


Interpreting the Qur’an

Debates among Muslims over the conception of the authority of the
Qur’an underlie much of what is read about Islam in the popular media
these days. This book by Abdullah Saeed will add a new voice to those
debates and, as its impact is felt, broaden the popular conception of
what Islam is all about today.

Andrew Rippin, University of Victoria, Canada

How is the Qur’an — central to all Muslim societies — to be understood
today in order to meet the needs of these societies? Abdullah Saeed, a
distinguished Muslim scholar, explores the interpretation of the ethico-
legal content of the Qur’an, whilst taking into consideration the changing
nature of the modern world.

Saeed explores the current debates surrounding the interpretation of the
Qur’an, and their impact on contemporary understanding of this sacred
text. As he attempts to determine the text’s relevance to modern issues
without compromising the overall framework of the Qur’an and its core
beliefs and practices, he proposes a fresh approach, which takes into
account the historical and contemporary contexts of interpretation.

This book is likely to inspire healthy debate and appeal to a genera-
tion of students and scholars seeking a contemporary approach to the
interpretation of the Qur’anic text.

Abdullah Saeed is the Sultan of Oman Professor of Arab and Islamic Studies
and the Director of the Centre for the Study of Contemporary Islam at
the University of Melbourne, Australia. He has written widely on Islam
and is the author and editor of a number of books, including Approaches
to Quran in Contemporary Indonesia (2005), Freedom of Religion,
Apostasy and Islam (co-author, 2004), Islam and Political Legitimacy
(2003), Islam in Australia (2003) and Islamic Banking and Interest (1996).
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Foreword

The challenges that face the modern religious thinker are both daunting
and profound. Two assumptions are generally made: that the fundamental
truths of religion itself (however they are defined) are of value to humanity
and that the relevance of religion to human concerns of today must at
all costs be demonstrated. The stumbling block for many people seems
to be the structures of traditional religious authority that are so closely
tied to the text of scripture in Judaism, Christianity and Islam; questions
that the twenty-first century poses so frequently thus appear to strike at
the heart of religion itself as it has conventionally been conceived. This
is true whether the discussion is about gay ministers in Christian churches,
definitions of Jewish descent, or Muslim marriage to multiple wives. How
are the deeply felt moral principles of today to be reconciled with a text
of scripture that has always been understood in ways that challenge those
emerging and evolving contemporary positions?

When Muslims deal with the text of the Qur’an, understood to be
literally the “Word of God’, the issue arises in many ways, some of which
certainly prove to be more pressing morally than others. Within the Muslim
world, the matter first arose in recent times when the question of the rela-
tionship between the text and history was discussed. How was the text
of the Qur’an to be reconciled with older historical sources (e.g. the Bible)
that recount the “facts’ differently? Such discussions invoked the principles
of the historical-critical method and were, for many people, reasonably
well accommodated within the strictures of Muslim faith. That is, the
authority of the text was relocated through a process of interpretation so
that it resided, for example, in the moral vision of Islam as a whole where
the details of history do not matter, but only the moral aims of the story
remain relevant. These discussions raised the difficult issue of how to
reconcile modern intellectual attitudes to the text of scripture and did so
by dealing with concerns that, certainly by the measure of more contem-
porary debates, could not be said to raise the more pressing and practical
issues of law and morality.



x Foreword

It is the problem of how to deal with the explicit moral commands of
the Qur’an that has undoubtedly created the greatest controversy and diffi-
culty for the modern Muslim community. These discussions have become
a place where academics play a significant role in pushing the community
to face the issues and undertake open debate. Approaches to these ques-
tions, using methods that were first tried out in biblical studies especially,
show how the age-old binary of ‘Western’ scholarship versus ‘Muslim’
views is rapidly breaking down. The work of Fazlur Rahman, especially
his Major Themes of the Qur’an (1980), was fundamental in both shaping
the discussion and bridging that gap. The current state of that process
may be seen today in a collected work such as the Encyclopaedia of
the Quran (2001-2005) in which the many voices of scholarship come
together in one catholic framework (whether such exists within a unified
and well-enunciated epistemological vision is another matter).

The book that is presented here, written by Abdullah Saeed, is another
manifestation of this tendency, and is a particularly striking one. Using
the tools of historical-critical scholarship to analyse the resources of the
Muslim tradition, Saeed sets forth a model of Qur’anic interpretation that
is solidly scholarly and, at the same time, relevant to the central concerns
of the Muslim community. The knowledge of the past provided by
scholarly tools allows for interpretations to be put forth that have a solid
grounding in a firmly understood and well-documented Muslim world
view. This respect for that past and the willingness to learn from it are
the central marks of the approach and are what put it at such a distance
from studies that are often termed Salafi or ‘fundamentalist’ with their
rhetorical denial of the value of the cumulative development of the com-
munity through history. Gone, too, is the customary alibi of scholarship
that pretends that the work undertaken by academics is just ‘there’, to be
accepted or rejected by the Muslim community with no value judgement
or even concern attached to the impact of the study.

Debates among Muslims over the conception of the authority of the
Qur’an underlie much of what is read about Islam in the popular media
these days. This book by Abdullah Saeed will add a new voice to those
debates and, as its impact is felt, will broaden the popular conception of
what Islam is all about today. In addition, as a result of this work, the
relevance of scholarly investigations into Muslim heritage will become
evident, given the way both the potential creativity and the realized
constraints (and subsequent restraints) of classical thought become clearer.
These are conversations in which the more of us who participate — as
women and men interested in and concerned with the human condition
— the better for broadening the basis of our common understanding and
shared goals for the future of human existence.

Andrew Rippin, University of Victoria, Canada



Chapter |

Introduction

This book is about the interpretation of one particular type of Qur’anic
texts: the texts that are considered ethico-legal in nature and are repre-
sented in the Qur’an’s beliefs, rulings, laws, commandments, prohibitions
and instructions.! Examples of such ethico-legal content include belief in
God, prophets and life after death; regulations related to marriage, divorce
and inheritance; what is permitted and prohibited; commandments relating
to fasting, spending, jihad and hudiid; prohibitions related to theft, dealing
with non-Muslims; instructions relating to etiquette, inter-faith relations
and governance. The book is not intended as a manual providing a step-
by-step guide to interpreting such texts, even though it contains useful
ideas for their interpretation. Rather, it is an argument for releasing the
ethico-legal verses from the legalistic-literalistic approach? that has been
the hallmark of their interpretation from the post-formative period of
Islamic law? to the modern period in both exegesis (tafsir) and law (figh).
The book is, first and foremost, a justification for using a different approach
to the interpretation of the ethico-legal texts. I will refer to this approach
as ‘Contextualist’.* The thrust of my argument, therefore, is towards a
more flexible approach to interpretation of these texts by taking into
consideration both the socio-historical context of the Qur’an at the time
of revelation in the first/seventh century and the contemporary concerns
and needs of Muslims today. My main interest is how the meaning of
the Qur’an can be related to the life of the Muslim, in a sense its appli-
cation to day-to-day practicalities in different times, circumstances and
places, particularly as it relates to the concerns and needs of the modern
period.

Historically, Muslim exegetes and jurists often relied on linguistic criteria
only to interpret the ethico-legal content and to determine whether a partic-
ular ruling in the Qur’an is to be universally applicable or not. In this,
the question of social and historical context in which the ruling was given
at the time of the revelation of the Qur’an was seen as irrelevant or unim-
portant, except in rare cases. In writing this book, I am emphasizing that
this social and historical context of the Qur’an needs to be taken into
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account with the linguistic criteria to provide a fuller meaning of the Qur’an
that is relevant to changing needs and circumstances of Muslims.

A question that arises is, “‘What are these concerns and needs that justify
embarking on the approach to the Qur’an I am suggesting?’. One could,
of course, argue that such concerns and needs are transient and subjec-
tive, and that Qur’anic interpretation should not be linked to such concerns
and needs. However, my position is that the epoch making changes in
the world over the past 150 years have affected Muslims as well as non-
Muslims and altered significantly how we see the world. These changes
are enormous: globalization, migration, scientific and technological revo-
lutions, space exploration, archaeological discoveries, evolution and
genetics, public education and literacy, to name a few. We must add to
this an increased understanding of the dignity of the human person, greater
inter-faith interaction, the emergence of nation-states (and the concept of
equal citizenship) and gender equality. These changed perceptions and
institutional structures have had repercussions for law and governance.
Moreover, today the destiny of individuals and communities is bound
with that of other people who may or may not share their beliefs, values,
norms and understandings. In short, the contemporary world is vastly
changed from the one our forefathers knew. This requires effort from
people of all faiths to look at how their world views, traditions, teach-
ings and rules should guide believers today.

One of the clearest illustrations of the need to rethink the interpret-
ation of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an can be found in the
predicament of ‘Islamic law’ represented in figh (which essentially is the
result of the interpretation of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an and
other sources such as sunnah). The reality is that many of the interpret-
ations that functioned as law in the pre-modern period are no longer
considered viable, except by a relatively small number of Muslims. Only
in essential beliefs, certain ethical and moral norms, clearly spelt-out halal
(permissible) and haram (prohibited) guidelines and limited areas of family
law is there consistent practice and tradition. Even in the stricter, more
conservative Muslim countries, such as Saudi Arabia, their legal systems
are significantly different from pre-modern legal regimes that were based
on figh rules. Their laws and legal systems incorporate many features that
would be alien to pre-modern Islamic legal systems, such as institutional
structures that are prefaced on European court structures. More broadly,
the nation-state exists without reference to Islamic sources or notions.
Much of the rest of Islamic law as it exists in standard figh works is now
generally ignored in most of today’s Muslim societies. In the area of
prescribed punishments hudiid, Islamic law is not implemented fully
anywhere in the Muslim world and those who call for it are increasingly
opposed by an apparent majority of Muslims. Even in the area of family
law, the emphasis on gender equality means that new statutes are being
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developed by almost all Muslim majority countries to protect women’s
rights more adequately. Those who seek to retain gender inequality as
part of their social and political systems are adhering to pre-modern inter-
pretations in the face of inexorable change. This demonstrates that much
of the earlier interpretations of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an that
exist in figh are no longer serving the needs of Muslims today. Therefore,
unless the issue of refocusing the interpretation of the Qur’an on contem-
porary circumstances is addressed, the risk is that the ethico-legal content
of the Quran will gradually become ignored, or simply irrelevant, and
Muslims will lose their connection to the Qur’an in a significant way.

Among Muslims, three broad approaches may be identified in relation
to the interpretation of ethico-legal content of the Qur’an in the modern
period: Textualist, Semi-textualist and Contextualist. This classification is
based on the degree to which the interpreters (1) rely on just the linguistic
criteria to determine the meaning of the text, and (2) take into account
the socio-historical context of the Qur’an as well as the contemporary
context of today.

Textualists argue for a strict following of the text and adopt a literal-
istic approach to the text. For Textualists, it is the Qur’an that should
guide Muslims, rather than any so-called modern ‘needs’. They consider
the meaning of the Qur’an to be fixed and universal in its application. For
instance, if the Qur’an says that a man may marry four wives, then this
should apply forever, without any need to consider the socio-historical
context in which this text was ‘revealed’. For them, why the Qur’an allowed
a man to marry four wives in the first/seventh-century Hijaz is not
important. The clearest examples of Textualists are found today among
those referred to as Traditionalists and Salafis.

Semi-textualists essentially follow the Textualists as far as linguistic
emphasis and ignoring of the socio-historical context are concerned, but
they package the ethico-legal content in a somewhat ‘modern’ idiom, often
within an apologetic discourse. Usually they are involved with various
offshoots of modern neo-revivalist movements, such as the Muslim
Brotherhood (Egypt) and Jama‘at Islami (Indian subcontinent), as well as
a significant section of the modernists.’

Those I refer to as Contextualists emphasize the socio-historical context
of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an and of its subsequent interpret-
ations. They argue for understanding the ethico-legal content in the light
of the political, social, historical, cultural and economic contexts in which
this content was revealed, interpreted and applied. Thus they argue for
a high degree of freedom for the modern Muslim scholar in determining
what is mutable (changeable) and immutable (unchangeable) in the area of
ethico-legal content. Contextualists are found among those Fazlur Rahman
called neo-modernists as well as Ijtihadis, the so-called ‘progressive’
Muslims and more generally ‘liberal” Muslim thinkers today.
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The methodological innovations introduced by thinkers such as Fazlur
Rahman to resolve the problem of interpretation of ethico-legal texts are
pertinent to this debate.” They represent an important step in relating the
Qur’anic text to the contemporary concerns and needs of Muslim societies.
Rahman relies heavily on understanding the socio-historical context of the
revelation, at a macro level, and then relating it to a particular need of
the modern period. In this, he draws on the idea of the ‘prophetic spirit’
or, in other words, seeks to imagine how the Prophet might act were he
living in these times. In doing so, Rahman does not adopt an analogical
model, so common in figh, in which the interpreter looks at the superfi-
cial aspects of two different situations, one being the precedent and the
other being the contemporary situation. Then, based on any similarities
between the two situations, the interpreter attempts to project the ruling
or value associated with the precedent on to the modern one. Rahman is
arguing for something more substantial — one that has not, so far, been
generally accepted in the interpretation of the Qur’an or in figh.

In line with the ideas advocated by Rahman and other Contextualists,
I argue that the interpretation of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an
needs to take social change into account in order to sustain the close
relationship between the Qur’an and the Muslim today. The Qur’anic
interpretation up to now, which has been to a large extent philological,
needs to give way to a more sociological, axiological and anthropological
exegesis in order to relate it to the contemporary needs of Muslims today.?
However, a search for acceptable methods in the modern period should
not neglect the classical Islamic exegetical tradition entirely. On the
contrary, we should benefit from the tradition and be guided by it where
possible without necessarily being bound by all its detail. Contemporary
scholars must be informed about the ways in which the texts have been
interpreted throughout history. That understanding can be helpful in our
formulation of new interpretations in the light of new circumstances and
challenges.

Interpretation — unlike revelation — is a human endeavour. Thus, one
could argue that there is nothing sacred about the personal interpretation
given to a verse even by a Companion of the Prophet, or by a Successor
or by early imams. Their understandings, like ours, are limited by context
and culture and may or may not be relevant outside their culture, their
context. Muslim scholars today need to explore the tradition in the light
of contemporary experience, including modern knowledge and methods of
research. They should benefit from rational methods, historical research
and critical scholarship as developed in a range of fields of scholarly
research. The methodologies, terminologies and concepts provided by the
classical scholars of Qur’anic exegesis are not permanently relevant or
invariably applicable as the sole source of understanding the Qur’an.

I am writing this as a Muslim — as a person who believes that the
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Qur’an is the revelation of the will of God to the Prophet Muhammad.
I also take the view that the Qur’an we have today is a historically
authentic text that contains the revelations that Prophet Muhammad
received over a 22-year period, collected by Muslims who were witnesses
to these revelations in the immediate aftermath of the Prophet Muham-
mad’s death in 11/632. My argument in this book should not be taken
to mean that I am rejecting the heritage of tafsir or figh. 1 believe that
we need to respect that heritage, learn from it and use what is relevant
and beneficial to our contemporary concerns. I do not accept the idea
that somehow Muslims in the past reached the zenith of intellectual
achievement in the area of tafsir or figh. In my view, Muslims are engaged
in a continuous process of refinement, improvement, change and addition
to the existing body of knowledge. This also means that new approaches
will be continuously developed as time passes and as the needs of the
community change. Our era is one of major upheaval and technological
and social change that requires significant intellectual contributions to
relate the meaning of the Qur’an to the needs and concerns of Muslims
today. In this book I hope readers will find some useful ideas that they
will in turn challenge, refine and question.

One reason why this project is important is that there is a strongly felt
need among Muslims to make the Qur’anic teachings, in particular their
ethico-legal content, relevant to the needs of Muslims today, as these have
greatly changed from those of the past. For many Muslims, some of the
Qur’anic teachings in this area, if taken literally, may appear ancient and
archaic and not very relevant to contemporary concerns and situations.
An appropriate methodological framework is therefore needed to translate
this ethico-legal content in a meaningful manner for a Muslim today.

There are, of course, Muslims who strongly believe that all of the
Qur’anic instructions should be taken literally and put into practice and
who therefore find it difficult to acknowledge the historical nature of the
Qur’anic revelation. They accept the view that, because the Qur’an is the
Word of God, whatever it contains (even if taken literally) cannot fail to
be relevant to the needs of all societies for all times and all places. They
do not see any reason for rereading any part of the Qur’anic text. They
argue that Muslims must follow it to the letter, whatever the circum-
stances. Even though this superficially attractive and simplistic option is
highly problematic, there are large numbers of Muslims who argue for it.

In order to relate the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an to the concerns
and needs of the modern period, Muslim scholars and thinkers who
believe that such a project is needed and necessary have adopted several
approaches. All of these appear to bypass the literalistic and legalistic bent
of the classical tafsir tradition as far as ethico-legal texts are concerned.
This includes the ‘back to the principles’ approach advocated by Ghulam
Ahmad Parvez,’ rationalist interpretations of modernist scholars, and ‘spirit
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of the Qur’an’-based approaches advocated by Fazlur Rahman.' Many
more ideas have been advanced by Mohammed Arkoun,!" Farid Esack!?
and Khaled Abou El Fadl.!® All these are part of a promising trend in the
interpretation of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an in the modern
period, that could be referred to as ‘Contextualist’. Though they may not
use this label, specific features of the approach are observable in the under-
takings of these and an increasing number of other Muslim scholars and
thinkers today.

This book comprises 12 chapters. The first is the Introduction. Chapter 2
explores the context in which rethinking of the interpretation of the ethico-
legal content of the Qur’an is taking place today. It presents a brief
overview of the development of interpretation of the Qur’an from the
earliest to the modern period. It then highlights a range of issues that are
helpful to understand the context of the debates on the interpretation of
the ethico-legal content today.

Chapter 3 explores the traditional understanding of ‘revelation’ and
emphasizes that accepting this understanding does not necessarily preclude
a Contextualist reading of the revelation. It also presents an alternative
model of revelation.

Chapter 4 deals with interpretation based on tradition and highlights
interpretation of the Qur’an by the Qur’an as well as by the Prophet, the
Companions and the Successors. It then examines the development of
what I call ‘Textualist’ interpretation, which adopted a strictly literalistic
and legalistic approach.

Chapter 5 explores the question of interpretation based on reason, the
views of the opponents of this approach and their arguments, as well as
the views of the proponents and their reasoning. The chapter highlights
the Contextualists’ view that interpretation based on reason is essential.

Chapter 6 shows the flexibility in reading the Qur’anic text, which the
tradition maintains was given in the prophetic period. It suggests that,
if this flexibility is provided in reading the actual text, the very Word of
God, one could argue that the same flexibility should be available in the
case of understanding and interpreting the Word of God.

Chapter 7 addresses the topic of abrogation (naskh) and argues that
naskbh provides a justification for reinterpreting some of the ethico-legal
texts in line with the changing needs of Muslims. By changing ethico-
legal rulings of the Qur’an to suit different situations of Muslims during
the Prophet’s time, which the theory of abrogation suggests, God appears
to be providing the community with an important tool with which it can
make the Qur’an relevant to people’s needs and circumstances.

Chapter 8 provides examples of three types of text in the Qur’an. It
argues that, if it can be shown that a substantial part of the Qur’anic text
is interpreted and explained in an ‘approximate’ fashion, applying this
notion to the ethico-legal content is not such a strange argument after all.
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Chapter 9 deals with the question of ‘meaning’. It focuses on a number
of issues that are important for a meaningful and relevant interpretation
of the ethico-legal content in the modern period. It highlights that complete
objectivity in understanding and interpreting the text is impossible and
that meaning is highly complex.

Chapter 10 explores the notion of ‘socio-historical context’ of the Qur’an
and argues that this context must be taken into account to arrive at a
meaningful interpretation of the ethico-legal content.

Chapter 11 provides a framework for thinking about the ethico-
legal content of the Qur’an — in particular, how one can classify the
ethico-legal rulings and texts, the importance of each category, and the
degree of obligation on the Muslim. The chapter identifies five levels of
Qur’anic values: obligatory, fundamental, protectional, implementational
and instructional. The chapter addresses each level, with particular focus
on the instructional values, which seem the most problematic as far as
mutability and immutability are concerned.

In Chapter 12, the Epilogue, I present the key aspects of the argument
presented in the book and suggest a basic model for interpretation of the
ethico-legal texts based on the discussions in the book.

In summary, this book attempts to provide a foundation and argument
for the validity of a Contextualist approach and to outline a range of
methodological principles. In this, it relies on existing interpretations of
the ethico-legal content by a variety of Muslim scholars today and derives
from those interpretations the necessary principles and ideas relevant to
a Contextualist approach. Its aim is to propose ideas and stimulate discus-
sion. It is the prerogative of the Muslim community to explore, accept,
modify or even reject the ideas.

Note on dates and transliteration

Some conventions may be noted here. Where double dates are given in
the form of 1/622, the first figure refers to the Muslim calendar and the
second to the Christian. When only one date is given, it usually refers to
the Christian calendar. With regard to Arabic terms, on the whole the
full transliteration has been used, including diacritics and macrons. With
a few exceptions, this transliteration follows the system adopted by the
Encyclopaedia of Islam.



Chapter 2

The context of the debate on
interpretation

Muslims can be divided into three broad categories as far as their responses
to the challenges posed to Islam by modern ideas, institutions and values
are concerned. The first category sees no need to change 14 centuries of tra-
dition and regards any ‘modernization’ of the understanding of religion as
tantamount to a mortal blow against Islam. The second feels that opposi-
tion to change is unwise and counterproductive if Muslims are to be active
participants in the modern world. They present Islam in a way that suits
people living in the modern period, but do not go as far as significantly
altering traditionally held Islamic ideas, institutions and values. The third
category wants to re-present Islam by questioning key aspects of the tradi-
tion, ignoring what is not relevant to the modern period, while emphasizing
what is relevant and attempting to remain faithful to the immutable Qur’anic
ethos, objectives and values.!

Perhaps the most important issue for Muslims is how a Muslim of the
twenty-first century should relate to the Qur’an - the Holy Scripture of
Muslims and the most important text on which Islam is based. Since the
Qur’an, for Muslims, is the Word of God and remains the prime source of
authority for Islam’s ethical and legal systems, Muslims make consistent
efforts to relate it to their contemporary concerns and needs. In the process,
many questions are asked that are as challenging as their answers. Such
questioning should be considered an essential part of modern Islamic
thought and an important positive contribution that may bear fruit in time.
The fact that difficult questions are being asked now provides a strong basis
for further work in this area. This chapter explores first the development
of the tafsir tradition and then the context in which rethinking of the inter-
pretation of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an is taking place today. It
is a stepping stone to a more detailed discussion in the rest of the book.

Overview of the classical tafsir tradition?

A rudimentary tafsir tradition began to emerge during the Prophet Muham-
mad’s time. The Qur’an says that one of the functions of the Prophet was
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to explain the Qur’an (16:44). However, there is debate as to whether
the Prophet ever provided explanations for the entire Qur’an. Little of the
Prophet’s own interpretation of the Qur’an was recorded, and much of
this exists only in a form that we might call ‘practical exegesis’.> After his
death, the Companions played their role in explaining and interpreting the
Qur’an. Even though the number of Companions was large, only a few
reportedly contributed directly to Qur’anic exegesis. They included the
first four Rashidan caliphs (11-40/632-660) (Abta Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman
and ‘Ali) as well as ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘td, who settled in Iraq, Ubay b.
Ka‘b in Medina, ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas in Mecca and Zayd b. Thabit in
Medina.*

The Companions who engaged in exegesis had several sources for
understanding and interpreting the Qur’an: parts of the Qur’anic text that
explained other parts; information received from the Prophet, both oral
and praxis; and their own understanding of what the Qur’anic text meant.
They were also familiar with the language of the Qur’an, the overall social
context of the revelation, the Prophet’s ways of thinking, and the norms,
values and customs of the Arabs, all of which provided them with a unique
basis for making sense of the Qur’anic text within the overall framework
of the emerging ‘established practice’ of the Muslim community.

The need for interpretation of the Qur’an increased with the second
generation of Muslims, known as ‘Successors™ (¢abi‘tin), who were a more
heterogeneous group. They included children of the Companions brought
up within the new religious (Islamic) environment, and Arabic-speaking
and non-Arabic-speaking converts to Islam. Also, the wider the gap
between their era and the time of the Prophet, the stronger the need to
address questions of exegesis of the Qur’an. With the Successors based
in locations such as Medina, Mecca and the area now known as Iraq,
these locations began to develop proto-traditions of local exegesis around
the teachings of the respective Companions residing there.

Other events led to the further development of exegesis: the political
conflicts and their associated theological debates that raged after the death
of the Prophet and in the wake of the assassination of ‘Uthman, the third
caliph, in 35/656; the interest of popular preachers and storytellers in the
Qur’anic narratives; and the development of hadith and Arabic linguis-
tics and literature as new disciplines. A number of other disciplines also
began to emerge during the late Umayyad and early Abbasid periods
(second/eighth century) and provided further support to the emerging
tradition of tafsir. These included gir@’at (reading and recitation of the
Qur’an), which explored the ways in which the Qur’an could be recited,
and its legitimate recitations, their sources, and chains of transmission.

The earliest forms of tafsir are represented by (a) brief explanations of
words or phrases in the Qur’an that were unclear, uncommon or ambigu-
ous; (b) explanation of legal texts;® and (c) Qur’anic narratives.” The early
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developments of tafsir continued into the third/ninth century, by the end
of which exegetical works that covered the entire Qur’an were produced.
By this time, tafsir had become a fully established discipline. After this
period, the body of work becomes extensive and varied and includes
theological, legal, religio-political and mystical exegetical works.®

The third/ninth century saw the maturing of distinct schools, legal, theo-
logical or religio-political, within Islam. While we cannot speak about
Sunni, Shi or Khariji #afsir in the first/seventh century, we can certainly
use those terms in the third/ninth century. Since then, all three groups
continued to produce #afsir works that project their legal, theological and
religio-political views. In addition to these, fafsir works that focused on
law, theology or spirituality also emerged. The range of works in tafsir is
wide and the approaches are diverse.

Despite the existence of a range of approaches to #afsir, it is noticeable
that Muslim exegetes, on the whole, did not consider the changing needs
of Muslims in their interpretation of the ethico-legal material in the Qur’an,
especially after the establishment of the disciplines of figh and tafsir. Much
of the tafsir tradition remained steadfastly literal and legal in relation to
the interpretation of ethico-legal texts. A legalistic-literalistic approach was
considered to be the least error-prone.

Tafsir in the modern period

Modern trends in the interpretation of the Qur’an may be traced to Shah
Waliullah of India (d. 1176/1762). While he was still a child, the stable
and powerful leadership of the Mughal ruler Aurengzeb (r. 1658-1707CE)
ended. In the course of Shah Waliullah’s life, several monarchs occupied
the throne in Delhi. As internal and external forces pressed on the Mughal
Empire, its power declined. From within, the Mughals lost territory to
the Sikhs and the Hindus. Externally, the Mughal rulers faced challenges
from the King of Persia and the Afghan Rohillas.” The Mughal Empire
continued to decline and break up until it was replaced by a Western
power in the form of the British Raj in the course of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. As Baljon indicates, Shah Waliullah reacted to this
changed situation for Muslims in India by initiating his reform move-
ment.'? He rejected faglid (blind imitation of early scholars) and advocated
ijtihad (independent judgement) and the application of fresh ideas in inter-
preting the Qur’an.!" In emphasizing a move away from the blind following
of tradition, Shah Waliullah rejected some accepted views related to the
principles of exegesis (usil al-tafsir). An area of the Qur’an where he saw
this as especially possible was naskbh (abrogation of one ruling by
another).!> He said, for instance, that, if a Companion (sahabi) or a
Successor (tabi‘7) said that a certain verse was revealed on a certain occa-
sion or following an incident, this did not always mean that the verse
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was revealed as a result of that occasion. For him, the Companions and
Successors were merely illustrating what the verse was saying.'’

Though Shah Waliullah’s reformist ideas about interpretation are not
radical from the perspective of the twenty-first century, they seemed so
at the time. They became quite influential, particularly in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. According to Baljon, from the end
of the nineteenth century:

Shah Waliullah was loudly acclaimed in the Indo-Pakistan subcontinent
as the man who discerned the signs of his times. And when at present
an Urdu-writing modernist is looking for arguments from Muslim lore,
he weighs in with opinions of the Shah.!*

Perhaps one of the most radical attempts to reinterpret the Qur’an in
the modern period was by Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan of India (d. 1316/
1898), who published a six-volume work on the Qur’an from 1879.1
Khan believed that Muslims needed to reassess their tradition, heritage
and ways of thought in line with newly emerging, dynamic and all-too-
powerful knowledge, values and institutions.'® In his view, the gulf between
Western and Islamic modes of thought was vast, and Muslims who had
been educated in the West or influenced by Western education were no
longer able to comprehend the religious discourse of the ulama of the time.
This widening gap threatened the very relevance of Islam as a religion for
many Muslims.

In the Middle East, in particular in Egypt, contact with Western
civilization was rudely brought about by Napoleon’s short-lived invasion
(1798-1801). Debate emerged and continued on the relevance of certain
institutions of Islam and the need for a degree of change. Advocates of
reform and change faced fierce resistance from the ulama and scholars
at influential traditionalist institutions, such as the Azhar seminary (later
converted to a university) in Cairo, who suspected in the views of reformists
a hidden ‘colonial’ agenda to subvert Islam. Despite this resistance, in
the late nineteenth century, Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1323/1905) began
expounding his views on the interpretation of the Qur’an. He gave a series
of lectures on interpretation and dictated a partial commentary, which
was later published by his pupil Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1354/1935).
This commentary, Tafsir al-Manar, though not as radical as Ahmad Khan’s
works, was nevertheless new in its approach. ‘Abduh criticized some of
the approaches and techniques employed in traditional zafsir. He dismissed
the emphasis on philological and rhetorical features, saying that such an
exercise is ‘dry and distances [one] from God and His Book’.!” Similarly,
he was critical of the focus given to the legal content of the Qur’an by
the jurists (for whom the main function of the Qur’an had become a legal
one), saying that legal topics were the least-discussed themes (agallu ma
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j@’a fi al-Quran).'® Going beyond the grammatical, linguistic and legal
approaches in the tafsir tradition, ‘Abduh attempted to relate his com-
mentary to contemporary problems in the lives of Muslims. For him,
Qur’anic tafsir should aim at clarifying the intended meaning — the under-
lying reasons in the legislation, belief system and rulings — in such a way
as to attract people to the Qur’an.!’” ‘Abduh insisted on the relevance of
a new interpretation:

It is possible for some people today to argue that there is no need
for a [new] examination and explanation of the Qur’an. For the
scholars of the past had already examined the Qur’an and the sunnah
and had derived the laws from them. Thus we only need to look at
their books and be satisfied with them. . .. [No doubt] God addressed
the Qur’an to those who were living during [its] revelation. However
God did not address them because of some special personal qualities
they had. ... Thus, would it stand to reason that God will be satis-
fied with us if we were content with looking at someone who had
examined it, and do not [try to] understand this word of His. No
revelation from God has come to us obliging [us] to believe in such
a person. It is a must for every person to understand the verses of
the Book according to their capacity. There is no difference [in this
regard] between a learned and a lay person.?®

Following this line of thinking, a number of twentieth-century Muslim
scholars argued for a rethinking of the interpretation of the ethico-legal
texts. The literature on the interpretation (both theoretical and applied)
of ethico-legal texts in the modern period indicates that there is a strong
desire on the part of many Muslims, scholars and laity alike, to find the
relevance of the Qur’anic text to contemporary issues without compro-
mising the overall message of the Qur’an, its value system or its essential
beliefs and practices. In the twentieth century, Muslim scholars made
many attempts to demonstrate the relevance of the Qur’an to contemporary
life. Reformist thinkers, such as Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905),
Muhammad Igbal (d. 1938), Hasan al-Banna (d. 1949), Abw’l Ala Mawdudi
(d. 1979), Murtaza Mutahhari (d. 1979), Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988) and
Ayatollah Khomeini (d. 1989), argued that the Qur’anic text is relevant
to the modern period and is the basis on which any reform project must
be attempted.

Challenges to traditionalist assumptions

During the twentieth century, several Muslim scholars and thinkers
attempted to put forward new ideas for the interpretation of the Qur’an
and relate its ethico-legal content to the needs of Muslims. These ideas
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were viewed with hostility by the traditionalist ulama, who often labelled
such ideas as anti-Islam. Despite this, the voices of those who wanted to
go beyond the traditionally accepted tafsir methods remained relatively
strong, including scholars such as Muhammad ‘Abduh, Mahmtd Shaltat
(d. 1963) and Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 1996), even though their influ-
ence on the wider Muslim population remained somewhat limited.

The traditionalist ulama regarded with particular hostility challenges
to traditionally held assumptions about Islam, its early history and its
primary sources (the Qur’an and hadith). A series of studies undertaken
by Western scholars of Islam, such as Ignaz Goldziher?' (d. 1921) and
Joseph Schacht (d. 1969),2? questioned assumptions Muslims held about
the authenticity and historical reliability of hadith. One of the sources of
Islamic law was suddenly claimed to be baseless, therefore lacking the
authority it had enjoyed for centuries. Several other studies also chal-
lenged the historicity of narratives related to the sirah (biography of the
Prophet) and, indeed, to the documentation of the Qur’an. Such critical-
historical studies undertaken not only by non-Muslim Western scholars
but also by Muslims influenced by those scholars, came to be seen in
traditionalist circles as threatening the very essence of Islam.

The critique of Islam by a number of Western scholars nevertheless
provided an impetus towards a more critical outlook on the part of a
significant number of twentieth-century Muslim intellectuals, who made
a powerful argument for a re-examination of a range of assumptions in
Islamic disciplines, including hadith, law, exegesis and even theology. But
more traditionalist scholars were not prepared to engage with such ideas.
Instead, they summarily dismissed such studies as irrelevant, nonsensical
or ‘Orientalist’.

Emphasis on reason

An offshoot of this critical spirit was the emphasis on reason in the inter-
pretation of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an. For many scholars,
reason should be seen as an important medium through which God’s
word is made intelligible to the human mind. For Ghulam Ahmad Parvez
(d. 1985), a modernist Muslim thinker, the Qur’an contained all the
necessary principles for practising the Islamic conception of right belief
and action. The task of explaining those principles was to be assigned to
both reason and divinely sanctioned political authorities.?? Irrational or
mythological views previously ascribed to the text by early Muslims were
to be discarded.

An aspect of the emphasis on reason adopted in some modern inter-
pretations of the Qur’an, though not necessarily related to its ethico-legal
content, is the negation of miraculous or supernatural elements of narra-
tives found therein. Several modernist scholars attempted to ‘strip the text
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of legendary traits and primitive notions’.* For instance, ‘Abduh, in his
explanation of Q.2:63 in which the Qur’an refers to the ‘suspension’ of
Mount Sinai (wa rafa‘na fawqakum al-tir), interprets this as referring to
an earthquake (wa gad yakin dhalika fi al-ayab bi darb min al-zilzal).”
Similarly, Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), in his commentary, Zilal, also seems to
draw back from the literal understanding of ‘suspension’. He states that
the important point in Q.2:63 is that it alludes to the image of the moun-
tain above the people’s heads.?® Other ‘mythical’ references, such as to
the people of kahf (cave)?” and the talking of birds and ants,*® were given
more ‘rational’ interpretations by modernist Muslim scholars, such as
Ghulam Ahmad Parvez and Khalifa Abdul Hakim (d. 1959).>° In empha-
sizing his rational approach, Ahmad Khan believed that what the Qur’an
contained was not contrary to nature. Miracles were not to be seen as
miracles, but as phenomena that followed laws of nature but which people
of the time were unable to see as acting according to those laws.3°
Muhammad Igbal of the Indian subcontinent stated that the Qur’an
contained what he called ‘legends’; an example of this is his reference to
the Qur’anic ‘legend’ of the fall.’! Tantawi Jawhari (d. 1940) of Egypt
argued that some ideas in the Qur’an were related to an outdated world-
view; for instance, the concept of seven heavens and seven earths (to
which the Qur’an refers a number of times) is, according to Tantawi
Jawhari, part of an antiquated worldview held by the Sabians, for whom
the number seven was important.3?

The need for new ways of looking at the Qur’an

Despite the views and arguments of scholars who adopted a more ration-
alist approach to the interpretation of the Qur’an, there was little interest
or even awareness among most Muslims of the importance of rethinking
interpretation, particularly of the ethico-legal content, until as recently as
the 1960s. Highlighting this problem while writing in the 1960s, Ismail
al-Faruqi, the chief architect of what later came to be known as the
‘Islamization of Knowledge’ movement, argued that Muslims had made
alarmingly little progress in reconstructing their methods of thinking in
relation to the interpretation of the ethico-legal content:

True, our salvation lies in the capacity to make the Qur’anic content
the ultimate determinant of personal and social action. But this presup-
poses a clear grasp of that sublime content; and it is precisely here
that Muslim efforts have, at least during the last half-century, been
laggardly groping towards their goal.33

Faruqi is also critical of what he calls ‘self-styled defenders of Islam’
for taking too simplistic an approach to the interpretation of the ethico-
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legal content. He goes so far as to accuse what he calls the ‘apologists’
of not even acknowledging there is a problem:

The problem the modern Muslim faces is not one of whether or not
he ought to observe ‘that which God sent down,” but of finding out
and understanding ‘that which God sent down;’ of ascertaining and
securely grasping ‘that which is in the Book.” There is no denial that
the good is God’s will and command, or that the Holy Qur’an contains
that Divine will and hence, that its content ought to be the determi-
nant of action. The whole problem is one of determining what precisely
that content is. The question which troubles the mind of the contem-
porary Muslim is, “What is the moral imperative which the Holy
Qur’an had brought from God? How does it read when translated
into the language of obligation pertinent to the concrete situations of
real life?>3*

Faruqi questions the assumption that ‘that which is in the Book’ is
clearly spelt out and obvious to believers:

“That which is in the Book’ is a futile answer to such a question. It
presupposes that the Holy Qur’an is a catechism of questions and
answers covering every possible situation of life and containing an
unequivocal, simple and straightforward imperative which assigns
precisely and exactly the real act which the moral agent is supposed
to do in every one of those situations. Indeed, our greatest exegetes,
theologians and saints of history were far more disturbed by the diffi-
culty of finding out ‘that which is in the Book’ and ‘that which has
been sent down’ than our modernist apologists. The latter wallow in
a self-complacent assurance of their knowledge of the word and will
of God whereas the former had made the quest of that knowledge
the agonizing turbulence of their whole lives. Nonetheless, the Holy
Qur’an is relevant to every situation of life in all times and places;
but this comprehensiveness is not what the apologists have meant.
What, then, is its meaning?3’

The views of Faruqgi and others who argued in the 1960s for new
approaches to interpreting the Qur’an’s ethico-legal content had an
undoubted impact during the latter half of the twentieth century. They
gave the lead to a significant amount of activity by several scholars and
thinkers whose work has gained a degree of acceptability and respectability
in the wider Muslim world, despite the continued hostility from more
traditionalist Muslims.
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Critique of the reduction of the Qur’an to its
legal content

After the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries, particularly after Shafii
(d. 204/820), there was a marked change in the way the jurists (fuqaha’)
approached the Qur’an and hadith. Any Qur’anic texts (or for that matter
hadith) with possible relevance to ethico-legal matters were used to con-
struct laws. In their quest to develop a comprehensive system of law, the
jurists effectively made the Qur’an a legal ‘manual’. If the Qur’an could
not supply a ruling, the hadith were used to supply one. The develop-
ments that occurred in jurisprudential methodology (usiil al-figh) in the
post-Shafii period emphasized that the law should be based strictly on
the text; that is, the Qur’an and hadith. Observing this the Pakistani
scholar Ahmad Hasan stated:

The concept of nass [text] was not dominating in the pre-Shafi period.
As a result of al-ShafiI’s emphasis on textual evidence [as argued in
his Risalab], it acquired a dominant position in legal reasoning and
became a substitute for the ra’y-ijma‘ [individual judgment-consensus]
phenomenon. Unrestricted ra’y was violently attacked by al-Shafi4,
and, therefore, Qiyas [analogy] was naturally narrowed down to nass.3

This focus on the legal texts became so entrenched that, in all subsequent
developments, non-legal aspects of the Qur’an were in practice relegated
by the jurists to secondary importance. The Qur’anic emphasis on nature
and the creation of the natural environment as signs of God was over-
shadowed, as were the historical references to peoples and tribes, and the
descriptions of the creation and development of human beings. This empha-
sis on the legal content ignores the fact that the Qur’an gives little space
to strictly legal matters. At a statistical level, the number of verses with
strictly legal connotations is very small, numbering only 80 to 100
instances.’” Even in the most generous assessment of their quantity, they
cover only a relatively small portion of the Qur’an.

Once the Qur’an came to be seen as law or as a legal text, developments
in the area of figh determined how the Qur’an came to be viewed by
subsequent generations. The law and legal schools were well established
by the end of the fourth/tenth to the fifth/eleventh centuries, by which time
the idea that Muslims were merely to follow what the great founders of
the different legal schools had taught in the area of law was taking root
in Muslim culture and practice. As the enormous creativity that accom-
panied the developments in law in the first three centuries of Islam gradually
subsided, the creativity associated with the rather ‘liberal’ manner in which
the earliest Muslims had approached the Qur’an also began to disappear.
The fate of the tafsir tradition was bound to that of the legal tradition
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in relation to creativity (or the lack of it). By the time we reach the
modern period, tafsir has been reduced to storytelling, mystical specula-
tion or dry philological analysis.

Making the Qur’an accessible to contemporary
Muslims

Several reformist thinkers of the modern period perceived the gap between
the Qur’an and the everyday life of Muslims that had been caused by the
reduction of the Qur’an to a legal code. One of their main concerns was
the distance between the Qur’an and young Muslims who were deeply
impressed by the achievements of Western civilization, and were keen to
embrace what is “Western’. In the twentieth century, these Muslims often
studied at Western universities, learnt European languages, such as French,
English and German, and read widely in European literature and thought
or at least were influenced by them. The Qur’an and traditional Islamic
scholarship, including its discourse, language and vocabulary, became
increasingly foreign to them. Sensing this, Muslim scholars of a ‘modern
mindset” wanted to recapture this increasingly alienated, but highly influ-
ential, generation. Abu’l Ala Mawdudi (d. 1979), a well-known Pakistani
scholar and founder of the neo-revivalist Jama‘at Islami, explained in the
preface to his famous tafsir that his principal aim in writing was the
explanation of the Qur’an to the young educated Muslim, not to the
academics:

The present work is neither directed at scholars and researchers,
nor is it aimed at assisting those who, having mastered the Arabic
language and the Islamic religious sciences, now wish to embark upon
a thorough and elaborate study of the Qur’an. Such people already
have plenty of material at their disposal. Instead it is intended for the
lay reader, the average educated person, who is not well-versed in
Arabic and so is unable to make full use of the vast treasures to be
found in classical works on the Qur’an.3®

In a similar vein, Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwaza (d. 1984) concludes the
introduction to his fafsir:

We sense a strong desire among the majority of the Muslim youth to
have an understanding of the Qur’an, its meaning, and the circum-
stances [surrounding its revelation], through a modern afsir which is
in keeping with the spirit of the times, [and is written] in simple style,
easy to comprehend, and without digressions and embellishments of
technical sciences. Especially, this desire is growing among the Muslims
in order to surmount [the barrier of] long centuries in which ignorance
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and indifference prevailed. During all those years the Muslims have
stagnated and [confined themselves] to blind imitation and repetition.
[They have also lagged behind] in understanding the goals of Islamic
mission, its vicissitudes, and its directives [enshrined] in its timeless
miracle, the noble Qur’an.*®

Sayyid Qutb wrote his commentary (Fi Zilal al-Qur’an) also to provide
a fresh perspective on the relevance of the Qur’an to the Muslim of today.
Qutb’s particular style of writing, his uncompromising commitment to his
view of Islam, and his portrayal of many of the institutions of modern
society as jahiliyyah (akin to pre-Islamic institutions, that is, non-Islamic),
ensure for his commentary an important place among those whose primary
aim is to establish Islam as the dominant socio-political force in Muslim
societies. Qutb’s work, a good example of a tafsir of a personal reflec-
tive nature, is somewhat divorced from standard exegetical tradition in
its more free-flowing ideas around the text; it draws in the modern world
and its challenges, and refuses to follow any early approach to tafsir. It
is, as the title suggests, ‘in the shade’ of the Qur’an, and attempts to find
relevance and meaning at a personal and collective level for Muslims of
the modern period. It is perhaps this feature of the tafsir that has provided
the basis for the wide acceptability of Zilal among many Muslim youth,
particularly those committed to the ideological orientation of the Muslim
Brotherhood and similar movements.

Limiting the concept of revelation

According to classical principles of jurisprudence (usil al-figh), revelation
consists of both ‘recited’ (waby matluw) and ‘unrecited’ revelation (wahy
ghayr matluw). The recited revelation is the Qur’an, the speech of God,
whereas the unrecited revelation is the hadith, the sayings and deeds of the
Prophet, considered as inspiration from God. ‘Recited’ refers to the fact
that during prayer Muslims recite verses of the Qur’an as an act of worship
as they consider reciting the Word of God to be a form of worship.
However, the hadith are not ‘recited’ as such, as hadith are not considered
the Word of God but sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad. Both
are, in theory, ‘revelation’, but (according to the principles of Islamic
jurisprudence) the recited revelation, that is the Qur’an, is superior. In
Islamic law both, however, enjoy almost equal authority in ethico-legal
matters. Emphasizing this, Ghazali (d. 505/1111) indicates that the origin
of both the Qur’an and the hadith (sunnah) is the “Word of God’. According
to him, ‘God has but one word which differs in the mode of its expression.
On occasions God indicates his Word by the Qur’an, on others, by words
in another style, not publicly recited, and called hadith.’*® Hadith were
considered waby, based on one interpretation of the Qur’anic verse, ‘Nor
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does he say [aught] of [his own] desire. It is no less than inspiration sent
to him.*! Such a view implies that, in theory, every word of both the Qur’an
and hadith has to be followed, regardless of time, place and circumstances,
since both are God’s revelation and hence eternally valid. The implication
of this is less flexibility for Muslims to develop laws based on changing cir-
cumstances and needs. Unlike the Qur’an, which tends to be less intent on
detailed and specific regulations and laws, the hadith are full of specific
rulings. If both were accepted as revelation — and immutable - the hadith
would restrict the freedom of Muslim thinkers and scholars to a crippling
extent in many areas, not to mention the chaos that would result, since
hadith are, at times, contradictory.

To counter the equation between Qur’an and hadith, a number of
Muslims in the modern period rejected the view that hadith were part
of the revelation, or even an interpretation of the Qur’an.*? They argued
that if hadith were to be considered revelation, there would be no sense
in the Qur’an’s admonition of the Prophet in cases such as (a) that of the
prisoners of the Battle of Badr,*> when the Prophet apparently made a
mistake by accepting ransoms from these prisoners, and (b) the case of
the blind man (Ibn Umm Maktim), who came to learn from the Prophet
while the Prophet was busy preaching to some of the leading figures
of the Quraysh, but the Prophet ‘frowned upon him’.** These Muslims
also rejected the interpretation by early scholars, such as Shafit®, of
certain terms in the Qur’an as referring to hadith — hikmab (literally
‘wisdom’) being an example.** Muhammad ‘Abduh, for instance, rejected
the interpretation of hikmab in Q.2:129 as sunnah.*” ‘Abduh explained
bikmah as ‘understanding the objectives of the Qur’an, its underlying
reasoning, its congruence to human nature, the laws of human society
and the interests of people in all places and times’.*®

Ahmad Khan, taking a more radical line, argued that tafsir should
rely on the principles of reason and ‘nature’, free even from sunnah.*
His principles of interpretation ‘make no mention of sunnah, focusing
instead on the use of philological and rational principles to interpret the
text’.’% According to Brown:

For Sayyid Ahmad the great miracle of the Qur’an is its universality.
He was struck by the fact that each generation continues to find the
Qur’an relevant despite the constant increase in human knowledge.
Too heavy a reliance on hadith for the interpretation of the Qur’an
puts at risk this eternal and universal quality. Hadith-based #afsir
tends to limit the meaning of the Qur’an to a particular historical
situation, thus obstructing its universality.’!

Some, such as members of the Ahl-i-Qur’an (Followers of the Qur’an)
movement, which emerged in the Indian subcontinent, were radical enough
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to suggest that the hadith be discarded in favour of reliance solely on
the Qur’an as the only authoritative text.’> The Ahl-i-Qur’an movement
arose as a reaction to the Ahl-i-Hadith (Followers of Hadith), who empha-
sized the importance of hadith and wanted to reject the ‘accretions’ of the
medieval period, be they law or theology. Unlike the Ahl-i-Qur’an, for
whom hadith were not that important, the Ahl-i-Hadith believed in
the primacy of both the Qur’an and the hadith. For the Ahl-i-Hadith, the
Qur’an and hadith were the sources that would provide the guidelines
needed in religion. All else (including classical figh) was, by implication,
‘accretions’ that would hinder a Muslim’s access to Islam in its pristine
form. The Ahl-i-Qur’an went a step further and wanted to reject even the
hadith, reliance on which they saw as too constraining. As the Ahl-i-Qur’an
saw it, the Ahl-i-Hadith were allowing their reliance on hadith to bar the
way to the purest form of Islam. Brown expresses their point thus:

The Ahl-i-Qur’an ... movement was, in essence, an extension and a
more extreme manifestation of Ahl-i-Hadith scripturalism. The basic
impulse — returning to Islam in its original and pure form — was the
same for both groups. The Ahl-i-Qur’an simply substituted different
criteria by which this ‘pure’ Islam was to be defined.>

For the Ahl-i-Qur’an, ‘the elevation of the Quran and the explicit
rejection of all aids to its interpretation, including sunnah, became
central tenets of dogma. Their doctrine implied, first of all, that the Qur’an
needed nothing external for its interpretation™* except a sufficient com-
mand of Arabic.’ This approach gave a free hand to the interpretation
of the ethico-legal content, which was the most difficult challenge at the
time. Despite the apparent strength of this movement, its ideas have not
achieved lasting influence, and the movement is now virtually unknown
outside the Indian subcontinent.

Adaptation of the ethico-legal content of the
Qur’an

An important idea advanced in the modern period has been that a number
of Qur’anic ethico-legal instructions were primarily intended for a specific
people in specific circumstances; that is, the Muslims of Hijaz of the early
first/seventh century. Thus, when these ethico-legal instructions are applied
to subsequent generations of Muslims whose social and historical context
and experience differ widely from that of the seventh-century Hijaz, some
consideration has to be given to the relevance of ethico-legal instructions
in the new environment. If this is the case, one can argue that each
generation may reach understandings of the Qur’an’s ethico-legal instruc-
tions that may differ from the understandings of previous generations.
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Thus, fresh understandings of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an are
a necessary product of a new age, and should not be excluded in favour
of a simple, single, permanent and immutable understanding received in
the tradition.

Two ideas have been advanced in the modern period in support of the
need for fresh understandings of the Qur’an in different times and contexts.
First, for Ghulam Ahmad Parvez, a proponent of the self-sufficiency of
the Qur’an, Islam has an unchanging core, but in application is adapt-
able and fluid. This implies that the ‘texts of revelation do not have a
single, fixed meaning. Rather, each new generation can expect to find in
the Qur’an new treasures as their own capacity to understand its teaching
grows.”¢ Second is the idea that the ethico-legal instructions of the Qur’an
can be approached at two levels: a surface one related to putting into
practice a specific ethico-legal instruction, and a deeper one related to
underlying reasons for such an instruction. The argument is that the under-
lying reasons should determine whether the surface level practice has to
be followed to the letter strictly in all times, places and contexts. If the
underlying reasons for an ethico-legal instruction are associated with
specific social, historical, economic, political or other circumstances, and
if these circumstances no longer exist, then the practice of that ethico-
legal instruction may be left ‘suspended’ or ‘idle’. If circumstances change
again, the ethico-legal instruction may be reinstated. This gives a promi-
nent place to the underlying reason, an approach familiar to classical
Muslim jurists, as the debates on hikmah amply demonstrate. However,
although earlier interpreters of the ethico-legal content of the Qur’an were
somewhat interested in the historical context of the revelation through
the medium of asbab al-nuziil (occasions of revelation) literature, they did
not emphasize this context in the same way that modern-day Context-
ualists do, who highlight the contextual nature of the Qur’an in their
argument for rethinking Qur’anic rulings, where such rulings are seen to
be inappropriate in the modern period.

Democratization of understanding

A relatively new phenomenon today is that many Muslims who are not
trained in traditional religious disciplines are attempting to read and under-
stand the Qur’an on their own. In the past, such attempts would have
been frowned upon and highly discouraged. The belief was that, unless
one was fully trained and qualified, one should not attempt to read and
understand the Qur’an lest one came to an erroneous understanding
and attributed that understanding to God. In the tafsir tradition, condi-
tions were placed on anyone who sought to interpret the Qur’an. These
conditions included ‘correct’ belief; not allowing interpretation to be led
by personal desires; relying on tafsir by the Qur’an first, followed by #afsir
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by sunnah and then by the statements of the Companions and the
Successors; knowledge of the Arabic language; knowledge of the Qur’anic
disciplines; and excellent understanding of the Qur’an.’” Such conditions
were considered a precautionary measure by which faithful following
of the tradition and pious ancestors (salaf) could be maintained. In line
with this, many of today’s Textualists maintain that the Qur’an is to
be ‘explained’ only by an ‘alim (person learned in Islamic religious disci-
plines). The fear that one may even think wrongly about a text of the
Qur’an is very strong among Textualists.

Despite the Textualists’ position, Muslims who were not ulama con-
tinued to approach the Qur’an, and the trend towards this is growing.
The many reasons for this include a huge growth in public education, the
spread of literacy, the emergence of Muslim movements the leaders or
members of which do not necessarily come from the ulama class, and,
more recently, the availability of the internet. Moreover, people attempting
to read and understand the Qur’an may not even be familiar with Arabic.
In such cases, they rely on the translation of meanings of the Qur’an
available in a range of languages today and, with the help of the internet,
attempt to read commentaries to enrich their understanding.

Some Contextualists are sympathetic to this phenomenon. While not
recommending that the Qur’an be approached in an uninformed manner,
they seem to see the growth of individual reflective study of the Qur’an
as a positive development. They see it as the right of all Muslims to
approach the Qur’dan at a personal level and to try to make sense of it
according to each person’s ability. These are personal and individual
efforts, not necessarily attempts at interpreting the Qur’an in a formal
sense. These Contextualists argue that the emphasis on individual and
personal interpretation and on reflective study is not foreign to the Qur’an,
and that, in many verses, the Qur’an calls on individuals to contemplate
and think over its verses.’®

The argument, therefore, is that people do not have to rely on an ‘Glim
to have a basic understanding of the Qur’an: all Muslims have an equal
right to understand the Scripture according to their ability and skills.
Whether the text is read in Arabic or in translation, aiming at some under-
standing of God’s word is not a sin; on the contrary, it reflects obedience
to the Qur’anic command to think and reflect on its meanings.”® This
view seems to have had a profound impact on the thinking of Muslims
today, with translations of the Qur’an and simple, accessible commen-
taries produced to meet this need.

Experimenting with new approaches to the
interpretation of ethico-legal content

More recently, interpretation of the Qur’an has been subjected to interroga-
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tion and evaluation from several perspectives. One is that of Muslim femi-
nism, which is bringing cultural politics into exegetical scholarship.®® An
increasing number of Muslims who are taking up both structuralist and
post-structuralist approaches are also having some impact on the debate.
The ‘reader theory’ has disturbed the traditionalist understanding of how
interpretation of the Qur’an may be undertaken, by shifting the object of
study from the author-text to the text-reader nexus.®! The advocates of
such perspectives, though recent, refuse to be peripheral, and see these
perspectives as appropriate methods by which Muslims can relate the
ethico-legal content of the Qur’an to the needs of the time. Context-ualists
who follow these perspectives question several assumptions made by clas-
sical Muslim interpreters of the Qur’an about the text and the meaning
of revelation, as well as about the relationship of revelation to the actual
context in which the revelation took place. While Textualists of today see
their methods as the only reliable and authoritative ways to understand
the Qur’an, Contextualists argue that the Muslim of today is entitled to
question the assumptions of the Textualists. They also see the methods
of the early Muslims as historically determined and thus not to be accorded
sole authority in exegetical scholarship.

For instance, a number of Muslim feminists have recently argued that
it is important for Muslims to reread the Qur’an.®? They criticize the
‘male-oriented’ readings of early and modern interpreters as being biased
against women and as perpetuating historical injustices against women.
They argue that, if Muslim society is to bring one-half of the Muslims to
a respectable level of equality, the Qur’anic rules and values concerning
women must be understood and interpreted in the light of the socio-
historical context of the time of revelation. Their argument continues
that if such contexts can change, so can the interpretations and rulings
derived from them. The belief is that, although the Qur’an improved
the lot of women in first/seventh-century Hijaz, many of its reforms
were ignored or sidelined in its interpretation in succeeding generations,
with the result that women’s positions in most Muslim societies actually
worsened over the course of Islamic history.

These Muslim feminists are not interested in casting religion and scrip-
ture aside in order to gain the rights they are seeking. Their most important
tool is the Qur’an itself and sustained arguments about how it should be
read. Fatima Mernissi attempts to present the case for re-reading in a
number of her works. She developed a critical approach to Islamic tradi-
tion over several years and ventured into hitherto ‘taboo’ areas. In a
number of her works, she examines the Qur’anic text in the light of
hadith, focusing on the biases of some of the Companions who narrated
these hadith, particularly those concerning women.®* She claims that the
Companions, at times, attributed their own views to the Prophet himself.
These biased hadith achieved dominance in the interpretation of the Qur’an
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and provided justification for Muslim theologians to retain the status quo
regarding women. Mernissi is at pains to ‘humanize’ the Companions
and show them as fallible, well beyond the ideal images developed in
Sunni Islam and upheld to the present day. Emphasizing that the Qur’anic
message in relation to women was probably lost in the cultural beliefs
and practices of the seventh century CE and beyond, Mernissi poses a
rhetorical question:

Is it possible that Islam’s message had only a limited and superficial
effect on deeply superstitious seventh century Arabs who failed to
integrate its novel approaches to the world and to women?%*

Amina Wadud, another Muslim feminist, also argues for a return to
the message of the original text. She is interested in applying Fazlur
Rahman’s approach to the interpretation of the Qur’an in order to argue
for a more balanced approach regarding women:

Thus, I attempt to use the method of Qur’anic interpretation proposed
by Fazlur Rahman [Pakistan/United States, 1919-1988]. He suggests
that all Qur’anic passages, revealed as they were in a specific time in
history and within certain general and particular circumstances, were
given expression relative to those circumstances. However, the message
is not limited to that time or those circumstances historically. A reader
must understand the implications of the Qur’anic expressions during
the time in which they were expressed in order to determine their
proper meaning. That meaning gives the intention of the rulings or
principles in the particular verse. Believers from another circumstance
must make practical applications in accordance with how that original
intention is reflected or manifested in the new environments. In modern
times this is what is meant by the ‘spirit’ of the Qur’an.®’

Apart from Muslim feminists, several thinkers of the modern period
have argued for fresh approaches to the interpretation of the Qur’an.
Fazlur Rahman, who is one of the most original thinkers in relation to
the interpretation of its ethico-legal content, provides many useful ideas
in dealing with the problem. The Qur’an remains at the centre of Rahman’s
thought. He is critical of an ad hoc decontextualized approach that treats
the Qur’an as a series of isolated verses and fails to ‘yield insight into
the cohesive outlook on the universe and life’.6¢ In his view, if different
fields of intellectual endeavour in Islam are to cohere, one of the tasks is
to formulate an Islamic metaphysics firmly based on the Qur’an.” Only
if the metaphysical part is clearly understood can a coherent rethinking
of the moral, social and legal message of the Qur’an be possible.

Rahman is, as a result, preoccupied with ‘the correct method of inter-
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preting the Qur’an’,*® the most important religious document and most

comprehensive guide for humankind.®® In his view, despite the import-
ance of method in interpretation, ‘the basic questions of method and
hermeneutics were not squarely addressed by Muslims’.” Rahman criti-
cizes Muslims for their failure to ‘understand the underlying unity of the
Qur’an’ and for their adoption of an ‘atomistic approach’.”! He also says
that, in the modern period, the piecemeal treatment of the Qur’an has
worsened,”” and that the formulation of an ‘adequate hermeneutical
method’ is ‘imperative’.”3

Though Rahman’s interest in the Qur’an is broader than its ethico-legal
content, this area occupies an important place in his writing, because it
is central to his concern with the need for rethinking the interpretation
of the Qur’an. In his view, the rigidity of the jurists’ interpretations, and
their denial of an historical context to the revelation, resulted in archaic
laws that not only prevented Muslims from dealing with modern problems,
but also undermined the vibrancy of Islam itself.

Other recent contributors to this area include Khaled Abou El Fadl. In
his study of the use of legal authority in contemporary Islamic discourses,
he criticizes what he calls ‘authoritarian hermeneutics’.”* For him, this
type of hermeneutic ‘involves equating between the authorial intent and
the reader’s intent, and renders the textual intent and autonomy, at best,
marginal’.”> He argues that authoritarian methodologies of interpretation
‘corrupt the integrity of Islamic texts and mute their voice’ and ‘are bound
to erode the effectiveness and dynamism of Islamic law’.”¢ Abou El Fadl
argues for a high degree of autonomy of the text:

[Texts] need not only become independent of the domineering
paternalism of their authors, but also of the suffocating authoritarian-
ism of their readers. If there is going to be a dynamic and vigorous
process of determination in which the text plays a central role, there
must be a continuing state of inde