives departs from ᾺAbduhôs general tone on gender. 

 This section ends with a plea to the anafǭ jurists to examine the problem of polygyny, 

because they possess legal authority and the laws of the land are according to their legal school, 

he says.
477

 To argue for the repeal of this institution, ᾺAbduh utilizes the classical legal concept 

of maἨlaỠa. ᾺAbduh is known for having revived the concept of maἨlaỠa as the legal basis for 

modern legal reforms.
478

 In his tafsǭr of Q. 4:3, he writes that the anafǭ jurists cannot deny that 

the religion was sent for the welfare of people (li -maἨlaỠat al-nǕs) and that of its basic principles 

                                                 
474

 Ibid. 
475

 Ibid. 
476

 Ibid. ñƓǌǈǆ áïƕƙǒò 
477

 Ibid., 4:349-350.  
478

 M. Khadduri, ñMa la a.ò Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, 

E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. (Georgetown University, Washington, D.C.: Brill Online, 2014), accessed 04 

February 2014, http://referenceworks.brillonline.com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-

2/maslaha-SIM_5019.  

http://referenceworks.brillonline.com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/maslaha-SIM_5019
http://referenceworks.brillonline.com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/maslaha-SIM_5019


 148 

is the prevention of harm and its reciprocation.
479

 He invokes the legal principle that averting 

corruption takes precedence over bringing benefit. When it becomes clear that a certain practice 

causes harm and corruption in a certain time period, which was not the case in an earlier time 

period, then ñthere is no doubt that it is obligatory to change the law and its implementation 

based on the current reality.ò
480

 Further, ᾺAbduh states, when there is a reason to fear being 

unjust, then marrying more than one woman is absolutely prohibited (muỠarram qaἲԄan).
481

 

2.  Ri Ǖôs Fatwa 

 Ri Ǖ includes two texts which he had previously written on the subject of polygyny in the 

Tafsǭr al-ManǕr commentary on 4:3. The first of these texts is his response to a fatwa, and the 

second of these is a direct response to Lord Cromer, who brought up the issue of polygyny in an 

article published in the pro-British newspaper, al-Muqaἲἲam. Cromerôs article appears in al-

Muqaἲἲam in 1906, a year after ᾺAbduhôs death. RiǕ publishes Cromerôs entire article and his 

response to it in the tenth volume of al-ManǕrôs journal.
482

 The tone and reasoning of Ri Ǖôs 

attitude towards polygyny in his fatwa drastically differs from ᾺAbduhôs tafsǭr on polygyny. 

 The title of the fatwa itself is telling: ñThe Wisdom of Polygyny (ởikmat TaԄaddud al-

ZawjǕt).ò
483

 As mentioned earlier, the petitioner of the fatwa is a Muslim medical student in the 

U.S., who frames his question in terms of a response to a Western audience. He writes, ñMany 

American doctors and others ask me about this noble verse [4:3] é and they ask me, óHow can a 

Muslim marry four women?ô I have responded to them to the extent of my understanding of this 

verse, in defense of my religion.ò
484

 Ri Ǖ turns ᾺAbduhôs plea against polygyny to a defense of 
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this institution, although he concludes with same premise that polygyny has brought much 

corruption to modern Muslim societies. Ri Ǖ is well-aware of Western critiques of this practice, 

as he makes clear at the beginning of his response: ñthe majority of French find polygyny to be 

the greatest detraction [qǕdiỠ] from Islam.ò
485

 Therefore, he frames the discussion on polygyny 

in terms of its history and utility from the perspective of humanity, irrespective of religion. 

 The fatwa itself is eight pages long and goes into a long diatribe on the history of 

polygyny before Islam, the ónatureô of men and women, and women and menôs differing levels 

of independence and need for each other, among other issues. Interestingly, nearly six decades 

later, Qu b mentions almost the same reasons that Ri Ǖ cites here for the human need of 

polygyny. Ri Ǖ provides six reasons that explicate the human need for and benefits of polygyny. 

First, he delves into the different nature of both sexes, about which ñyou who are working in the 

medical sciences are most aware.ò
486

 He asserts that men and women have a different level of 

need for each other. There are few men who do not desire women, whereas there are many 

women who do not have a desire for men.
487

 If it were not for her desire for romance and to be 

loved, then she would not get married in the first place. 

 Second, he writes, the divine wisdom for each sexôs desire for the other is to preserve the 

human race, because it results in procreation. Assuming that both men and women marry at a 

similar age, an average of fifty years would be lost in which a woman could no longer bear 

children, if the husband could not marry a second wife. Ri Ǖôs tone in this section is very 

formulaic, devoid of the passion and opinion we witnessed in the first section of his tafsǭr. He 

writes, 
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If a man is not allowed to marry more than one woman, half of this manôs average 

lifetime in the umma is interrupted from procreation, which is the objective of 

marriage; [this is] if we suppose that the man marries a woman similar in age to 

him. And some men would lose more than fifty years [of procreation] if he 

marries someone who is older than him, and lived an average lifetime. Similarly, 

some men would lose less than that [fifty years] if he married someone younger 

than him. No matter the case, however, a portion of his lifetime would be lost 

[from the potential to procreate], even if he got married at the age of fifty to a 

woman who is fifteen years old, he would lose twenty five years [from 

procreation].
488

 

 

 Indicative of Ri Ǖôs formulaic tone in this section, in which he engages in dialectic on the 

logical utility of polygyny from a subjective perspective, is the following observation that he 

provides. He writes that French scientists have made the observation that if we were to leave one 

hundred women with one man for only one year, it is possible for one hundred children to be 

born from one single lineage; however if were to leave one hundred men with one woman for a 

year, the greatest possible number of children that could be born from their lineage is only one 

child. It is even more probable that the woman bears no children since each man would corrupt 

the ñharvestò of the other, he writes.
489

 

 The third need for polygyny arises due to the fact that more female infants than male are 

born, on average, and that many men die due to wars. Societies then are afflicted with the 

problem of unmarried women who are unable to fulfill their natural desire to get married. This 

results in many social ills, which include womenôs mental and health issues, their vulnerability in 

society, and their potential subjection to corruption and even prostitution.
490

 Ri Ǖ continues to 

write that this problem of single women (due to a shortage of eligible men) has afflicted French 

society to the point that a group of researchers decided to look into this issue. It became clear to 

them that the only possible remedy for this social problem is allowing men to marry more than 
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one woman.
491

 What is rather astonishing, he writes, is that a few English female writers 

advocated this position in their articles.
492

 This is surprising, Ri Ǖ states, because women have a 

natural aversion to polygamy and are more prone to ñjudging matters according to emotions and 

conscience rather than benefit (maἨlaỠa) and evidence (burhǕn).ò
493

  

  As with the third reason, Ri Ǖ offers a fourth explanation that attempts to disclose 

benefits for polygyny from a womanôs perspective. Let us imagine that each home is a small 

kingdom, he writes, and that the combination of homes comprises the larger kingdom. Women 

are administrators of these small kingdoms because ñit is of the natural order (niὖǕm al-fiἲra) that 

women be in charge of their homes and that their work be confined to it, due to their natural 

weakness from doing other work and due to what hinders them [from such work], such as 

pregnancy, labor and raising children.ò
494

 Therefore, women are financially dependent on men 

and also in need of domestic help in their homes. It is for womenôs benefit, then, that there be 

many women in a home helping to maintain and cultivate it, Ri Ǖ writes. He posits, ñShould not 

human social systems, then, allow for men to marry more than one woman when the need arises 

and especially during times of war, which need men and leave many women without a [financial] 

patron or advocate?ò
495

 

 In providing a fifth reason for polygyny, Ri Ǖ delves into the evolution of sexual 

relations in human history. There were no bonds of marriage that confined a single man to a 

single woman in early human history, he writes. Only as societies evolved, did humans slowly 

begin to impose certain restrictions on the relations between men and women. This began with 
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confining women of a tribe to the men of that tribe. Then it confined many women to one man, 

without limit to the number of women a man could take. Societies then evolved into another 

stage, in which the father became the pillar of the household and family. Accordingly, Ri Ǖ 

writes, the French claim that the highest level of civilization is when one man became limited to 

one woman in the bonds of marriage. Although Ri Ǖ concedes that this should be the natural 

state in marriage, he insists that the need for polygyny cannot be eradicated from societies. This 

stands in sharp contrast to ᾺAbduh, who believed that the harm of polygyny clearly outweighed 

any benefit it could bring to modern society. Ri Ǖ questions that a society could exist without 

needing polygyny in certain cases. He writes, ñLet them [the French] then inform us, have men 

been satisfied with this specification to one woman and have they been convinced of 

monogamous marriages in any nation of nations that have existed until today? Does there exist in 

every 100,000 men in Europe, one man who does not have a sexual affair?ò
496

 

 Imposing monogamy on all men requires a certain level of discipline from the man, Ri Ǖ 

describes, because it demands that the man be patient on many days in which his one wife cannot 

satisfy his sexual need. These days in which she cannot meet his sexual needs are the days of her 

menstruation, the days of heavy pregnancy, and post-natal bleeding. The least of these days are 

the days in which she is breast-feeding and the first and last days of her purity (non-menstrual 

cycle).
497

 It is unclear why Ri Ǖ adds the days of breast-feeding and the beginning and end of her 

purity, but this could be due to many reasons, one of which is his own presumption that women 

are not interested in sexual relations during the days of breast-feeding, either due to fatigue, a 

low libido, or pre-occupation with her child. As for the beginning and ending days of her period, 
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this could be due to the level of uncertainty involved in most legal definitions of ỠayỈ 

(menstruation), which vary according to schools and also vary from one cycle to the other.  

  The sixth reason Ri Ǖ provides for the need of polygyny is the culmination of all the 

factors mentioned above. He places Islamôs qualified permission of polygyny in historical 

context. In pre-Islamic history, Ri Ǖ writes, a man could marry many women without limit or 

restriction of fairness. Further, a man could have illicit sex with any slave woman and, rarely, 

with a free woman as well, if her husband gives her permission.
498

 Islamôs legislation forbade 

illicit sex upon men, women and even slaves. Therefore, it would be very difficult for men to 

accept Islam, considering this history, if they were not allowed to marry more than one wife, 

Ri Ǖ reasons. Otherwise, illicit sex would have become permissible in Muslim lands, as it is 

currently allowed in French lands.
499

 A common line of argumentation in both modernist and 

Islamist discourse on polygyny is to assess the Islamic legislation on this institution in 

comparison to the free and unrestricted reality that existed prior to Islam. 

 Despite all of these needs, the height of civilization in societies is for marriages to be 

monogamous, Ri Ǖ writes.
500

 For the sake of familiesô happiness, monogamy is the ideal, as each 

spouse should offer the other the best one has to give, with sincerity, love, and harmony, he 

concludes. It is clear that Ri Ǖôs explanation of the logic of polygyny is framed as a response to 

Western criticism of the institution. This is one factor for the change in tone between the two 

sections. However, as illustrated earlier, Ri Ǖôs attitudes towards women clearly differed from 

ᾺAbduhôs, which can best be characterized as sympathetic. 
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B. Qu b: A Utilitarian Approach to  polygyny 

 In sharp contrast to ᾺAbduh, Qu bôs tafsǭr of verse 4:3 comes as a response to Muslim 

critics of the institution of polygyny. Unlike Ri Ǖ, Qu bôs discourse is not directed at Western 

criticism of Islam regarding polygyny, but rather, at Muslims who advocate its repeal or 

abolishment. He writes, 

It is important to explain the wisdom (Ỡikma) and benefit of this license 

(polygyny) because in this day of ours, people think they know more than their 

Lord who created them, and claim for themselves insight into manôs life, his 

nature (fiἲra) and benefit (maἨlaỠa) above the insight of their Creator. They base 

their judgment in this matter and others according to their whims, desires, 

ignorance and blindness. As if the necessities and circumstances of today, which 

they realize and take into consideration, were not taken into consideration or 

calculation by GodðHis Majestyðwhen He legislated for mankind these 

legislations.
501

 

 

 By the time Qu b was writing his tafsǭr in the 1960s, the historical context had changed 

from what it was in the early twentieth century during ᾺAbduhôs time, in that the earlier colonial 

critique of Islamôs positions on gender treatment had become internalized by many Arab, secular 

voices, especially among the modern-educated, upper-middle classes. Haddad describes the 

changing conditions of Arab societies regarding gender advocacy as follows: 

Advocacy of Western values and norms became so pervasive that it fostered an 

atmosphere among elites in various Arab countries in which whatever pertained in 

[to] the West was perceived as superior to its Islamic counterpart. The ósorry 

stateô of Muslim countries and particularly the óunfortunateô circumstances for 

women have been portrayed as due directly to the religion of Islam itself.
502

 

 

 Qu b, then, is directly responding to these changing circumstances in Arab society, as he 

expresses dismay and alarm towards the internal critique of religion he witnesses around him. He 

writes that those who question the practicality or need of Godôs legislation combine ignorance 

with impudence towards God, which amount to disbelief and misguidance. He then concludes 
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that those who slander God and his manhaj (system) in this way receive their wages from those 

who are most concerned with conspiring against this religion.
503

 Although it is unclear against 

whom in specific he directs his attack, he seems to be addressing the state-appointed muftǭs, who 

have been viewed by Islamists as co-opted by the regime. There is no need to be apologetic 

about this, but instead, one needs to explain this license by God with clarity, ease and 

decisiveness, Qu b writes.
504

 

 Qu b explains how this verse came as a restriction to existing practices. Islam did not 

institute this practice, Qu b argues, but rather imposed constraints on it. To defend this position, 

he narrates three prophetic traditions in which the Prophet ordered two different men to choose 

four women of the many they had married and leave the rest. In one tradition, the man is 

identified as GhaylǕn ibn Salama al-Thaqafǭ. When he became Muslim, he tells the Prophet he is 

married to ten women, to which the Prophet responds to choose only four. In the second 

tradition, the man, identified as ᾺUmayra al-Asadǭ, became Muslim and mentioned to the Prophet 

that he was married to eighty women, and the Prophet gave the same response. In addition to 

restricting the number of women a man could marry at the same time, God also applied the 

condition of equal and just treatment, Qu b argues; otherwise, one should marry only one.
505

 

 Throughout his tafsǭr, Qu b refers to polygyny as a rukhἨa, a concession or dispensation. 

Like Ri Ǖ, he attempts to explain why the QurᾹan sanctioned such an institution as polygyny 

despite the restrictions it imposed on it. What is most interesting about Qu bôs defense of this 

institution is that he proceeds to explain it on the basis of real-life biological and societal needs 

that exist, not on the basis that God allows it and that is enough for us. This seems to contradict, 

to some extent, earlier arguments made in Milestones that the human utility of Godôs laws are 
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irrelevant.
506

 If God commanded or allowed for something to exist, that should be a sufficient 

reason to adhere to it. However, in his interpretation of verse 4:3, he seems to depart from that 

very argument he put forth earlier and argues for the qualified existence of polygyny on the basis 

of human and societal needs. He interprets this through the central framework of his tafsǭr, which 

is that Islam is a complete and perfect system in total sync with human nature. It does not 

legislate based on the conditions of a certain historical period, but legislates for all time periods, 

geographies, and people.
507

 

 He identifies three different benefits of this institution. First, Qu b notes that in many 

societies, past and present, there exist situations in which the number of women who are eligible 

for marriage exceeds the number of men in that category. Despite the variation in this gender 

disproportion in different societies, the ratio never exceeds four women to one man, Qu b asserts. 

How then does society deal with this imbalance? Does it simply ignore and overlook it?
508

 Qu b 

then provides three possible scenarios in which societies could deal with the situation. First, each 

eligible man could marry one eligible woman. As for those women who cannot find partners, 

they will spend their lives never knowing a man. Second, each man could marry one woman in a 

healthy legitimate relationship, but then has an affair or short-term relationship with one or more 

woman who does not have a spouse. Third, either some or all of the righteous men, marry more 
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than one wife in broad daylight, not as a mistress or occasional partner in darkness and 

prohibition, he writes.
509

 He then continues to assess each of these scenarios. 

 Interestingly, in assessing the first possible scenario, in which some women will remain 

single their entire lives, Qu b reflects a level of gender-consciousness or fluency with feminist 

discourse on such controversial issues. Womenôs need for men, he acknowledges, is not 

necessarily financial. This stands in sharp contrast to the classical, pre-modern exegetical 

conception of marriage as a transaction of wealth for sex between a man and woman.
510

 In 

contrast, Qu b acknowledges that women have sexual, emotional or spiritual needs. A woman 

could work and earn her own living, but this does not mean she no longer has a need for a 

partner. He then points out that when men work and earn their own living, this does not negate 

their need for a partner in life, so why would it negate a womanôs need for a partner? ñMen and 

women are alike in this regard, because they descend from a single soul,ò he writes.
511

 Referring 

to those who critique Islam for permitting polygyny, he writes, ñTherefore, the issue is much 

deeper than what those superficial, pretentious, extremist people who are ignorant of humansô 

innate nature think.ò
512

 

 The second scenario, in which men take on mistresses, conflicts with Islam, which is a 

religion of purity and morality. The third scenario, in which some men marry more than one 

wife, is indeed the most practical way to deal with the situation, Qu b argues.
513

 Interestingly, he 

does not describe this situation as ideal and argues that ñshallow idealismò is not the way one 
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deals with this type of social predicament. In this case, he presents Islam as a religion of 

practicality that deals with ñman as he is, taking full account of his changing circumstances.ò
514

 

 Like Ri Ǖôs fatwa, Qu b identifies procreation as the second important reason for the 

restricted application of polygyny. In a very similar argument to Ri Ǖôs, he writes that a manôs 

fertility could extend to the age of 70, whereas a womanôs fertility usually ends around the age of 

50. He then deduces that there is an average of twenty years in which a man can have children 

but his wife cannot have children. One of the purposes of marriage is ñto promote life through 

procreationò and therefore, it would be unnatural to ñprevent humanity from making use of 

manôs longer period of fertility.ò
515

 Unlike the fatwa by Ri Ǖ, though, Qu b does not take into 

consideration the age difference that could exist between the husband and wife, which would 

presumably change the number of fertility years that would be wasted in a marriage. His 

argument also does not take into consideration the fact that many men die before women, thereby 

rendering menôs prolonged fertility irrelevant. Further, the argument rests on another faulty 

premise, which presumes that those men who have, presumably, been married to one woman for 

a number of years and who would have presumably begotten many children, will want to 

continue having children even after their wife reaches menopause. 

 In addition to the lost years of procreation, Qu b describes a third and fourth situation 

related to procreation which could result in the need for polygyny. In the third situation, a wife 

might not be able to fulfill her husbandôs sexual desire either due to illness or age.
516

 

Interestingly, Qu b does not resort to Ri Ǖôs argument that a womanôs libido is lower than a 

manôs and therefore he might need more than one woman to quench his desire. In this case of a 

womanôs illness or age, the husband and spouse do not want to divorce or separate. How then 
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should we deal with this situation, Qu b questions? Again, he puts forth three possible scenarios, 

the first in which a man is rebuked for seeking to satisfy his ñnatural desires é We say to him: 

óShame on you. This is unbefitting and does not accord with your wifeôs rights and dignity.ôò
517

 

In the second scenario, we let this man have illegitimate relationships with other women. In the 

third scenario, ñwhich is the only one that satisfies the needs of human nature and fits with 

Islamôs moral code,ò we allow him to marry another woman, without having to divorce his first 

wife.
518

 

 The third and last situation that Qu b describes in which polygyny fulfills a human 

benefit is when a woman is barren. Interestingly, in this case, Qu b poses only two possible 

scenarios, neither of which foresees the man as remaining with only his barren wife and coming 

to terms with not having children. In the two scenarios he describes, the first is that the husband 

divorces his barren wife to marry another one. The second is that he ñmaintains the 

companionshipò
519

 of his first wife, and marries a second wife. In both situations, Qu b attempts 

to assess the situation from the wifeôs perspective. The first scenario, in which the husband 

divorces his barren wife for another woman, would be unfair to the first wife because ñit is 

extremely unlikely that a woman known to be barren will find another husband.ò
520

 In the second 

scenario, in which the man marries a second wife, Qu b writes that ñit is more likely that the 

barren wife will find fondness and comfort in [the presence of] young children, born to her 

husband by his second wife, who will fill the home with energy and delight, even though she 

may have some sadness because of her personal deprivation [i.e. not having children].ò
521
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 Again, Qu b attempts to assess the situation from the vantage point of the first wife, 

irrespective of the accuracy of this assessment. This stands in sharp contrast to most pre-modern 

classical exegesis on gender issues, which rarely, if ever, attempt to take the womenôs 

perspective. As evident in his commentary on verse 2:228, Qu b continues this thread throughout 

his tafsǭr. This reflects what Haddad describes as Islamistsô head-on engagement with feminist 

discourse, in their effort to represent Islam as the best champion for womenôs needs and rights. 

As Haddad writes, 

Islamism is represented as a divine system designed out of Godôs mercy and 

compassion for women, with arguments similar to the following é whereas 

women in the West are cast away when their husbands seek mistresses or divorce 

them to marry new wives, Muslim women in polygamous marriage are 

guaranteed respect, equal treatment in love, as well as material support.
522

 

 

This point also distinguishes Qu bôs explanation of the limited necessity for polygyny from 

Ri Ǖôs explanation, in that Qu b attempts to frame the license as one that is to womenôs 

advantage, not necessarily to menôs. Whereas Ri Ǖ finds polygyny to be a legitimate need when 

a manôs wife is unable to sustain his sexual appetite, Qu b does not recognize an unfulfilled 

sexual appetite to be a legitimate reason for polygyny and instead, blames those men who use the 

license to seek sexual pleasure. 

 In contrast to ᾺAbduhôs characterization of polygyny as one that ultimately brings harm 

and chaos to the family, Qu bôs assessment of polygyny most echoes Ri Ǖôs fatwa. The qualified 

allowance for polygyny is the best guarantee to protect womenôs rights in those scenarios that 

Qu b describes. He writes, ñThe concession [of polygyny] fulfills the reality of the fiἲra and the 

reality of life and protects society from delinquencies é and the restriction [to be fair] protects 
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married life from chaos and disintegration and protects the women from oppression and injustice 

é and guarantees that justice be carried forth in necessary situations and difficult 

circumstances.ò
523

 Whereas ᾺAbduh emphasizes the destructive and destabilizing effects of 

polygyny to a marriage, family and society overall, in Qu bôs defense of the institution in certain 

circumstances, polygyny renders the exact opposite: justice and stability. 

 Nonetheless, Qu b is well-aware of the destructive potential of polygyny and blames this 

on Muslim menôs abuse of this license. The blame should not be placed on Islamôs doorstep, 

Qu b argues. ñAnyone who realizes the spirit of Islam and its orientation would not say that 

polygyny is mandated for its own sake or that it is recommended; rather, it is justified due to 

human or social necessities, and must not be an incentive for animalistic pleasure,ò Qu b 

writes.
524

 Qu b instead rebukes those men who abuse this ñlicenseò to satisfy their carnal desires 

and to move from one woman to the other the way a lover moves between mistresses. They 

create a harem out of this license, but this is not Islamôs problem nor do these people represent 

Islam, Qu b writes. The real problem is that these people have become so distant from the 

religion and have not felt its pure and dignified breeze.
525

 The only remedy to the abuse of this 

license, then, is to call people to re-adopt Islam, its legislation and entire system. This is the only 

path towards reform, ñnot just in this aspect of life, but in its entire system,ò Qu b asserts, 

ñbecause Islam is a complete system and does not function except as a comprehensive and 

complete system.ò
526

 

 Throughout Qu bôs tafsǭr is a diagnosis of society as having become distant from Islamôs 

pure teachings. While this may appear to resemble ᾺAbduhôs arguments, there is an important 
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difference between them. This difference lies in Qu bôs idealistic perception of what would ensue 

from a proper implementation of Islam as a complete system, whereas ᾺAbduh reflects the 

realism of a jurist and judge who understands the inherent human limitations that would ensue 

from the implementation of a ódivineô system. The heights of perfection and civility to which 

Islam could carry human beings, in Qu bôs eloquent description, become, in ᾺAbduhôs thought, 

inevitably impeded by manôs imperfections in understanding and application. This streak of 

realism clearly distinguishes the two exegetesô attitude in the way they assign blame to fellow 

Muslims. 

C. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr: A Non-Polemical Approach to Polygyny 

 This scholarôs attitude and personal thoughts on polygyny remain an enigma. In 1956, 

when Tunisian President Habib Bourguiba signed into law the most radical family law reforms in 

the Arab world,
527

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr stood by his side.
528

 One would imagine, then, that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

endorsed Bourguibaôs legal reforms, which outlawed polygyny among other measures.
529

 

Nonetheless, unlike ᾺAbduh, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs exegesis on verse 4:3 reveals no attempt to establish 

the antiquity of polygyny and its potential harm or to call for its repeal. Rather, the tone of Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊrôs exegesis on this verse is tempered. It reveals no distress in respect to the existence of 

this institution or this verse. Whereas ᾺAbduh argues against the modern application of polygyny 

due to the harm it yields, and Qu b scathingly rebukes those who attempt to abolish polygyny, 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is thoroughly non-polemical in his approach to the issue of polygyny. As Basheer 

Nafi succinctly describes, in contrast to other influential exegetical works in the modern period, 
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al-TaỠrǭr wal-Tanwǭr stands out as ñone of the least ideologically constructed works of tafsǭr in 

the twentieth century.ò
530

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tempered exegesis on verse 4:3 in the midst of a climactic 

controversy on polygyny in Tunisia is one of the best examples of his tafsǭrôs non-ideological 

commitment. It is for this reason that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr has been described as ña non-activist reformer, 

a somewhat detached intellectual.ò
531

 

 Some scholars have attempted to reconcile the seeming contradictions between Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊrôs political position as arguably one of Tunisiaôs most influential scholars, and his 

intellectual thought. Nafi explains that Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs ñpolitically cautious and socially 

ambivalentò
532

 attitude is a result of the three spheres of influence which Ibn ᾺǔshȊr had to 

carefully navigate. These spheres of influence were the ZaytȊna University, the institution of 

Tunisian Ὰulama with which he associated until his last days; his familyôs status and social 

prestige; ñand the turbulent times of imperialism, modernisation and national independence.ò
533

 

The Ibn ᾺǔshȊrs were ña highly privileged family whose social status and ties to the óulamǕ class 

were intertwined.ò
534

 According to Nafi, although his privileged family background helped shape 

his career, it also limited his political choices, because maintaining these family privileges meant 

cooperating with the authorities in power, be they Ottoman, French, or Tunisian.
535

  

 A more important reason for his implicit endorsement of controversial policies or 

reforms, such as the 1956 Personal Status Laws, I believe, was his national commitment to 

Tunisian autonomy. As J. N. D Anderson demonstrates, despite the controversy of the 1956 

Personal Status Laws, scholars who endorsed this legislation, such as Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, recognized that 
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it would unify the national courts in a way that would eliminate the colonial justification to 

intervene in the courts.
536

 Therefore, the context of colonialism and nationalism had a strong 

influence on Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs political stances, in my assessment. His primary motive for 

cooperating with the political establishment was to safeguard the role of Sharǭóa as a source of 

legislation and litigation in Tunisia. 

 While this may explain his ñpolitically cautiousò positions, it does not explain his 

approach to QurᾹanic exegesis, which is non-ideological, tempered and thoroughly grounded in 

the intellectual disciplines that, he believes, should be the ground spring of tafsǭr proper. Rather, 

his intellectual thought, and specifically his approach to tafsǭr, could best be understood as a 

reflection of an uninterrupted, continuous tradition of which Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is both an heir and 

transmitter, as elaborated on below in my analysis of Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr of verse 4:3. 

 Produced at the end of his life, during which he had lost hope in the political and social 

aspirations of Islamic reform, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr reflects the vindication of classical, medieval 

methodological approaches to exegesis. It is an attempt, in my assessment, to counter the rupture 

of intellectual thought that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr witnessed over the course of the twentieth century. His 

long and productive life of ninety-four years gave him the advantage of hindsight unavailable to 

his reformist contemporaries such as Rashǭd RiǕ (1865-1935) and ᾺAbd al- amǭd ibn BǕdǭs 

(1889-1940), a leader of the Islamic reform movement in Algeria and founder of the Association 

of Algerian Muslim óUlama. As Nafi writes, Bourguibaôs radical reforms against ZaytȊna 

University and certain Islamic precepts (i.e. fasting and ỠijǕb) rendered ñthe whole reformist 

project in Tunisia é meaningless.ò
537

 By the 1960s, in the last decade of his life, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

avoided all types of public involvement and instead, focused on writing and responding to 
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inquiries from within and outside Tunisia.
538

 As I submit in the previous chapter, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs 

retreat to the pen is an attempt to rise above existing conditions in his view that knowledge is the 

only medium that could rise above the confines of historical contingencies. 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr of verse 4:3 brings renewed life to legal and philological debates that 

were presumably exhausted in the pre-modern period. As an example, he gives particular 

attention to an unresolved medieval debate as to whether the license to marry four is applicable 

to slave men or not. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is well aware of the irrelevance of this debate to the modern 

Muslim world, which had officially banned slavery by the first half of the century.
539

 The 

importance of this question to Ibn ᾺǔshȊr lies in its methodological significance in principles of 

jurisprudence. The anafǭs and ShǕfiᾺǭs
 
both took the position that slaves could not marry more 

than two women at most, whereas the MǕlikǭs saw in verse 4:3 a general ruling that applied 

equally to slave and free men. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr specifically engages al-RǕzǭ, who defends the ShǕfiᾺǭ 

position against the MǕlikǭ position in his interpretation of this verse.
540

 The issue boils down to 

a methodological difference on whether the generality or specificity of a statement takes 

precedence. The ShǕfiᾺǭs believed that the generality of a statement is not a proof in itself. When 

a contradiction occurs between a general statement and specific one, the latter takes precedence. 

 Accordingly, the ShǕfiᾺǭs took the position that since the latter part of verse 4:3 (ñbut if 

you have reason to fear that you might not be able to treat them with justice, then marry oneðor 

those whom you rightfully possessò) applies only to free men, then the rest of the verse equally 

applies only to free men. This is because a slave man cannot marry without the permission of his 
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master, and he does not have slave girls. The MǕlikǭ response to this is that if there are two 

general independent clauses, then a restriction to the second clause does not apply to the first 

clause. Al-RǕzǭ goes on to explain the ShǕfiᾺǭ response, which is that this verse came down in 

one mode or sequence (nasq). Therefore, when it becomes known that part of the verse is 

specific to free men, then it becomes clear that all of the verse must follow suit.
541

 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr does not mention this detail; rather, he suffices with mentioning the names of 

the Companions, Successors, and legal schools who took each of the two juristic positions.
542

 As 

with most of Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs legal and theological engagements, he does not delve into the 

technicalities of the arguments or provide any context of the debate. His writing presumes the 

readerôs high level of acquired knowledge and familiarity with these issues. Due to the brevity of 

information he provides, it is clear that the significance of certain interjections will be lost upon 

some of his readers at various points, but Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs objective is not to address the lowest 

common ratio of Muslim society. Rather, he viewed the objective of tafsǭr as a purely intellectual 

endeavor at the highest caliber. In contrast to both ᾺAbduh and Qu b, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is not writing 

his tafsǭr for the masses, but for those who are specialized in its sciences. 

 As part of his partaking in an intellectual tradition, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr engages in other points of 

debate that one may argue are irrelevant or obsolete to the time period in which he lived. For 

example, he renews the medieval debate on whether the imperative verb ñmarryò in the verse 

indicates that marriage is mandatory upon Muslims. Al-RǕzǭ writes in his tafsǭr that some jurists 

of the Ǖhirǭ school took the position that marriage is mandatory based upon this verse. As I 
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demonstrated above, by referencing al-ShǕfiᾺǭôs counterargument to this, al-RǕzǭ concludes that 

getting married is not mandȊb, a recommended act, let alone an obligatory one.
543

 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr briefly brings up this issue, by writing that the imperative ñmarryò in verse 

4:3 is not prescribing marriage because the verb is connected to the condition of fearing being 

unjust to orphans. Rather, Islam confirmed the pre-Islamic permissibility (ibǕỠa) of marriage, 

with some restrictions, such as the restriction against marrying more than four, marrying women 

who were breastfed by the same wet-nurse or mother as the man, or not giving women their 

marital dower among others.
544

 Again, his attention to grammar has an important hermeneutic 

effect. Further, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr follows in the footsteps of other exegetical heavyweights like al-

abarǭ and al-RǕzǭ to reject a deviant position in exegetical history which read in this verse a 

license to marry up to nine wives, by adding up the adjectives two, three, and four together and 

by rendering the conjunction ñwaò to mean ñandò instead of ñor.ò
545

 Those who advocated this 

opinion also pointed to the fact that the Prophet had married nine women as further evidence. Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊr displays great shock at this deviant interpretation and calls it an abominable ignorance of 

the Arabic language.
546

 

1. Philology and the Meaning of Verse 4:3 for Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

 For Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, the deduction of the QurᾹanôs meaning must be governed by the dictates 

of philology. As such, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr interprets verse 4:3 within its syntactical structure. As 

mentioned earlier, the verse first begins with a dependent clause expressing a condition, the 

protasis (sharἲ), and then follows with a clause expressing the consequence, the apodosis (jawǕb 
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al-sharἲ).
547

 While there could be multiple meanings for this verse, those meanings must be 

consistent with its syntactical structure, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr insists. There is a necessary relationship 

between fear of being unjust to orphans and the imperative to marry women, he writes.
548

 He 

points out that many scholars of the umma have failed to recognize the connection between these 

two clauses. 

 Of the four plausible interpretations that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr mentions, he champions the meaning 

that he believes best strengthens the correlation between the dependent clause and its apodosis. 

This is the opinion that ᾺǔᾹisha provides in a narration from ἧaỠǭỠ al-BukhǕrǭ.
549

 Although she 

does not attribute this tradition to the Prophet, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes that the context of her words 

indicate that this tradition is mawqȊf; it stops short of the Prophet.
550

 Nonetheless, ᾺǔᾹisha would 

only have stated this based on her cognizance of the occasion of its revelation, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes, 

which is why BukhǕrǭ cites this tradition under marfȊԄ aỠǕdǭth
551

 in his chapter on Tafsǭr SȊrat 

al-NisǕԃ. In his introduction to this sȊra, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr cites a tradition from ᾺǔᾹisha in which she 

says, ñSȊrat al-Baqara and SȊrat al-NisǕԃ were not revealed except when I was with him [the 

Prophet].ò
552

 

 According to ᾺǔᾹishaôs narration on the meaning of verse 4:3, which I have previously 

discussed in the section on pre-modern exegetes, this verse addressed the legal guardians of 

orphans who were tempted to marry the orphans under their care due to their wealth and beauty, 

but were not willing to pay her a dower equal to what other men would pay her. Therefore, this 

verse indicates that these guardians should not marry those orphans and instead marry other 
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women made lawful to them, as long as they can guarantee justice. The best meaning of this 

verse is what ᾺǔᾹisha narrates in this tradition, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes.
553

 According to the 

interpretation ᾺǔᾹisha provides, the connection between the conditional clause and its apodosis is 

strongest. This meaning also illustrates the connection between this verse and the preceding 

verse, both of which are safeguarding the financial rights of orphans, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr notes.
554

 

Whereas verse 4:2 protects orphanôs inheritance, verse 4:3 protects female orphansô right to a 

marital dowry equal to that of their peers. Interestingly, while the three pre-modern exegetes I 

examined also connect verses 4:2 and 4:3, none of them connect them the way Ibn ᾺǔshȊr does, 

which reflects his acumen and attention to detail. 

Ultimately, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes that this verse is a warning to men not to use their blood 

relations (with orphans) as an excuse to not give the full marital dowry they owe, just as they did 

not use their blood relations as an excuse to marry them when they did not find them appealing 

(due to little wealth or beauty).
555

 He bases this on the rest of the tradition by ᾺǔᾹisha, in which 

she explains the occasion of revelation for verse 4:127. In this tradition, she states that God 

forbade legal guardians from marrying orphans under their care when they are attracted to their 

wealth and beauty due to the fact that they were disinclined to marry them when they were of 

little wealth and beauty.
556

 

 By paying attention to the function of the term ñdhǕlikaò at the end of verse 4:3, Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊr makes an indirect case for monogamy. This argument is completely grounded in the rules 

of philology and is totally divorced of the passion and logical argumentation made by ᾺAbduh 
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seven decades earlier. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr pays considerable attention to the last phrase of the verse,
557

 

ñthat will make it more likely that you do not commit injustice.ò Ibn ᾺǔshȊr notes that the 

demonstrative pronoun, ñthatò (ism al-ishǕra, ñdhǕlikaò), in this verse could refer to one of two 

phrases. It could either refer to the conditional clause, ñif you fear that you will not be just to 

orphans,ò or it could refer to the ruling, ñtherefore marry one or what your right hand possesses.ò 

If it refers to the former, this means that the man should continue to decrease the number of 

women he marries until he no longer fears doing injustice to them. 

 However, if the pronoun ñthatò in the final phrase, ñthat will make it more likely that you 

do not commit injustice,ò actually refers to ñthen marry one or what your right hand possesses,ò 

then we have a strong case for monogamy here. While Ibn ᾺǔshȊr does not explicitly put it in 

these terms, he makes an argument that in the second position, this means that marrying one 

woman (or what your right hand possesses) will make it more likely that you do not commit 

injustice. He writes ñthis is because polygyny exposes men to committing injustice, no matter 

how much they attempt to be fair, because the soul has desires and faults.ò
558

 Based on this 

meaning, this final statement then ñmakes desirable that men suffice with marrying one woman 

or have multiple female slaves, because it prevents the harm of injustice.ò
559

 Here, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

specifically employs the legal concept of sadd al-dharǭԄa, the notion of preventing the means to 

illegals ends. In this case, the prevention of harm would be in marrying one woman only or, as 

an alternative, have multiple slave women.
560

 For Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, the option between these two 

choices is mutually exclusive. One should either marry one wife or have slave women, but not 

both. 
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2. Engaging with Modernity 

 Despite Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs adherence to pre-modern classical exegetical methodologies, he in 

no way confines himself to the meanings produced by his predecessors. In one important 

departure from pre-modern exegetes, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr attempts to provide a utilitarian purpose to the 

QurᾹanôs qualified sanction of polygyny. By looking for underlying reasons for this legislation, it 

is one of the few subtle reflections of Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs engagement with the modern controversy 

regarding polygyny. On one of the rare occasions when Ibn ᾺǔshȊr appears to respond to critics 

of Islam, he writes, 

There has never been in previous legislations or pre-Islamic Arabia a limit to the 

number of wives one could have. It has not been proven that Jesus had come with 

a limitation on marriages [one can enter], even if this is the illusion of some of our 

scholars like al-QarǕfǭ, and I do not consider it to be correct.
561

 Rather, it is Islam 

that imposed a limit [on simultaneous marriages one can enter].
562

 

 

 A symptom of modern discourse on the practice of polygyny is the attempt to establish 

reasons for its permission in Islam, from the perspective of human welfare. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr reflects a 

limited engagement with modern discourse on the practice by attempting to find a taԄlǭl for 

polygyny, which he identifies in terms of its overall benefit to society. This is not about 

individual cases, but about society as a whole. God has legislated polygamous marriage to the 

capable and just person for multiple benefits, he writes.
563

 He notes four of these benefits 

(maἨǕliỠ): 1) it increases the size of the umma by increasing the number of infants born in it, 

because more marriages equal more children; 2) it enables society to financially maintain women 

whose population ñis greater than the population of men in every nation,ò
564

 a phenomenon he 

attributes to three reasons, which he identifies as 2a) a greater number of female births than male 
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births, and 2b) men are exposed to wars and difficulties to which women are not, and 2c) women 

usually live longer than men; 3) since the sharǭᾺa forbids illicit sex, it offsets this restriction by 

allowing polygyny for those men who are naturally inclined to it (i.e. having multiple partners); 

and lastly, 4) it helps avoid divorce except if necessary. 

 Like both Ri Ǖ and Qu b, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr views procreation as an important reason for 

marriage that yields an ultimate benefit to society. This view on the importance of procreation 

leads Ri Ǖ and Qu b to argue that polygynous marriages are sometimes necessary due to the 

years of wasted fertility that would ensue after a manôs first wife reaches menopause. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, 

however, makes no mention of a manôs lost years of fertility. Rather, in each contingency that 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊr identifies, he attempts to be as broad as possible so as to encapsulate what he 

considers to be the most probable cases. 

As for the second reason he gives, this is about offsetting the male gender gap in society. 

Ri Ǖ and Qu b, like Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, also note that disproportionate number of women in Muslim 

societies in comparison to men. All three seem to take it for granted that Muslim societies have 

more women than men. Yet this assumption falters when tested against demographic data. 

According to the UN Population Division, the human sex ratio (number of males per 100 

females) in North Africa
565

 has been, on average, 100.75 between 1950-2005.
566

 This reflects an 

almost equal sex ratio, with the number of males actually slightly exceeding the number of 

females. This range has varied from 100.4, at its lowest peak in 2005 to 101.3 at its highest peak 
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in 1990. It is interesting to note that in five and a half decades, this ratio never fell below 

100.00.
567

 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs third reason seems to echo Ri Ǖôs reasoning on menôs greater sexual 

propensity than women. In the fifth reason that Ri Ǖ provides, which traces the evolution of 

human beingsô sexual and marital relations, he argues that it would have been very difficult for 

men to accept Islam, considering the lack of legislative restrictions on polygamy or illicit sex 

(zinǕ) in human history.
568

 While this may appear to mirror Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs statement, Ri Ǖôs 

argument departs from Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs in the way he continues to frame the argument. Ri Ǖ 

considers the need for multiple partners from the perspective of individual males, who must 

patiently endure ñwinter daysò while their wife goes through her menstrual cycle, labor, post-

partum bleeding, and breastfeeding. On the other hand, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr considers this issue from the 

perspective of legislationôs function vis-à-vis society and the check-and-balance that religious 

legislation attempts to maintain between the restrictions and permissions that it imposes. 

 As for the last reason that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr identifies, one benefit of polygyny to human beings 

is that it comes as an alternative to divorce.
569

 As a jurist and muftǭ, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr was well aware 

of the harm that arbitrary divorce inflicted upon women. One of the important measures of the 

1956 Personal Status Law, which Ibn ᾺǔshȊr appeared to endorse, was not just the outlawing of 

polygyny but restrictions on the practice of divorce. According to these reforms, men had to 

petition the court for a divorce, just as women did, and also had to pay compensation to their 
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wife for injury arising from the divorce.
570

 Although Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr of this verse avoids any 

detail regarding the injuries of divorce, and he does not identify in which cases polygyny would 

be a superior alternative, he finds polygyny to be a better than divorce in certain cases. Qu b has 

a similar argument, except that he specifically identifies these cases as being when a woman is 

infertile or when she is unable to satisfy her husbandôs desire due to illness or old age.
571

  

VI . Conclusion 

 For pre-modern exegetes, the central theme of verse 4:3 was about justice, based on the 

wording of the verse. Despite the various interpretations that pre-modern exegetes like al- abarǭ, 

al-Zamakhsharǭ, and al-RǕzǭ championed, they emphatically stated that verse 4:3, in one way or 

another, mandated justice. According to al-RǕzǭ, it mandates justice by limiting the number of 

wives a man could have until he could be certain that he will not be unjust to the orphans under 

his care or to his wives.
572

 For al- abarǭ and al-Zamakhsharǭ, this verse mandated men to fear 

being unjust to women, just as they fear being unjust to orphans.
573

 The ability to carry out 

justice rested upon individualsô capacities; therefore, for some men, marrying only one wife or 

sufficing with slave women was the only way they could be just. For other men, their ability to 

be just was capped at two wives, for others, three, and for others, four.
574

 Four wives, however, 

was the utmost limit one could have and still fulfill the mandate to be just. None of the pre-

modern exegetes entertained the idea that the institution of polygyny itself, under any 

circumstance, could be unjust. A manôs simultaneous marriage to more than one woman was not 
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inherently just or unjust; it all boiled down to individualsô capacities and circumstances. Unlike 

the three modern exegetes, the pre-modern exegetes felt no need to defend or justify the 

existence of the institution of polygyny. This was, simply, a non-issue. Rather, the focus of their 

interpretations rested on the reasons that God limited the number of simultaneous marriages one 

could have to between one and four, not on why God allowed this practice to exist. This is 

entirely different than the way modern exegetes approached this verse. 

 This demonstrates that there is a particularity to modern exegetical approaches to gender 

issues in the QurᾹan. The changes unleashed by modernity made gender, among other issues, of 

theoretical significance in Islamic discourse in a way that is not true of the pre-modern period. 

This finding bolsters the argument made by certain scholars like Aysha Hidayatullah that modern 

feminist criticism of the pre-modern exegetical tradition is flawed in that it projects ña 

historically specific (and at the same time theoretically unclear) sense of ógender justiceô onto the 

text é (and the exegetical tradition).ò
575

 This is partly due to the fluidity of the term ñgender 

justice,ò which has evolved over time and continues to evolve. What constitutes justice? When 

does a certain practice or norm lend itself to justice or injustice? Both pre-modern and modern 

exegetes saw justice as the primary focus of verse 4:3. For pre-modern exegetes, justice was 

broadly defined as the fulfillment of an individualôs rights. If a man could fulfill the rights of the 

orphans under his legal care, he was just; if he could fulfill the rights of his wives, then he was 

just. If not, then he was unjust. The rights of each individual over another were pre-defined by 

Islamic law at this time, despite the diversity of legal opinions. 

 The modern period signals an important change in the way exegetes approached gender 

and specifically the issue of polygyny.  In the modern exegetesô interpretation of verse 4:3, they 

all point out that this verse came as a remedy to a social ailment that existed in 7
th
 century 
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Arabia, which was injustice to orphans and women in various forms. By pointing out the verseôs 

objective, they all affirm that the verse did not institute polygyny, which existed prior to Islam, 

but imposed limits and restrictions upon this pre-existing institution. All three modern exegetes 

attempt to demonstrate why the QurᾹanôs sanction of polygyny, under certain conditions, can be 

of utilitarian and human benefit to society. In specific, Ri Ǖ, Qu b and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr provide 

reasons or scenarios for which polygyny yields certain advantages over monogamy. These 

advantages are not identified through QurᾹanic evidence, but rather, through their employment of 

both logic and personal opinion. Therefore, while modern exegetes also subscribed to the pre-

modern conception of justice as a fulfillment of oneôs rights, they were also partially informed by 

their own sensibilities of justice. The reasons they each identify for the ñbenefitò or ñwisdomò of 

polygyny underscores their belief that polygyny is a truer fulfillment of justice than monogamy 

in these cases. 

 Writing in the early twentieth century at the height of colonial criticism against Islamôs 

position on gender, ᾺAbduh takes a strong stance against polygyny. He does so not by arguing 

that this institution is ancient or out of sync with modernity, but by arguing that it inflicts harm 

upon individuals, families and society at large, which was not the case in early Islam. By the end 

of his tafsǭr on verse 4:3, ᾺAbduh calls upon contemporaneous anafǭ jurists to look into 

reforming the laws on polygyny. There were definite attempts to reform the law after ᾺAbduhôs 

death, based on his recommendations, but these efforts did not succeed.
576

 Interestingly, RiǕ, 

the editor and co-author of Tafsǭr al-ManǕr, decides to affix his fatwa on polygyny to the tafisr 

of verse 4:3. For the most part, his eight-page fatwa is a defense of the institution and points out 

six reasons for the benefit of polygyny, under certain circumstances, for human society. 
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Although he ultimately states that monogamy should be the standard, his fatwa appears to 

overturn ᾺAbduhôs position on the issue. 

 By the mid-twentieth century, during the period in which Qu b was writing, secular, 

indigenous voices had internalized much of the earlier colonial rhetoric on gender, which 

depicted Muslim societyôs advancement through the abandonment of religious traditions.
577

 Qu b 

therefore is responding to indigenous secular criticism of polygyny, which he sees as an attack 

against Islam and Divine legislation. Therefore, although Qu b does not promote polygyny, he 

attempts, like RiǕ before him, to establish reasons for the necessities and benefits of polygyny. 

These benefits are not based on QurᾹanic evidence, but based on arguments of human welfare 

and societiesô needs. Unlike RiǕ, however, Qu b frames the reasons that necessitate polygyny as 

ultimately to womenôs advantage. In most of the reasons he identifies, he argues that polygyny is 

the better alternative for women, not for men, in certain scenarios. This reflects what historians 

like Yvonne Haddad have noted to be Islamistsô ñhead-onò confrontation with feminist 

discourse, in which they depict Islam as a better fulfillment of feminist aspiration than man-made 

ideologies.
578

 

 Whereas ᾺAbduh and Qu b both take a strong polemical stance in regards to polygyny, 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊr displays an impassioned, tempered analysis of this verse that is primarily based on 

philological and legal arguments. However, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr displays a limited engagement with 

modern discourse on the practice by affirming that Islam is the first legislation to impose any 

limitations and restrictions on the practice of polygyny. No previous legislation before Islam had 

imposed a limit on polygyny, he argues.
579

 Second, he attempts to establish reasons for the 

necessity of this institution that are based on human welfare and needs. These reasons are 
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described in broad and general terms, reflecting that Islamôs allowance of the practice takes into 

consideration societies overall. His approach to this verse is consistent with his approach 

throughout his tafsǭr, which is that meanings are ultimately deduced by language, its sciences 

and its subtleties. Therefore, the syntactical structure of the verse naturally imposes restrictions 

on the types of meanings one could deduce from this verse. Further, the last phrase in the verse is 

an indicant to Ibn ᾺǔshȊr that marriage to one woman or having slave women is the best way to 

ensure that injustice is not committed towards women. As Nafi writes, 

If the Tafsǭr al-ManǕr of Mu ammad ᾺAbduh and Rashǭd Ri Ǖ, published early in 

the twentieth century, was the first significant work of tafsǭr to reflect the impact 

of modernity on Muslim comprehension of the Qur'an, al-TaỠrǭr waôl-tanwǭr 

represents the persistence of classicism, but is at the same time both an 

internalisation of, and response to, modernity.
580

 

 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr straddles a nuanced position between engaging modernity to some extent, yet 

being firmly grounded in classical methodologies of tafsǭr. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: PRE -MODERN AND MODERN EXEGESIS OF VERSE 4:34 

I . Verse 4:34 

ñMen are [qawwǕmȊn] over women with what God has favored some over others 

and with what they (men) spend out of their wealth. Therefore, righteous women 

are devoted and guard the unseen as God has guarded (it). As for those (women) 

whose nushȊz you fear, admonish them, avoid them in their beds and hit them. 

But if they obey you, then seek nothing against them. Behold, God is most High 

and Great.ò
581

 

 

This verse establishes a procedure of conflict resolution within a marriage, when the 

cause of discord is specifically a wifeôs nushȊz.
582

 The first part of the verse consists of two 

descriptive statements, whereas the second part consists of two prescriptive statements. The first 

descriptive statement is that men are qawwǕmȊn over women due to [bi-mǕ]: 1) with what [bi-

mǕ] God prefers some over others, and 2) what men spend of their wealth. Although the attached 

pronoun suffixes in first part of the verse are gender-neutral, all the pre-modern exegetes 

interpreted this phrase as gender specific. As I demonstrate below, some exegetes contemplated 

why this phrase was left gender-neutral when it applied specifically to menôs faỈl over women 

(based on their preferred interpretation). They concluded that God left this phrase gender-neutral 

to match the gender-neutrality of the phrase in verse 4:32, which ordains men and women not to 

covet those things with which God has ñpreferred some of you over others of you.ò
583

 

 The second descriptive statement is that righteous women are qǕnitǕt and guard the 

unseen as God has guarded it. I leave the term qǕnitǕt here in its Arabic original, due to the 

interpretive choice that would underlie any translation. As Chaudhry demonstrates, for the most 
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part, pre-modern exegetes defined qǕnitǕt as women who are obedient to God and their 

husbands. Hence, in exegetical commentary, this definition of righteous women became 

juxtaposed with women guilty of nushȊz. If righteous women are obedient to their husbands, 

then nǕshiz women are therefore disobedient to their husbands.
584

 The division of women into 

these two categories, righteous versus nǕshiz, continued into the modern period. The precise 

definition of nushȊz, however, changed slightly with modern exegetes. 

 The first prescriptive statement in the verse establishes a procedure for dealing with 

wives in a state of nushȊz. According to a face-value interpretation, husbands are first advised to 

counsel their wives, then to abandon them sexually and third, to ñhit them.ò The second 

prescriptive statement is a conditional one, ordering men not to take a means against women (to 

hurt them) if they comply. 

 This chapter primarily focuses on the range of exegetical interpretations on menôs 

qiwǕma, womenôs nushȊz and the imperative statement ñhit themò (with an attached feminine 

suffix ï Ỉamǭr muôannath muttaἨil).  I maintain the Arabic wording of the terms qiwǕma and 

nushȊz because of the controversy and variations of the precise meaning of those terms. As for 

hitting women, I translate this term because none of the exegetes examined produce a different 

lexical meaning than the obvious one; instead they imposed limits and constraints to this 

procedure as I describe below.  

My selection verse of 4:34 was motivated by two factors. First, it is relevant to the 

primary question that underlies modern debates on gender and Islam, which is whether the 

QurᾹan is a patriarchal or egalitarian text. This verse has come to occupy central importance, 

among other verses, in the modern debate on this question. For example, Kecia Ali writes that 
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verses 4:34 and 2:228 are ñnotoriously difficult verses for exegetes concerned with gender 

justice and equality.ò
585

 As my chapter will demonstrate, the ñdifficultyò of dealing with this 

verse is particular to the modern period, in which religious texts are measured against modern 

notions of gender equality and gender justice that are lacking in preciseness. As Hidayatullah 

mentions, what gender justice constitutes is still vaguely defined,
586

 and evolving over time. 

Does sexual differentiation mean inequality? How does one understand the QurᾹanôs prescription 

of different treatment for men and women in certain cases? Verse 4:34 becomes central in this 

discussion because of the concepts it introduces regarding a husbandôs qiwǕma over his wife, the 

rights entailed with qiwǕma, a wifeôs nushȊz and the steps a husband should take to rectify his 

wifeôs nushȊz, which suggests ñhittingò as a last resort. 

Second, the verse itself leaves the notion of menôs qiwǕma and the preference of ñsome 

over othersò as unspecific. One function of exegesis as a genre, then, was to add flesh to the 

barebones of the verse, by making specific what was left as unspecific.  Exegetesô attempts to 

identify the reasons for menôs qiwǕma, and the indicators of menôs preference over women 

naturally lent itself towards an exegesis that was partially informed by the exegetesô own 

sensibilities and conceptions of gender differences. Whereas pre-modern exegesis took on a 

more legalistic tone with verses that were more legalistic in nature, such as verse 4:35, they took 

on a more instinctive tone with verses on social gender roles. This observation reflects the facts 

that oneôs selection of verses to examine will affect the interpretive results one finds, and also 

that there is a life-relation between the exegete and the subject matter of the text. As Asma 
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Barlas notes, ñit é is impossible not to bring to oneôs reading sensibilities shaped by existing 

ideas, debates, concerns and anxieties.ò
587

 

The hermeneuts agree that the exegete is not a tabula rasa. He brings with him a whole 

set of pre-understandings and pre-suppositions to the text. According to Netton, interpretive 

differences demonstrate that texts ñcan be read differently according to the different conditioning 

and cultures of authors or readers, not to mention differences in education, prejudice and a vast 

variety of other areas.ò
588

 The new ways in which modern exegetes interpret verse 4:34 in 

comparison to pre-modern exegetes evince the influence of their socio-cultural and political 

realities on their interpretations, just as it did for pre-modern exegetes. As mentioned earlier, the 

question of gender in the modern Muslim world was reflective of a larger ideological debate on 

the intrinsic merits of Islam and its compatibility with modernity. Barlasô proposed method of 

examining the extra-textual context of QurᾹanic interpretation, then, is critical for a better 

understanding of the various interpretations rendered by different scholars in different social, 

historical and theological milieus.
589

 

II . Significance of QiwǕma, NushȊz, and Wa-ỈribȊhunna 

 The concept of qiwǕma takes central importance in modern scholarship on the QurᾹanôs 

gender paradigm.
590

 Most pre-modern exegetes defined qiwǕma as menôs leadership and 

authority in the family. Embedded in this definition among pre-modern exegetes was the 

husbandôs right to be obeyed.
591

 This is where the modern exegetes signaled a departure from 
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classical interpretations. The discourse on menôs right to be obeyed is diminished or eliminated 

among the three modern exegetes in their interpretations of qiwǕma. 

Since the three steps outlined in verse 4:34 are to be applied to a wife only in a state of 

nushȊz, how, then, an exegete defined nushȊz was critical for the restriction or expansion of the 

verseôs application. As I will demonstrate below, exegetes derived a broad range of meanings for 

the term nushȊz. For the most part, womenôs nushȊz is grounded in the concept of spousal 

defiance or disobedience for pre-modern exegetes.
592

 Menôs nushȊz, which is mentioned in the 

same sȊra (4:128), is instead interpreted as hatred, cruelty, or the sexual abandonment of women. 

The notion of menôs defiance or disobedience makes no appearance in the pre-modern exegesis 

on 4:128 and this meaning is instead applied exclusively to womenôs nushȊz.  

Among the three modern exegetes I compare, nushȊz takes on a different meaning. 

Interestingly, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr is the only exegete of all the pre-modern and modern exegetes analyzed 

who applies a consistent interpretation of nushȊz for men and women. He takes the most gender-

neutral position by defining womenôs nushȊz similarly to how exegetes interpreted menôs nushȊz 

in verse 4:128, which is as hatred or repulsion towards the other spouse. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr further notes 

that women could manifest nushȊz for many reasons, one of which is the husbandôs bad 

character towards his wife, an all too common phenomenon, he writes.
593

 

ᾺAbduh and Qu bôs concepts of nushȊz are based on the idea of a womanôs disobedience 

of her husband, but Qu b adds a psychological dimension to the definition of nushȊz by viewing 

it as a form of psychological or mental perversion, without specifying what this perversion might 

look like. Aside from this perspective, there is not much new in Qu bôs interpretation of the 

concepts in this verse. What renders his tafsǭr unique is rather the commentary that surrounds his 
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interpretation of the actual verse. He explains at length the institution of family in Islam, and 

interprets the legislation in 4:34 as part of the constitution that governs the Islamic family, which 

he regards as the most critical institution of those that exist, because it ultimately produces 

human beings.
594

 

As early as al- abarǭ (d. 310/923), pre-modern exegetes reflected a general discomfort 

with the idea that a man could hit his wife without any restriction or qualification. Most pre-

modern exegetes attempted to qualify the verseôs third injunction óto hitô women who were in a 

state of nushȊz. As Ayesha Chaudhry demonstrates in her exhaustive analysis of pre-modern 

exegeses of Q. 4:34, pre-modern exegetes in general attempted to mitigate the husbandôs alleged 

right to beat his nǕshiz wife by imposing a set of criteria and procedural limitations.
595

 While 

none of the classical exegetes argued that it was impermissible for a husband to discipline his 

wife, a few of them argued that it was preferred that a husband not hit his wife. According to 

Chaudhry, Fakhr al-Dǭn al-RǕzǭ was one of the major proponents for this position, which he 

based on al-ShǕfiᾺǭᾷs legal opinion that although hitting was permitted, it was not preferred.
596

 

The earlier MǕlikǭ exegete AbȊ Bakr Ibn al-ᾺArabǭ (d. 543/1148) also took this position, but 

based his opinion on that of ᾺA ǕᾹ ibn Abǭ RabǕ (d. 115/733), who determined that disciplining 

wives, even when they are guilty of nushȊz, is reprehensible (makrȊh).
597

 This statement by 

ᾺA ǕᾹ emerges in the modern period as the basis for new interpretation in Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr. 

In the modern period, exegetes advance the restrictive interpretation of the injunction to 

hit. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, who comes out strongest in this interpretation, relies on both ᾺA ǕᾹôs statement as 

well as grammatical analysis to establish that men should not hit their wives. While Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs 
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exegesis reflects a measured and tempered tone, he clearly attempts to reconcile the outward 

meaning of the phrase ñwa-ỈribȊhunnaò with what he believes is its true intent. He suggests that 

this injunction does not address husbands, but, in fact, addresses the legal authorities (wulǕt al-

umȊr).
598

 ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖôs exegesis on verse 4:34 also advances this restrictive interpretation 

by stating that men should refrain from hitting their wives, because the best of men do not hit 

their wives, regardless of the situation. 

III . Development of the Concept of QiwǕma Among Pre-Modern Exegetes 

The gradual expansion of the concept of ñqiwǕmaò becomes most evident through a 

chronological reading of the classical exegeses. Although Karen Bauerôs dissertation offers the 

most thorough analysis of pre-modern exegetes on qiwǕma, I suffice here with my analysis of 

five important classical exegetes: al- abarǭ (d. 310/923), al-Zamakhsharǭ (d. 538/1143), al-RǕzǭ 

(d. 606/1209), al-Qur ubǭ (d. 671/1273), al-Bay Ǖwǭ (d. 691/1292), and Ibn Kathǭr (d. 773/1371). 

I briefly cite these classical exegetical positions only to demonstrate how and where ᾺAbduh, 

RiǕ, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr and Qu bôs works signal a variation or continuation of pre-modern exegetical 

commentary. Due to the modern exegetical focus of this chapter, I cannot conduct as 

comprehensive a critique of pre-modern exegeses as a more exhaustive project would allow, but 

I will suffice with briefly illustrating the general dilemmas they create. The trends I identify 

among these five exegetes are consistent with Bauerôs and Chaudhryôs findings across the 

historical spectrum, except where otherwise noted. 

A careful examination of al- abarǭôs language reveals that his interpretation of qiwǕma is 

embedded in legal concepts. For example, he identifies three responsibilities in return for which 

men are given qiwǕma, all of which are womenôs legal rights in a marriage: 1) men pay their 
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marriage dower, 2) men provide financial maintenance, and 3) men fulfill womenôs provisions. 

He then writes, ñFor this reason, they became protectors over them, commanding them in their 

[wivesô] matters that God has relegated to the husbands (wa-li -dhǕlika ǕrȊ qawwǕman 

Ὰalayhinna, nǕfidhi al-amr Ὰalayhinna fǭ ma jaԄala AllǕhu ilayhim min umȊrihinna).ò
599

 Al - abarǭ 

constricts a husbandôs authority to the rights that God grants a husband over a wife, which 

Islamic jurisprudence had delineated by this time, and nothing more. It becomes implicit in al-

abarǭôs language that a wifeôs obedience to her husband is in the realm of her legal 

responsibilities to him. Thus for al- abarǭ, the function of qiwǕma is the husbandôs authority to 

force his wife to fulfill her responsibilities to him. 

 In defining the concept of qiwǕma, al-Zamakhsharǭ eliminates al- abarǭôs constriction 

that qiwǕma is enforceable in matters of legal rights and responsibilities. Al-Zamakhsharǭ writes 

that a husbandôs authority over his wife is similar to that of a governor over his subjects.
600

 He 

commands and prohibits. Men have this authority, according to al-Zamakhsharǭ, because God 

has given them merit over women. For al-Zamakhsharǭ, this is evidence that leadership is earned 

by merit, not taken by force or subjugation (qahr).
601

 

Al -RǕzǭ, who represents AshᾺarism, the mainstream opposition to al-Zamakhsharǭôs 

MuᾺtazilǭ thought, also expands the definition of qiwǕma relative to al- abarǭ. Whereas al- abarǭ 

had stated that menôs leadership over their wives was confined to the realm of menôs legal rights 

over women, for al-RǕzǭ, menôs leadership is broader. He writes, ñIt is as if God made the man a 

leader or commander (amǭr) over his wife and the executor of her rights.ò
602

 On one hand, al-

                                                 
599

 ñ ̵екϼнвϒ ев блуЮϖ  ЭЛϮ ϝгуТ ̵елуЯК ϽвцϜ рϻТϝж ̵̪елуЯК ̯ϝвϜ̵нЦ ϜмϼϝЊ ЩЮϻЮм.ò (Al- abarǭ, JǕmió al-BayǕn óan Taôwǭl al-

QurǕn, ed. Ma mȊd Mu ammad ShǕkir and A mad Mu ammad ShǕkir [Cairo: DǕr al-MaóǕrif, 1961] 8:290). In 

this chapter only, I used the DǕr al-MaóǕrif edition of al- abarǭôs tafsǭr.  
600

 Al-Zamakhsharǭ, 1:390. 
601

 Ibid. 
602

 Al -RǕzǭ, MafǕtǭỠ al-Ghayb (DǕr al-Kutub al-ᾺIlmiyya, 1990), 5.10:71. 



 187 

RǕzǭ views the function of qiwǕma as menôs fulfillment of womenôs rights, rather than the 

opposite. On the other hand, he also sees this qiwǕma as menôs authority to discipline and 

reprimand their wives.
603

 

Ibn Kathǭrôs interpretation represents the apex of the concept of qiwǕma in the spectrum 

of exegetical positions surveyed. Besides summarizing the views of his colleagues that a husband 

holds the authority to lead, discipline, and preside over his wife, he introduces the idea that men 

are ontologically better than women. It is no longer a matter of God preferring one over the other 

in certain respects, but a matter of one sex being innately better than the other. In his 

interpretation of ñwith what God has preferred some over others (bi-mǕ faỈỈala AllǕhu 

baԄỈahum ԄalǕ baԄỈ),ò he writes, ñThis is because men are preferable [afỈal]
604

 to women, and 

the man is better [khayr] than the woman.ò
605

 Further, he writes, ñFor the man is better than the 

woman in his essence [fal-rajul afỈal min al-marԃa fǭ nafsihiò].
606

 For Ibn Kathǭr, menôs greater 

virtue or preference over women is the reason that men have been chosen over women to be 

prophets and lead nations.
607

 To support this, he inserts a prophetic tradition that a people ruled 

by a woman will never succeed, thereby creating a link between a wifeôs role to be led in the 

domestic sphere and her role to be led in the public sphere.
608

 Despite Ibn Kathǭrôs introduction 

of menôs innate preference over women, like al- abarǭ, he still confines womenôs obedience to 

men to the realm of her legal responsibilities. He writes, ñShe should obey him in whichever 
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matters that God has commanded her to obey him. And her obedience to him is to be good to his 

family and guard his wealth.ò
609

 

Al-Zamakhsharǭ, al-Bay Ǖwǭ, and al-RǕzǭ all attempt to explain why God gave men 

guardianship over women. As the QurᾹan itself does not disclose any reasons beyond ñdue to that 

which God has favored some more than others and because they (men) spend out of their 

wealth,ò the exegetes provide justifications based on their own reasoning. These justifications are 

primarily a combination of physical qualities and legal distinctions that the SharǭᾺa makes 

between men and women. By pointing to legal distinctions between men and women as a sign of 

menôs preference over women, they conferred upon these legal rulings a gender bias that is not 

inherent to the ruling itself. This step, taken by these three pre-modern exegetes, reinforced a 

paradigm of male preference as the basis for these rulings. For example, al-Zamakhsharǭ writes, 

ñAnd it has been mentioned that [the reasons] for menôs favoring are [as follows]: 

intellect, determination, resolve, strength, writingðfor the majorityð, chivalry, 

and archery; further, among them are prophets and scholars; the great imǕmate 

[head of state] and small imǕmate [leader of prayer], jihǕd, adhǕn [call to prayer], 

the Friday sermon, iԄtikǕf [spending a continuous number of days in seclusion at 

the mosque], takbǭrǕt al-tashrǭq [chanting óGod is Greatô during ᾺǬd al-A Ǖ 

prayers], witnessing in cases of ỠudȊd [fixed penalties] and qiἨǕἨ [retribution], a 

prerogative and increase in inheritance, beauty, dividing the war booty, 

guardianship in marriage, divorce and the right to return,
610

 polygyny, and to men 

belongs the family name; and they are the ones with beards and turbans.ò
611

 

 

Interestingly, although al-Zamakhsharǭ does not cite any named authorities to support his 

position, al-Bay Ǖwǭ and al-RǕzǭ reproduce his reasoning by specifying the same qualities as 

indicators of Godôs favoring men over women. Al-Bay Ǖwǭ adds to these reasons menôs ñperfect 
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mind and good management skills.ò
612

 Similarly, al-RǕzǭ lists the same attributes al-Zamakhsharǭ 

mentions verbatim and adds to it: 

And know that menôs favoring over women occurs through several facets; some 

are real qualities (ἨifǕt Ỡaqǭqǭyya), and some are religious mandates. As for the 

real qualities, know that real merits can be traced to two matters: knowledge and 

ability. And there is no doubt that menôs intellect and knowledge is greater and 

there is no doubt that their ability to perform arduous tasks is more complete.
613

 

 

In deducing these reasons for menôs preference over women, the exegetes do not cite any 

evidence for their conclusions. In their attempt to find reasons for menôs qiwǕma over women, 

beyond what the verse explicitly stated, the exegetes clearly evinced their own reasoning as to 

why and how men are qawwamȊn over women. This illustrates the fact that, in certain respects, 

pre-modern exegetes were influenced by their own socio-cultural understanding of gender and 

gender roles in their interpretation of this verse. 

IV . Modern Exegesis on QiwǕma 

A. ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ 

Throughout Tafsǭr al-ManǕr, Ri Ǖ supplements ᾺAbduhôs words with thorough citations, 

clarifications, and his own exegetical commentary. When it comes to gender issues, Ri Ǖ appears 

at times to take his teacherôs discourse on women in a different direction. The difference between 

ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖôs thought is a product of at least two factors, namely their overall approaches 
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to the modern challenges facing Muslim society, and the influence of each exegeteôs own 

paradigm on gender issues. 

ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ present distinct perspectives on how to reconcile Islam with the 

demands of modernity. ᾺAbduh, for the most part, wants to demonstrate that Islam intrinsically 

possesses the principles and values that are characteristic of modern civilization, whereas Ri Ǖôs 

discourse may be seen as more defensive. In his apologetics regarding these practices, Ri Ǖ 

usually concludes with a statement to the effect of, ñDonôt tell me that what you practice in 

Europe is superior to Islam,ò and points to injustices in Europe, whether it be domestic violence 

or illicit extra-marital affairs. Instead of attempting to clarify those seemingly controversial 

aspects of the QurᾹan related to women, such as polygyny and wife-beating, Ri Ǖôs discourse 

ends up being a defense of these institutions. Whether Ri Ǖ personally believed in the efficacy of 

these practices or whether he took this defensive position as a result of Western criticism is a 

question that requires further research. 

The two exegetes also diverge in their terminology and ideas on gender. ᾺAbduh tends to 

take a more nuanced approach to gender matters, stressing the fact that men and women share 

the same origin, are created for the same purpose, and are equally rewarded and punished before 

God. He also tends to emphasize gentle and fair treatment to women. Ri Ǖ appears to focus more 

on the differences between men and women, not their similarities. When it comes to verse 4:34, 

however, both exegetes tend to describe men and womenôs differences as innate, not only 

functional. Ri Ǖ still takes a more conservative position than his teacher regarding womenôs role 

in the public sphere. He refers to pregnancy, labor, and child-rearing as womenôs ñnatural workò 

in his interpretations of verses 4:34 and 4:3 on polygyny. He further describes womenôs 

subservience to men as part of their fiἲra. Yet these traditional and conservative views are 
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packaged in terminology that is unique to the modern period, in their characterization as 

beneficial to women. 

Despite the repetition of certain pre-modern exegetical interpretations, Ri Ǖ and 

ᾺAbduhôs definition of qiwǕma is most notably different from pre-modern exegetes in its lack of 

reference to womenôs obedience to men. Ri Ǖ defines qiwǕma as ñmenôs qiyǕm over women to 

protect, take care of, and be a guardian to them and fulfill their needs.ò
614

 ᾺAbduhôs commentary 

on qiwǕma reflects careful and deliberate wording to preempt abuse against women. ᾺAbduh 

defines qiwǕma as menôs leadership over women in such a way that women still possess their 

own agency and free will. He clearly states, ñThis does not mean that the one being led (al-

marԃȊs) is forced and deprived of will or that she does not take action except by the leaderôs 

direction.ò
615

 Reflecting a legalistic approach, he writes that, rather, this means the women take 

care of the home and do not leave their husbands except with their approval, even if it is to visit 

relatives. It also means that the husband spends on his wife and provides for her an allowance, be 

it daily, monthly or annually.
616

 

Ri Ǖ and óAbduhôs attitudes on gender converge and diverge in certain respects. For the 

most part, ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ both held that the reasons for menôs qiwǕma over women falls under 

two categories: 1) intrinsic and 2) acquired. The emphasis for both, however, is on menôs 

intrinsic qualifications to be the leader of the household.  From the moment of creation, men 

were preferred over women by having greater capacity and strength, Ri Ǖ writes. Therefore, the 

variation in men and womenôs responsibilities and in legal rulings pertaining to them is due to 

the variation in their capacities and capabilities.
617

 Despite ᾺAbduhôs earlier legalistic 
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introduction to qiwǕma, his discourse shifts when he goes on to explain how God has preferred 

men over women. In all creation, even animals, the male species is more complete, stronger, and 

more beautiful. Commenting on his own statement, ᾺAbduh writes, ñone might find it strange 

that I refer to the man as more beautiful than the woman, but by this I mean, he is more beautiful 

because he is of greater perfection and completion in his creation.ò
618

 He then refers to those 

animals in which the male species is better, such as the rooster and hen, the ram and the ewe, and 

the lion and lioness. An outgrowth of menôs perfection in creation is a strong intellect and a 

precision in analyzing issues and their purposes [ghǕyǕtihǕ]. Their beards and moustaches are 

indications of the beauty and perfection of their creation, ᾺAbduh writes, which is why the bald 

man is considered deficient in creation and he wishes that a remedy existed to treat his 

baldness.
619

 

Like some pre-modern exegetes and his teacher, Ri Ǖ asserts that menôs preference over 

women is intrinsic to their fiἲra. However, he takes issue with pre-modern exegetesô depiction of 

legal rulings as indicators of menôs preference or superiority. Whereas some exegetes, like al-

Zamakhsharǭ and al-RǕzǭ, viewed male-specific legal rulings as a sign of menôs tafỈǭl, Ri Ǖ 

argues that this is not the case. Ri Ǖ writes, ñthe first thing which the majority of well-known 

exegetes mention regarding this tafỈǭl is [menôs] prophethood, the greater imǕmate [of a state] 

and smaller imǕmate [of prayer], and the implementation of rituals like adhǕn [call to prayer], 

iqǕma [second call to prayer moments after the adhǕn], Friday sermon, and others.ò
620

 The 

reason men have these legal responsibilities is because they have a greater capacity to fulfill 
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them and because they do not have other work that could pose a distraction,
621

 Ri Ǖ writes.
622

  

Yet these are not the reasons for menôs qiwǕma, Ri Ǖ contends, because even if God were to 

make these legal rituals applicable to women as well, this would not preclude men from being 

qawwǕmȊn over women. If women were to lead the Friday sermon, call the adhǕn, and lead the 

prayer, this would not negate menôs qiwǕma over them, according to Ri Ǖ.
623

 

Further, Ri Ǖ states that verse 4:34 differs from 4:32 in that the terms ñmenò and 

ñwomenò refer to the general sex and does not apply to every single man and every single 

woman. This is clear because one may find a woman who surpasses her husband in knowledge, 

work, physical composition, and capacity to earn, Ri Ǖ writes.
624

 ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ agree that the 

second reason for menôs qiwǕma over women, based on a direct reading of the verse, is due to 

what they spend of their wealth on women. Menôs fiἲra makes them more suited at earning than 

women and therefore, they are the ones ordained with the responsibility to spend on women, 

ᾺAbduh writes.
625

 

A characteristic of modernist discourse is the attempt to couch oneôs terminology in 

egalitarian and progressive language. ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖôs discourse on gender, in some cases 

implicitly and others explicitly, serves to offset Western criticism of Islamôs treatment of 

women, which had reached a climax in early twentieth century Egyptian society. ᾺAbduh takes 

note of the gender-neutrality of the QurᾹanic expression ñbaԄỈahum ԄalǕ baԄỈ,ò which could have 

been gender-specific, he writes, such as ñbi-ma faỈallahum Ԅalayhinnaò or ñbi-tafỈǭlihim 

Ԅalayhinna.ò The reason this expression is left as gender-neutral, as is the case with 4:32, is to 

                                                 
621

 He most likely is juxtaposing this to womenôs potential distractions such as pregnancy, labor, child-rearing and 

menstruation.  
622

 Tafsǭr al-ManǕr, 5:70. 
623

 Ibid.  
624

 Ibid., 5:69.  
625

 Ibid., 5:70.  



 194 

indicate that men and women are of one essence. He writes that men are from women just as 

women are from men in that they constitute parts of one body. The husband is like the head to 

the body, whereas the wife is like the rest of the body, ᾺAbduh states.
626

  Ri Ǖ adds to this that 

this does not mean that the husband can wrong his wife due to the faỈl of his strength, nor should 

the woman feel that her husbandôs faỈl is a burden [an tastathqil faỈlahu] or diminishes her 

ability, because it is not shameful if a personôs head is preferable to his hand or that his heart is 

more honorable than his stomach.
627

 He continues with the metaphor of the body to describe 

menôs qiwǕma as beneficial to both genders. When certain parts of the body are preferred and are 

made to lead other parts, this is for the ultimate benefit of the entire body and yields no harm to 

any part of it, RiǕ describes.
628

 

ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖôs discussion of menôs qiwǕma is ultimately packaged as beneficial to 

women and society at large. This ópackagingô is where their commentary most differs from pre-

modern exegetical commentary on the verse. The SharǭᾺa honors women and holds them in high 

esteem, Ri Ǖ argues, which is why it grants women financial compensation for menôs qiwǕma 

over them, whereas in other countries, women do not receive financial compensation but rather, 

give the man a marital gift in order to be under his wing of leadership. The fact that God 

compensates women financially for being under the wing of menôs leadership is a testimony to 

the SharǭᾺaôs honoring of women, Ri Ǖ writes.
629

 ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖôs exegesis on qiwǕma clearly 

reflects a level of gender-consciousness not present among pre-modern exegetes. The 

particularity of this discourse to the modern period demonstrates how the issue of gender in the 

QurᾹan took on a new level of significance among modern exegetes. 
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B. Qu b on QiwǕma 

 Whereas the pre-modern exegetes conceived of marriage in terms of a contractual 

relationship between a man and woman, in the modern period, exegetes like Qu b interpret the 

verses on marriage through the lens of the family as the basic, social unit of society. The term 

ԄǕԃila does not make one appearance in the QurᾹanôs 6,236 verses, yet Qu b proceeds to interpret 

verses on marriage through this conception of the ñfamilyò as the basic unit of society. Verses on 

marriage coalesce together in Qu bôs tafsǭr to form the Islamic concept of al-niὖǕm al-ԄǕԃilǭ, the 

familial system. There is genealogy to this discourse in the modern period, as Mervat Hatem 

illustrates. Islamist figures like Zaynab al-GhǕzalǭ (1917-2005) and Shaykh Mu ammad Metwalǭ 

al-ShaᾺrǕwǭ (1911-1998) began a conscious use of the family institution to redefine the private 

and public roles of men and women.
 630

 As Hatem describes, they sought to make the very 

modern (middle-class) nuclear family also Islamic. 

 Qu b interprets the concept of qiwǕma through the prism of the ñinstitution of the familyò 

in Islam. The constitution for this family institution is based on specific QurᾹanic legislation on 

marriage, which Qu b identifies as verses in chapters 2, 4, 24, 33, 65 and 66.
631

 In Qu bôs 

framing of this family institution, God distributes the responsibilities in life based on each of the 

sexôs capabilities and natural dispositions. According to the Islamic order, each human being is 

created with certain natural capacities, qualifications and predispositions, which differ for men 

and women, Qu b describes.
632

 These differences lie in men and womenôs impulses and 

dispositions. He describes women as being of gentle nature, quick to react, and instinctively 
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responsive to childrenôs needs without needing much thought or deliberation.
633

 These intrinsic 

qualities make her fit for a certain role in life, Qu b describes, which is that of a caretaker. On the 

other hand, he describes men as rough and slower to react. They reflect and deliberate before 

acting and responding, unlike women.
634

 From the beginning of human history, when men 

needed to hunt, to the ever-present need to fight to protect their wife and children, men needed to 

deliberate every step they took, he writes.
635

 

 Like ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ, the concept of fiἲra takes central importance in Qu bôs 

interpretation of qiwǕma. For the most part, Qu b spends considerable effort explaining why God 

gave men qiwǕma, rather than actually explaining what this qiwǕma means or entails. While the 

fiἲra becomes the basis for why God delegates qiwǕma to men, Qu bôs description of this fiἲra is 

clearly based on his own attitudes and beliefs on gender, rather than any concrete QurᾹanic, legal 

or scientific evidence. There is a certain subjectivity to the notion that men have qiwǕma because 

they are more ñreflective,ò while women are more ñimpulsive.ò
 636

 As was the case with pre-

modern exegetes, the attempt by modern exegetes such as ᾺAbduh, Ri Ǖ, and Qu b to explain 

why men have been given qiwǕma leads to a rather subjective analysis of gender. 

  Nonetheless, as with most of Qu bôs discourse on gender, the delegation of qiwǕma to 

men is depicted as ultimately for the benefit of women and humanity. He writes, ñGod, glorified 

be He, does not wish any injustice to any of His creation. He prepares and makes one qualified 

for a specific task, and endows one with the necessary qualifications to excel in this task.ò
637

 

Accordingly, Qu b argues it would be unfair and unjust to burden one of two people with a task 

they are unprepared or unqualified to perform. Since women are the only ones who can bear 
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children, it would be unfair to also task them with being in charge of the family household. He 

writes, 

If institutions which are of much less significance and value, like financial, trade 

or manufacturing institutions, delegate their affairs to the more qualified of 

potential candidates, then it is of greater priority for the family institution to 

follow this principle, as it produces the most valuable components of this 

universe, the human component.
638

 

 

 Most of Qu bôs commentary on this first descriptive statement functions as a justification 

for why God delegated qiwǕma to men, rather than an explanation of what qiwǕma actually 

means. His commentary on qiwǕma is void of technicalities and what it mandates for each 

spouse in terms of rights and responsibilities in a marriage. When Qu b defines qiwǕma, he does 

so in very elusive terms. He describes menôs qiwǕma as ñbeing in charge of the family,ò running 

its affairs, earning a living for the family, taking care of family finances and having ñoverall 

authority.ò 
639

 Whether or not Qu b intends this, the contours of qiwǕma are so elusively drawn 

that its specific shapes and shades are left open to the reader to decide and implement. What does 

it mean for a husband to be ñin chargeò of his family? Does it mean he makes all decisions on the 

familyôs behalf? Does it mean he makes decisions that immediately affect the familyôs well-

being and future? What are the boundaries of menôs qiwǕma over women? Does the husband 

have the right to prevent his wife from pursuing an education or working outside the home, or 

even deciding which places she frequents? These questions are left unanswered in Qu bôs tafsǭr, 

which describes the QurᾹanôs treatment of gender in euphemistic terms. 

 An underlying principle in Qu bôs tafsǭr is that Islam represents a divine system unrivaled 

by any man-made system. As mentioned in chapter two, the tragedy that has befallen Muslims in 

the modern period is their failure to implement this divine system in its entirety, according to 
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Qu b, and therefore has steeped it into a jǕhiliyya worse than pre-Islamic jǕhiliyya. This 

underlying aspect of Qu bôs thought also informs his approach to verse 4:34. Ultimately, 

regardless of the justifications he makes for menôs qiwǕma, in his view, this division of roles 

according to each sexôs natural disposition and qualifications is reflective of a divine plan. He 

writes, 

This is a very serious matter that cannot be left to human beings to determine 

according to their whims or to arbitrarily decide. When is it left to them and their 

whims [to determine] in old and modern jǕhiliyyas, humanity itself is threatened 

at its core and in the survival of its human qualities upon which life proceeds and 

which distinguishes human beings [from other species].ò
640

 

 

C. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr on QiwǕma 

While consistent in form with pre-modern exegetical commentaries of the likes of al-

Zamakhsharǭ and al-RǕzǭ, the exegesis of Ibn ᾺǔshȊr reflects a significant difference in content. 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊr structures his interpretation in the same fashion as philology-based exegeses by first 

mentioning the etymological roots of a word, its morphological structure, and its historical usage 

by citing poetry for evidence where appropriate, and then pointing out the grammatical 

possibilities of a word and the variations in meaning that these grammatical possibilities could 

render. Yet in content, as we will see in his analysis of verse 4:34, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs tafsǭr marks an 

original and unique approach in the meanings it conveys. 

  In a sharp departure from the pre-modern exegetes, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr interprets qiwǕma as 

menôs functional role, not as their ontological superiority. Similarly, he does not read into this 

verse an explanation for why certain legal rulings apply to men to the exclusion of women. 

Rather, he interprets qiwǕma as menôs responsibility to protect women, defend them, and provide 

for them financially.
641

 Menôs tafỈǭl (preference) over women, writes Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, are those 
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natural qualities men possess that establish womenôs need for men to defend and protect them for 

their own survival.
642

 Based on Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs assessment, these natural qualities appear to be 

expressions of menôs biological strength. Further, in contrast to ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

does not view menôs ability to make a living as based on ontological sexual differences or 

because men are better suited to provide, but rather, because this has become the historical norm 

for societies across the centuries. From early history, men earned through hunting, agriculture, 

raids, and war booty. In the modern period, menôs sources of earning have expanded to include 

commerce, real-estate, and construction, among others. Women may earn a living or be 

independently wealthy, but this is rare, at least relative to menôs work, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes.
643

 

Interestingly, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr makes no value judgment on women working outside the home, as 

Qu b does in his exegesis of 33:33,
644

 nor does he make a polemical argument regarding menôs 

innate ability to earn a living, as do ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ. Rather, he writes that menôs financial 

maintenance of women is a historical norm that has been established throughout generations, 

which is why the verse puts the verb in past tense, ñwa-bi-mǕ anfaqȊ min amwǕlihimò (ñand due 

to what they spent of their wealthò).
645

 

V. A Righteous Woman versus A NǕshiz Woman 

 Pre-modern exegetes read in verse 4:34 a description of two types of wives. Wives were 

either righteous or nǕshiz. The two key qualities of righteous women, based on the QurᾹanic text, 

is that they be ñqǕnitǕtò and ñprotectors of what God would have them protect in the absence [of 

their husbands] (ỠǕfiὖǕt li-l-ghayb bi-mǕ Ỡafiὖa AllǕh).ò As Ayesha Chaudhry illustrates in her 

pre-modern exegetical analysis of this verse, there tended to be a range of interpretive meaning 
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regarding the definition of qǕnitǕt. While all pre-modern exegetes defined qǕnitǕt as obedient, 

there was some discrepancy regarding to whom this obedience was owed. While the earliest 

exegetes limited this obedience to God, exegetes after al- abarǭ expanded its meaning to apply to 

husbands. As Chaudhry writes, 

Exegetes made the need for wives to be obedient to their husbands a corollary of 

husbandsô qiwǕmah over their wives é Wifely obedience to God and husbands 

was so intertwined
646

 that some exegetes described wifely obedience as 

óobedience to God with respect to their husbands (al-muἲǭԀǕt li-llǕh fǭ 

azwǕjihinna).ô
647

 

 

 Among the modern exegetes, Ri Ǖ, in his edits to Tafsǭr al-ManǕr, is the only one who 

contends that qǕnitǕt means obedience to God and husbands.
648

 In a similar vein to his exegesis 

on 2:228, he qualifies womenôs obedience to men as bil-maԄrȊf. He does not elaborate on what 

this qualification implies in his tafsǭr of this verse; however, in his tafsǭr of Q. 2:228, he defines 

bil-maԄrȊf as being according to societal norms and customs, as long as they do not clash with 

the restrictions and obligations of SharǭᾺa.
649

 Accordingly, even if jurists do not consider 

housework her legal responsibility, she should do this according to customs and norms, and can 

request domestic help if necessary, Ri Ǖ writes.
650

 In a rather elusive style, Qu b does not specify 
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to whom this obedience is owed. Based on the rest of his commentary, however, it appears most 

likely that this obedience is due to husbands. He defines qǕnitǕt as obedient (muἲǭԄǕt) and argues 

that the point is not to be resentfully obedient, but to be willfully obedient out of love, desire and 

guidance.
651

 Both ᾺAbduh
652

 and Qu b point out that husbands have no right to discipline 

righteous wives, a position held by some previous exegetes.
653

 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, on the other hand, in a decisive stroke, interprets qǕnitǕt as obedient to God. 

In a sharp departure from the exegetical norm, which Chaudhry describes, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr rejects the 

idea that qunȊt signals obedience to husbands by constricting the definitions of qǕnitǕt as 

ñobedient to Godò and qunȊt as ñworshipping God.ò
654

 By disentangling obedience to God from 

obedience to husbands, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr appears to revive a rare opinion in the history of the genre. 

Chaudhry identifies only one rare opinion in the pre-modern exegetical tradition in which qunȊt 

was described as devoutness in prayer. While this varies from Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs interpretation of 

qunȊt as the worship of God, both interpretations reinforce the idea that qunȊt signals devotion to 

God, not husbands. This is an opinion that Ibn ᾺAtiyya had attributed to al-ZajjǕj. According to 

Ibn ᾺAtiyya, al-ZajjǕj interpreted ñqǕnitǕtò as women who were ñdevout in prayer.ò
655

 He cites 

this opinion only to reject it and affirm that qǕnitǕt ñreferred to wives who were óobedient to 

their husbands or to God with respect to their husbandsô.ò
656

 As Chaudhry points out, al-ZajjǕj 
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did not actually take this position in his tafsǭr, MaԄǕnǭ l-QurԁǕn, in which case, it is possible that 

Ibn ᾶA iyyah was referring to a work by al-ZajjǕj that is no longer extant.
657

 

VI . Pre-Modern Exegesis on ñAnd those [fem.] whose nushȊz you fearò 

 There were four primary meanings that pre-modern exegetes deduced for womenôs 

nushȊz. The most common primary meaning was disobedience to the husband.
658

 This 

interpretation was based on reports by MuqǕtil ibn SulaymǕn (d.150/767), Ibn ᾺAbbǕs (d. 

68/687-8), and presumably, ᾺA ǕᾹ b. Abǭ RabǕ  (d. 115/733) and al-Suddǭ (d. 127-8/744-5).
659

 

Exegetes who took this position were al-MǕwardǭ (d. 450/1058), al-RǕzǭ, al-BiqǕᾺǭ (d. 885/1480), 

Ibn Kathǭr, al-KhǕzin al-BaghdǕdǭ (d. 741/1341), and others. Since righteous women are 

obedient to their husbands, at least in regards to their legal responsibilities at minimum, it 

logically followed that women who were nǕshiz were disobedient to their husbands, according to 

most pre-modern exegetes. As Chaudhry discusses, 

Although Q. 4:34 did not define the specific characteristics of recalcitrant wives, 

exegetes used the definition of righteous wives as a negative definition for 

recalcitrant wives. Since righteous wives were characterized by their obedience to 

their husbands when their husbands were present, recalcitrant wives were broadly 

defined as wives who were disobedient.
660

 

 

The three other most commonly cited opinions were that nushȊz amounted to rising above the 

husband, sexual disobedience, or hatred towards the husbands. In most instances, however, 
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exegetes correlated these first two opinions with the notion of a wifeôs disobedience to her 

husband.
661

 

 It was only the last opinion, the idea of a wife hating or detesting her husband, which 

offered a gender-neutral interpretation that could balance the gender hierarchy, as Chaudhry also 

deduces.
662

 The interpretation of womenôs nushȊz as hatred or repugnance towards the other 

spouse is significant because it parallels a common exegetical interpretation for menôs nushȊz, 

mentioned in the same chapter, ninety-four verses later. Therefore, it is the only interpretation of 

those cited by pre-modern exegetes regarding womenôs nushȊz that equally applied to men in 

their interpretations of verse 4:128. In contrast, disobedience and sexual disobedience make no 

appearance as possible meanings for menôs nushȊz. The most commonly cited definitions for 

menôs nushȊz were 1) acting superior to the wife, 2) treating the wife with cruelty or hatred, or 3) 

abandoning her physically or financially.
663

 Although the notion of a man acting superior to his 

wife parallels the pre-modern exegetical notion of a woman rising against husband [irtifǕԄ], the 

difference is that the latter opinion was grounded in the idea of wifely disobedience, as Chaudhry 

illustrates.
664

 

 The interpretation of menôs nushȊz as sexually abandoning his wife seems to correspond 

to the interpretation of womenôs nushȊz as her refusal to have sexual intercourse with her 

husband. The fundamental difference, however, is in the terminology used to express both 
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actions. For the pre-modern exegetes, a womanôs refusal to have sexual relations with her 

husband amounts to disobedience on her part.
665

 However, a manôs refusal to have sexual 

relations with his wife amounts to cruelty and a negligence of her rights on his part.
666

 The same 

action is an act of disobedience for one spouse, but an act of cruelty or abandonment by the 

other. It is most plausible that what underlies this discrepancy in meaning is the legal opinion 

held by jurists that it is a wifeôs legal responsibility not to sexually refuse her husband. 

 The significance of the meaning that exegetes gave to nushȊz lies in its rendering 

applicable the disciplinary measures ordained in this verse. Exegetes agreed that only nǕshiz 

women could be disciplined accordingly, based on the direct wording of the text. Therefore, the 

meanings rendered for nushȊz either broadened or narrowed the applicability of this verse. Most 

definitions of womenôs nushȊz offered by pre-modern and modern exegetes were rather broad. It 

was in juristsô legal discussions that specific manifestations of nushȊz and legal consequences 

were identified. More significant is Chaudhryôs finding that in contrast to the exegetical 

literature, legal texts (specifically anafǭ) discussed womenôs nushȊz in correlation to menôs 

nushȊz. Unlike the majority of exegetes, jurists considered verses 4:34 and 4:128 in tandem 

when establishing the definitions of nushȊz.
667

 As many of the exegetes were also jurists, one 

reason for this difference could be the different nature and function of each genre. Whereas one 

objective of jurists is to establish legal definitions in concrete terms, the objective of exegetes, on 

the other hand, is to explicate the meaning of terms as they relate to the verse at hand. 
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VII . Modern Exegetes on NushȊz 

 Consistent with pre-modern exegetes, ᾺAbduh defines nushȊz as elevation, irtifǕԄ. One of 

its indicators is a womanôs negligence of her husbandôs rights, because in doing so, she has 

elevated herself above him and attempted to rise above her leader, ᾺAbduh writes.
668

 While this 

definition of nushȊz reflects a form of wifely disobedience, it is constricted to the legal sphere. 

ᾺAbduh clearly indicates that this negligence is towards the husbandôs rights over his wife. This 

parallels a report that al- abarǭ cites by Ibn ᾺAbbǕs, in which he describes a womanôs nushȊz as 

ñreneging on her husbandᾷs rights.ò
669

 ᾺAbduh, like Qu b later, explains that nushȊz signals a 

deviation from the fiἲra and the natural order of things.
670

 

 Qu b elusively defines nushȊz as disobedience and rebellion, without specifying the 

object of the disobedience or its precise manifestations. Rather, Qu b spends greater effort 

establishing the dangers that nushȊz poses to the family system and the reasons it must be nipped 

in the bud. He writes, 

The Islamic order (manhaj) does not wait for nushȊz to actually occur and to 

wave the banner of rebellion and to topple down the high esteem of qiwǕma and 

to split the [family] institution into two camps. When matters reach this state of 

affairs, the remedy will rarely be effective. The starting points (mabǕdiᾹ) of 

nushȊz must be treated before they gain momentum because it will lead this 

critical institution towards corruption, with which there will be no peace or 

comfort and it will not be suitable for raising children é it [nushȊz] will then lead 

to a split, collapse and destruction of the family institution overall.
671

 

  

 NushȊz destabilizes the institution of the family, and for this reason, it is a dangerous 

matter, Qu b writes. Children who grow up in this atmosphere will have psychological, 

neurological and physical ailments, he writes, which will lead to perversions.
672

 Not only 
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children will be affected, though, Qu b writes. Beyond establishing nushȊz as a deviation from 

the fiἲra, like ᾺAbduh, Qu b also views it as a psychological or mental perversion of its own, and 

indicates that it reflects a disorder.
673

 Qu b seeks to emphasize that nushȊz is not just a simple act 

of disobedience or stubbornness, but a more serious psychological problem. 

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs definition of nushȊz reflects a decisiveness that is absent in both ᾺAbduh and 

Qu bôs tafsǭrs. NushȊz is a womanôs repulsion or hatred of her husband (karǕhiyya), an opinion 

mentioned by some pre-modern exegetes.
674

 The significance in Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs interpretation of 

nushȊz in verse 4:34 lies in its consistency with most exegetesô interpretation of menôs nushȊz in 

Q. 4:128. Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs interpretation of womenôs nushȊz as hatred towards the spouse reflects a 

consistency in methodology that was not characteristic of most pre-modern exegetes when it 

came to gender issues. In contrast to most pre-modern and modern exegetes, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

interprets the verses on menôs and womenôs nushȊz in tandem. In his exegesis of verse 4:128, Ibn 

ᾺǔshȊr explicitly cites verse 4:34. He identifies 4:128 as a continuation of the legislation 

introduced in verse 4:34, as each pertain to the nushȊz of one of the two spouses. Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs 

interpretation of nushȊz is legalistic in tone. His interpretation of nushȊz most reflects the 

characteristics of the juristic discussions on nushȊz by considering men and womenôs nushȊz in 

tandem, and establishing the fact that nushȊz has different manifestations with different 

consequences. In his tafsǭr of Q. 4:128, he writes that the manifestations of nushȊz could vary, as 

could its consequences and the paths towards reconciliation.
675

 

 In contrast to most pre-exegetical commentaries, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr restricts the meaning of 

womenôs nushȊz. This phrase ñand those whose nushȊz you fearò means that nushȊz has actually 
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taken place and one fears its negative consequences.
676

 This is not a matter of being angry at the 

wife or her lack of obedience, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes,
677

 because both men and women could become 

defiant and angry with each other. This interpretation of nushȊz is the most gender-neutral of the 

modern and pre-modern exegetical interpretations in this study, as it applies an equal standard of 

behavior for both partners in a marriage. 

VIII . ñHajrò: Abstain From Them or Tie Them Up? 

 In the pre-exegetical commentary, exegetes cited a rare opinion by al- abarǭ on hajr, but 

only to critique and rebuke it. Whereas most exegetes had interpreted hajr as avoiding, 

ostracizing or sexually abandoning oneôs wife by sleeping in separate beds, al- abarǭôs infamous 

interpretation pointed to the complete opposite meaning. He argued that hajr actually meant 

tying women to the beds or constraining them to the beds in order to have sex with them.
678

 He 

deduced this meaning based on both logic and language. If one symptom of nushȊz is a womanôs 

refusal to have sexual relations with her husband, then how could his sexual abstinence from her 

logically be a punishment for her?
679

 This is what she desires in the first place. Further, al- abarǭ 

derives this meaning based on a linguistic analysis, as one meaning for hajr is to tie up oneôs 

animal (hajr al-baԄǭr).
680

 As Karen Bauer demonstrates, this ñdeviantò opinion made a frequent 

appearance in the pre-modern exegetical commentary, as one exegete after the other exhausted 

some effort to refute or counter this interpretation by al- abarǭ. The fact that later exegetes 

rejected this interpretation proffered by al- abarǭ demonstrates the ñlimits on interpretation, at 

least according to pre-modern exegetes.ò
681

 Commenting on Bauerôs analysis, Chaudhry 
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underscores that ñ[p]re-modern exegetes were selective in what interpretations they accepted or 

rejected from their predecessors. In this light, their interpretive choice to uphold the tradition of 

exegetical commentary or deviate from it reflected independent legal exegetical reasoning.ò
682

 

There are two reasons why this analysis is relevant here. Firstly, although exegetes are 

bound to certain principles of interpretation, the fact that most exegetes after al- abarǭ opined an 

interpretation opposite to his reflects the range of choice that exegetes could exercise in making 

an argument for a certain interpretation. Secondly, this rejection of al- abarǭôs ódeviantô opinion 

makes a comeback in Tafsǭr al-ManǕr in the twentieth century, as Ri Ǖ re-explains al- abarǭôs 

interpretation only to characterize it as distorted.
683

 This is important because it reflects Tafsǭr al-

ManǕrôs selective engagement with the exegetical tradition, as is true of most modern exegeses 

examined here. Al- abarǭ is one of the few exegetes whom Ri Ǖ cites, but his reference to al-

abarǭ is selective and in no way exhaustive. 

This selectivity is true of pre-modern exegetes as well. Despite the fact that many pre-

modern exegetes, specifically Ibn al-ᾺArabǭ,
684

 went out of their way to cite al- abarǭôs opinion 

on ñhajrò in order to then disagree with it, they did not consistently apply this approach to al-

abarǭôs other opinions. To be specific, al- abarǭ promoted the most unique and gender-friendly 

interpretation of verse 2:228, which none of the succeeding exegetes I examine bother to 

mention, even though they cite others of al- abarǭôs opinions on the same verse. For pre-modern 

and modern exegetes alike, what are the criteria that determine their selective engagement with 

the exegetical tradition? Why is it that one opinion, which was considered deviant and 

subsequently rejected, was kept alive in the exegetical literature, while another opinion was left 

to burn to the ground? 

                                                 
682
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In line with pre-modern exegetes, Ri Ǖ also brings attention to al- abarǭôs interpretation 

of hajr as tying the woman to her bed or constraining to her bed. After pointing out al- abarǭôs 

line of reasoning, Ri Ǖ refutes it and writes, ñThe correct meaning is that which comes to your 

mind, O reader, and what comes to the mind of every person who understands these words from 

the language.ò
685

 He takes a jab at al- abarǭ by mentioning that ᾺAbduh did not even mention the 

meaning al-hajr fǭl-maỈǕjiԄ because its meaning is self-evident to any lay average person.
686

 

 Qu b and Ibn ᾺǔshȊr do not mention this interpretation of hajr. In fact, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr 

interestingly gives no specific interpretation of hajr, beyond mentioning the obligation of 

applying the three measures sequentially.
687

 Qu bôs commentary surrounding the reasons for hajr 

is rather unique and interesting. A nǕshiz woman reaches the peak of her authority and control in 

bed, the site of seduction and attraction, Qu b writes. When a man is able to suppress his own 

urges of temptation, he takes away the womanôs ñsharpest weapon that she treasures.ò
688

 When 

she realizes she has lost this power over him and recognizes the extent of his self-control and 

will power, she will become more inclined to come back to him, Qu b writes. However, this hajr 

cannot take place in any location other than the coupleôs bedroom. It should not occur in front of 

the children or strangers, for this will only humiliate the woman, corrupt the children, and 

increase her nushȊz, he writes.
689
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IX . Restricting the Imperative, ñHit Themò 

A. Pre-Modern Exegetes 

All pre-modern exegetes attempted to restrict the third imperative injunction to ñhit 

themò in one form or another. As Chaudhry illustrates in her analysis of pre-modern exegesis of 

Q. 4:34: 

None of the exegetes considered in this study left the prescription for the physical 

discipline of wives unqualified. The difference in the exegetical approaches to 

wife-beating lay in how exegetes qualified this prescription, rather than in various 

lexical interpretations of this command. Some exegetes qualified it minimally by 

saying that the beating should not be extreme. Others added it should not break 

bones or cause wounds. The weapon used to physically discipline a wife came 

under discussion. Were husbands permitted to punch or kick their wives? Should 

they hit them with whips and rods, or should they limit themselves to using a 

folded handkerchief? Exegetes deliberated about whether it was preferable for a 

husband to refrain from hitting his wife when confronted with wifely nushȊz. 

They also sought to restrict or expand husbandsô disciplinary power over wives by 

stipulating whether the three prescriptions in Q. 4:34ðadmonishment, 

abandonment and hittingðwere to be followed simultaneously or sequentially. 

Finally, exegetes considered the liability of husbands if their beating lead to death 

or serious injury of their wives.
690

 

 

My own analysis of five pre-modern exegetes also finds that a sense of ambiguity 

regarding ówife beatingô permeates the exegetesô language, as they narrate contradicting reports 

that allow it, restrict it or rebuke it. Al - abarǭ, for example, cites eighteen different reports that 

place conditions on wife-beating so that it is not harmful or does not leave marks. The most 

frequent opinion of those eighteen citations is that hitting must be non-injurious (ghayr 

mubarriỠ). Two other terms used to describe this non-injurious type of hitting was ghayr shǕԃin, 

non-disfiguring, and ghayr muᾹaththir, not leaving marks or traces.
691

 In three of the eighteen 

reports, ᾺA ǕᾹ ibn Abǭ RabǕ seeks more information on the meaning of ghayr mubarriỠ from 
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Ibn ᾺAbbǕs, who clarifies that it means to hit with a siwǕk
692

or a similar object.
693

 Al - abarǭôs 

insertion of these citations seeks to restrict or diminish the effect of the hitting, although not 

eliminate it. 

The most common qualifier of ñhittingò for pre-modern exegetes was that it cannot be 

injurious or leave marks.
694

 Al -RǕzǭ comes out strongest in this regard as he immediately follows 

the sanction on beating with al-ShǕfiᾺǭôs quote that it is preferable to refrain from beating.
695

 For 

al-ShǕfiᾺǭ, this verse indicated the ibǕỠa of hitting a nǕshiz wife, as a third step, but that it was 

preferable not to hit (ñwa tarkuhu afỈalò).
696

 Al -ShǕfiᾺǭ based this opinion on an authentic 

Prophetic tradition, which ended with the statement, ñCertainly those [who beat] are not the best 

among you.ò
697

 In his tafsǭr, al-RǕzǭ cites the entire tradition and al-ShǕfiᾺǭôs commentary on 

it.
698

 He adds to this other citations that impose other conditions on hitting, such as not using a 

folded handkerchief and not using a stick or whip.
699

 Al -Razi concludes that the sequence of the 

three steps in this verse ñis a clear indication that one must suffice with the minimum step that 

will fulfill his objective [of ending a womanôs nushȊz] and it is not allowed to move to a more 
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difficult step [al- arǭq al-ashaq], and God knows best.ò The effect of both al- abarǭôs and al-

Raziôs commentary is to restrict the imperative of hitting.  

B. ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ on ñWa-ỈribȊhunnaò 

ᾺAbduhôs and Ri Ǖôs commentary on the óhittingô injunction of verse 4:34 is most 

reflective of an important difference in their approach to controversial gender issues. Whereas 

ᾺAbduh turns the critical eye inward and blames Muslims for their misapplication or ñignoranceò 

of Islamôs teachings, Ri Ǖôs discourse reflects a level of defensiveness regarding these matters. 

Although ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ both ultimately reach the same conclusion that one should refrain 

from hitting his wife, Ri Ǖ precedes this conclusion with a defense of the idea that men may hit 

nǕshiz women. This is rather ironic considering his conclusion that the best of men should refrain 

from hitting their wives. Ri Ǖôs justification of the idea of hitting a nǕshiz wife is, in my 

assessment, a response to Western criticism of Islamôs position on gender. The implication of 

this criticism, as Ri Ǖ saw it, is that there is something inherently deficient in Islam because of 

its position on gender, which is reflected in the verses on polygyny and hitting, among others. 

Therefore, after mentioning the occasion for the verseôs revelation, Ri Ǖ delves into a diatribe on 

why hitting a nǕshiz woman is justified. He writes, 

Those who imitate the French in their mannerisms
700

 are baffled by our 

legitimating the hitting of a nǕshiz woman, but they are not baffled by a woman 

committing nushȊz and rising over him [her husband], making him, the leader of 

the house, become a subject [marԃȊs] or rather, humiliated. And she insists on her 

nushȊz and does not incline towards his guidance or advice, and does not care if 

he abandons her [hajr]. I do not understand how they treat these nawǕshiz women 

and what advice they give to husbands in dealing with them. Perhaps they 

imagine that the woman is weak, thin, polite, and well-mannered, while the mean, 

harsh husband transgresses over her, feeding his whip from her tender flesh and 

letting it drink from her fresh blood, while claiming that God allows him to hit her 

                                                 
700

 He writes muqalladat al-ifranj, meaning those who admire and emulate the French in their ways.  



 213 

like this é Far be it from God (ỠǕsha li-llǕh) that he allow injustice like this or 

approve of it.
701

 

 

Although Ri Ǖ consistently argues against abuse, he insists that nǕshiz women are 

nothing of the sort described above, nor is the hitting described in this verse anything like this 

type of beating. Rather the nawǕshiz [pl. of nǕshiz] are loose women, who detest their husbands, 

deny any good the husbands do, burden them beyond their capacity, and stubbornly persist in 

their nushȊz.
702

 Ri Ǖ then sarcastically poses, 

So what corruption will occur on earth if the dignified and righteous man is 

permitted to reduce the insolence of this type of woman, and topple her from the 

arrogance of her nushȊz with a siwǕk with which he hits her hand or with a 

handkerchief that he fans over her neck? And if permitting this is difficult for 

their manners to accept, then they should know that their manners [the French] are 

gentle until they snap and that many of the French leaders hit their women, the 

educated and well-mannered ones, the ones that dress skimpy and nude, and the 

ones inclined [to heed advice]. Their politicians, scholars, kings and leaders all act 

like this, as it [hitting] is a necessity that even those who exaggerate in honoring 

educated women do not refrain from, so how do you denounce its permissibility 

for [the sake of] necessity in a religion revealed for all types of people, the 

peasant and the civilized?ò
703

 

 

 Ri Ǖôs discourse here, which appears at the beginning of the interpretation on wa-

ỈribȊhunna, appears inconsistent with Ri Ǖôs later statements that the best of men should refrain 

from hitting women. Nonetheless, his language here is characteristic of his general defensive 

discourse on controversial aspects of gender-related verses. Although significantly different from 

Qu bôs language, Ri Ǖôs discourse resembles Qu b in that they both attempt to counter the 

prominent strain of secular indigenous discourse that considered Europe the model to which 

Muslims should look to in their reforms, and most specifically, gender reform. Throughout their 

exegesis on QurᾹanic verses that became the target of much controversy, such as those on 
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polygamy and wife-beating, Ri Ǖ and Qu b both argue that these injunctions, in their limited use 

during necessary times, are superior to anything practiced in the West. 

C. ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ: óThe best of you donôt hit their womenô 

Among all four modern exegetes, there is a tendency to strengthen the exegetical 

interpretation to restrict the application of hitting wives. ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ emphasize an oft-cited 

opinion in pre-modern exegesis that the three injunctions must be applied in sequence, not 

simultaneously. Therefore, if the first step achieves the desired effect of stopping the nushȊz, 

then one must stop there and so on with the next step. Although the conjunction wǕw does not 

usually indicate chronology, Ri Ǖ writes, in this case, context and logical reasoning are sufficient 

proof for the necessity of a sequential application of the three disciplinary steps.
704

 The opinion 

that the steps were to be applied in sequence was the norm among pre-modern exegetes.
705

 

ᾺAbduh and Ri Ǖ ultimately take the position that the best option is for one to refrain 

from hitting, even after the first two measures fail. Even if a wife persists in her nushȊz after the 

first steps, ñhe should not hit [her], because the best of men do not hit women even if this was 

permitted to them by necessity,ò Ri Ǖ concludes.
706

 Rather, in this instance, the best of men 

should ñseparate from their wives according to maԄrȊf and relinquish her with kindness, unless 

he desires to reconcile with her according to the arbitration indicated in this verse [4:35].ò
707

 As 

evidence of this restrictive application of the last disciplinary step, Ri Ǖ cites two prophetic 

traditions.  The first prophetic tradition he cites indicates the repugnance of hitting, Ri Ǖ 

writes.
708

 According to the tradition, cited in both al-BukhǕrǭ and Muslim, ñthe Prophet (peace be 

upon him) stated, óWould one of you hit his wife like he hits his slave and then sleep with her at 
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the end of the day?ôò
709

 Ri Ǖ cites a similar tradition by ᾺǔᾹisha cited in óAbd al-RazzǕq al-

anᾺǕnǭôs Ỡadǭth collection: ñIs one of you not embarrassed to hit his wife as he hits his slave in 

the beginning of the day and then try to sleep with her at the end of it?ò
710

 Ri Ǖ then describes 

the intimacy of sexual relations between spouses as ñthe strongest and firmest connection that 

can occur between two human beings.ò
711

 If a man has a need for this kind of intimacy with his 

wife, how, then, could he bring himself to humiliate her like a slave by hitting her with a whip or 

his hand, Ri Ǖ questions?
712

 

The second prophetic tradition he cites is an abbreviated version of a Ỡadǭth
713

 cited by 

many of the exegetes. In this tradition, Umm KulthȊm bint Abǭ Bakr states that men were 

prohibited from hitting their wives, but when they complained to the Prophet (peace be upon 

him) about this matter, he allowed them to hit, but then said ñThe best of you will never hit [their 

women] (lan yaỈrib khiyǕrukum).ò
714

 Ri Ǖ then states that this prophetic tradition reflects that 

the dispensation to hit is actually closer to a prohibition, adding, ñIt is a bitter remedy from 

which the best of free men refrain.ò
715

 

Similarly, ᾺAbduh emphasizes the restrictive nature of this injunction. This disciplinary 

measure is permissible only if the husband thinks it will be effective, ᾺAbduh writes.
716

 In other 
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words, he should resort to it only if he can guarantee that his wife will stop her nushȊz after it. If 

the first two disciplinary measures suffice, a man should refrain from hitting his wife.
717

 

Regardless of the situation, we are mandated [by God] to deal with women with gentleness and 

to avoid injustice, ᾺAbduh writes. In reference to QurᾹanic verse 2:229,
718

 ᾺAbduh then 

comments that one should either keep his wife with goodwill or let her go with kindness.
719

 In 

doing so, ᾺAbduh appears to suggest that divorce is a better option than cruelty or abuse. 

ᾺAbduhôs interpretation of the last phrase of Q. 4:34, ñIndeed God is most High, Greatò 

(inna AllǕha kǕna Ԅalǭyǭyan kabǭra), best underscores his exegetical approach as a means to 

broader social reform. As mentioned in chapter three, ᾺAbduhôs main objective in his tafsǭr was 

to restore the QurᾹanôs relevance to the lives of the people to whom it was revealed. His 

commentaries were delivered as public sermons. He regarded the QurᾹan and its tafsǭr as a mean 

for larger societal reform, for which he believed the Muslim world was so desperately in need.
720

 

In his commentary on this last phrase of Q. 4:34, ᾺAbduh writes, ñWhen a man transgresses over 

his wife, it is because he feels superior to her, and is stronger and larger than her. This is why 

God reminds him of His Greatness, Highness [kibrǭyǕԃihi] and Power, so that he [the husband] 

may take heed, fear God and be upright.ò
721

 ᾺAbduh implies that injustice in the family home 

yields greater social and political consequences. Those men that try to be masters in their homes 

by oppressing women are only breeding slaves to others, ᾺAbduh writes.
722

 ñ[When] children 
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grow up in an environment of injustice, they will be like humiliated slaves to those who need to 

live with them.ò
723

 

D. Qu b on ñWa-ỈribȊhunnaò: A Last Resort to Save the Family Institution 

 A sense of relativism underlies Qu bôs approach to interpreting the concept of ñhittingò 

oneôs wife, as it does with his approach to polygyny. In his interpretation of verse 4:3, he viewed 

polygyny as the better alternative to menôs desertion of barren women, or conducting sexual 

affairs. Similarly, in his commentary on verse 4:34, Qu b depicts this last measure as the better 

alternative than the demise of the entire family institution due to nushȊz. If the first two steps 

fail, ñdo you just leave the [family] institution to become destroyed?ò Qu b rhetorically asks.
724

 

Like ᾺAbduh, he affirms that this measure cannot be used in a healthy relationship.
725

 

  What is most unique about Qu bôs tafsǭr in this verse is his identification of nushȊz as a 

form of pathological perversion or sickness. If a nǕshiz woman is not responsive to advice or to 

sexual abandonment, ñthen this [nushȊz] must definitely be a perversion of some kind,ò Qu b 

writes.
726

 In this case, when the two first measures fail, then perhaps this third step will succeed. 

Citing a psychological study
727

 by Dr. Alexis Carrel (1873-1944), Qu b writes that a type of 

woman exists who cannot accept a man as qayyim [in charge of her] and as her husband, unless 

he physically overpowers her.
728

 According to observations based on psychology and reality, 

then, this last measure of hitting is most appropriate to rectify and satisfy this type of pathology, 
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Qu b argues.
729

 By no means are all women like this, but he asserts that this type of woman 

exists.
730

 

 Qu bôs commentary focuses on the aims behind the disciplinary measures of this verse. 

This stands in contrast to pre-modern exegetes, who were primarily focused on legally qualifying 

the imperative ñhit them,ò as Chaudhry establishes. Some did so by qualifying its degree as non-

extreme (ghayr mubarriỠ). Others discussed the object that husbands were allowed to use. They 

discussed whether husbands were limited to using a folded handkerchief or siwǕk. They also 

discussed whether the husbands would be legally liable if he seriously injured his wife.
731

 Qu bôs 

commentary instead focuses on the objectives of this injunction. Qu b writes, this hitting cannot 

be a form of seeking revenge or venting oneôs anger. It cannot be to humiliate or debase a 

woman, or to force her to live in a way she does not accept.
732

 Rather, this hitting is disciplinary, 

accompanied with sympathy by the one enacting the discipline, just as a father does with his 

children or a teacher with his students, Qu b writes.
733

 Once the objective of the measures is 

reached, one should stop at that, Qu b warns. The objective, he describes in rather utopian terms, 

is ñwillful obedience, not forced obedience.ò
734

 This is because a functional family institution 

cannot operate based on a partnerôs forced obedience, he writes. Qu b warns against abuse by 

citing four prophetic traditions that either restrict or denounce hitting.
735

 Most of these aỠǕdǭth 

are the same ones cited by pre-modern exegetes, as well as Ri Ǖ. The fourth Ỡadǭth, which I have 
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not seen cited previously in reference to Q. 4:34, is, ñThe best of you is the best to his family. 

And I am the best of you to my family.ò
736

 

 What is most evident in Qu bôs commentary is a response to secular criticism of this 

verse. One should not blame Godôs order (manhaj) for peopleôs misunderstandings, Qu b writes, 

such as when a man uses the religion as a pretext to be abusive, or when a woman becomes like a 

prisoner in the name of religion.
737

 After justifying why hitting is appropriate as the last resort to 

treat a certain kind of pathology, Qu b argues that 

[e]ither way, the One who established these measures is the One who Created. He 

has greater knowledge of His creation. All debates after the decree of the 

Knowing and All-Aware is mere bickering. And every defiance [tamarrud] and 

lack of submission to Godôs decision is an opening [mafaỈỈ] to rejecting faith all 

together.
738

 

 

This is reflective of Qu bôs ideological stance, which was most pronounced at the end of his 

career, to reject any compromise or reconciliation with what he perceived to be man-made 

ideologies. His tafsǭr represents this last phase of his own religious and political development, as 

Qu b rejected the premise of his previous work, Social Justice in Islam, which was subsequently 

edited seven times.
739

 Accordingly, Qu b believed that Muslimsô acceptance of Islamic rulings 

should not be premised on their human utility or perceived benefit, but based on the fact that God 

ordained them. 

 Nonetheless, this concept is not consistently applied in Qu bôs interpretations. As we see 

in his interpretation of the following verse, 4:35, Qu b reads this verse as a potential alternative 

to applying the three disciplinary measures outlined in Q. 4:34. If the nushȊz has already become 
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evident, or if one feels like these disciplinary measures will not work or they will lead to greater 

harm, then in that case, the couple should proceed according to Q. 4:35, which reads: 

And if you fear that a breach might occur between a couple, appoint an arbiter 

from among his people and an arbiter from among her people; if they both seek 

reconciliation, God will facilitate matters between them. God is indeed All-

Knowing, Aware. 

 

One should instead resort to arbitration, Qu b writes, when one believes that the nushȊz will 

worsen if disciplinary measures are taken. This is also the case if it will further tear away the 

remaining threads between the man and woman, because the ultimate goal is to preserve the 

marriage and valuable family institution.
740

 

E. Ibn ᾺǔshȊr: An Attempt to Involve Legal Authorities 

 Of all modern and pre-modern exegetes examined in this study, Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs 

interpretation of wa-ỈribȊhunna stands out as most unique and significant. Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs 

background as a muftǭ and jurist comes to bear in his analysis of the injunction wa-ỈribȊhunna. 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊr attempts to restrict the applicability of these three disciplinary measures and to 

restrain the husbandôs authority to implement the last measure. First, he restricts the applicability 

of the verse by interpreting a womanôs nushȊz as harm which proceeds from a womenôs 

persistence in nushȊz, not simply her disobedience or defiance.
741

 Second, he suggests that the 

addressee (al-mukhǕἲab) of this verse oscillates between the husband and legal authorities (wulǕt 

al-umȊr).
742

 

                                                 
740

 Qu b, 2:656.  
741

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes, ñAnd the meaning of ótakhǕfȊna nushȊzuhunnaô is fearing its ill -effects. The meaning is that 

nushȊz has actually occurred with characteristics of the intention of defiance and persistence in it, not merely being 

angry with each other or an absence of obedience, because it is rare that spouses not go through that state [of anger 

and disobedience], and because both men and women are exposed to being angry and defiant to each otheréwhich 

is why it remains that the meaning of fear is real with an expectation of harm occurring,ò (5:43).    
742

 Although the term wulǕt al-umȊr could refer to either legal guardians or legal authorities, such as judges, my 

close reading of his tafsǭr leads me to believe that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr intends the legal authorities, as he takes a legal 

approach to this matter all together.  The evidence for this is that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes that nushȊz would have been 

taken up to the legal authorities (rufiᾺa ilayhim bi-shikǕyat al-azwǕj). He also writes that the wulǕt al-umȊr could 
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 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr introduces the involvement of legal authorities in the implementation of this 

verse. He does so by suggesting that the addressee of the phrase ñthose whose nushȊz you fearò 

might not be the husbands, but rather the legal authorities who would determine whether or not 

nushȊz has actually occurred. This is because cases of nushȊz would presumably be taken to the 

courts for judges to resolve.
743

 This underscores Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs restrictive interpretation of nushȊz 

as a grave or serious matter. 

He cites two pieces of evidence for this possible interpretation. The first piece of 

evidence he cites for this is a grammatical one, with two QurᾹanic precedents. He demonstrates 

how a single verse could have more than one addressee. As an example, he cites al-

Zamakhsharǭôs interpretation that verse 2:229
744

 addresses two different parties, the husbands 

and the legal authorities.
745

 As a second QurᾹanic precedent for this principle, he cites verses 

61:11-13,
746

 in which the addressees throughout the three verses are in plural form, except for the 

last phrase in verse 61:13, ñand give [sing.] glad-tidings to the believers (wa-bashshir al-

muԃminǭn).ò According to the exegetes, the Prophet is the address of the last phrase, whereas the 

                                                                                                                                                             
prevent the husbands from applying this measure if they find that the husbands do not appropriately apply these 

injunctions nor observe the limits. In that case, wulǕt al-umȊr would ñannounce that whoever hits his wife will be 

punished,ò (5:44). Based on his usage of the term wulǕt al-umȊr, it is not possible he is restricting this to legal 

guardians, but envisions involvement by judges.  
743

 As mentioned above, he writes that nushȊz would have been taken up to the legal authorities; ñrufióa ilayhim bi-

shikǕyat al-azwǕj,ò (5:43). 
744

 ñA divorce is only permissible twice: after that, the parties should either hold Together on equitable terms, or 

separate with kindness. It is not lawful for you, (Men), to take back any of your gifts (from your wives), except 

when both parties fear that they would be unable to keep the limits ordained by Allah. If ye (judges) do indeed fear 

that they would be unable to keep the limits ordained by Allah, there is no blame on either of them if she give 

something for her freedom. These are the limits ordained by Allah. So do not transgress them if any do transgress 

the limits ordained by Allah, such persons wrong (themselves as well as others).ò YȊsuf óAlǭ translation.  
745

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr, 5:43.  
746

 In the Arabic text, all verbs in the three verses are in plural form, with the exception of the last phrase ñgive thou 

glad tidings to all who believe.ò Mu ammad Asadôs translation of 61:11-13 is as follows: ñYou are to believe in 

God and His Apostle, and to strive hard in God's cause with your possessions and your lives: this is for your own 

good - if you but knew it! [If you do so,] He will forgive you your sins, and [in the life to come] will admit you into 

gardens through which running waters flow, and into goodly mansions in (those) gardens of perpetual bliss: that 

[will be] the triumph supreme! And [withal, He will grant you] yet another thing that you dearly love: succour from 

God [in this world], and a victory soon to come:  and [thereof, O Prophet,] give thou a glad tiding to all who 

believe.ò   
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believers are addressed in the previous phrases.
747

 Ibn ᾺǔshȊr uses this evidence to suggest that 

this verse may not be addressing the husbands when it states ñand those whose nushȊz you fear.ò 

According to this interpretation, the legal authorities would be the ones to apply the various steps 

in order, with the exception of hajr, since it makes sense that only husbands be the ones to 

sexually abstain from their wives.
748

 

 The second piece of evidence that Ibn ᾺǔshȊr introduces to restrict the implementation of 

hitting is a statement by ᾺA ǕᾹ b. Abǭ RabǕ , who said, ñThe husband does not hit his wife, but 

gets angry with her.ò
749

 Therefore, the injunction to hit is actually telling men not to hit their 

wives. It takes the ruling of karǕhiyya (disliked matter) rather than ibǕỠa (permissibility). 

Reflecting his legal consciousness, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr writes that this indicates that these measures are 

implemented according to the strength of evidence provided.
750

 Therefore, hajr and Ỉarb cannot 

be applied without proving that nushȊz has occurred, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr states.
751

 By suggesting the 

involvement of legal authorities in one way or another, Ibn ᾺǔshȊr attempts to restrict menôs 

authority to physically discipline their wives. He writes: 

Hitting is a dangerous matter é a limit must be applied in this [matter], which 

jurisprudence clarifies, because if the husbands are allowed to administer this, and 

while they are venting their anger, then it is expected that they will transgress the 

limits. For it is rare that one punishes commensurate to the sin. Further, the basis 

of jurisprudential principles does not permit for one to adjudicate for himself (an 

yaqỈǭ aỠad li-nafsihi), unless there is a necessity (ỈarȊra).ò
752

 

 

Ibn ᾺǔshȊrôs solution for this is to involve legal authorities. They should punish those 

men who exceed the limits and do not carefully apply the disciplinary measures with goodwill, 

he advocates. When the legal authorities become aware that transgressions occur, they should 
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