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Abstract

The last few decades has seen a rise of a type of feminists known as Islamic

feminists. These are yet a small goup of Muslim women writers, educated in Western

Institutions, ffid claim to champion the rights of women in the light of Qur'anic

teachings. Amina Wadud and Asma Barlas are two of such writers who, like others

Islamic fsminisfs, have questioned not just the traditional interpretation of verses

related to women, but also the hermeneutical model used by the traditional scholars to

interpret The Qur'an. They claim that the hermeneutical tools used by ttre traditional

scholars are just as defected as the interpretations they have made on the basis of such

tools, as these tools have given the traditional exegetes, who happen to be men, the

window to exercise their patriarchal views. The study has critically analyzed the

claims of the two writers and found them unjustified and based on flawed academic

research and inadequate academic competence.
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Prefoce

Gender Equality: A brief Introduction

The world at present is dominated by the West. The modern cultural and social

values are largely a result of the experimentation of the European countries and

America. The West is proud to bear the flag for uplifting the status of women from

what it was in the traditional societies of the past.

ln order to fully grasp the modern status of women we need to understand its

historical background. Khaiid Alavi gives a thorough and enlightening background:1

The West, by faith, is Christian. The biblical world view which held a woman

to be originally a sinner and man to be originally innocent made her the most

degraded and abased class of the society. They were deprived of all kinds of social,

economic and political rights. This was the environment in which started the

Renaissance, rebirth of learning. Renaissance was fundamentaliy a pagan and

materialistic movement, and focused on breaking away from the shackles of Church

which at that time was in control of all aspects of life. This, of course, meant a

rejection of the Christian values and teachings.

Along with Renaissance came the Industrial Revolution which greatly

changed the social fabric of the western society. Women like men started working in

factories to which men reacted and rn 1842 women were banned from work. They

were confined to the house. It was not until the First World War l9l4 that women

again got a chance to work as labor. It was because of the iarge number of men dying

in the battle field. Now she had the burden of both man and woman. She had to work

I - See: Khalid Alavi: Aurat ki ma'asharti Hesiat: Aik Tarikhi Ja'izah, (Women lnstitute of Science and Humanities. islamabad,

First edition,2008), pg 33-50.



as well as manage the household and the children. However the induction in to the

labor force by no means meant that women had stared enjoying the same status as

men. ln fact, they were far from it. It was as late as 1970 that Britain passed the Equal

Pay Act because women all thus while had been paid less than men for the same job'

The economic struggle was accompanied by the political stmggle and at the end of

WWl (1913) Britain granted women the right to vote as men'

However, despite these two major breakthroughs women stilt felt they did not

have as many rights as men did. The reason was (as they saw it) within their own

bodies, the womb. Women felt they can never be as free and independent as men as

long as they were bound to the shackles of motherhood. This was the last chain that

needed to be broken in order to gain parity with men. This hurdie was removed from

their way in the 1960's when Birth Control Pills came in to being. Abortion also

became a socially accepted practice and divorce rate became higher than ever. These

new developments iead to the disappe aralce of the basic unit of society, the famiiy.

All these movements have been called by different names such as: women

rights, suffrage movement, women iiberation movement, feministic movement etc. If

we study them closeiy we shall reaiize that at the heart of these movements is a

reaction to the inferior and debased status that women had in the traditional western

societies and the unjust and unworthy treatment that was meted out to them by men in

these cultures. Man had denied her human rights and she fought a long and painful

struggle to get them. Due to this history, her idea of a worthy stafi.]s has only become

a measure of whatever man is. Hence, these movements revolved around three points:

Women rights

Women equality to men

Women liberation

1)

2)

3)a(



Women have successfully achieved the same political and economic rights as

men. However, whether they are now truly liberated is a claim yet to be made. Let us

take a brief look at the movement which has heiped the woman in the West to achieve

her current 'equal' status to man.

Feministic Movement

Feminism is defined is general as "the belief and aim that women should have

the same rights and opportunities as men; the struggle to achieve this aim".l The

feministic movement is a movement that started basically in the West as a result of

certain social upheavals and eventually spread to the rest of the world along with the

Western culture and values. As Freedman rightly observes:

"Feministic politics emerged where capitalism, industrial growth, democratic

theory and social critiques converged, as they did in Europe and North America after

I800."2

First Wave of Feministic movement:3

The first wave of Feministic movement in the west started during the 1800s

and 1900s, with its focus on women's suffrage (the right to vote). Along with

Renaissance came the Industrial Revolution which greatly changed the social fabric of

the western society. Women like men started working in factories to which men

reacted and in 1842 women were banned from work. They were confined to the

house. It was not until the First World War 1914 that women again got a chance to

work as labor. It was because of the large number of men dying in the battie field.

1-Oxford Advanced Leamer's Dictionary, retrieved on7l8l15, htm:/iu'n'u,.oxford dictionaries.com ldelinition/leamer/feminrsm

2 - Freedman, Estelle, No Tuming Back: The History of Feminism and the Future of Women. Random House. newyork. 2002,

Pe2.

3 - See: Khalid Alavi, pg 33-50.
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Now she had the burden of both man and woman. She had to work as well as manage

the household and the chiidren. However the induction in to the labor force by no

means meant that women had stared enjoyrng the same status as men' In fact' they

were far from it. It was as late as 1970 that Britain passed the Equal Pay Act because

women all thus whiie had been paid less than men for the same job' The economic

struggle was accompanied by the political struggle and at the end of WW1 (1918)

Britain granted women the right to vote as men. The first wave ended with that'

Second Wave of Feminism:

The second wave of the movement gained momentum in the 1960s and 1970s

and the issues focused went beyond poritical rights. This wave unfolded with the

Anti-vietnam war and civil rights movement. Issues related to family, sexuality and

work took prominence with the general tone of 'the same as men'' Things associated

with women and their feminity were detested and associated with subjugation of

women. The fight for reproductive right and the right to have access to knowledge

about birth control took a high iight and a campaign was launched for decriminalizing

abortion. "The second wave was increasingly theoretical, based on a fusion of neo-

Mamism and psycho-analytic theory and began to associate the subjugation of women

with broader critiques of pafiarchy, capitaiism, normative heterosexuality, and the

womans role as wife and mother."l Everything associated only with women, like make-

up, heels etc were portrayed as oppressive'

I - Martha Rampton: The Three waves of Feminisrn retrieved on 719ll5, http:/lrr rv,''nacificu.eduiabout-uslnews-eventsitllree-

waves-feminisn'l

L1.



Third wave of Feminism:

The third wave of Feminism come in the 1990s and was more of a reaction to the

disillusionment caused by the results of the first and second waves' The consfucts of the

first two movements were deconsffucted when it was realized that gaining the same rights

as men in the political and social arenas didn't succeed in bringing women the liberation

they were expecting. Feminists realizedthat women are stil1 oppressed and thus the focus

shifted on the problems facing women in general' The third wave was' and still is' more

concemed with the exploitation of women in the public areas like mainsteaming of

pomography, prostit*tion, women trafficking etc1. Howevet, the third wave feminists face

a paradoxical situation. They want to celebrate publicly their differences with men' unlike

the second wave feminists who tried discarding everything remotely associated with being

awoman,thethirdwavefeministsalsowanttheexploitationbasedonthistoend.How

they will ever achieve that is still to be seen'

Islamic Feminism

BythethirdwaveofFeminism,themovementhadspreadallovertheworid

just as globaiization was on the increase. The Musiims countries that had been

colonized, and eventually de-colonized, by the Western nations were not |eft out of

the sphere of influence of this movement. The section of the society that either studied

in the West, or in educational institutes following Western educational programs' it

was especially influenced by the movement'

The term Islamic Feminism came to surface in the 1990s through writings of

Muslims who spoke for gender equality. Islamic Feminism uses Islamic discourse as

its paramount tool to argue for women's rights, gender equality and social justice' It

Nina Katrin Johansdottir: Partriarchy and the subordination of women'

72

2OO9- reoreved on 7l9ll5'



contends that The Qur'an affirms gender equaiity but reiigious sources like Hadith

and Fiqh have been subverted heaviiy to patriarchal ideologies and practices' Some

Feministic writers like Amina Wadfld and Riffat Hassan interpret the Qur'anic text

directly whiie others like Aziza Al-Hibri and Fatima Mernissi take the path of re-

examining the HadIth and Fiqh.1

Feministic hermeneutics2 has taken three approaches:3

1) Revisiting verses of The Qur'an to correct false stories in circulation'

such as the story of Adam and Eve and the events of their creation'

citing verses of The Qur'an that clearly advocate the equaiity of the

two genders.

3) Deconsffucting verses that are generally cited for a maie dominated

interPretation.

Some Prominent Feministic writers

Barlas

besides Amina Wadfld and Asma

Riffat Hassan:

Born in 1940',s to a Shiite family in Pakistan, Hassan received her early

education at a christian missionary school. Then she went to Durham university to do

her Honors in English and Philosophy and later received doctorate in Philosophy of

Iqbal. She now holds American nationaiity and teaches Religious Studies at Louisville

University. Hassan interprets The Qur'an from purely feministic perspective' negating

anything and everything that ciashes with the ideals of women rights that she

arandReiigiousConvergences,Al-AhramWeekly,2002,Pg242250.

2 - Hemreneutics: The rules of interpretation and understanding of religious texts; it is an old term from Christian theology'

3 - Ibid.

2)
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propagates. Her ciaims regarding the creation of woman and her degrading status m

all the three major reiigions shows her lack of academic knowledge of the Islamic

scriptures.

Fatema Mernissi:

Brought up in Morocco with a traditional setup, Mernissi studied political

scienceatMohammedVUniversityandthesorbonnebeforetravellingtoAmerica

and attaining a doctorate in sociology from Brandeis university in 1974' In 2003' she

receivedanawardforhercontributiontoFeministicliteratureandiswellknownfor

herbook:"Theveilandthemaleelite:afeministinterpretationofwomen'srightsin

Islam". In this book she expiores and talks about Hadith as a political weapon and

criticizes the traditionai work done in the respective field' She uses historical and

thematic analysis to declare that Hijab was meant for the Arabs at that time' Such

rulings are not appiicable anymore'

Leila Ahmed:

Leila Ahmed received all her university education from the uK's cambridge

university and became a professor at the Harvard Divinity School' She is most

renowned for her book: 'women and Gender in Islam' She questions the authenticity

of the Qur',anic text and uses a historical method to argue that for the cultural

influences on the juristic understanding of Islam' She feels Islam has actually

resfficted the sexual freedom of women and makes a clear difference between the

ethicai interpretation and the juristic understanding of prophetic directives' According

toAhmed,traditionalMuslimshavefallenintoseriouselrorregardingthelatter'

1.4



Significance of the Study& Research Problem

ln recent times, feministic interpretation of the Holy Quran has gained marked

popularityandanincreasedworidwidemomentumamongthecirciesoflslamic

studies. It has become a toor by which traditionar interpretation of the Q*r'anic text

and approaches to its study are not just being questioned but often rejected as being

biased, patriarchal and out of context in recent times' This study probes in to the

interpretative methodoiogy of nvo of the most weli known and influential feministic

writers who have tried to re-interpret the Quran with feministic perspectives and

ideals of gender equatiry. It critically analyzes the claims they have made pertaining

to the traditional interpretations of the Qur'an and investigates how successfully they

have used their interpretative methodology to give a truly liberating interpretation of

women related verses of the Qur'an'

Literature Review

During the search for the iiterature previously written no noteworthy academic

work on the methodology of feministic approach was found' I came across only one

book in Arabic that discussed the methodology of these writers: "outside the Flock:

A search in to the rejectionist Islamic feminism and the temptation of Freedom"

( ,,.;>:t crtplt'): a;ilJ'll 4iJ-Yl a+J-Jl ; e'''+ :"','Jl 6;r:) bV Fehmi jada'an' This

book basicaliy deals with four women: kshad Munji, Tasleema Nisreen, Ayyan

HarsiandNajlaKaiiik.Thewriterrejectstheworksofthesewritersastheybelieve

that the problem is with Islam itself. However, in the first chapter of the book' the

writertalksaboutthegroupoffeministicwritersthatbelievesinre-readingthetext

ofTheQur,anfromtheperspectiveofthewomen.Hecallsthesewomen

.Interpretative Islamic Feminists' and supports the method they are using in the study

1_5



of women related issues. However, he does not go in to the details of their

methodology nor their interpretative tools.

A student of Comparative Reiigion from lnternational Islamic University,

Islamabad has also written a thesis on the influence of modern western hermeneutical

approaches to the study of religion on contemporary Islamic thought. She talks about

some of the feministic writings in a portion of her work. Howevet, she focuses on the

description of these works briefly and not on the methodology the writers have

adopted in their works. An article by Fatima Abdul Ra'uf, in an online journal named

Alrased, talks about some of the views of Amina Wadud from her book: Quran and

Woman but no word on the methodology is said.

There is also an article by Dr, Hassan As-Shafii: "The required response to

feministic reinterpretations of the Quran" in which he talks about the topic in general

but does not go into the details of their works. There is aiso no mention of Asma

Barlas in his articie. He does suggest that we need to respond by developing an Arabic

hermeneutical approach that incorporates the elements of interaction with tradition

and its scientific and cultural phenomena from our original sciences and our historical

experience.

Research Methodology & Oufline:

In this research work a critical study of their works has been carried out. I have

analyzedthe purpose with which they have written these books and studied whether

they were able to achieve it in an academic manner or not. I have also responded to

the issues they have discussed in their works and the claims they have made in their

two books about the Tafsir, Sunnah and the way Muslims have traditionally

interpreted the Qur' an.

1,5



.the judiciary in Pakistan was neither free nor fair'l' Barlas sought poiitical asylum in

the U.S2 where she obtained a Master degree in International Studies from GSIS'

University of Denver3. She went on'to do her doctorate from the same university and

graduated with her dissertation titled: "State, Class and Democracy: A Comparative

Analysis of Politics in Hindu and Muslim Society in Colonial lndia, 1885-1947"4'

From 1985-1991, Barlas worked as an instructor and Research Assistant at

GSIS. From thereon she continued her careel at Ithaca college where she eventualiy

became a fullprofessor. Barlas also held the Chair for Department of Politics at lthaca

college from1998 to 2x04.ln the spring of 2008, she was given the Spinoza chair of

Department of Philosophy at University of Amsterdam, the Netherlands while serving

as Director, Center for the Study of Culture, Race, and Ethnicity, Ithaca College at

same time (2006-present). Barlas's main areas of interest are Islam (religious'

inteliectual, and political history); Qur'anic hermeneutics; Musiim sexual poiitics;

Colonialism and race; Decolonization and Third World's

Books and Publications:

Asma Barias has authored a total of four books, inciuding her book on

Qur.anicHermeneuticsthatisunderstudyintheworkbeforeyou:

1) Re-|Jnderstanding Islam: A double critique (2008): A monograph

based on the ASma,S Spinoza,s lectures. In these lectures Asma tries to

crrtrcizethe Muslims for reading sexual inequaiity and oppression in to

1 _ Naufi1 shahrukh, Interview: .,The eur,an Doesn't Support Patriarchy'', ABC, Tire Nation, 2005, retrieved on 210812014'

http ://wrrrq'.asmabarlas'com/TALKS/2005020 I 
-nationpk'pdf

2 - Ibid.

3 - Asma Barlas

4 - Ibid.

s - Ibid.

24



the Qur'an while criticizing the West at same time for not being abie to

develop appropriate and morally relevant ways to study Islam and

Muslims.l

Islam, Musiims, and the U.S.: Essays on Religion and Politics(India'

Global Media publications, 2004). : ln this book Asma discusses the

effect that deadiy event of September 11 has had on the relations

betweenMuslimsandtheWest.shecriticizestheU.Sfortaking

advantageoftheeventandtakingitswaronterrortotheMuslimlands.

ShealsotriestotellthatfortheMuslimworld.theother,isnotthe

'western infidel' but the Muslim woman who has been marginaiized

from the sociery'2

Democracy, Nationalism' and Communalism: The Colonial Legacy in

South,Aslc (Westview Press' 1995) In this book Asma focuses on

legacyoftheBritishruleinlndianSub-continentandtheneedto

understandthepoliticalscenariosintheneighboringcountriesinthe

light of this legacY'

lnaddition,Barlashaswrittenanumberofbooks,bookchapters,journal

articlesandconfergncepapers,bookreviewsandforwardsofmiscellaneousworks.

Barcelona III, published as towards a feminist view of Islam' The

Guardian, October 31, 2008'

Hajj Permits Sexual Equality' The lthacan'lthaca' New York' January

25,2007

Al_Ghazali on toleranc e, The Daity Times,pakistan, July 29,2003

2)

3)

1.

2.

J.

I - Ibid.

2 - Ibid
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.l
4. Literature and imagination, The Daily Times'Pakistan' July 15' 2003

5.MusiimsintheUS(ID,TheDailyTimes'Pakistan'July1'2003

6.MuslimsintheUS(D,TheDailyTimes'Pakistan'June17'2003

T.Islam,Women,andEquality-IIlTheDailyTimes'Pakistan'June3'

2003

S.Islam,Women,andEquality-II'TheDailyTimes'Pakistan'May20'

2043

g.Islam,WomenandEquality-I'TheDailyTimes'Pakistan'May6'

2003

10. On Democracy, The Daily Times'Pakistan' AprilZ}'2043

11. The lncidental Saddam Hussein, The Daily Times, Pakistan, April 8,

2003

12. Determining Islamic authority in North America I II ], The Dai\,"

Times,Pakistan, March 25, 2003

13. Determining Islamic authority in North America, The Daily Times,

Pakistan, March 11, 2003

|4.Religionandourresponsetoviolence,TheDailyTimes,Pakistan,

February 25,2003

15.Reformingreligiousknowledge,TheDailyTimes,Pakistan,February

11,2003

16.Educatingtheiiterate,TheDailyTimes,Pakistan,January2S,2003

lT.Morality:forwomenandgirlsonly'TheDailyTimes'Pakistan'

January 14,2003

ls.Religiousauthoritiesinlslam,TheDai\,Times,Pakistan,December

31,2002

26



19. Winning the heans of Muslims?, The Daity Times, Pakistan, December

12,2002

Loving oneself to death, The Daily Times,Pakistan, December 3,2002

Margins and mainstreams, The Daily Times, Pakistan, November 19,

2002

The DC rally and political belonging, The Daily Times, Pakistan,

November 5,2002

Ignorance of a hegemonic imagination, The Daily Times, Pakistan,

October 23,2002

Qur'an as a thematic whole, The Daity Times, Pakistan, october 8,

2002.

Theacademy,glll,andrenewal,TheDailyTimes,Pakistan'

September 77,2002

On interpreting the Qur'an, The Daily Times, Pakistan, September 10,

2042

lnterpreting religion and tradition, The Daily Times, Pakistan, August

27,2002

Faces of Oppression, The Daity Times,Pakistan, August 13'2002

Secularising religion and sacralising politics, The Daily Times,

Pakistan, July 30, 2002

Traditional ignominies , The Daily Times,Pakistan, July 16'2002

Mirror, Mirror, on the wall, The Daily Times,Pakistan, J]uJy 2,2002

Hostile intent: the elisions of war, The Daily Times, Pakistan, June 18,

2002
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of women related issues. However, he does not go in to the detaiis of their

methodology nor their interpretative toois'

A student of Comparative Religion from International Islamic University'

Islamabad has also written a thesis on the influence of modern western hermeneutical

approaches to the study of religion on contemporary Islamic thought' She talks about

some of the femimstic writings in a portion of her work' However' she focuses on the

description of these works briefly and not on the methodoiogy the writers have

adopted in their works. An article by Fatima Abdul Ra',uf, in an oniine journal named

Alrased, talks about some of the views of Amina wadud from her book: Quran and

Woman but no word on the methodology is said'

There is also an article by Dr, Hassan As-Shafii: "The required response to

feministic reinterpretations of the Quran" in which he talks about the topic in general

but does not go into the details of their works' There is also no mention of Asma

Barlas in his articie. He does suggest that we need to respond by developing an Arabic

hermeneuticalapproachthatincorporatestheelementsofinteractionwithtradition

and its scientific and cultural phenomena from our original sciences and our historical

expenence.

Research MethodologY & Oufline:

In this research work a critical study of their works has been carried out' I have

analyzedthe purpose with which they have written these books and studied whether

they were able to achieve it in an academic manner or not' I have also responded to

the issues they have discussed in their works and the ciaims they have made in their

two books about the Tafsir, Sunnah and the way Musiims have traditionally

interpreted the Qur' an.



i The order of the topics that I have followed is similar to the one followed in their

books: I have also maintained the usage of the terms they have employed to avoid

confusion as this is a work that is a response to their works. But I have commented in

the footnotes on the terms and their appropriateness where needed'

After a brief introduction about Feminism and the most popular Islamic feministic

writers like Riffat Hassan, Fatema Mernissi and Leiia Ahmed, in the preface' In the

lntroductory chapter, I have shed light on the life and academic quaiifications of the

two writers and pointed out where they fall short of the requirements that are

considered necessary for a person to qualifu as an exegete' ln this chapter' I have also

discussed in detail the perspective of the traditional scholars regarding the sources

used to interpret the Quran and the branches of knowledge needed to interpret the

Qur'anic text. A critical analysis of the perspective of Amina Wadud and Asma

Barlas and a detaiied discussion on the hermeneutical model proposed by Amina

wadud and the methodological criteria supported by Barias has aiso been carried out

in this chapter.

ln the second chapter the views or rather the claims both the writers have made

regarding the corpus of Tafsir and the traditional scholars are discussed' Let me

mention here that the headings chosen are the same as those given by the writers so as

to be clear what part of their work is being discussed. For each claim I have first

explained their view and then went on to analyze it in the light of the Qur'an, historic

facts and the original texts of Tafasir'

ln the last and the final chapter, the individual issues are discussed such as family and

marriage,origins of mankind, equity of recompense, divorce, polyglmy and witness' I

have dealt these issues from two angles:$
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1) How successful they are in giving liberating view of these issues in the light of

the model or criteria presented by them in their books.

2) Whether the claim they have made about the oppressive readings is true or not.

For this I went through all the main Tafasir like Tabari, Ibn Kathir, Zamakhshari, Ar-

Razi, Qurtubi, Abu-Saud, Ibn Ashoor, Syed Qutub, Ibn Atiya etc to see if any of them

have said the claims that these writers have made about them.

Those books of Tafasir have been consulted that are renowned within the traditional

academic circles. The translation of Sahih lnternational has been used throughout this

work due to the extensive appraisal it has got from numerous renowned scholars of

today and due to its brevity and comprehensiveness. The references of Quran have

been mentioned with in brackets and their translation has been mentioned with in

comas. The references from the books under study have been given in the footnotes

along with their page numbers. The issues reiated to women that are discussed in this

work are not meant to be a comprehensive discourse on the topics. They oniy focus on

the perspective of the writers under study with particular emphasis on those aspects in

which they differ from the traditional scholars.

In the end I would iike to say that I am not a scholar but a student of this field

whose only efforts and wishes were to understand these works in an academic light'

As a student of Tafsir with a special interest in issues related to women, I felt

compelled to iook into the highly controversial claims made by these writers

regarding the corpus of Islamic tradition and to study them in an academic manner'

This of course does not in any way decrease the value these conffibutions have added

to the richness of religious literature. They do inspire other Muslim women to come

forward and take up the study of the Holy Qur'an. It is a fact that the voice of women

has been non-existent in the field of Tafsir and it is high time that women of this



t Ummah take up the task of interpretation of the Qur'anic text and contribute to an

enhanced understanding of the core Islamic text. However, a care needs to be taken

that whoever takes up this noble task, whether men or women, should do so with

God-consciousness and the sole purpose of achieving an objective understanding of

the word of God whether it goes in favor of their personal opinions or against it.

Sana Ammad,

g

.{C
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.L Amina Wadiid and Asma Barlas

Amina Wadtrd and Asma Barlas are among the few writers of our times who

champion the cause of equality between men and women. They have produced

numerous works and given delivered many iectures reiated to the topic of women in

Islam. The two writers, like others of their league, have criticizedthe methodology of

traditional Muslim scholars regarding the exegesis of The Holy Qur'an' However,

before, one goes on to study the methodology used by the traditional scholars and

analyze the method of study proposed by Wadtrd and Barias, it seems wise to take a

look at their academic credentials briefly.

1.1.1 Amina Wadfld:

Amina Wadtd was born as Mary Teasly on September, 25, 1952 to a

Methodist Afro-American family in Southern State of Maryland. She studies

bachelors at The University of Pennsylvania (1970-75). In 1972, while stiil in

university, she accepted Islam, after practicing Buddhism for a year. She received her

M.A. in Near Eastern Studies and her Ph.D. in Arabic and Islamic Studies from

the University of Michigan in 1988. During graduate school, she studied in Eg1pt,

including advanced Arabic at the American University in Cairo, Qur'anic

studies and Tafs1r (exegesis or religious interpretation) at Cairo University, and

philosophy at Al-Azhar University' 1

I - Dr. Amina Wadtd, An inclusive Imam, ALEM, Confederation of Associations LGBTQI Euro-African or Muslim, retrieved

on 7 I 141201 4, http:/lu'$ryr'.calem.eu iAmina-Wadiddoctor-imam htrrl



In 1989 Wadtd joined the lntemational Islamic University is Maiaysia and

taught there as an assistant professor till1992. During this period, she also pubiished

her famous dissertation Qur'an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a

Woman,s Perspective and co-founded the non-governmental organization Sisters in

Islam. h 1992, Wadtrd took a position at Virginia Commonwealth University as a

professor of Reiigron and Philosophy. After retiring from there in 2008, Wadfld

continued as a visiting lecturer at Center for Religious and Cross Cultural Studies at

Gadjah Mada University in Yogyakarta, lndonesia.lwad[d's special area of interest is

gender and Qur'anic studies and she has travelled widely and deiivered numerous

lectures and seminars on topics related to her area of study. In 2007 , Wadfld received

the Danish Democracy Prrze. Besides the book under study, Wadtrd has also written

another book named"Inside the Gender Jihad; Women's Reform in Islam" which,

along with Qur'anic analysis, also provides extensive details about her experiences as

a Muslim, wife, mother, sister, scholar, and activist. Amina Wad[d is an enthusiastic

advocator of equality between men and women in Islam to the extent that she led the

famous Friday prayer of a mixed group of Muslim men and women' While she got

appraisal for her action from some, the main stream Muslim scholars disapproved of

her action.

Amina Wadfld's papers are organized into five series: Biographical,

Conferences and Presentations. Pubiications, Sisters in Islam, and Teaching Files

from Virginia Commonwealth University. Her publications are as follows:2

1) AnthologizedArticles 1993-2007

i. "Islam, Gender & Women's Rights: An Alternative View"

I - Available at: http:i/library.depaul.edr:r/Collections/spcapdflwad[daminafa.pdf, retrieved on 1410712014.

2 - Ibid.
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11.

iii.

iv.

v.

vi.

vii.

viii.

"On Belonging As a Muslim Woman"

"Gender, Culnre and Religion: An Islamic Perspective"

"Teaching Afro centric Islam in the White Christian South"

"In Search of a Woman's Voice in Qur'anic Hermeneutics"

"An Islamic Perspective on Civil Rights Issues"

"Family in Islam: or Gender Relations by Any OtherName"

"Alternative Qur'anic Interpretation and the Status of Muslim

Women"

"Islam and Women as Agents for Peace and Human Rights"

"Beyond Interpretation"

"What's Interpretation Got to Do with It: The Relationship

Between Theory and Practice in Islamic Gender Reform"

"American Muslim Identity: Race and Ethnicity in Progressive

Islam"

"The Role of Woriren in the American-Muslim Community and

Their Lnpact on Perceptions of Muslim Women Worldwide"

"Citizenship and Faith"

"Rights and Roles of Women"

"Women and Leadership in the Qur'an"

lx.

xl.

x111.

xlv.

xv.

xvi.

x.

xii.f
f

2) American Muslim 1994-1995

3) Arabic language n.d.

4) Arabic Translation--Qur'an and Women 2005

5) Citations (Selected) 2000's

6) Correspondence 1991-2006€
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Journals

7) The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences, voi. 12, no.21995-

1996 Journal of Law and Reiigion, vol. XII, no. i

S) Pakistan Journal of Women's Studies, vol. 4, no.21997

9) Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, vol. 16, no. 2 2000 Journal of

Law and Religion, voi. XV, nos. 1 & 2

10) Hawwa: Journal of Women of the Middle East and the Islamic 2004

Worid, vol. 2, no. 3

11) The Middle East Journal, vol. 59, no. 3 2005

12) Magazines & Electronic Media 1995-2006

13) Publications 1991-2001

i. Are Muslim Men Allowed to Beat Their Wives?

ii. Are Women & Men Equal Before Allah?

iii. Islam, Gender and Women's Rights: An Alternative Yiew

iv. Islam and Family Planning

1,.L.2 Asma Barlas:

Asma Barlas is an academic born in 1950 in Pakistan. She completed her

bachelor's in English Literature and Philosophy from Kinnaird College, Lahore,

Pakistan in 1969. After her B.A. Asma went on to do a two year Master program in

journalism from The University of Punjab, Lahorel. She was one of the first women

to j oin the Civil service of Pakistan in 197 6 . However, her diplomatic career ended in

1983 when General Ziaul Haq dismissed her from the Civil services for saying that

I - Asma Barlas, Professor, Department of politicsfaculty. School of Humanities and Sciences, retrieved on 210812014,

http ://faculty. ithaca. edr:/abarlas/

7
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'the judiciary in Pakistan was neither free nor fair'1. Barlas sought political asylum in

the U.S2 where she obtained a Master degree in lnternational Studies from GSIS,

Universiry of Denvet'. She went on to do her doctorate from the same university and

graduated with her dissertation titled: "State, Class and Democracy: A Comparative

Analysis of Poiitics in Hindu and Muslim Society in Colonial India, 1885-1947"4.

From 1985-1991, Barlas worked as an instructor and Research Assistant at

GSIS. From thereon she continued her career atlthaca College where she eventually

became a full professor. Barlas also held the Chair for Department of Politics at Ithaca

College froml998 to 2004.In the spring of 2008, she was given the Spinoza Chair of

Department of Philosophy at University of Amsterdam, the Netherlands while serving

as Director, Center for the Study of Culture, Race, and Ethnicity, Ithaca College at

same time (2006-present). Barlas's main areas of interest are Isiam (reiigious,

intellectual, and political history); Qur'anic hermeneutics; Muslim sexual politics;

Colonialism and race; Decolonization and Thrd World.s

Books and publications:

Asma Barlas has authored a total of four books, including her book on

Qur'anic Hermeneutics that is under study in the work before you:

1) Re-(Jnderstanding Islam: A double critique (2008): A monograph

based on the Asma's Spinoza's lectures. In these lectures Asma tries to

criticize the Muslims for reading sexuai inequality and oppression in to

I - Naufil Shahrukh, lnterview: "The Qur'an Doesn't Support Patriarchy'', ABC, The Nation. 2005, retrieved on 210812014.

htto :runr,\d,.asmabarlas.conl/TALKS/2005020 I _nationpk.pdf

2 - tbid.

3 - Asma Barlas

4 - tbid.

5 - Ibid.

?
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the Qur'an while criticizing the West at same time for not being able to

develop appropriate and morally relevant ways to study Islam and

Muslims.l

Islam, Muslims, and the U.S.: Essays on Reiigion and Politics(lndia,

Global Media Publications, 2004). : ln this book Asma discusses the

effect that deadly event of September 11 has had on the relations

between Muslims and the West. She criticizes the U.S for taking

advantage of the event and taking its war on terror to the Musiim lands.

She also tries to tell that for the Muslim world 'the other' is not the

'western infidel' but the Muslim woman who has been marginalized

from the society.2

Democracy, Nationalism, and Communalism: The Colonial Legacy in

South,4sla (Westview Press, 1995) In this book Asma focuses on

legacy of the British rule in lndian Sub-continent and the need to

understand the poiitical scenarios in the neighboring countries in the

light of this legacy.

In addition, Barlas has written a number of books, book chapters, journal

articles and conference papers, book reviews and forwards of miscellaneous works.

1. Barcelona III, pubiished as towards a feminist view of Islam, The

Guardian, October 31, 2008.

Hajj Permits Sexual Equality, The lthacan,lfrtaca, New York, January

25,2407

Al-Ghazali on tolerance, The Daily Times, Pakistan, July 29,2003

1 - Ibid

2 - Ibid

2)

3)

2.

J.

V
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6 4.

5.

6.

7.

Literature and imagination, The Daily Times, Pakistan, July 15, 2003

Muslims in the US (U), The Daily Times, Pakistan, July 1, 2003

Muslims in the US (D, The Daily Times, Pakistan, June 17, 2003

Islam, Women, and Equality - nI, The Daily Times, Pakistan, June 3,

2043

Islam, Women, and Equality - II, The Daily Times, Pakistan, May 20,

2003

Islam, Women and Equality - I, The Daily Times, Pakistan, May 6,

2003

On Democracy, The Daily Times, Pakistan, Api122,2003

The Incidental Saddam Hussein, The Daily Times,Pakistan, April 8,

2003

Determining Islamic authority in North America I II ], The Daily

Times, Pakistan, March 25,2003

Determining Islamic authority in North America, The Daily Times,

Pakistan, March 11, 2003

Religion and our response to violence, The Daily Times, Pakistan,

February 25,2003

Reforning religious knowledge, The Daily Times, Pakistan, February

11,2003

Educating the literate , The Daily Times,Pakistan, January 28,2003

Morality: for women and girls only, The Daily Times, Pakistan,

January 14,2003

Religious authorities in Islam, The Daily Times, Pakistan, December

31,2402

8.

9.

10.

11.

6

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

rg

18.
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d 19. Winning the hearts of Muslims?, The Daily Times, Pakistan, December

12,2002

20. Loving oneself to death, The Daily Times, Pakistan, December 3,2002

21. Margins and mainstre€rms, The Daily Times, Pakistan, November 19,

2002

22. . The DC rally and political belonging, The Daily Times, Pakistan,

November 5,2002

23. Ignorance of a hegemonic imagination, The Daily Times, Pakistan,

October 23,2002

24. Qur'an as a thematic whole, The Daily Times, Pakistan, October 8,

2002.

25. The academy, 9111, and renewal, The Daily Times, Pakistan,

September 17,2002

26. On interpreting the Qur'an, The Daily Times, Pakistan, September 10,

2002

27. Interpreting religion and tradition, The Daily Times, Pakistan, August

27,2002

28. Faces of Oppression, The Daily Times, Pakistan, August t3,2002

29. Secularising religion and sacralising politics, The Daily Times,

Pakistan, July 30, 2002

30. Traditional ignominies, The Daily Times, Pakistan, J:uJy 16,2402

31, Mirror, Mfuror, on the Wall, The Daily Timei,Pakistan, luly 2,2002

32. Hostile intent: the elisions of war, The Daily Times, Pakistan, June 18,

2002

<^

E
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a. 33. Uses (and abuses) of Muslim history in understanding Islam, The Daily

Times, Pakistan, Jl.ufJe 6,2002

34. The secular commitment to 'Islamic fundamentaiism', The Daily

Times, Pakistan, May 21,2A02

35. The Intelligentsia's Self-Inflicted Dilemma: A response to Ejaz Haider,

The Friday Times,May 10,2002

36. The political is personal, The Daily Times, Pakistan, May 5,2002

37. Will the 'Real' Islam please stand up?, The Daily Times, Pakistan,

Apnl23,2002

38. Trauma, Lies and Exceptionalism, The Daily Times, Pakistan, April 8,

2002

39. Reclaiming'the duality within ourselves', The lthaca Journal, February

22,2002

40. On U.S. academe post-Sept.ll, The lthaca Journal, February 11,2002

41. Why Do They Hate Us?, Ithaca College Quarterly, No. 4, 2001

1.1.3 A word on the Academic Qualifications of Amina Wadiid and

Asma Barlas:

In is the field of literary analysis, it is impossible to ignore the perspectives,

circumstances and background of the writer whose work is under study. Wadld has

called it the 'prior text'l. While the 'prior text' cannot be decisive in declaring any

perspective as right or wrong, it does shed light on the potential objectivity of the

claim. ln the case of both Amina Wad[d and Asma Barlas, we notice that both have

had a struggling life as wives and mothers. Both the women had troubling marriages

1 -P912.
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from which they were forced to break free. An ordeal like this is bound to affect a

person and his emotional attachment to the topic of family and marriage. This, of

course, does not directly translate in to a negative influence. However, it does

influence the emotional attachment one may have with the topic under discussion.

The academic credentiais of both the women shed some light on their

qualifications as interpreters of Qur'an. Wad0d seems to have seriously taken up the

path and has made efforts towards acquiring knowledge of Islamic sciences. During

her graduate studies she travelled to Egypt to study Arabic, Tafsr and Philosophy.

Her doctorate is also in Arabic and Islamic Studies.

Barlas, on the other hand, does not seem to have any credentials that are

necessary for the understanding of the scripture. She is basically a journalist who has

absoluteiy no knowledge of Arabic. Without this most essential tool, one cannot even

begin to understand The Qur'an or the Sunnah directly from the texts. Throughout her

work she has quoted secondary sources. Out of a total of more than 200 works she has

cited in herwork, only 35 belonged to Musiims and the restwere all works of Non-

Musiims. From those that were Muslim sources none belonged to the category

considered as the primary source books for understanding of Isiam. The only book

consulted was that of Al-Tabari but it was also a kanslation a Non-Muslim and not

the original book itself. Barlas has claimed that in writing this book, she wanted to

'challenge the oppressive readings of The Qur'an'l while she has not quoted any of

these oppressive readings from the books of TafsIr or any other book wriuen by

traditional Islamic scholars. How can a person pass such grave judgment as she has

done in her book, without even a direct investigation of the object under study is

completely beyond comprehension? Her work seems more like a patchwork of

1 -Pgxi
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secondary sources put together by a lay-man who has no knowledge or experience tn

academics.

The Qur'an was revealed in Arabic to an Arab Prophet who was given the job

of expounding and demonstrating The Qur'an to his followers as shall be shown in the

following pages. This Qur'an was revealed in a historical context over a period of

twenty three years for the purpose of raising a community that was trained by The

Prophet himself and thus possessed an authentic understanding of the word of God.

The traditional scholars have outlined the sources and the tools needed for the correct

understanding of The Qur'an. Before elaborating on the perspective of Amina Wadtd

and Asma Barlas, it seems imperative to take a look at the qualifications declared as

must by the traditional scholars to be able to inteqpret The Qur'an. These scholars,

who did happen to be male, have set these standards irrespective of the gender. They

have judged, and continue to judge, the work of scholars, male or female, in the light

of these standards.

1.2 Perspective of Traditional/ scholars regarding Tafslr (exegesis) of

The Qur'an:

The Traditional or the main stream Muslim scholars have followed certain

guidelines whiie interpreting the meaning of The Qur'an. Any person, male or female,

has to have certain qualifications if he or she wants to interpret The Qur'an. These

qualifications have been deemed necessary for maintaining the objectivity of the

interpretation.

1 - Mainstream scholars of the Islamic world since the inception of Islam.



a According to the traditional scholars like A1- Suyutiiin his book Al-Itqan fi

Uloom ul Al-Qur'an, he has said that an exegete of The Qur'an must have amole

knowledge in the following fields:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

e)

10)

11)

t2)

13)

Linguistics

Grammar

Morphology(Sarf)

Semantics

Rhetoric

Qira'aat (Variant readings of The Text)

Principles of Faith

Principles of Jurisprudence

Occasions of Revelation (Context)

Abrogation

Jurisprudence

Had-rth

Aptitude and God gifted talent(Ilm ul Maohiba)

These are the skills or the talents a person must have if he or she wants to

interpret The Qur'an and all of these are vital for an objective understanding of the

Text. However, the knowledge of an exegete may vary in the different fields and that

is why there are different types of Tafasir we see depending on what aspect of the

TafsIr the exegete has expounded in depth. No TafsIr is said to be perfect from all

angles since they are the work of man and there has not been a single TafsTr, the

I - Jalal al-Din al-suyuti (Arabic: +r+Jl i.,J.ll rJ\) (c. 1445-1505 AD). whose full Arabic name is Abu al-Fadl'Abd al-Rahman

b. Abi Bak b. Muhammad Jalal al-Din al-Khudayri al-Suyuti, also known as lbn al-Kutaub (son of books) was

an Egyptian religious scholar, juristic expert and teacher, and one ofthe most prolific Arab writers ofthe Middle Ages.

whose works deal with a wide variety of subjects in Islamic theology.
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L
experts of the field refrained from commenting on and pointing out its strengths and

the weaknesses. For example, it is renowned fact among traditional scholars that the

Tafsl of Zamakhshari is an excellent source of tingurstic analysis of the Text but one

should not rely on it as a source of Aqeeda as he was a Mu'tazili.

Muhammad Taqi Uthmdni 1, in his widely acclaimed book on uloom ul

Qur'an, says that there are two types of verses in The Qur'an. First, verses that are

very expiicit in their meanings and thus only require knowiedge of Arabic language to

understand. Second, verses are not very explicit and knowledge of the language alone

is not sufficient to ascertain their meaning. In order to understand the latter of the two

types of verses, there are six sources of exegesis or Tafsu of The Qur'an that are

utilized:2

1)

2)

3)

4)

The Qur'an itself,

Traditions of the Prophet(p.b.u.h)

Sayings of the companions of The Prophet(r.a),

Sayings of the followers of companions,

5) Arabic language

6) lntellect

We are going to take a look at each of these sources, the position they hold in

the process of exegesis and the method with which they are incoqporated in that

process.

I - Justice Mufti Muhammad Taqi Usmani, bom in Deoband in 1362H(1943 CE), is one of the leading Islamic scholars living

today. He is an expert in the fields of islamic Jurisprudence, Economics, Hafith and Tasawwuf.

2 - Muhammad Taqi Uthmani, An Approach to the Qur'anic sciences, Darussalam lshaat, Karachi, Pakistan, 2000,pg344.
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1.2.1- The Qur'an itself :

The first source that is to be used for an exposition of the meaning of The

Qur'an is The Qur'an itself since the speaker best knows the intent with which he has

spoken a word. Hence, if any word, phrase or verse is unclear to the expositor he

should first look for a clarification in the rest of The Qur'an. There are numerous

piaces in the Qur'an where a word or phrase is mentioned in a verse but the meaning

is not very obvious. However, when we look through the rest of The Qur'an the

meaning becomes clear. Here are a few ways of ambiguity that The Qur'an clarifies:

i) A word that carries two different meanings; for example: 'Baitil aliq'2

( ,irl,ll ,-,+) means ancient as well as honored. It has been explained by the
\v,

verse 96 of Al-Imran:

Gr4Juil) ,sll,)

"lndeed, the first House [of worship] established for mankind was that at

Makkah - blessed and guidance for the worlds."3

ii) Due to ambiguity of the meaning of a word or an article; for example:

(i*;rt,t:'# ,a3!akL * W u6:i a$t b971

.,The path of those upon whom You have bestowed favot, not of those who

have evoked fYour] anger or of those who are astray."4

l --il-Jl iaLcl e.ilCl fe-11r.,-L:ii.:,Jl u"!^)l r*lulAglJilr gL:;) f Olll 'l-';i; J;t

2 - (Al-Hajj:33)

3-(Al-Imran:96)
4-(Al-Fatiha:7)

sis 4+S e$'e3 * J'3i"b\)
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It is not clear who are the cursed people and who are the lost people in this

verse. This is explained by the verse:

,61:,Jg',*itb5';j^3r e W

"And whoever obeys Allah and the Messenger - those will be with the ones

upon whom Allah has bestowed favor of the prophets, the steadfast affirmers of truth,

the marlyrs and the righteous. And excellent are those as companions."l

iiD A thing mentioned in one verse raises a question in the reader's head

and this question is answered in another place. For example: The first

verse of Surat Al-Fatiha raises a question in mind about what is meant

by 'Aalameen'. It is answered by the verse:

"Said Pharaoh, "And what is the Lord of the worlds? fMoses] said, "The Lord

of the heavens and earth and that between them, if you should be convinced."2

iv) An opinion by a scholar who erred in interpretation of a particular

verse is negated by another verse. For example, scholar Al-Hasan Al-

Basri stated that the two men being talked about in the verse are two

men of Bani Israel:

1-(An-Nisa:69)

2-(As-Shu'raa:23)

,kr 7,;i ;olt e eAtls i:*1rs ur p li:>

(wrqjit#j:i,brs

|Ei€4
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"And recite to them the story of Adam's two sons, in truth, when they both

offered a sacrifice [to Allah], and it was accepted from one of them but was not

accepted from the other. Said [the latter], "I will surely kill you." Said fthe former],

"lndeed, Allah only accepts from the righteous [who fear Him]."1

However, the foliowing verse shows that this event happened before people

got introduced to burying the dead. This event then definitely took place before the

time of Bani Israel.

,y;i i;* $tA;4'*;). .p1$r e ithi-u.tV'ittt U!)

"Then Allah sent a crow searching rn ,n. *r"*;to show him how to hide the

disgrace of his brother."2

v) An incident is mentioned in one verse and a relatively detailed

description in another place. For example. the events of the crossing of

Red sea by Bani Israel and how the Pharoah and his arrny were

drowned.

An order or demand made in one place that is clarified in another

place. For example, the demand made by the Non-believers of Makkah

that an angel should descend upon The Prophet, is explained by the

verse:

"And they say, "What is this messenger that eats food and walks in the

markets? Why was there not sent down to him an angel so he would be with him a

warner?"3

I (al-lvtra'idah:27)

2(al-i\.{a'idali:3 1 
.1

3 (Al-Furqan:7)

vi)

35



vii) One of the meanings of a word is deduced to be the intended meaning

in the light of the usage of the word in other places in the Qur'an as is

the case with the meaning of 'Injustice' in the verse (6:82) to be

Polytheism in the light if verse (31:13).

viii) The creation of something is mentioned in one verse and the wisdom

behind its creation is mentioned in another. For exampie, the wisdom

behind the creation of the stars is explained by the following verses:

"And it is He who placed for you the stars that you may be guided by them

through the darknesses of the land and sea. We have detailed the signs for a people

who know."l

"And We have certainly beautified the nearest heaven with stars and have

made [from] them what is thrown at the devils..."2

ix) A thing is mentioned in one place and its characteristics in another

place. For example, certain things were forbidden for Bani Israel to eat.

They have been mentioned in passing in Surat Al-Nahl and in detail in

the verse:

I (al-An'am:97)

2(Al-Mulk:5)

U.G u $tW#'W $? C5 4t $ * ,ti ,f ri7 rela elt &3)

<bi:U 6y'ngr*, eu"F :4t P,ui,rlt u 21 u-ti;st 2i uinei;^
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"And to those who are Jews We prohibited every animal of uncioven hoof;

and of the cattle and the sheep We prohibited to them their fat, except what adheres to

their backs or the entraiis or what is joined with bone. [By] that We repaid them for

their injustice. And indeed, We are truthful."l

This is not an exhaustive list of how Qur'an explains itself. The above

mentioned modes of Qur'anic explanation are aimed to demonstrate only the variety

of the ways in which Qur'an explains itself and the importance traditional scholars

have attached to this method of exegesis. ln fact, some exegetics have expounded the

whole Qur'an in this manner, two prominent examples being Zad Al-Masir fi Iim At-

Tafsr by Allamah Ibn Al-Jauzi and Adwa ul Bayan fi Idahil Qur'an bil Qur'an by

Muhammad Amin bin Muhammad Mukhtar Shanditi2.

1.2.2 Traditions of The Holy Prophet:

The second source of exegesis near the traditional scholars is the sayings of

The Holy Prophet Muhammad. The Prophet is the person upon whose heart directly

The Qur'an was revealed and hence he would obviously have the best understanding

of it. There is no second opinion among the traditional scholars regarding the

importance and the position of sayings of The Prophet Muhammad with regard to the

exegesis of The Qur'an. The Qur'an itself has clarified it beyond doubt that the real

purpose of sending a prophet in this world is to explain to the people what has been

revealed to them.

I (al-An'am:146)

2 - Uthmani, pg 350.

t
I
I
I
t
I

i
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"And We revealed to you the message [i.e., the Qur'an] that you may make

clear to the people what was sent down to them and that they might give thought."r

ln another verse The Qur'an explains in fuither detail the purpose of his

advent:

(i )tb ,t lr}-uis"b1'u3i)g q$r

"Certainly did God confer [great] favor upon the believers when He sent

among them a Messenger from themselves, reciting to them His verses and puriffing

them and teaching them the Book [i.e., the Qur'an] and wisdom, although they had

been before in manifest error."2

The Prophet's Sunnah has aiso been declared by Allah as a beautiful example

to follow:

"There has certainly been for you in the Messenger of God an excellent

pattern for anyone whose hope is in God and the Last Day and [who] remembers God

often." (Al-Ahzab: 21)

The Prophet is to be obeyed just as God and in case of a difference of opinion

among the believers, it is The Qur'an(word of God) and The Prophet to whom the

matter should be referred to.

;:i* zC e g)6'og # ,;$t 13\ iy"jt r#1s'kr 1i,ai 9*'1 a.lr 8i u>

l(An-Nahl:44)

2(Al-Imran: 164)
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"O you who have believed, obey God and obey the Messenger and those rn

authority among you. And if you disagree over anything, refer it to God and the

Messenger, if you should beiieve in God and the Last Day. That is the best [way] and

best in result."l

These verses show clearly that The Prophet was sent to teach the people how

to live their lives properly according to the revealed scripture. Whatever, he says is to

be taken seriously as he is acting as a representative of God on earth. If the Arabic

language and the context of revelation was enough to understand the meaning of The

Qur'an then the Arabs of the time would have been the least in need of a prophet in

the role of a teacher since they were the masters of the language and witnessed the

environment of revelation.

Keeping in view the importance affached to the sayings of The Prophet it was

only to be expected that companions of The Prophet would convey the sayings to the

generation after them. The Prophet had ordered his followers to convey his message

to those not present with him:

'@J * g tti&lrrelate from/of me even if one thing.

However, great care had to be taken to make sure that sayings that reach the

later generations are actually the true sayings of The Prophet. This lead to the

development of a whole new discipiine in Islamic sciences that is called Hadrth and

Asma ur Rijal (Hadith and the names and characters of the people who narrated

them). While it is tnre that after the year of fitna(40A.H), there were people who had

started attributed fabricated sayings to the Prophet and there was also an increase in

1(An-Nisa: 59)

2- ,,i:!-iJJl i,:s.,(a1420:j;Jl),r,I+ry1 t'.J,l-iiYr ,.:i ue.;.t-:6p1;e1Jl d+.,cr ;rE'- ;s-)Il u-.i,gji.!Jl .\:)r tr:.; ;1i

.445 s.,2..,7 2002 - a 1 422,;Jt\t :i,Jll.ur!-lr .e.-Dll-r
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the invalidated traditions that were being quoted from Judaica, the early scholars were

not unaware of it. They meticulousiy worked with each and every tradition,

investigated and scrutinized its text and narrators before declaring it a word of The

Prophet. The Muslim Ummah has access to the phenomenal works of these scholars

even today and hence there does not seem to be a valid excuse to reject the Hadrth

literature as unreliable.

L.2.3 Sayings of the companions of The Prophet:

The companions of The Prophet were those privileged people who learned

The Qur'an directly from The Prophet. They were not only the experts of Arabic

language, they were also of witresses of the context in which The Qur'an was

revealed i.e. the Arab society in general and incidents that became the cause of

revelations in specific. Above all that, they were taught the Qur'an and wisdom and

purified (physically and spiritually) by The Prophet himself. Hence, it is only

reasonable to assume that after The Prophet they were the ones most aware of the

meaning of The Qur'an. In Al-Itqan, it is related from a renowned Tabi'i (successor of

the companions) Imam Abdur Rehman Sulami:

Abdullah ibn Masood, who is one of the most famous exegetes saidl:

"Those of the companions who used to teach The Qur'an, such as Sayyidina

Uthman bin Affan and Sayyidina Abduliah ibn Masood and others told us they did

not proceed fuither in their lessons until they had leamed ten verses from the Prophet

and they had received all knowledge and practical applications related to it."

However, despite the high position in which sayings of the companions are

held, traditional scholars did not adopt them blindly. They follow certain guidelines

which are as follows:2

1 - 2277.r,78 gli.;-l:.ll 4.i+J+ -+-ill qj-*ll L\j"j,\d dIJt 6.+-, ,*!.*lt +.tt J\] OI>dl eJ" cp OiiiYl

2 - Muhammad Taqi Uthmani, pg356-357.



Only authentic sayings are accepted that have passed the test in the

light of the principles used to test Had-rth.

Sayings of the companions are cited only in the absence of explicit

sayings ofThe Prophet regarding a verse or an issue.

Their view is adopted no difference of opinion is found among the

companions.

ln case of difference of opinion, the scholar tries to bring harmony

among the sayings. However, if this cannot be achieved then he uses

his intellect to deduce the meaning through established reasoning.

l.2.4Sayings of Tabi'i (successors of the Companions):

There is a difference of opinion among the scholars whether the sayings of

Tabi'i can be regarded as a conclusive argument in exegesis. Ibn Kathir is of the view

that their opinion is adopted if they are stating the opinion of a Sahabi without any

interpretation of their own. In their case, it will have the same status as the saying of a

Sahabi. Otherwise, it will be seen if he differs in his opinion with other successors. If

no difference exists only then I will be adopted. In general, their individual opinions

are considered their own opinions like the opinions of scholars after them.

1.2.5 Arabic Language:

Since Arabic is the language in which God revealed the Qur'an, a sound

knowledge of the language is essential in understanding the text. However, as stated

earlier there are two categories of verses in Qur'an; those that be understood by

knowledge of the language alone and those that cannot be. In order to understand the

latter other sources of exegesis are needed to narrow down and specify the intended

meaning of the text since a text in Arabic language can yield a range of different

a)

b)

c)

d)
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meanings due to its polysemic nature. Traditional scholars use The Qur'an, Hadrth,

sayings of the companions and the successors of companions to narrow down the

meaning. ln case there is still ambiguity it the meaning then the verse is interpreted in

the light of the general idiomatic usage of the Arabic language at the time of

revelation. It should be noted here that this does not mean that the meaning of a verse

is narrowed down to one and only one meaning as a text can still yield more than one

meaning which cannot be ruled out in the light of language alone. The books of

scholars such as Al-Zamakhshari who have highiighted the linguistics aspect of the

Qur'an in their exegesis are fulI of examples like this.

1.2.6 Sound Intellect:

Intellect has been placed the last ofall sources not because it has the least part

to play in the process of exegesis. In fact, it is the most active ingredient throughout

the process as one cannot begin to see the link between a verse and its exposition in

different sources without the use of intellect. The reason why it is placed the last is

because it is bound by what is explicit in the five foregoing sources. The use of

human intellect can lead a human in to all kinds of directions (after all it has also lead

so many 'geniuses' to atheism). Hence, the foregoing five sources act as a check on

the intellect and guide it to the right direction. It is exactly this use of intellect that

The Prophet meant when he prayed for Abdullah ibn Abbas:

These are the sources that the traditional scholars use for the exegesis of The

Qur'an. There are also sources that have been used by individuals but which are not

among the acceptable sources among traditional scholars. These are:

D Israiliyyat or Judaica: From the Judaica only those traditions are

accepted that are supported by The Qur'an or The Had-rth
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Exegesis of The sufis (Mystics): Those interpretations that do not go

against the apparent and obvious meaning of the verses and the

Qur'anic universais are accepted.

Self-conceived Interpretations: Only those human interpretations that

are made in the iight of principles of exegesis are accepted.

From the above elaboration of the sources used to do Tafs-rr of The Qur'an it

can be seen clearly that both writers lack a sound base for exegesis of The Scripture.

Wadfld has studied Arabic and Islamic Studies at the doctorate level and she even

seems to have acquired some knowledge of Tafsrr. However, her doctorate program at

the Michigan University did not entail study of Tafsrr or HadIth. She went to Egypt,

during her graduate studies at Michigan, to learn some advanced Arabic, Tafsrr and

philosophy, which would not have been possible in great depth as she was doing her

Masters at Michigan at the same time. As for knowledge of Hadith she seems to have

none. Barlas has never done any specialized studies in any of the Islamic sciences.

She is basically a journalist and a student of political science who has not been able to

consult the original works of Islamic writers in order to do qualified academic

research. Her work, as will be seen later, is a hodgepodge of opinions borrowed from

others.

Let us now come to the books under study and see the proposed method of

exegesis defined by the authors and the tools used by them in order to interpret The

Qur'an.

D

m)
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1.3 Perspective of Amina Wadtd and Asma Barlas Regarding the

Exegesis of The Qur'an

1.3.1 Perspective of Amina Wadtid and its Critical Analysis:

a) Objectiviff of Qur'anic exegesis:

Wadld is of the opinion that, 'No method of Qur'anic exegesis is fully

objective."l Since every person reads the text with a 'prior text' i.e. the language and

the cultural context in which the text is being read, his worldview is bound to play a

part in the choices he makes while doing Tafsrr.

It is true to an extent that a person is a product of the circumstances they iive

in. However, to say that a human being, despite being the best of creation is incapable

of rising above his circumstances and can never look beyond what he finds in his

environment and society would be a grave under estimation of his capabilities. The

ability to see distinguish between the right and the wrong has been put in every

human, it is man himself who chooses to ignore and tread the right path. As The

Qur'an says:

{u*r ,y ae

*And inspired it (with discernment of) its wickedness and its righteousness.

He has succeeded who purifies it. And he has failed who instills it(with comrption)"2

If man had no control over his will, the whole point of creation a paradise and

a hell would be lost. What can be said is that few people a able to rise above their

circumstances, but to say that from the hundreds of men over the a period of more

1 -A*inu Wadud:Qur'an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman's Perspective, Pgl.
2( Ash-Shanis:8-l 0)

s1a€i b, *i
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than 1400 years, were unable to achieve objectiviry is an exaggeration bordering upon

insult of mankind. The principles of interpretation are basically the efforts of

traditional scholars to achieve objectivity. If we were to suppose that objectivity is

unachievable then it is also unachievable by womeq including those under study.

Wadud recognizes and accepts this. And if such is the case then, the works of other

people should also not be criticized for their supposed subjectivity. This philosophy, it

may aiso be mentioned is itself a pointer to the direction of influence of western ideas.

The sophists in ancient Greek were known for their art of oratory and their view of

knowiedge as relative and not absolute. While their views were refuted over time,

they resurface again as the existentialism of the 20th century. If there was no way of

getting to the absolute truth about God and what He wants from us, then He would

one unfair and unjust god to condemn people to Hell for not obeying Him! If is

against the justice of The Al Mighty God that he does not furnish man with the means

to achieve objective truth about His commandments.

b) Hermeneutic model of Amina Wadtid:

She states that she has taken up the hermeneutical model proposed by Fazlur

Rahman Maiiktwho is known to have been trained by the orientalist Toshihiko

Izutsu. Wadud follows a general hermeneutic model that entails three aspects:

1. "The context in which the text was written (in the case of the Qur'an, in

which it was revealed)"2: The preface of the book sheds further light

on this model where Amina states that one of her aims is to redefine

the dynamics between Qur'anic universals and particulars. She says

that The Qur'an was revealed in the context of seventh century Arabia

'Pg4
2- Amina: Pg 3
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and hence its appiication is restricted to that context. From this

particular historical context, general principles shouid be drawn for

applications in a different historical and cultural context.

The view that The Qur'an was revealed as per the Arab particular context is

shared by Wadtd and Barlas and it is discussed in the detail in the following pages.

As for drawing universals from particulars, it seems both the writers are unaware of a

branch of knowledge in jurisprudence known as "Al Qawaid Al Kuliyyah" (The Legal

Maxims). These universals have been drawn from the Qur'an and The Sunnah of The

Prophet through inductive reasoning after an in depth study of 'Al Ashbah Wa

Amthal'(The study of similar cases and examples within The Qur'an and The

Sunnah.)l. Following are only a few examples of such universals2:

D

ii)

iii)

Deeds depend upon intentions.

Certainty is not voided bY doubt'

The original state of things is that of permissibility unless there is

evidence to indicate otherwise'

Harm has to be taken away.

The accepted practice among traders is iike an agreed upon condition

between them.

iv)

v)

vi) Don't harm and don't be harmed'

vii) Choose lesser of the two evils.

viii) Fending off harm is preferred over the benefit.

ix) Hardship gives way to ease.

1 - Dr.Mahmood Ghazi, Qawaid Kulliyyah(part 1), Shariah Academy, International Islamic University, islamabad,2005, Pg 16.

2 - See: ibid, part l.
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Universals like these have been drawn from the Qur'an and The Sunnah and

act like guiding principles for new situations. They are the result of the study of men

but from what angle they seem prejudiced or potentially prejudiced against women is

not clear.

2. The grammatical composition of the text (how it says what it says)l:

Terminologies should not just be examined within the immediate

textual context, syntax and ianguage act but also in the iight of "the

larger textual development of the term"2 '

wadld has not made it clear what she means by the "larger textual

development of the term". Is it the development according to the order it appears is

The Qur'an or the order of revelation. As for the analysis of a term in the light of the

immediate text, relevant texts and the usage of the term else where is the Qur'an is

nothing new to the traditional scholars. Scholars like Al Raghib Al Asfahani 3 

'

Zamakhshari 4 , Abu Hayyan Al.Andulasi s , Ibn Aashoor 6 were all people who

emphasized on iinguistic analysis of the term and were themselves experts of Arabic

language and not mere people who had taken a course or two of the language'

1 - Amina: Pg 3.

2 _Amina: Pg xiii.

3 - Abul-Qasim al-Hussein bin Mufaddal bin Muhammad. better known as Raghib Isfahani. was an eleventh-century Muslim

scholar of Qur'anic exegesis and the Arabic language'

4-Abual-QasimMahmudibnUmaral-Zamakhshari.Ifuownwidelyasa]-Zamakhshari'HeisbestknownforAl-Kashshaaf,a

seminal commentary on the Qur'an. The commentary is famous for its deep linguistic analysis of the verses' however has

been criticised for the inclusion of Mu tazilite philosophical views'

5 - Muhammad bin yirsuf brn .Ali bin yfrsuf bin HayyAn an-Nifzi al-Barbari Athir ad-Din Abt Hayyin a1-Jayyani al-Ghardnati

al-Andaiusi,betterknownasAbtlHayyinAtGhamdtiwasaMuslimcofirmentatorontheQur.an.Hehaseamednear

universal recognition as the foremost Arabic grammarian ofhis era. He is also notable as the only known Arabic linguist

to have taken a strong interest in languages other than Arabic, authoring a number of works both on comparative

linguistics and extensively analyang and explaining the SIammars of other langtages for native speakers of Arabic'

6.MuhammadAl-TahirlbnAshur(1879_1973)wasthemostrenownedZayulalmamandoneofthegreatlslamicscholarsof

the 20th century. He studied with reform-minded 'ulam6' and mastered classical Islamic scholarship'
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For Wadud, linguistic analysis of the verses is an essential tool in ciearing up

the ambiguities of verses and enhancing her understanding of the deeper meaning they

carry. She feels that as an outsider to the language she can approach the text in a new

and better way.

"With regard to Arabic, the language of the Qur'an, I approach the text from

the outside. This frees me to make observations which are not imprisoned in the

context of a gender-distinct language."l

Any linguistic expert will deny this claim that an outsider to a language has

better access to the meaning of a text. Everywhere in the world native speaker are

preferred over non-native speakers when it comes to learning a new language. Wadld

might be able to approach the text in a new way but not necessarily in a better as it is

vital to understand the language as it was understood at the time of revelation. Can

anyone, as an outsider, fully understand the holocaust or the incident of 9111, without

first hand experiences of the people?? Why does Wad[d feel there is a need to de-

gender the language to understand Isiam or any other religion? Was Bible always

written in a de-gendered ianguage? English has only adopted the neuter gender

recently. Hebrew, the language of the Old Testament is still a gendered language.

Why is God repeatedly making the mistake of expressing Himself in a language that

does not serve the purpose?! Or is the mistake on the part of the people who are

confused about the message itself? There is no confusion on the part of native

speakers about what things actually have a gender and what things are linguistically

gendered and not in actuality. The fact that God did not take care of this aspect is

because it does not affect the message! The message of God is above these gender

issues. These issues are only the product of the recent social movements like the

I -Amina:Ps 6
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feministic movement. They have nothing to do with how God wants humans to lead

their lives. Otherwise it was not difficult for God His message in a non- gendered

language as the language itself has been given to man by God.

3- The whole text, its Weltanschauung or world-view1: Wadfld calls it a

'hermeneutics of tawhid'2, "(r)ather than simply applylng meanings to

one verse at a time, with occasional references to various verses

elsewhere, a framework may be developed that includes a systematic

rationaie for making correlations and sufficiently exempiifies the full

impact of Qur'anic coherence."3

Thus, Amina Wadtd proposes a method of taking the unity of The Qur'an in

to consideration while interpreting a verse i.e. by co-relating the verse with the

pertinent theme in the rest of The Qur'an as The Qur'an is a coherent whole and thus

not to be taken in bits and pieces. ln the terminology of the traditional scholars this is

called Tafsr ul Qur'an bil Qur'an. This is in fact the first tool of interpretation used

from the very inception of Islam and is still the foremost tool used before resorting to

other tools. Perhaps Wadtd has mistaken the references made by schoiars while

explaining a verse a mere occasional references where as they are in reality a result of

the inductive reasoning of a scholars who knows and understands each verse of The

Qur'an by heart. Instead of listing each and every verse referred to and making the

Tafsrr an encyclopedia rather than a book of guidance, the schoiars just referred to

ibid:Pg 3.

ibid: Pg xii, 'Tawhid' is a term that is specifically used to refer to the unity of God as the Creator and Sustainer and unity

in all His attributes as opposed to polytheism. Wadiid does not even once clarifr that she by Tawhid she does not mean

the Tawhid of God, which is the meaning of Tawhid that comes foremost to the mind of the reader. Alhtough she does

mention it in italicized and small letters but the use of such a fundamental term in Islamic faith. Wadud seems to allot

her hermeneutic model an indirect. unconscious sanction in the mind of the reader.

Ibid.

1-

a

3-
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verses that were enough to shed light on the meaning they had concluded. Is Wadtd

trying to say that when The Prophet explained the term 'Zulm'(lnjustice) in the

Qur'an by quoting the verse 31:l3(Indeed associating parfirers with Allah is a great

injustice), he neglected all other verses that talked about injustice and just made an

'occasional' reference the basis of his explanation?? No..Never! The traditional

scholars have always learnt The Qur'an by heart. ln fact this was the first step they

ever took when they started treading the path of knowledge. Only after memorizing it

by heart, they would go on to other branches of knowledge such as Tafsrr and Hadrth.

There is already a systematic rationale established in this regard. One oniy needs to

look at the right books of Tafsr. The branch of knowledge that deals with it is known

as 'Ilm ul Munasabat'i.e. the science of co- relation between verses and chapters of

The Qur'an.

With regard to the verses contain reference to women, Amina is says that she

has analyzed them in the light of the traditional method of 'Tafsrr ul Qur'an bil

Qur'an' (interpretation of the Qur'an based on the Qur'an itsel|. She has elaborated

her particular method as: 1

"Each verse was analyzed:

l. in its context;

2. in the context of discussions on similar topics in the Qur'an;

3. in the light of similar language and syntactical structures used elsewhere in

the Qur'an;

4. in the light of overriding Qur'anic principles; and

5. within the context of the Qur'anic Weltanschauung, or world-view.

I - ibid: Pg I
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The method of Wadtd basically comes down to two principles employed by

the traditional scholars:

Exegesis of The Qur'an in the light of The Qur'an

Asbab un Nuzul i.e. occasions of revelation. This is incorporated in the

context as referred by Wadtrd.

We shall analyze the method of Wadfid along with Barias as Barlas shares

Wadfid's views in this regard.

1.3.2 Perspective of Asma Barlas and its Critical Analysis:

a) Pol"vsemic Ianguage of The Qur'an:

Barias says that the language of The Qur'an is polysemicr and thus it can be

read in multiple modes including patriarchal2 and egalitarian3.a

It is true that the language of The Qur'an is polysemic and thus it can be read

in more than one mode i.e. more than one possible meaning can co-exist. However, to

say that it can be read in modes that contain two opposite or clashing ideologies goes

against the overriding Qur'anic principle:

(#6Vt I b'14) tut ; * bbs ii ii7jit S:i.,et-.iai>

l)

2)

I - The coexistence of many possible meanings for a word or phrase, htrn:/irvu,u,'.oxforddictionancs .com

/defi nition/engiish,ipolysemy

2 - A system ofsociety or govemment in which the father or eldest maie is head ofthe family anddescent is reckoned through the

male 1ine. Origin: Mid 17th century: viamedieval Latinfrom GreekpatrinrHtia, frompatriat.khas'ruling falher',

retrieved on17l07/20\4, http://wt,w.oxforddictionanes.conr/definition/english/patriarchy

3 - Believing in or based on the principle that all people are equal and deserve equal rights and opportunities. Origin: l,ate 19th

century: from French igalitaire. fiom ,lgal 'equLal', from Latin aequalis, retrieved on 1710712014,

http ://www.oxforddictionaries.com/defi nition/englislvegalitarian

4 - Asma: Pg 3.
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"Then do they not reflect upon The Qur'an? If it had been from any other God,

They would have found in it much conffadiction"l

The Qur'an cannot be read in patriarchal and anti-patriarchal readings at the

same time. The linguistic scholars have compiied the use of the Arabic language and

rules of understanding texts and hence authorial intent that were at work in the Arabic

language at the time of the advent of Isiam. There are terms in The Qur'an that do

have opposite or clashing meanings but when the rules of literary anaiysis are applied

the possibie meanings that can co-exist in that particular texts are na:rowed down

while others are eiiminated. That is why, having an in depth knowledge of Arabic is

considered compulsory for anyone who aspires to be an exegete of The Qur'an, a

qualification which completely lacks in Barlas and does not meet the required

standard in Wadtd, who has only taken an advance language course during her

graduate studies. A person has to be a master of the language to be able to deal with

this polysemy. The insufficient knowledge of Barlas and Wadld shall be further

demonstrated when we deal with issues in their works.

b) Methodological Criteria of Qur'an according to Barlas:

Barlas claims to have used "three aspects of God's Self-Disclosure that

generate libratory readings of the Qur'5n: the principles of Divine Unity, Justness, and

lncomparabilrty"2. Barlas, however, also chosen to overlook all the other ninety six

aspects of God's self disclosure (since there are ninety nine name of Allah that

disclose His Being to us).

In addition, Barlas points out four methodological criteria as specified in the

Qur'an:

I - (An-Nisa:82)

2 - Asma: Pg 13.
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1) The principle of textual holism i.e. treating Qur'an as a totality. The

treatment of The Qur'an as an internally coherent scripture is the same

principie on which Wadld has based her method of doing Tafsrr of

Qur'an by The Qur'an itself.

2) Reading for the best meanings

3) Using analyical reasoning in interpretation.

4) Context of its revelation as referred to by Wad[d.

However, she fails to support her claim by verse/s of The Qur'an. Instead,

Barlas quotes Farouq Sherifl that beyond these principles The Qur'an does not

"authorize recourse to methods of explanation or logical deduction for the purpose of

better understanding" however, as he notes, it does not "forbid the use of such

expedients," either.2

While The Qur'an does uphold the principles of intratextuality, reading for the

best meaning, analytical reasoning and contextual reading, these are not the only

authorized methods of logical deduction as claimed by Sherif and seconded by Barlas.

The Qur'an has also clearly authorized the use of the following method in interpreting

the Qur'an:

1- Hadth:

I - Author of'A guide to the contents ofThe Qur'an'.

2 - Asma:Pg 18.
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"O you who have believed, obey God and obey the Messenger and those tn

authority among you. And if you disagree over anything, refer it to God and the

Messenger, if you should believe in God and the Last Day. That is the best [way] and

best in result."l

2- Arabic language:

"And indeed, it [i.e., the Qur'an] is the revelation of the Lord of the worlds.

The Trustworthy Spirit [i.e., Gabriel] has brought it down.Upon your heart, [O

Muhammad] - that you may be of the warners.In a clear Arabic language'"2

QH

3- Ijma:

ro ).. 1.'-,.A).A)q.Je, l,oJ9J
"ei 

"at'i i;i 
t5 y b i*)' &ut- li:>

(*o; o'et:.i'ii*

6

"And whoever opposes the Messenger after guidance has become clear to him

and follows other than the way of the believers - We will give him what he has taken

and drive him into Hell, and evil it is as a destination."3

God has prescribed upon the followers to walk the path of the believers. The

most objective way possible to ascertain the path of the believers is to see what they

ii ;n".*t

1(An-Nisa:59)

2(As-Shu'araa: 192-195)

3(An-Nisa: 115)
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have unanimously agreed upon so as to eliminate chances of human error by

individuals.

4- Qiyas or Analogical reasoning:

(,rui$r Cti u g;ctt1

"So take warning, O people of vision."l

The word 'i'tabiru' basically denotes learning lesson from examples that have

passed before us. However, the Muslim scholars have defined how a lesson can be

obtained most objectively i.e. in order to apply the lesson learned from an example on

a new situation. The two situations should share the 'i11a', the

spirit/obj ective/principle working behind the known example.

As for the analyical reasoning and the application of double movement of

deconstruction and reconstruction of context by proposed by Rahman and related by

Barlas in her book, the principle is incorporated in the method of Ijtihad. The

contextual reading is contained within the knowledge of Asbab un Nu21, a science

considered most essential is understanding The Qur'an. These are the sources of

Islamic jurisprudence that are agreed upon by all scholars. All of them are authorized

by The Qur'an. Even the sources that are not agreed upon by all, such as:

Ur(customary practice of a society), Istihsan(discretion), Istislah(deemed proper) and

Istishab(Presumption of Continuity) are not rooted outside the text of The Qur'an but

on the Qur'anic world view of creating ease for humanity.

(#t&,

"God intends for you ease and does not intend for you hardship"l

Lt. -.iS Ht'& ^t)r 
L;),-1

I (AI- Hashar:2)
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Another method claimed by Barlas to have been employed in her work is

emphasis "on what it(the text) does not say (along with what it does say). . ..I interpret

the Qur'an's silences in light of its expressed teachings."2 Again this hermeneutical

principle is not new since the Islamic scholars have dealt with the subject in the

principle of 'Mafhoom and Mantooq'3present in ali the books related to the sciences

of The Qur'an. This principle embodies reading the apparent meanings of the text as

well as the implied meanings.

1.3.3 Influence of Western Hermeneutics on the Perspective of Wadud

& Barlas

Inteqpretation of texts in the West started with the Greeks. After going through

the hands of the Hebrews for interpreting the Talmud, it reached the Christian Church

where at first the allegorical method dominated. However, later the Protestants tried to

break away from the authority of the Church and new inteqpretative tools proposed by

Martin Luther and John Calvin came into practice. They basically rejected the papal

and allegorical interpretation of the Bible and considered the Bible interpretative of

itself whiie focusing on historical and linguistic analysis instead as aiding toois. This

method gained widespread popularity during the 17ft and 18s century and later

developed into free interpretation of the texts under the influence of Rationalism

which culminated into the interpretation of non-religious texts along the same lines

and a further change towards understanding of the meaning of hermeneutics in the

19th and 20tr century. By the end of 20th century, the meaning became quite broad and

tried to address the meaning and interpretation of forms of human existence in

I (Al-Baqara: I 85)

2 - Believing women in Islam: Pg 22.

3 - 263-257tr,2000 rl42l iilliil i'JLJr :i.J.ll,e.j_rEllr J.i;IJ .rjJl i:ns.6(i1420 :*sFJr).1tliu qlli cr 6lJ.gi3t a:,i" i e:u
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general. However, as far as religious texts are concerned the intra-textual and

historical/ linguistic method continued to dominate.r

The development of textual analysis described very briefly above progressed

according to the evolution in the religious and philosophical thought and biblical

studies. This was unique to the West. It does not seem logical to apply the same tools

to literary legacy unique to another culture and society. The Musiims schoiars

developed toois for inteqpretation of the Qur'an according to the socio-historical

contexts unique to the Muslim world. The purpose was the same, however, and that

was to achieve objectiviry in interpreting the religious texts. Wadud and Barlas seem

to have overlooked this completely in trying to apply the biblical method of analysis

to the Holy Qur'an. They have either rejected or strongly criticized those sciences and

sources of understanding of Islam that are unique to the development of Isiamic

sciences. How are they justified in rejecting those tools as they are also prescribed by

The Qur'an is beyond understanding. Was it just blind following of the Westem

hermeneutical methods used to study Bible or just a convenient way to justify their

preconceived notions of gender equality? However, it will be seen later that their

views are not fully justified even under these principles.

l Mahmood, Sadia The Influence of Modern Western Hermeneutical Approaches to Study of Religion

on Contemporary Islamic Thought: A Case Study of Woman in Islam (Master's thesis, International
Islamic University, Islamabad, 2004), p. 57 -64
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Chapter 2

Views of Amina Wadfid and Asma Barlas

2.LViews shared by Amina Wadtid and Asma Barlas

z.|.LAtomistic Approach of Traditional Muslim scholars:

The foremost hermeneutic tool mentioned by Amina Wad0d and Asma Barias

is the exegesis of the Qur'anic verses in the light of the Qur'anic totaliry. They have

emphasized that The Qur'an is a thematic whole and thus cannot be taken in bits and

pieces. Traditional scholars are cnticized for taking an 'atomistic' approach towards

the exegesis of The Qur'an. Amina Wadfld says:

"They begin with the first verse of the first chapter and proceed to the second

verse of the first chapter-one verse at a time-until the end of the Book. Little or no

effort is made to recognize themes and to discuss the relationship of the Qur'an to

itself, thematically. A brief mention of one verse's relation to another verse may be

rendered but these are haphazard with no underlying hermeneutical principle

apptied. A methodology for linking similar Qur'anic ideas, sltntactical structures,

principles, or themes together is almost non-existent. "l

Asma Barlas supports the view by saying:

"Recent scholarship increasingly makes clear that conservative readings of

the Qur'dn are a function of the methods Muslims have used-or have failed to use-

to read it. In particular, argue critical scholars, Muslims have not read the Qur'dn as

both a "complex hermeneutic totality" and as a "historically situated" text. Instead,

says Mustansir Mir, thert have relied on a "linear-atomistic" method that takes a

I -Quran and Women: Pg 29.
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"verse-by-verse approach to the Qur'an. With most Muslim exegetes' the basic unit of

Qur'an study is one or a fe,,* verses taken in isolation from the preceding and

fotlowing verses." AS a result, the Qur'dn is not read aS a text possessing both

"thematic and structural nazm [coherenceJ "]

Such a criticism can only come about if the history and the stages through

which exegesis of The Qur'an went through are ignored' Following is a very brief

outiine as mentioned by Alzahabiz in his book Al TafsTr wal Mufassiroon3:

From the very inception of Islam, The Qur'an has been expognded in

accordance with the need of the time. During the life time of The Prophet, Sahaba

(companions of The Prophet), who were experts of the language, well aware of the

Arabic culture and history and also the practices of the Jews and christians of their

time were not in need of exegesis of every word and verse of The Qur'an' They would

simply turn to The Prophet for expianation if there was something ambiguous to them'

The Prophet, who was not just acquainted with every theme of The Qur'an but also

most well versed in the intended meaning of God in any verse, would explain it to

them whatever was unclear. After the death of The Prophet, Sahabas used four major

sources to do Tafs1r of the Qur'an:

l)

2)

3)

4)

The Qur'an

Sunnah ofThe ProPhet

Intellect and Deductive reasoning

Judaic traditions.

1 - Believing Women in Islam: Pg 8.

2 - Muirammad Hussaein Adh-Dhahabi (lgll-1977).was bom in Matboos, District of Kafr Al-Sheikh. He joined the faculty of

Sharia at Al-Azhar University and graduated in 1939. He received in doctorate in Qur'anic Sciences with his dissertation

.Tafsir wal Mufassiroon, which, after its publication. became one of the top reference books in the field of Qur'anic

Science.

3 - 111-27 gcri6 r;-.,pLill ,'{.r'ir< .(11398 :+:-1D,,,+Jl .r}* +Jl s;-':S:ll 'g-e;*il1.l '-'*"ii}l ; J;:l
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The eur'an was the first source of exegesis. In case they could not find the

answer to an ambiguity or a question anywhere else in The Qur'an or the sayings of

The Prophet, they would use their intellect and deductive reasoning and their

knowledge of Arabic language, culture and history and the environment in which The

Qur'anic verses were revealed to find the answer. Judaic traditions were used to fill

up details of some of the stories mutual to both Muslims and Judaic-Christian

tradition. However, only those traditions were accepted which were in accordance

with Islamic principles and beiiefs.

After the era of The Sahabah, their successors, Tabi'in, used the same

methodology with addition of one more source; the sayings of companions of The

prophet about Tafs-n. When the compiiation of HadIth started, around the end of the

first century, sayings of The Prophet and his companions, pertaining to directly to the

exegesis of The Qur'an, were gathered in an independent chapter of the HadIth books'

It was not until the end of the third century and beginning of fourth century that the

verse to verse (declared as the atomistic approach) exegesis of The Qur'an started by

exegetics such as Al-Tabari and Ibn Majah. These exegetes, however, did not take an

atomistic approach as defined by Wadtd and Barias. Al-Tabari, the most renowned of

all from this period, followed a set pattern in his Tafsir. He would relate other verses

that shed light on the meaning and also the sayings of Sahaba, Tabi'in and Tab' Tabi'

regarding the TafsTr of a verse. These sayings included the AhadTth of The Prophet'

Ijma of Sahaba, individual opinions of Sahaba and their successors. He would also

refer to the experts of Arabic language. After relating all that there was about the

verse, al-Tabari would state the general meaning of the verse aS per the context and

give his own preference of an opinion in case there was a difference between them.

He would also give the reason for his preference'
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Barlas and Wadtd consider the citation of one or two verses from the rest of

The Qur'an as occasional references and not in iine with their theory of holistic

approach. They are, perhaps, unaware of the process that is required to reach one or

two verses from the whole Qur'an. The process entails reviewing the whole Qur'an,

pondering on all the related verses and then using their knowledge and skills to

narrow down their choice to those verses that explain the meaning in the best manner.

How else would they be able to cite the verses they cite? Do Wadfld and Barlas mean

to imply that these exegetes would randomly pick any verse that comes to their mind

and ignore the rest of The Qur'an?? The question is if they could relate all the Ahadrth

and sayings of preceding scholars, what stopped them from considering all the related

sayings of God?!

This trend grew with exegesis highiighting one particular discipline like

iinguistics, theology, jurisprudence, Sufism e.t.c. However, parallel to these separate

books with thematic study of Qur'anic topics also came to surface like At-Tibyan fi

Uloom Al Qur'an by Ibn Qiyyrm, book on Majaz A1 Qur'an by Abu Ubaidah,

Mufradat Al Qur'an by As-Fahani e.t.c. A11 these books and the likes of them would

trace a particular topic through and through The Qur'an discussing the resulting

totalities and universals in detail. Today, if one takes a look at the recent scholarships

in the ieaming centers of the Islamic world where Islam is still taught along the

traditional lines, one would find a great emphasis being laid on thematic exegesis of

The Qur'an.

To say that thematic study is non-existent is traditional Islamic scholarship

and the only form of exegesis that is carried is the linear atomistic approach (which is

also not so linear as explained above) is a great injustice to a major portion of
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scholariy work done and is still being done and that too by the same people regarded

as 'traditional'.

2,1.2 Qur'an is a response to Arab moral and social situation

Another betief on part of the two writers is that Qur'an is God's response to

the social and moral situation in Arabia. It was revealed as an answer to a specific

social and historical back ground and hence should be interpreted as specific to them.

Amina Wadfid quotes Fazlul-Rehman words:

"Qur'an is the divine response, through the Prophet's mind, to the moral-

social situation of the Prophet's Arabia... The Qur'an and the genesis of the Islamic

community occurred in the light of history and against a social-historical

background. The Qur'an is a response to that situation, and for the most part it

consists of moral, religious, and social pronouncements that respond to specific

problems confronted in concrete historical situations... "'I

She firther says:

"Some of the greatest restrictions on women, causing them much harm, have

resulted.from interpreting Qur'anic solutions for particular problems as if they were

univ ers al p rincipl es. " 2

Barlas adds to the concept by saying:

"Conservatives theorize the Qur'dn's universalism (transhistoricity) by

dehistoricizing the Qur'dn itself, and/or by viewing its teachings ahistorically. This is

because they believe that historicizing the Qur'dn's contexts means also historicizing

its contents, thereby undermining its sacred and universal character. In this view,

1 - Amina: Pg 58.

2 -rbid:P9126.
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time becomes either incidental or irrelevant to explaining or understanding the

Qur'dn, which is why conservatives often do not contextualize its teachings."l

Let us begin by analyzing the intended audience for the message of The

Qur'an as per The Qur'an itself:

ln Suratul Ambiyaa, God saYs:

1;o.;lv"u.*r$t!,o:,ti vg

"And We have not sent you, [O Muhammad], except aS a mercy to the

worlds."2

This verse clearly states that The Prophet was sent as a mercy for all the

worlds; not just the Arabs. This means the entire world is the audience.

ln another place, The Qur'an states:

l43i | * "ri 
q.i *tr e Li !'r#.i 81 U :it ,'&3\';ifirtb tlt grsir> 

:

OF; bLqt eD e'i\ # 4'*

"Suy, "What thing is gleatest in testimony?"Say, "God is witness between me

and you. And this Qur'an was reveaied to me that I may warn you thereby and

whomever it reaches"3

This verse shows that The Prophet's job was to warn the people, not just those

who were his direct audience but also all those to whom this Qur'an reaches. This

includes everyone who will ever come across this book till the Day of Judgment.

Another verse that supports the same:

1 - Asma: Pg 50.

2(Al-Anbiyaa:107)

3(Al-Ann'aam:19)
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b.;, * #i i g',:t ?i iyS $, :iS oF, i :9, *; 61} edrt"3i 4So

G.ilr eb-i,s{$te

u'And thus We have revealed to you an Arabic Qur'an that you may wam the

Mother of Cities [i.e. Makkah] and those around it[i.e. all other people] and warn of

the Day of Assernbly, about which there is no doubt. A party will be in Paradise and a

party in the Blaze."l

There is not a single place in The Qur'an where God has addresses the Arabs

only. In fact, there are only three main forms of address used by God:

l) O you who believe (the most common of all ad&esses)

2) O mankind/chil&en of Adam

3) O ProPhet

The only exceptions are:

1) God's address to particular audience in a story such as O Adam and O

Bani Israel

2) O people of intellect

3) O people of the Book

4) O The Jinns and The Mankind

5) O Disbelievers

None of the addresses, however, indicates that The Arabs were the only nation

addressed in that verse. The two verses, (As-Shoora:7) and (Al-An'aam:92), which

say that The Prophet was sent to The Mother of the Cities (which is interpreted as

l(As- Shuraa:7)
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Makkah) and whoever is around it also do not specify what is meant by 'around it'

since that can practically mean the whole worldl . It should also be noted that

whenever God intended to address a particular nation he used a form address specific

to them like O people of the book and O Bani Israel. The very idea that other prophets

were sent to a particular nation and Prophet Mohammad was sent for all mankind

negates the proposition that The Qur'an is a'divine response... to the moral-social

situation of Prophet's Arabia'. While such a supposition might be true is case of

nations who received prophets specific to them it cannot be applied to a book sent for

universal guidance. And if it is argued that the guidance and the principles implicit in

it are universal but the rulings or pronouncements are specific to Arabs, then that is

negated by following similar syntactical structures within The Qur'an, a method

considered by both the writers as vital to their hermeneutic model. Whenever God

intended a ruling to be specific He specified that Himeself.

"uy+l'ai73 ixa

,*e ^itr;6i w q- ek u,t'A*i $ dt a+V')i a) siri (l t#t4:>

b?a dt q$e ygo eJ,.e VgS *rW qsi 4]"c ;;t:i3

"o Prophet, indeed we have made lawful to you your wives to whom you

have given their due compensation and those your right hand possesses from what

God has returned to you fofcaptives] and the daughters of your patemal uncles and the

daughters of your paternal aunts and the daughters of your maternal uncles and the

.322 tr,2V.Ayl:i..LJl .6r.,s - +lJl ' ,'<ll -rb ,l* cri].ill u .)-Jl
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daughters of your maternal aunts who emigrated with you and a believing woman if

she gives herself to the Prophet [and] if the Prophet wishes to marry her, [this is] only

for you, excluding the [other] believers. We certainly know what we have made

obligatory upon them concerning their wives and those their right hands possess, fbut

this is for you] in order that there will be upon you no discomfort [i.e., difficulty].

And ever is God Forgiving and Merciful."r

lJt 'P '$3';:r$ & d,.,r.r;jr q'bq

rl'j

"O wives of the Prophet, whoever of you should commit a clear immorality -

for her the punishment would be doubied two fold., and ever is that, for God, easy."2

Since the audience is explicitly deciared to be the entire world, there has to be

a clear and explicit evidence to declare an injunction particular to Arabs or to any

individual.The traditional scholars do not dehistoricize The Qur'an nor do they

overlook the context in which it was revealed. The knowledge of 'Asbab an-Nuzul'

(occasions of reveiation) is considered necessary for an exegete for the very reason

that context should not be overlooked in order to fully understand meaning. The

context, however, represents the environment in which the ideal application was

demonstrated by The ProPhet.

The reason why the scholars view The Qur'an as outside time is rooted

nowhere except within The Qur'an:

L:: b Ap <7e> g'S;t 1tu" rI 178y ,Fr lq e 07) rf bi;t i9
(,+,6,l

1(Al-Ahzab:50)

2(AI-Ahzab: 30)
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"Indeed, it is a noble Qur'an. In a Register well-protected; None touch it

except the purified [i.e. the angels]. [It is] a reveiation from the Lord of the worlds.l"

The verses say that it is a Qur'an -which means one that is recited-that is kept

safe in a protected book. And it is known fact that The Qur'an was compiled in a book

form after The Prophet passed away. The verses also say that only the pure touch it.

As for The written Qur'an with us everyone has access to it whether pure or impure.

Thus, theQur'an referred to in these verses is not the one that we know which was

compiled in a book form at the time of Abu Bakr. The reference here is to The Qur'an

in Lah e mahfooz:

(bfui e.Wbiy #|h

"But this is an honoured Qur'an. flnscribed] in u pr.r"*ed Slate."2

The Lah e Mafooz is the book with God in which every'thing that is in the

heaven and the earth and everything that is going to happen in them is already written'

Verse 61 in Surat Yunus clearly states that everything that we recite from The Qur'an

is already written in a special book.

t)rbi ttt'rt$ {.* g $t):,b ;y

(Fiqe
"And, [O Muhammad]. you are not [engaged] in any matter or recite any of

the eur,an and you fpeople] do not do any deed except that We are witness over you

when you are involved in it. And not absent from your Lord is any [part] of an atom's

1(Al-Waqiyah: 77-80)

2(Al-Burooj :21 -22)

$ 1. Si eu.t b'i*i $e 2t;ut I
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weight within the earth or within the heaven or fanything] smaller than that or gteater

but that it is in a clear register."l

s.u r$t?i e'iy <3> s!+r '# ** 6"j Ltit, (t <2> #r t$5 <1r r,-r

(*ip
"Ha, Meem. By the clear Book, Indeed, We have made it an Arabic Qur'an

that you might understand. And indeed it is, in the Mother of the Book[ i-e. the

preserved state] with Us, exalted and full of wisdom." (Az-Zvfuuf:l-4)

Why then was the Qur'an sent in parts over a period of 23 years? It is stated in

Suratul Isra:

$.f Lui"ii * ;' ,/61 ,-Pei'P;eti 6i?t>

"And [it is] a Qur'an which We have separated [by intervals] that you might

recite it to the people over a prolonged period. And We have sent it down

progressively."2

;Wi Lwy tsr$ y,4 ,!t!i;7te u* ';i-,i't * :1, $i t:F U"!t JvC I

"And those who disbelieve say, "Why was the Qur'an not revealed to him all

at once?" Thus [it is] that We may strengthen thereby your heart. And We have

spaced it distinctly."3

It was not a response to a specific situation; rather God chose specific

occasions to illustrate and highlight the message contained in it and to help the people

relate to it more closelY.

1(Yunus:61)

2(Al-Isra:106)

3(Al-Furqan:32)
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2.1.2 Misplaced status of Arabic language

The view of the two writers about Arabic language also needs some attention.

They are of the view that there is nothing divine about the Arabic language. With

regard to the reason why Arabic was chosen as a language of revelation, Asma Barlas

says:

"(T)he Qur'dn also comments on its own revelation in Arabic and clarifies

that it is in Arabic because the Prophet was an Arab; God wanted the Arabs, to whom

no 'warner' had been sent before, to understand and heed God's teachings, and God

wanted to make the Qur'an easyfor them to understand and remember."l

As for Amina Wadiid, she finds the Arabic language to be ineffective in

conveying God's message. She believes the gendered nature of the language is a

iimitation which creates problems in expressing divine ideas as they are beyond the

realm of gender.2

First of all, The Qur'an does not explicitly state anywhere that the reason for

sending it in Arabic is because The Prophet was an Arab or that God wanted to make

the message easier for the Arabs as no warner had been sent to them. It is an inference

on part of Barlas which is not supported by any evidence. Following are the two

verses from which she seems to have drawn her conclusion:

i*4...-')t ,/t ;!"f .# 9,'e & .i.u.Pt ;i &t.r.EAt 91PV.Lt'-)

633

"Ya, Seen. By the wise Qur'an. Indeed you, [O Muhammad], are from among

the messengers. On a straight path. [This is] a revelation of the Exalted in Might, the

1 -Pg 17.

2-Pg13.

('o/!lv ;'* 'eSol ':*i u
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Merciful, That you may warn a people whose forefathers were not warned, so they are

unaware."l

,u3 djlt,a)AJ #i { g"*ir :*a, *9 eiy *3i d]J..S,

Letr ebjj ilt e

"And thus We have revealed to you an Arabic Qur'an that you may warn the

Mother of Cities [i.e., Makkah] and those around it[i.e. all other people] and warn of

the Day of Assembly, about which there is no doubt. A party will be in Paradise and a

party in theBlaze."2

The first verse tells us that this book, The Qur'an, has been sent down to warn

a nation that has not been warned before and Barlas interprets it to be Arabs. Arabs,

however, did get warned before. In fact, Quraysh the leading tribe of Arabs trace their

lineage from Ismael, the son of Ibrahim, both of whom were prophets. However,

Abrahim and Ismael iived a long time back and their way of life was forgotten by the

Arabs. So, this verse most probably refers to a warning that is still remembered by the

people due to its proximity in time which was the case applicable to Arabs as they had

forgoffen Abrahamic ways and teachings over the passage of time. However, this does

not rule out other nations who also received warners but they had forgotten the

message as well just like the Arabs3. It practically includes allpagannations.

The second verse relates that a Qur'an in Arabic was revealed so that the

Prophet could warn the mother of cities and whoever is around it. It has already been

discussed above that whoever, is around the mother of cities practically includes the

whole world. This interpretation is fuither supported by verses of The Qur'an such as:

1 (Yaseen:1 -6)

2(As- Shuraa:7)

3 - .159 tr,7 €.irr;a - qr,JFJl SlJ:ll et rl Jlr((i982 :*.i.1r.ll) .'iL* i) s ..p s grLJl r eJl *:Yr,r;Sl u. tjsll !l-,1. ..lt elJl gE ll :t^l-rl



tdi u",y>q*&tP'g$t u1$ ;c1$g qgr;,:)r eLLi il q$t j*, A as'

"Say, [O Muhammad], "O mankind, indeed I am the Messenger of God to you

all, [from Him] to whom belongs the dominion of the heavens and the earth. There is

no deity except Him; He gives iife and causes death." So believe in God and His

Messenger, the unlettered prophet, who believes in God and His words, and follow

him that you may be guided."l

There is another verse of The Qur'an that sheds fuither light on the matter:

U; gq.it-;*,tr e Sf1. Et3 ,i' .'./,$t l:')r * i, .'.l+/tAr L;, 1';A iy1

GeF y,$:€u W oi'i.o :a,*$ ;2,r.

"And indeed, it [i.e., the Qur'an] is the revelation of the Lord of the worlds.

The Trustworthy Spirit [i.e., Gabriel] has brought it down. Upon your heart, [O

Muhammad] - that you may be of the warners. ln a clear Arabic ianguage. And

indeed, it is [mentioned] in the scriptures of former peoples. And has it not been a

sign to them that it is recognizedby the scholars of the Children of Israel? And even if

We had revealed it to one among the foreignersfi.e., the non-Arabs or those who are

not fluent in the Arabic language. lAnd he had recited it to them fperfectly], they

would [still] not have been believers in it."2

This verse tells us that The Qur'an was revealed to the Prophet so that he

could become a warner in a clear Arabic language. The verse further states that if it

had been revealed to the Non-Arabs, they would not have believed it. Why? Because

1(Al-a'raf:1 58)

2(As-Shu'ara: 1 92- 1 99)
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they could not understand Arabic language. This shows that (one of) the reasons why

the Arab nation was chosen for revelation was because The Qur'an was in Arabic and

not the other way around as stipulated by Barlas. This interpretation is further

supported by the fact that The Qur'an was present in its Arabic form in Lah e

Mahfooz (a discussion that has already passed) way before its revelation.

Let us come to what Amina Wadfld says about the Arabic language.

According to Wadfld, Arabic language is inherently flawed due to its gendered nature

and this delimitation prevents it from expressing ideas that are not gendered. I will

relate here three verses from The Qur'an that talk about The Qur'an being in Arabic:

Ot-w- ?;il.*f {'iy'iui Ub3 ,q .€9 &'1 'c A"f)
"[This is] a revelation from the Entirely Merciful, the Especially Merciful -A

Book whose verses have been detailed, an Arabic Qur'anfi.e.revealed in Arabic

language] for a people who know."l

*7 tty La;i 65

"lndeed, We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur'an( i.e. revealed in Arabic

language) that you might understand."2

O&"#e€t **76;,
"[It is] an Arabic Qur'an, without any devian ce tUattthey might become

oiry#

Q tia;,iii'+,tax- 
aqt

--l
nghteous.''

ogf bq $i5 L.*bi all & ii{,r>

G)r
"And We certainly know that they say, "It is only a human being who teaches

him [i.e., the Prophet]." The tongue of the one they refer to is foreign, and this

[recitation i.e., Qur'an] is tin] a clear Arabic language."a

tqytu"

I (Fussilat:2-3)

2(Yusuf:2)

3(Az-Zumur:28)

4(An-Nahl:103)
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One cannot help but notice that in all these verses, whenever God describes

The Qur'an, He describes it as an Arabic Qur'an and this description is followed by

one or another positive attributes or reasons:

1)

2)

3)

4)

for a people who know

that you might understand

that they might become righteous

a clear Arabic language.

ln fact, in the last of these verses, God clearly states a virtue that Arabic has

over other ianguages and that is that it is clear! One must also not forget that one of

the strongest aspects of the miraculous nature of The Qur'an is the language. It is the

beautiful and extraordinary usage of the language that, when recited upon the Arabs,

who were proud masters of eloquence and poetry, mesmerized them. Even those who

never accepted Islam state that it cannot be the work of a man. After all, it is the word

of the Creator of this universe!

Hence, to say that there is no link between the language that has been

preferred by God over other languages to convey His message and which has,

moreover, been worded by Him in a way that even the choice of a words, ttre

syntactical order of the sentences and the recitation affects the meaning, is quite

illogical.

2.2 Views of Asma Barlas

2.2.1T ext and Textualities

Barlas has carried out extensive discussion on texts and textualities,

intertextualities and extratexualities. She criticizes the stance of traditional Muslim

scholars on all these and the way they deal with them. She believes this is what is

causing problems in their reading of The Qur'an. Barlas defines theses terms as:
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"By texts I mean "any discourse fixed b1; writing"; b1t textualities, how a text

is read (modes of reading); by intertextuality, the internal relationships of texts ta one

another; and by extratextuality, the contexts of reading. "l

Each of the four issues shall be discussed separately in the same order as

discussed by the author. First the view of the author will be presented and then an

analysis of that view shall follow.

L- Texts:

i) According to Barlas, even though the status of The Qur'an is that of a sacred core

text, access to its teachings is mediated by other reiigious text such as Tafsrr and

Ahadith. The Qur'an as divine discourse and its earthly realization involves

interpretative processes and "it is the interpretive process, both imprecise and

incomplete , that is open to critique and histori cization, not revelation itself."2 This

relationship is illustrated as follows:

1:tre flrol:tlet'$ rrlin*l

l -Pg31

2 -Pg34

Ze
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:>x
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Barlas also comments on the polysemic nature of Qur'anI:

Like other texts, the Qur'an also is open to variant readings since each Ayah

can be interpreted dffirently... (and thus Qur'an) "cannot be expected 'to deliver a

single authoritative usage"'. Moreover, the dffirent conditioning, cultures of authors

and readers, dffirences in education and prejudice also plalts a role in yielding

dffirent interpretations of The Qur'an. The polyvalent nature of the text is not

however considered a reasonfor concern as it is the "ability to yield new meanings to

new generations of Muslims that the Qur'dn remains a living and universal

force."The Qur'an, on the other hand is its own. primary arbiter and thus extra

Qur'anic sources should not be used to limit the meanings of The Qur'an as is done

by traditional scholars through Tafstr and Ahatrtth. Misogyryt and bias against

women stems from the use of these two sources as intetpreters of The Qur'an.

Analysis:

Barlas seems to be afflicted with compound misconceptions. She regards texts that

have been fixed in writing to be: Qur'an, Had-rth and Tafsr. It is surprising that a fact

which is known by any student of Islamic Studies is that Qur'an and Hadrth are the

only two sacred texts regarded by the Musiims. Any other text is neither considered

sacred nor fixed. As for Tafslr, it is an individual's effort to uncover the meanings of

The Qur'an. In the effort to do so, he takes help from Qur'an, HadTth, Arabic

language and his own intellect i.e. he does Ijtihad provided that he has all the

necessary skills. No matter how excellent his work may be, it is still regarded his

individual effort and is not considered divine in any way. The only TafsIr that is

l -Pg35.
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considered so is that of Prophet Mohammad and that Tafsr is part of the HadTth. It is

only Qur'an and authentic Had1th that has he status of Texts is Islam.1

ii) Barlas also expresses her opinion on the concept of divine revelation and its

earthly realization. She considers the earthiy reahzation as three processes removed

away from the Divine Discourse.

Analysis:

While this might be true of Bible (New Testament) which has actually been wriuen by

humans according to their perceptions of the message of Christ, it can not in any way

be appiied to The Qur'an. It has been explained above in the light of Qur'anic verses

that The Qur'an that we have in our hands is exactly the same as the archetypal

Qur'an in 'Loh e Mehfooz'. A very obvious fact that Barlas has got wrong is that

Divine Discourse was revealed to The Prophet's mind while The Qur'an expiicitly

says:

"And indeed, it [i.e., the Qur'an] is the revelation of the Lord of the worlds.

The Trustworthy Spirit [i.e., Gabriel] has brought it down. Upon your heart, [O

Muhammadl - that you may be of the warners."2

How did Barlas mistake the word 'Qalb' with mind is beyond understanding

since in science as well as philosophy the two are considered separate? After

receiving the revelation on his heart, The Prophet recited from his heart verbatim what

God had revealed therein. On the third stage, The Prophet had it written down in front

of him by more than one scribe. These scribes after writing would read it out loud to

1 - Dr. Mahmood Ahmed Ghazi. Introduction to the principles of Usul of Jurisprudence, Part 2, pg 9-11

2(As-Shu' araa: 1 92-1 94)



the Prophet to make sure there are no mistakes in the written version. In this light, the

claim that interpretative processes have taken place between the archetypal Qur'an

and its written version seems more like an accusation that has no evidence to support

it. If the Qur'an in our hands is different from the archetypal Qur'an and has had

human interpretation woven in to it, in view of Barlasl, then it should not be used by

Barlas as a source for her claims or for any kind of derivation of Islamic principles. It

shouid have the same status as HadTth and Tafsrr as far as her hermeneutic model is

concerned. God has not just taken the responsibility of preserving the Qur'an, but also

its compilation and explanation, a verse that shall be discussed later in more detail.

(Al-Qiyamah:19)

iii) Regarding the potential interpretation of verses, Barlas beiieves that 'each

ayah can be interpreted differently' and thus 'cannot be expected to deliver a single

authoritative meaning'.

Analysis:

Again, lack of in depth knowledge of The Qur'anic text and Arabic ianguage on part

of Barlas becomes apparent as verses in the Qur'an, with regard to interpretation, can

be divided in to two categories:

1) Qat'iyuddalalah(iJYrll *,X): those verses that can carry one and only

one possible meaning. For example:

I - This view has been quoted from Muhammad Arkoun's work, Rethinking Islam: Commom quesrions. uncorrunon answers.

1994,Pg36.



9} li w' t*i
"And for you is half of what your wives leave if they have no child. But if they

have a child, for you is one fourth of what they leave, after any bequest they fmay

have] made or debt. And for them [i.e., the wives] is one fourth if you leave no child.

But if you ieave a chiid, then for them is an eighth of what you leave, after any

bequest you [may have] made or debt. And if a man or woman leaves neither

ascendants nor descendants but has a brother or a sister, then for each one ofthem is a

sixth. But if they are more than two, they share a third, after any bequest which was

made or debt, as long as there is no detriment [caused]. [This is] an ordinance from

God, and God is Knowing and Forbearing."'

g,-'ir bss 1ir b{4 &$ei &wi &tyii &ns{*Wi &* 4?)

v* e,#t&.no
'u-{t'g.si WS ?<.*

1;iit 1i ttir*n::l ;,{.i*i s
"Prohibited to you [for marriage] are your mothers, your daughters, your

sisters, your father's sisters, your mother's sisters, your brother's daughters, your

sister's daughters, your fmilk] mothers who nursed you, your sisters through nursing,

your wives'mothers, and your step-daughters under your guardianship [born] of your

wives unto whom you trrave gone in. But if you have not gone in unto them, there is no

sin upon you. And [also prohibited are] the wives of your sons who are from your

l(An-Nisa:12)
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[own] loins, and that you take [in marriage] two sisters simultaneously, except for

what has already occurred. lndeed, God is ever Forgiving and Merciful."l

w! ts;st * N\ tA irS Lt x- :A ,4i 4t 6 F:s , !ix-"bt *-,1 ut

$$o

"lndeed, God does not forgive association with Him, but He forgives what is

less than that for whom He wilis. And he who associates others with God has

certainly fabricated a tremendous sin."2

(;i )iitt _d Jr)

"Say, "He is God, fwho is] One."3

These are just a few examples of Qat'iyudallah. They carry only and only one

meaning in them. Now, if one may ask how does any of these verses be interpreted

differently and how come their meaning be non-authoritative except to someone who

does not know Arabic?lAs for the example of 'bismillah ar-rahman ar-rahim' that she

has referred as being rendered in six different ways by exegetes is also misplaced

since the work she has quoted from by Dr. Mushirul Haq is 'Translating the eur'an:

Human longing for knowing God's mind' and it is obvious from the title that it is

about ffanslations of The Qur'an and not about Tafsrr. In translations, the phrase has

been rendered in different ways. However, all of the translations are efforts by

individuais to convey the world of meanings the phrase has in Arabic and all the

difforent translations are not mutually exclusive so as to render them different.

1(An-Nisa :23)

2(An-Nisa:48)

3(Al-Ikhlas:l )

a

illtt-/

79



as Qur'an because what makes Qur'an beyond doubt i.e. its transmission as Mutawatir

also makes the Hadlth transmitted in this manner beyond doubt. How can one sanctify

a word said by a man and reject another when both have similar authenticity?? One

cannot believe in the word of God without believing and accepting the word of His

prophet because it the same tongue that vocaiizes both the words and it is the same

tongue that is telling that such and such is the word of God!

2- Tafslr:

While defuring Tafsir Asma Barlas relates from Burton that: "TafsIr remains

an "abstract, theoretical, intellectual" and essentially literary activity"l reducing

Tafsrr to an impractical activity that is good enough only as a piece of literature.

Analysis:

The word Tafsr is from 'fasr' which literally means 'to uncover'. Linguistically it is

used to make something clear and to explain it in detail2. As a religious terminology it

means: a science that explores The Qur'an in an effort to ascertain the intended

meaning of God to the best of human abilities3. It includes the following aspectsa:

l) The method of delivery of words i.e. their correct pronunciation as taught

by The Prophet.

Lexical meaning of the words.

Study of the structure of words and their compounds in the tight of their

etymology and semantics.

1 - Asma Barlas, Pg 38.

2 - 3rr,26,e.il1ilt irilll .LrLllslsir 
s+Hl sJrJl s-r& i,Jt^,(a1367 :ipJr;;U;rlr 7.1LJr .o , - l,OlJll 

a_r!r d Otill &lj.
3 - ibid

4 - Muhammad Taqi UthmIni, 340-341

2)

3)
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4)

s)

Grammatical analysis of the syntactical structures.

The ultimate meaning of the verses with due consideration to the

background of the verses and the Ahadith in that particular regard.

Knowledge of other sciences and discipiines is also used to shed light on

the meaning where needed. The sciences that are associated with the Tafsrr

of Qw'an include knowledge of:

Chronology and occasions of revelation.

Abrogated verses.

The verses revealed in Makkah and Madina.

Qira'at(readings of the Qur'an that have been taught by the Prophet)

Sunnah of The Prophet and AhadIth.

The miraculous aspect of the Qur'an.

i)

ii)

iii)

iv)

v)

vi)

All these sciences are tools to uncover the message of God in The Qur'an so

as to lead our lives and built our societies according to His instructions. A science that

aims to discover how the creator of this universe wants His creation to built up the

human civilization is not just an abstract, theoretical, literary piece of work!! It is the

highest form service to the humanity.The knowledge of all the sciences given above

promotes a better understanding of The Qur'an as it helps the exegete understand the

text in its historical context while getting access to those meanings that relate to his

era. This leads us to another misconception.

ii) Initially Tafs|r began "as an oral tradition of Hadlth transmission" .founded

on the opinions of exegetes.' However, with time it came to be confused with The

Qur'an and thus to be given a suprahistorical status. Tafstr also became the peg on

which "sectarian and scholastic theologians were able to hang their own doctrines"
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(Poonawala). The confusion of Qur'an with TafsTr goes back as early as the classical

period.' An example is given that of Al-Tabari wlto would "introduce each of his

commentaries with the formula 'God says .' postulating implicitly the perfect

equation of exegesis with the intended meaning and, of course, with the semantic

content of the words in each verse.''1

Analysis:

Tafsr did start as an oral tradition of HadIth transmission since in the

beginning the only form of 'Tafsrr was Tafsrr bil ma'thoor'. When HadIth started

being compiied around the end of the frst century, Tafsr of The Prophet and sayings

of his companions regarding the explanation of Qur'anic verses were gathered in a

separate chapter of the HadIth books. A11 that these scholars did was to gather every

HadIth they had in their knowledge and organize them in to chapters. The only part

opinion had to play is in the categonzation of the Ahad-rth and how to organize them.

The HadIth experts always had a set of rules upon which they would accept or reject

Ahad-rth. These were not based on personal and subjective opinions. They were set up

with thorough objectivity (as will be explored later) and were applied on every HadIth

to make sure it is authentic. The exegetes during the era before the compilation of

HadIth was complete around late third century would expound The Qur'an in the light

of whatever AhadTth were available to them (which were not all the Ahadrth as

available to us now). This became the chief reason of difference of opinion among

great scholars like heads of the four schools of thought in jurisprudence.

However, Tafsrr of the Qur'an, even by The Prophet, was never at any time

confused with the text of The Qur'an. Only 'Mutawatir' HadIth of The Prophet, as

explained earlier, is given a similar status but that too only in the context of legal

I -Asma Barlas. pg 39
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injunctions because he was not just a moral teacher but a law giver as well and he did

not speak anything except what God approval. In fact, if he took action that was not

according to God's wishes then He would immediately send down verses correcting

his actions and even at times reprimanding him. As for the sayings of the companions

of the Prophet in the books of Ahadrth, they are clearly distinguished from the sayings

of The Prophet.

Emphasis on different aspects in the work of scholars of different eras has

been placed in accordance to the religious and social needs of the time. During the era

of the Prophet these sciences did not exist in the form of disciplinesl. It is with the

passage of time and the expansion of the Musiim world that the need to do Tafsrr in

order to cater to the needs of the new audience who did not know Arabic and had not

lived the era of the revelation nor were they aware of the teachings of the Prophet and

his Sunnah. The need also arose from the onslaught of foreign ideologies which came

with the new audience in order to know what guidance God has given regarding them.

That is why we see that the method of doing Tafsr has been changing over time. As

mentioned eariier, it was only around the time of Al-Tabari that complete verse by

verse Tafstr of The Qur'an started. After the ciassical period and the compilation of

HadTth (4th century), there did come a period of stagnation, as is observed by Az-

Zahabi2. During this period,, original works were rarely produced by Muslims. Instead

they elaborated on the works of great scholars before them and wrote commentaries

on their works or even commentaries on their commentaries. It was even claimed that

the door of Ijtihad had closed. This period of stagnation coincided with the stagnation,

in fact disintegration of the Abbasid Empire. The great contributions of the Muslims

to all fields of life, not just in religion, took place during this golden period of their

I - Muhammad Taqi Uthmani, pg 339

2 _ l1l_109ir,r..:-: ".Lltr r|-iil. Jnl

84



history. This period of stagnation was marked by 'Taqlid'. Barlas is right in saying

that with time Tafsrr acquired a super-historical status and became the peg on which

"sectarian and schoiastic theologians were able to hang their own doctrines".

However, she has got her timeiine a bit too wrong as this phenomenon took place in

the period of stagnation that has just been described and not during the classical

period as claimed. The example of Al-Tabari that has been quoted is a big lie

attributed to the great Imam Al-Tabari as he does not "introduce each of his

commentaries with the formula 'God says", he introduces it in the following way:

"...:aJi &^fi C rjrill"Which means: what has been said in explanation of (so

and so) ayat. ln fact, for every narration that Al-Tabari has quoted, he has related the

complete chain of narrators leading up to the person who said it. Can a person who

was so conscious of what he attributes to people, attribute something to God??!

Scholars like Khatib Al Baghdadi (d.463AH), Imam Ghazali (d .505AH), Al-

Juwayni(478 AH), Fakhruddin Al-Razi (d.606 All), Az-Zahabi (d.487 AH), Ibn Al-

Jawzi(d.597AH),Ibn Rushd(d.595 AH),Ibn Arabi(Ibn Hajar A1-Asqalani(d.852AH),

Jalaluddin Al-Suyuti(d.91lAH), Ahmad al-Faruqi as-Sirhindi(d.l034AH), were able

to rise above their contemporary stagnation and think originally.

3)Hadith:

The section about HadTth is full of claims that have not been substantiated by

examples.

i) Barlas had taken the definition of Hadith from the Goldziher. She relates that:
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"While hadlth is an oral report derived from, or ascribed to, the Prophet, the

Sunnah is a compendium of practical religious or legal rules regardless of "whether

or not there exists an oral tradition for it" (Goldziher). "1

Analysis:

HadIth is every saying, action, tacit approval or characteristic that is attributed

to The Prophet and Sunnah is the same, the only minor difference being that Sunnah

is based upon more than one different narration while HadIth can be based on only

one authentic narration as wel1.2 However, both the Sunnah and the HadIth have to be

backed up by oral tradition! There has to be authentic narrations proving *tat a

particular saying, action, approval or characteristic belongs to the Prophet. What was

the need of taking a definition so basic and important to the issue from an orientalist

who is known for his biased study of HadIth and whose claims have been refuted by

many Muslim scholars and in the most academic manner?3 The least Barlas could

have done is to take her definitions from those who defined them in the frst place i.e.

the Muslims!

ii) Regarding the development of the Hadith, Barlas says:

"Theorists "view most of the collection as resulting from 'the religious,

historical and social development of Islam during the .first two centuries'

scholars and political rulers tt'ied to achieve this goal not by imposing a

uniform or monolithic reading of Islam or the Prophet's Sunnah on the people,

but by incorporating into the rubric of Islam existing ideas, discourses, and

I - Asma Barlas. Pg 43.

2 - Siddiuui. Dr.Muhammad Saeed, Usool Al Fiqh:Sunnah,Shari'ah Academy, Intemational Islamic University,lslamabad. 2002.

pg 15

3 - , :- ll el+Ll +,rll ll 6.-"...!Lill cr^-!l "+' ; aiirl :*.i,U+i ;:Jl ,y to+i A.-r cri!.i,, ; -_.-; x.; if iri eilJl e.l_r -s .l;Ji ; G:l

; ,r$ll 4j.JL,. :r''-ll
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practices, including some that were in tension with and even contradicted the

Qur'anic teachings."t

Analysis:

Every naration attributed to the Prophet is supported by a chain of narrators

whose biographies and extents of reliability in narration of HadTth has been

investigated and recorded by scholars. The poiitical, social and religious development

did instigate a whole iiterature of Ahad-rth that was attributed to the Prophet to serve

religious and poiitical goals. Moreover, Judaic traditions (the major source of

misogpistic narrations) also spread among Muslims and some even found their way

in to the books of Tafsrr. The Hadlth scholars, however, never incorporated them in to

the rubric of Islam. In fact, from the very inception of this phenomenon? they reacted

immediately and became very cautious from who they take the AhadIth. They no

longer accepted just anyone's narration. They accepted only those narrations whose

chain of narrators was well known and reliable. Eventually even separate books were

compiied containing fabricated and weak Ahadith and narrations from the Judaic

traditions in order to facilitate the seekers of knowledge. Today any student of Isiamic

studies has access to allthe authentic Ahadith as well as weak and fabricated ones due

to the efforts of the ciassical scholars. That is why; it is of utmost importance that

anyone who wants to doTafslr of The Qur'an has in depth knowledge of Had-rth so

that he is not deceived by the unauthentic narrations that happen to be in some books

of TafsIr. As for the books of Tafsrr, that contain weak, fabricated or Judaic traditions,

later scholars of this Ummah have studied them and pointed out every such narration

and purified these works of their shortcomings.

l -Pg44
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iii) About Shariah Barias believes that:

"Even the Shart'ah was formulated not by adhering strictly to the Qur'dn, or

by imposing a uniform legal code on diverse cultures, but bv absorbing into the

principles of jurisprudence ( fiqh) doctrines on which there was communal

accord but which were sometimes irreconcilable with the Qur'an 's

precepts. "l

Analysis:

Regarding HadIth and Shariah, it has been said that scholars and political

leaders dealt with the diversity of cultures not by imposing a uniform legal code but

by incorporating in to Hadrth and Shariah ideologies, practices and doctrines that

were sometimes irreconcilable with the Qur'anic precepts. Barlas is contradicting the

whole thesis of her book by making such a statement. One the one hand Barlas

contends that the only way The Qur'an can be made to cater to the needs of all times

is by a reconstructions of the values taught by the Qur'an in the historical context of

Arabs. This impiies that the appiication of The Qur'anic teachings cannot be

replicated in our times as our societies differ from the Arab society of that time. If

such is the case, then the new societies that were becoming part of the Musiim empire

were also significantly different from the society in Madina. How can then a uniform

code of law be implemented on all those societies??The reality is that Isiamic Shariah

deals with the application of two types of laws on humans: laws concerning Ibadat

(worship) and laws concerning Mu'amalat (dealings among people). As for the laws

regarding worship, they are universally applied while for the laws regarding dealings

due consideration is given to the acceptable social practices of the society as long as

they donot go against the Qur'anic teachings and principles. ln fact, Imam Abu

I

I

I
I

I - Ibid.
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Hanifa makes Urf(accepted social practices) and Imam Malik makes Masaleh

Mursalah as one of the secondary sources of derivation of Isiamic laws. This is very

much in accordance with the Qur'anic universal:

(.;."jj,t'&,";'!S Hr &,ut
"God intends for you ease and does not intend for you hardship,,l

Hence, it is not the aim of Shariah to impose a sffict uniform code of law

without considering the natural variations in societies. While the differences were

catered to by scholars in their respective geographical locations, it is seen historicaliy

Hanafi school of thought that had its roots in the Iraq was promoted by the Abbasids.

This is as far as the influence of state prevailed over Shariah. It had no influence,

whatsoever, on iiterary, intellectual and theological development of elements in

religion. ln fact, the famous historical dispute between Mu'tazilah, who were

supported by the state and the Ash'riyah school of thought is evidence enough that the

ffue scholars of this Ummah were never overpowered by the state to such an extent as

to lose sight of Haqq (Truth).

iv) Barlas aiso comments on the manner rn which the Ahadith were collected:

"As a result of focusing on the narrator's integriqt rather than on the historical

consistency of the narrative, critics let pass "eyen the loudest anachronisms

provided that the isnad fwail cotrect."2" ... "Muslims must study not just the

Ahadith, but also revelation and the Sunnah historicalll; (his emphasis). As he

says, "If it is historically true, then it is fraught with meaning for us noy,, and,

indeed, for ever". Hence, by refusing to take an historical approach to the

I (Al-Baqara:185)

2 - Quoted from Goldzieher,pg 48.

Li1
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Ahadith, Muslims are ruling out this possibilitv and propagating a "thousand

year-old sacred.folly "t instead. "2

Analysis:

To have accepted such a claim from an orientalist without investigation is a show of

weak academic capabilities on part of Barlas. It is a known fact among students of

HadIth that when a Had-rth is scrutinized, it is not just the 'sanad' that is investigated;

the 'Matn' is also studied. If the 'Matn' contains any discrepancy such as

contradiction with Qur'an or Sunnah, known historical or universal facts or the kind

of language that cannot have been the saying of The Prophet then such a Hadrth is

also rejected.

Musiims have already studied "not just the Ahddith, but also revelation and

the Sunnah historically" and that is why it can be said with conviction that it is not a

"fourteen hundred year old folly".

2.2.2 Intertextualities and Extratextualities

Under this heading, Barlas has carried out a detailed discussion about the role

of Sunnah, Shariah and State in shaping reiigious meaning. According to Barias, all

the three elements pertaining to religion, have played a negative role in the defining

the relations of intertextualities and exffatextualities.

Sunnah:

i) Regarding what Sunnah really constitutes of, Barlas says:

"(M)any of the customaty practices, especially of the Arabs, were incorporated into

the Ahddith and thus into the Prophet's Sunnah since the details of the Sunnah are

I - Quoted from Rahman

2 -Pg49.
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recorded in the Ahadith."... "sunnah zs not a reflection of The prophet,s

praxi...Rather it is a reflection of "the free thinking activie of the early legists of

Islam who had made deductions from the existing Sunna or practice and- most

important of all-had incorporated" into it Byzantine, Arab, Jewish, and persian

elements (Rahman)."1

Analysis:

The word 'sunnah' is derived from the verb ,sanna, which means to

define/establish a path.2 In the Qur'an, the word 'sunnah' is used in the context of the

path the previous nations had trodden whether good or bad, such as:

<:{:iti;. Ut sS y,bhr"$)

"They will not believe in it, while there has already occurred the precedent of

the former peoples."3

(2q& W ;lrrs'ts;r ar.j # b e$t * i*.*i E ;p.ijtr L;,.7

"God wants to make ciear to you [the lawful from the unlawful] and guide you

to the fgood] practices of those before you and to accept your repentance. And God is

Knowing and Wise." (An-Nisa:26)

It has also been used in the context of the path of action that God follows with

His creation:

Ou-# ,ut y:;. ry :tS l:,-t bt* elt G *t U>
"[This is] the established way of God with those who passed on before; and

you will not find in the way of God any change.,,a

1 -P964-65.

2 - 455tr.1989..r_6JlJti,jsll oJc , - -r-.pli!tu rrr.:rl;.,7Jl ;* si,;i!-- p4ly) Lr .:Jl a_. ll

3(Al-Hajr:13)

4(Al-Ahzab:62)
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The Sunnah of the Prophet became sacred not just because he was given the

role to explain and to exemplify The Qur'an but aiso because God declared His

obedience equal to The Prophet's obedience:

O# \i;u'l V

"Just as We have sent among you a messenger from yourselves reciting to

you. Our verses and purifuing you and teaching you the Book and wisdom[his

Sunnah]and teaching you that which you did not know."l

Li g*5ut g;39 r'&"";,t)g t$r U,# j;i v3 # Nt l,q-ref5rg

(Wr?|&ut
"And remember the favor of God upon you and what has been revealed to you

of the Book [i.e., the Qur'an] and wisdom [i.e., the Prophet's Sunnah] by which He

instructs you. And fear God and know that God is Knowing of all things."2

(ali "$,-b lui o jE liS ur Ltbi ib l';,fjt y U)

"He who obeys the Messenger has obeyed God; but those who turn away - we

have not sent you over them as a guardian."3

ur r:i&*v lele '#3i t# \t el iS a))t ,\V Lq

t4 !#a_ ,;, sh{,! eis Jo $47 t|d) ti.t'3: t:'+1 ji;"r2

4.t)a gixt;e 4i qv? d3i i bU

8 4Y, b a;$1 vt)

jyl'&a.lJ t

t iw;*
I (Al-Baqarah: i51)

2{Al-Baqara:231)

3(An-Nisa:80)
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"But no, by your Lord, they will not [truly] believe until they make you, [o

Muhammad], judge concerning that over which they dispute among themselves and

then find within themselves no discomfort from what you have judged and submit in

ffuIl, willing] submission."r

'* vibW

trr+3 :'v # v"ngfu'J:e 6 * dg ,ir"bg iy"jt t#is'irr r;,vi y1

J*")l

"Say, "Obey God and obey the Messenger; but if you turn away - then upon

him is only that tdufy] with which he has been charged, and upon you is that with

which you have been charged. And if you obey him, you will be [rightly] guided. And

there is not upon the Messenger except the fresponsibility for] clear notification."2

The above verses are very clear that The Prophet has a unique status as a

teacher, expounder, and as one who commands obedience. ln fact, The eur'an aiso

states that The Prophet does not speak anything of his own accord. Everything he says

is revelation.

@i ?3 *t #'t't.,tidt e W. u:>

"Nor does he speak from [his own] inclination. It is not but a revelation

revealed"3

All these verses show explicitly the sacredness God has ascribed to The

Prophet and the ways in which his Sunnah is to be taken as an example. In addition,

The Prophet himself had also warned the believers in very severe words of the

outcome of ascribing any lie to him:

1(An-Nisa:65)

2 (An-Noor:54)

3(An-Najm:34)
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(s6rbi:&i'j#W

"Whoever ascribes a lie to me should make his abode Hellfire"

How can a people who rebelled against their tribal and filial affiiiations,

resolved against their strong traditions and bid farewell to their homes and prestige

can then revert to those same traditions after The Prophet's death? These people were

so particular about learning Islam from The Prophet that they would not miss a chance

of being in the Prophet's company if they could help it. If they missed it they would

ask each other what he had said in their absence. The Ashab e Suffa even d.evoted

their lives to study under The Prophet and would not do anything else. The Prophet

had even ordered the Musiims in the famous farewell pilgrimage to convey his

message to those who are absent and had time and agatn told them to convey his

words just as they hear to others who might understand them better.2 For the

companions and their successors, the word HadIth or Sunnah meant the Had-rth and

Sunnah ofThe Prophet only, not anyone else. The very fact that they held it so sacred

denies any claim they would iet anything foreign be included in it. And if there were

some Arab practices that were carried on after advent of Islam and were practiced by

the companions, it was because God did not forbid them! God did not send Islam to

annihilate everytrace of Arab civilization,Islam was sent guide them to the path of

Abraham and guide them to the straight path. If their culture, or for that matter any

culture, contains elements that are not against Islamic principles then it is not required

of Muslims to give up those. The distinction between The Prophet's Sunnah and

practices of other people was so clear among the classical scholars that when the

t - -r,:iti;rr;tr tS.,el42}:.J}Jl);l,lyl gJiri.iyl ..:i g;,ri.ts:4E_;61Jr ;,uojl -,eU,-- u6jt .:-rai,.erti.1lr auyt a5; ;-ii
.58.F te ..2002 - -^ 1422,J;Yr .i,.g",.r.!;Jl ,g-_r:31-r

2- 1402,i313t ;i-gJ1.rli,l-ir_.-l+.1!J_*_d;d..*-)-yl .,.r<.11.(rl3g4:*'ij.jl).,el+-ll ,,r*ot!y'!-J.$-1-yl e-j,iitl ,f \::S.-:,...rr

61-51.r 1e ,(6-:-x) e 1982 - I

, '22 o ../$ i,r.)
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scholars saw that ordinary people have started fabricating Ahadrth, they immediately

reacted and started investigating the authenticity before accepting the Ahadrth. ln fact,

the whole movement of compilation during the second and third centuries revoives

around separating the authentic from the weak AhadTth, fabricated and Judaic

traditions from the Ahadlth of The Prophet. While, there is no denying that just

narrations got incorporated in to the Islamic oral traditional, the distinction between

them was clear near the HadIth specialists and they took the necessary steps to protect

the Prophetic tradition from foreign elements. This misunderstanding of Barlas which

she has quoted from Rahman actually goes back to Golziher whose objections on

Islam, especially HadTth, have proven to be quite baseless by a number of scholarsl.

iD On the relative authority of Qur'an and Sunnah, Barlas comments:

"With time the authorities of The Qur'an and Sunnah were reversed. 'Only after the

third/ninth century did the maxim "[fheJ sunna rules on the Qur'an, but the Qur'an

does not rule on the sunna" gain acceptance among Muslims, being preserved for

posterity in the theory "of consensus (ijma)"(Brown).'... ' Since the Sunnah's content

came to be fixed blt interpreters, the Qur'dn's "applicabilitlt and thus authoriry^

[came to beJ fixed byt the sunnah, the sunnah by [theirJ opinions, and the opinions by

subsequent scholarship". By linking their own authority with that of the Sunnah, and

the Sunnah's authoriQ with that of the Qur'dn, interpreters of sacred knowledge

became its architects instead, reducing, by a series of mediations, Divine Discourse to

their own interpretations of it.'2

1 Some of them are: Ali Hassan Abdul Qadir, Mustafa Siba'I, Muhammad Al-GHazali, Noor ud din Atar,
Muhammad Hasan Jabal, Muhammad Tahir Al-Kurdi, Abdu; Fattah Shilbi, Rashad Muhammad Salim,
Abdullah Abdur Rahman Al-Khateeb.
2 -Pg66.
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Analysis:

This misconception of Barlas, taken from Brown, is not just a grave

misreading of the aphorism but also a misstatement of facts . Ibn Abdul Barr expiains

this aphorism very clearly by saying that it means the Sunnah explains what is meant

by The Qur'anl. Moreover, with the passage of time, the authorities of Qur'an and

Sunnah did not get reversed. ln fact, the importance and authority of Sunnah began to

be neglected. After the fourth century, most of the people considered religious

authorities among their people became obsessed with the Taqleed of their particular

schools of thought so much so that they neglected the role of the Sunnah in Islamic

jurisprudence2.Moreover, the theory is not based in Ijma', it is based in The Qur'an.

The Qur'an specifies very clearly that the job of The Prophet was to explain and

ciarify The Qur'an. The status of Sunnah was understood as such from the very

beginning. The relative status of the four sources of jurisprudence (Qur'an, Hadrth,

Ijma, Qiyas) is agreed upon by scholars of all eras. ln fact. it is exactly this order that

places Ijtihad at the fourth level, that possible human error and subjectivity on part of

an individual is eiiminated since any opinion of an individual has to first past the test

of Qur'anic principles, then HadIth and the agreed upon opinion of all the scholars of

a given era.

iii) Barlas also expresses her views on Ijtihad:

"'Ijtihad refers to a mode of reasoning that allows -fo, "the interpolation of

meaning" by enabling one to determine "the meaning of the revealed text in its

own historical context" and therefore also "how to act in accordance with that

meaning in changed circumstances'' (Sonn). " ' In the beginning Ijtihad and ljma

I -e2000!,q;ilr Jh.q;6_r"j.ll uJ'+:*j J-*)r p'6.,3=:r dcisiJl J6itl rtj,JllggcF.lej+lr

2-263-260 rr,l 6.lJ.,c!+ll .1trrg;JaJt nt ,o.!ouiiltll ,jjrlis



worked together in balance in order to create religious meaning. However, Al-

shafi changed that. 'This move was consummated in al-shafi,s work and

originated, ironicalllt, in his attempt to protect the Sunnah,s authoriy, by

establishing that of the Ahadith on the grounds that the latter represented

communal consensus, ltence God's Wll. Yet, the effects of his ruling were to

reverse the relationship between ljtihad and ljma' by a priori privileging ljma'.

As the outcome of critical thinking (Ijtihad), consensus (Ijma,) could be

progressive; as the means for proscribing it, however, consensus could only

foster a tradition based in "theological censorship" (Moazzam),. ,Muslims

must revive lifihAd-Ijma', both because ljtihdd is the "central hermeneutic" of

Islamic reasoning and jurisprudence (Sonn ), and because the ljma' inherited

from the past rests on an outmoded and thin consensus ofjurists, not a consensus

of thewhole community, and certainly not of the women in the communities of

Islam. "'1

Analysis:

Barlas had taken the definition of Sonn2 to explain Ijtihad. This, however, represents a

limited picture of the process of Ijtihad. Muslim scholars define and practice Ijtihad as

a process by which the mujtahid utilizes all his faculties and knowledge in order to

derive a legal injunction regarding a practical issue3. This Ijtihad is based on the

principles present in The Qur'an and Sunnah and the examples in them.As for Ijmah,

l- Pg68.

2-lamara Sonnis anAmericanacademicwho specializes inlslamicandreligious sodies. She is currently the Hamad Bin

Khalifa Al-Thani Professor in the History of Islam at Georgetown university. she was previously Kenan professor of
Religion and Humanities at the College of William & Mary

3 - 227rr.gE"L5Jr -+:r
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it is defined as the consensus of the mujtahids if an era on a particular issuel. The very

definition of the two processes shows that they work together. There is no Ijma,

without the process of Ijtihad. How can then they have worked together in the

beginning and then later stop working together?! Shafii changed nothing about the

relationship of the two. He just the boundaries between the four sources more clear.

Ijma' always had a place higher than Ijtihad. The era of the Sahaba is the biggest

witness of it. Whenever Abu Bakr and Omar(r.a.), the first two caliphs of Islam, faced

a new issue they would gather the prominent companions who were known for their

knowledge of The Qur'an and Sunnah, each of whom would give his own Ijtihad and

whatever they all agreed upon was implemented. What Al-Shafii said was that the

very fact that Sahaba agreed upon an issue meant it was based on a definite source of

evidence otherwise one or the other was bound to disagree2. It should also be noted

that Ijma in the true sense of the word only took place during the era of the rightly

guided caliphs. After this, agreement of scolars in particular geographical areas has

taken place but Ijma of the Ummah has not been achieved since then. It is thus the

Ijma of Sahaba particularly that later generation narrated,and acted upon.

The possibility of such a consensus as being wrong is ruled out because such a

large number of Mujtahids could not have agreed upon something that had even the

slightest possibitity of doubt in it. It was not an 'outmoded and thin consensus, as

claimed; it was based on the most up to date sources of revelation i.e. The eur,an and

the Sunnah of The Prophet and it was based upon agreement of all companions of The

Prophet, even the women 3 . omar (r.a) would gather all the people of Madina

(including women) and take their opinion upon the issue and would even send for

I - Aril Dr Mahmood Al-Hassan. Usululfiqh: Ijma,.Sharia Academy, IIU1,2002, pg 10.

2 - l73cr,3e*1322.6\t\)l^i L.o.tl;Jr uts 6y iJj-yl & lJr liaJt
3 - tFe 1977 t+:t - ,-.L41397;>Yl .r:t- .q]:Yl rilt 6rJ*i1rll ii-Jt :i..Lll,+)t-yl i.-\:Jt.;t;lc ie$;J,r;.)-yr i,r,*Jl qra t.r.+yl



taking the opinion of Ayesha (r.a). As for those who might not have been present at

the time when the caliph was asking people for their opinion, they would later hear

about it. It was unheard about the companions that if they heard an opinion against the

Sunnah they would keep quiet about it. It was just not possible for them to remain

silent as the Sunnah of The Prophet was not the sunnah of any ordinary person. It was

very sacred for them. More, Arabs were nation known for their valour and

fearlessness. Even the women of the community had enough courage and faith to

speak up against the decision of a caliph like Omar.

iu) About the four schools of thoughts Barlas says:

"'the principles of jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh) are derived by way of the Sunnah,

hence by limiting the Qur'dn's canonical authorit.v". An integral feature of the

Shart'ah is thus its eclecticism deriving.from conflicts between its sources and also

from the growth of four legal schools in Sunni Islam 'founded by and named after

early masters of Islamic jurisprudence, " the Shafi, Malihi, Hanafi, and Hanbali, who

"agreed to dffir . . and, more importantly, to accept each other's orthodoxy"

(Peters ). Farfrom being a "single, logical whole," the Sharl'ah reveals a "diversity

of opinion" not only across schools but within them as welt (An-Nai*)...' by the

sixth/nuelfth century the Sunni schools had agreed "that these four ways of loobing at

the Qur'an and Sunna were sfficient to meet the needs of the community and guide

them to frlfi.ll the will of God for the rest of human history" (sonn). by the

sixth/twelfth century the Sunni schools had agreed "that these four wa1,s of looking at

the Qur'an and Sunna.were sfficient to meet the needs of the community and guide

them to fuffill the will of God for the rest of human histoty' ' (Sonn). '
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Analysis:

Any student of Islamic Studies who has touched even the basics of

junsprudence knows for a fact that Usululfiqh is derived from two primary sources:

Qur'an and Hadrth. Even of it was derived only from the Sunnah, it does not limit the

authority of the Qur'an as the Sunnah is the most authentic demonstration and

embodiment of The Qur'an. Every principle that is derived from Sunnah has roots in

the Qur'an.

Barlas claims that Shari'ah is derived from conflicting sources and that is why

they have differences. What conflicting sources are they if one might ask as there is

no conflict within the Qur'an or between The Qur'an and authentic Ahadrth of the

Prophet! And how is a contradiction possibie when the source of both is same i.e.

God. The same person who gave us The Qur'an also gave the HadTth. Did he go

against The Qur'an? Not possible because God had a constant check on him and

immediately reprimanded him if he did an action not in iine with God's wishes. The

only other possibility left is that The HadIth did not reach us in its pure form. Such a

claim can only be made by someone who has no idea about the history and the

methodology of traditional scholars in collection of Ahad-rth. The high standards of

textual criticism that they used have been unsurpassed in the whole human history.

These scholars did not only investigate the reliability of the narrators but also

analyzedthe text critically. Any HadTth had to pass the following testl:

1) The chain of narrators had to be continuous i.e. there has to be proof that

every narrator in the chain has actually met and heard from the narrator

above him in the chain.

I - l4G145ir.uUJ- 6.;.,,199.&D,.! CJI Jli :J.iUl e 1984 ,-$c i.-lili .lltll .eIJl e$1..;l.1 u-+- .: ,i-l-.py j:-r - e-l}l*;,'';'-tt ,-.tc
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The narrators had to upright, practicing Muslims whose life

demonstrated that their actions did not contradict the teachings of Islam.

They had to be known for possessing sound knowledge and good

memory.

The content should not go against the narrations of the majority of the

scholars.

Devoid of any kind of defect related to Matn or Sanad like

misunderstanding on part of a narrator.

The four schools ofthought do have differences but these differences are not

regarding the sources of Islamic jurisprudence. Nor are these differences over

principle issues of religion. There are more than twenty thousand precepts pertaining

to principle issues on which there is agreement compared to iess than a thousand

precepts on which there is disagleementl. These concern the off shoots of certain

issues and not the principle issues. Why the four schools of thought agreed to differ

and accept the views of other; it is because they were aware of the dynamic element

of Shari'a which necessitates difference of opinion as per the need of different

communities. This difference that exists in the minor detaiis of issues cannot, with

any logical chain of reasoning, negate the whole Shari'a corpus. On the one hand,

Barlas is criticizing the closure of the door of Ijtihad and on the other hand she

negates the difference of opinion that originates with the doors of Ijtihad open. This is

clearly a most non academic way of dealing with any issue'

v) Regarding the principles of Istihsan, Istislah and Istishab, Barlas says:

"Extratextual sources of Istihsan, Istislah and Istishab allow necessity to overrule

| - - 11414 .J:Yr :i,rtll,.e:Sll ;l:r(af!d :;-iJl) q.K.ljll >\r. + ar & u+ b ,.11:Jr J+ nl 4c ar)"iill J-*i 
"f 

J"r=Jl sJl
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texts. 'Not only does the Sharr'ah not always adhere to the Sunnah, then, but it

embodies "medieval principles of reason and objects of public good [thatJ ma,v no

longer be valid today' ' (An-Naim) "1

Analysis:

The extratextual sources of Istihsan, Istislah and Istishab are based in the Qura'nic

verse of:

"God intends for you ease and does not intend for you hardship." (AI-

Baqara:185)

All the three sources are considered secondary which means that they are

bound by the ruies of the two primary sources of Al-Qur'an and Sunnah. No Ijtihad

that is based on any of the three sources but goes against the two primary sources is

acceptable. This, however, is only possible if the Mujtahid, despite his effort, made a

mistake ofjudgment. Otherwise, his opinion cannot be in contradiction with the texts.

Even if we do accept that the four schools of thought erred upon an issue, their

agreement on it still does not invalidate Shari'ah. It is still not considered Ijma' of the

Ummah which is the third agreed upon source of Shari'ah. Their opinions are still

open to scrutiny. In fact, all the four Imams have clearly said that any opinion of

theirs found to be against The Qur'an or Sunnah should be rejected2.As for those

decisions that were taken for public good, they were works of Ijtihad suitable for that

time and community. The mujtahids of today can always revise those and give their

| -P974.
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opinions as per the needs of today as Ijtihad continues to be one of the sources of

Islamic law.

2.2.3 The State and Knowledge Creation

Barlas believes that the Islamic state manipulated the way the pubiic viewed Islam

and its injunctions:

'(T)he Abbasid state helped to foster... the rise of a "proto-Sunni elite" and a legacy

of collaboration between the state and religious scholars...'1

'As Mernissi argues in this context, every "claiming of Islam as a tradition is

a political act. Every 'tradition' is a political construct, a sophisticated editing of

'memory.' " If this is so, then the most sophisticated editing of this memot)) occurued

during the reign of the Abbasids through reconstructions of history itself.'2

'The Abbasids suppressed dissenters 'with a determination hitherto unknown

in Islam" (Kennedy), even having some ulama flogged for political dissent. Their

persecution quashed the pluralism inherent in different readings of Islam'.'3

Analysis:

During the life of The Prophet and the era of The Rightly Guided Caliphs the

political head and the reiigious head of the Muslim state was one and the same. The

political govemment and religious authority had started parting ways with the

beginning of Ummayyad caliphate. While the state constantly moved away from the

model example set by The Prophet and the caliphs, not just in their way of governing

but also in their adherence to Islamic practices, the jury remained specialists of

Islamic iaw as it was this law that was implemented. The state had little control over

1 -Pg81.

2 -Pg84.

3-Pg85.
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the jury. The jury remained independent especially during the golden period of the

caliphate (132-247 A.H) ' . Even during this time, the renowned schoiars kept

themselves aloof from the post of judge and hence remained free and independent of

the pressures associated with it. Hence, the state had little incentive to control these

scholars.

The scholars of that era too had little interest in obliging the state. When

Khalifah Mamoon proposed Imam Maiik's Muwatta to be made state law, the great

lmam refused saying that the schoiars of other areas also took their knowledge from

the companions of The Prophet before them and hence their Ijtihad must be

respected2.

The 'fitna' of 'Khalaq e Qur'an' and the efforts of the Abbasid state that tried

its best to propagate the Mutazali doctrine on a state level and suppress the Ash'aree

doctrine, is the greatest witness of the unflinching faith and courage of the scholars in

the face of political pressure and the independence of their thought. If the state at this

time had any control over propagating its views it would have definitely caused

Mu'tazili doctrine to win over the Ash'ri doctrine. However, it was not successful

despite its vehement efforts that went to the extent of flogging scholars pubiicly. If the

state could edit or had edited the memory of the nation by controlling the content of

the history, it would have edited the elements that went against it by eliminating the

democratic elements of early Islamic history, by eliminating the bioodshed that

accompanied its coming to power and that has been preserved in history books

forever, by hiding the non religiosity of its rulers and their extravagance that has been

condemned in Muslim books of history and religion.

1 - 551!-,e}$,2012i&ll.lE-Ylil*.a+tr) eL +* C*-,1,,r-!Jl {Jl si sl-:ill eFl+-

2- l5l-150.r.2002.;6illr',:;ltr*.ir$31 a:-t .g.,;,$-lt ;uscSlJ..;96"rJrJi.ei-ijJl -u.j's3::U
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What is claimed here about the coliaboration of religious authorities with the

state did take place after the end of the goiden period of Abbasid caliphate (fourth

century)r. The people who were considered reiigious authorities did fall in to a iong

period of stagnation to the extent that they started abusing religious sources to justify

their beiiefs and propagandaz. Barlas has misplaced her facts and ascribed a much

eariier date to this phenomenon. Whiie this phenomenon put a stop to the dynamic

growth of Islamic reiigious corpus as well as the societies in general, it did not have

any negative effect on the primary religious sources and the work of the great scholars

of classical period since they were already complied and preserved in writing. The

authorities of these stagnant periods did produce a lot of useless literature and

deviated from Sunnah3 but there is not a single incident in the whole history where

they tried to temper with the sources of Islamic knowledge! The texts and the works

of early scholars are still intact and every student of Islam has access to it i.e. every

student who is searching for the truth will find it in these sources. Moreover, if the

Abbasids were so successful in suppressing religious thought, then they would have

been even more successful in suppressing any other kind of anti-government

rebellious thoughts. How is it possible then that they were not able to 'sophistically

edit' the memory of historians who recorded all the bloodshed and the injustices they

did when they came to power? Those who criticize the Islamic religious texts as being

manipulated and edited, from there what source are they getting their historical

'facts'? Is it not the Muslim historians themselves? How then the history written by

these Muslims becomes more reliable than the religious texts for which Muslim

scholars made special efforts to safeguard in their original form? Seen in the light of

I - 261 cr,,Jrbil

2 - ibid

3 - ibid
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Islamic principles of checking reliability, history books are not at all as reliable as the

books of Hadith. And how come these patriarchal minded men eliminated female

voice from the exegesis of the Qur'an but struggled to gather the Ahadith of

Ayesha(r.a) who turned out to be the third in line of the most narated Sahabis for

Ahadith including those containing meaning of the Qur'anic verses?
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Chapter 3

Perspective of Amina Wadfld and Asma Barlas on Issues

Related to Women

3.1 Family and Marriage

The topic of family and marriage is a much debated topic in today's world.

While the ideas attached with the concept of marriage and family has drastically

changed in western societies. Both the writers discuss the topic in detail, focusing on

two verses of The Qur'En (2:228 and 4:34) as they are thought to be closely related to

sexual inequality and bias attributed to Islam. The view of Amina Wadtd and Asma

Barlas is very similar to each other. Wadud contends that:

"1. There is no inherent value placed on man or woman. Infact, there is no

arbitrary, pre-ordained and eternal system of hierarchy. 2. The Qur'an does not

strictly delineate the roles of woman and the roles of man to such an extent as to

propose only a single possibility for each gender (that is, women must fuffil this role,

and only this one, while men mustfulfil that role and only men canfuffil it)".1

In her effort to demonstrate this, Wadfld says that women are not just bioiogy.

"There is no term in the Qur'an which indicates that childbearing is 'primary' to a

woman. No indication is given that mothering is her exclusive role."... "This function

becomes primary only with regard to the continuity of the human race. In other words,

since only the woman can bear children, it is of primary importance that she does."2

She further discusses two terms closely related to the topic in detail: 'darajah' and

'faddala'. With regard to 'darajah', which means step, degree or level, Wadld says:

1 -Pg63.

2 -Pg64.
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On the one hand, the Qur'an supports distinctions on the basis of deeds, but

on the other hand, it does not determine the actual value of specific deeds. This leads

to the interpretation that the Qur'dn supports values of deeds as determined fui

individual societies. Actually, the Qur'dn's neutrality allows for the natural variations

that exist.

Each social context divides tlte labour between the male and the female in

such a way as to allow for the optimal function of that socieQ. The Qur'an does not

divide the labour and establish a monolithic order for evert social system which

completely disregards the natural variations in sociey. On the contrary, it

aclcnowledges the need for variations when it states that the human race is divided

into nations and tribes that you might lcnow one another'. (49;13). Then it gives each

group, and each member of the group-the males and the females-recompense in

accordance to deeds performed.l

b1 'gvri e frt dt t3 -#-'oi '& ',b- $s Di'ffi ',rg,J;t-,i*r4 bdia;g

,:{r ,ln 'AS eiby gl,ig1 'ol qi e ',y:t-t,'gi *a*S Ait p4r3 N\'br"'";
(*'t; u5*-*rs';40 4v."1ui *:a\W

"And due to them [i.e., the wives] is similar to what is expected of them,

accordingto what is reasonable.But the men [i.e., husbands] have a degree overthem

[in responsibility and authority]. And God is Exalted in Might and Wise."2

As for 'Faddala', Wadtd takes the stand that Sayyid Qutb3 has taken in his

Tafsrr of the the verse and extends is further to a more universal meaning. Salyid

Qutb considers'qiwamah' an issue of concem for the family within society. He

restricts verse 4:34, in some ways, then, to the relationship between the husband and

I -Pg40.

2(A1-Baqarah:228)

3 - Sayyid Qutb was an Egyptian author. educator, Islamic theorist, poet, and the leading member of the Egyptian Muslim

Brotherhood in the 1950s and 1960s. Author of24 books, including novels, literary ans critique and works on education,

he is best known in the Muslim world for his work on what he believed to be the social and political role of Islam,

particularly in his books Social Justice and Ma'alim fi a1-Tanq(Milestones). His magmrm opus. Fi Zilal al-Qur'an (ln the

Shade of the Qu.'an), is a 30-volume commentary on the Qur.an.
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the wife. He believes that providing for the females gives the maie the privilege of

being 'qawwamuna'ala'the female. "The child-bearing responsibility is of grave

importance: human existence depends upon it. This responsibility requires a great

deal. of physical strength, stamina, intelligence, and deep personal commitment. Yet,

while this responsibility is so obvious and important, what is the responsibility of the

male in this .family and socieQ at large? For simple balance and justice in creation,

and to avoid oppression, his responsibili4t must be equalfi, significant to the

continuation of the human race. The Qur'an establishes his responsibility s5

qiwamah: seeing to it that the woman is not burdened with additional responsibilities

which jeopardize that primaryt demanding responsibility that only she canfuffil."l

Asma Barlas also discusses verse 34 of An-Nisa. She rejects the idea of the

male being the head of the household, "especially as the term has been understood in

western feudal cultures."2 She also criticizes Yusuf Aii's commentary on the verse

that describes Qawwamun as maintainers and Maududi's translation as managers as

these words estabiish the husband as a ruler or at the very least head of household and

this ignores the Qur'an's description of men and women being 'awliya' i.e mutual

protectors of each other.she chooses Wad[d/Azizah Al-Hibri and Riffat Hassan's

choice of the meaning of Qawwamun and breadwinners and also points out that The

Qur'an "itself does not use this concept or term (men as head of household) to speak

about either husbands or fathers. "3

As for the permission to strike in case of 'Nushuz', both the writers agree that

it does not give men the permission to batter their wives. While Wad[d says, it is not

permission but a restriction put on the practice prevalent among Arabs, Asma, after

1 -Pg73.

2 - Pg 160.

3 - Pg 160.
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reiating different views says that "The fact that there are so many dffirent readings

of this Ayah means that it is ambiguous and, to that extent, we should be willing to

rethink our commitment to its centrality in our own understanding of the Qur'dn's

teachings, as well as to an exegesis that reads sexual inequalit,v and husband

privilege into the Qur'dn."l

Concept of Family & Marriage is Islam:

ln Islam, marriage is considered a social contract between two peopie of equal

but opposite genders i.e. male and female. While the attraction between the two sexes

is natural, God has made the coming together of the pair an institution so that the

continuity of human race takes place in a healthy and secure environment. Since, this

institution is the basic unit of any society and the progress and development of other

institutions in the society depend upon it God has given certain very explicit

guidelines to ensure the smoothing running of this basic unit. The purpose of sending

guidelines and not leaving it upon mankind to work out everything for them is to

minimize the possibilities of conflict within the institution of marriage as conflict

leads to disharmony and disharmony hampers the progress and development of any

society. God sent guidelines regarding the running of a marriage. He divided the

responsibiiities between the two members and decided upon a head of the institution

and also stated how to go about resolving conflicts in case they arise. lf we analyze

any institution in the world, for example the government or the army, a school or a

hospital, a business or a welfare organization, we shall see that each of these is

organrzed in the same manner. There is division of labor, rules for dealing with

conflicts or external and a head who has to sanction the final decision. The division of

labor is done as per the qualifications of the people. A soldier from the infantry, for

t -Pg162.
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example, is not chosen to fly the plane or a lawyer is not chosen to do the work of the

police. This of course does not mean that the work of the infantry is of lesser value

that the pilots or the work of the police is more important than the lawyer' This is a

division of labor so that the system can operate at its optimum. If this is the case with

all the other inferior institutions of iife then "It is only iogical that the same rule be

applied to the family, the institution that looks after the upbringing of the nobiest

creafure in the universe, nameiy, man""l

The division of labor within the institution of marriage is such that the man is

primarily supposed to provide for and maintain the household while the woman is

supposed to manage and take care of the home. The man is supposed to take care of

external and material affairs and the woman is supposed to take care of domestic and

incorporeal affairs, chiid birth and nurturing being the most important. In order to

facilitate and optimi ze the performance of these roles, God has been merciful on both

the genders and given then constitutions that will make the execution of their roles

easier. The difference in the bioiogy of men and women is a known fact among the

specialists of field2.If we look at the two most basic differences that has nothing to do

with environment and sociaiizing,the difference in the genetic make-up (the X and Y

chromosome) and the hormonal differences between the two sexes (testosterone in

men and estrogen and progesterone in women) and the effects they have over their

respective genders, it should be enough for any sensible person to realize that the two

genders are not the same! 3 Even studies based on the biosocial models that question

I - eutb, Sayy.id, In the shade of Al-Qur'an by, Vol 3,pg 1li. http:/,&alamullah.conrlshade-of-the-Qur'an-htrrli, retneved on

7 /8/2015.

2 - And these specialists are definitely not the feminists who love to theorize their notion of equality between sexes while they

have no scientific research in the field to support their theories.

3 - See textbook: An introduction to Behavioral Endocrinology by Randy J.Nelson, Fourth edition, Sinauer Associates, Inc.

Publishers Sunderland. Massachusetts
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the iink between behaviors associated with the two genders and their natural

tendencies towards such behaviors have been unable to completely rule out the

connection gender specific characteristics such as strength, dominance in men and

nurturing behavior in women and biologyl. Yes, a woman is not just biology but if

dissociated from her biology wouid she remain a woman? Would she be able to

maintain her uniqueness amongst the creation as the procreator of the human race?!

By trying to be like men and taking on their responsibilities, they are not only over

burdening themselves but also degrading themselves to a lower level. The roles that

God has assigned to the two sexes complement their constitution very well and show

that these roles are the not just primary to them but also ideal for them. This, however,

does not set up a hierarchy nor does it say that this is the only role possible for each

and every individual for the two genders. lndividual circumstances and variations

occur and in view of this variation God has not prohibited roles for any gender usually

associated with the other. These variations, however, do not change the guidelines

that are given for the whole society in general as there is wisdom behind these

guidelines. The variation that usually occurs due to differences in cultures of different

societies, they can be very easily be accommodated while keeping in line with these

guidelines. As for the example that Wadfid gives of the post-slavery American society

and how women were preferred in the job market and men could not cope with it and

this doubled the burden on women and lead to increased domestic violence, it is a

clear example of what happens to a society when they deviate from the guidelines

given by God. Yes, men could have shown more cooperation and understanding but

the fact is that they could not and that is because they have a natural tendency to

dominate and a natural this-is-my-territory attitude. The women, on the other hand,

I - Testosterone and Social Behavior by Alan booth and others. Social Force.s Volume 85, Number I . September 2006
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despite being empowered by money could naturally not retaliate by force because

they are physically weaker than the men. One could ffgue, as Barlas does, that that

was a transition period from a patriarchal society to a modern society and that man

has become more civilized now and we have laws to protect women. If that is the

case, then why does America, the most advanced of all countries, has one of the

highest rates of domestic violence and rape in today's 'post-modern civilized'

world??

Qiwamah & Fadl:

God does not stop women from doing any work that the men usually do even

as masculine a work as fighting in a war, He has, however, set a bottom line for the

relationship of man and woman within a marriage. It should be emphasized once more

that this bottom line is not for all the men and women; it is only for that man and

woman who, by their free will, choose to enter the contract of marriage, which is not

an obligation but a Sunnah (Practice of The Prophet). The Qur'an says:

bi, A .j,lJ btbsv baLe bA*.rtl: :'

(t'6W Ssut'bl:l,; W t#i6,6ij;Lib$'$j.p5 gitLar us

ooMen are in charge of women (this applies primarily to the husband wife

relationship) by [right of] what God has given one over the other and what they spend

[for maintenance] from their wealth. So righteous women are devoutly obedient,

guarding in [the husband's] absence what God would have them guard i.e. (their

husband property and their own chastity) But those fwives] from whom you fear
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arogance - [first] advise them; [then if they persist], forsake them in bed; and

[finally], strike them (As a last resort. It is unlawful to strike the faceor to cause

bodily injury.) But if they obey you [once more], seek no means against them.

lndeed, God is ever Exalted and Grand."r

Wadtd discusses the verse in detail and takes from and extends the

explanation of the verse by Sayyid Qutub beautifully:

"The child-bearing responsibility is of grave importance; human existence

depends upon it. This responsibility requires a great deal of physical strength,

stamina, intelligence, and deep personal commitment...For simple balance and

justice in creation, and to avoid oppression, his responsibilit-v must be equally

significant to the continuation of the human race. The Qur'an establishes his

responsibility as qiwamah: seeing to it that the woman is not burdened with

additional responsibilities which jeopardize that primaty demanding responsibility

that only she canfuffil."2

Barlas, on the other hand, rejects the idea of the head of household.,

"especially as the term has been understood in western feudal cultures."J She also

criticizes Yusuf Ali's commentary on the verse that describes Qawwamun as

maintainers and Maududi's translation as managers as these words establish the

husband as a ruler or at the very least head of household and this ignores the Qur'an's

description of men and women being awliya i.e mutual protectors of each other. She

chooses Wadfld/Azizah Al-Hibri and Riffat Hassan choice of the meaning of

Qawwamun and breadwinners and also points out that The Qur'dn "itself does not use

1(An-Nisa:34)

2-Pg73.

3 -Pg I87.

774



this concept or term (men as head of household) to speak about either husbands or

fathers. "l

Let us then see what the western feudal head of household was like2: In the

Roman world, the father was the absolute head of household. He held the power of

accepting or rejecting his offspring when put in his feet after birth. No law required

him to support his biological children. Fathers represented the entire family politically

and the sons received citizenship only through the father. The sons became

independent after the father died and the father exercised control over the daughter's

life even after she got married. Father has all property rights as long as he lived. ln

the middle ages, "Inheritance and thus fatherhood underwent a revolution in the

eleventh century that resulted in a stronger patriarch." Property rights passed directly

from father to the eldest son... Women lost all but the most fleeting control over

property as dower became only a lifetime grant and a husband's consent was required

to sell any land a wife had inherited prior to her marriage.' Although, Christianity did

bring about a little improvement as "fathers were now expected to support and protect

their offspring, even their illegitimate children" but the overall situation was centuries

away from what it is now in the west.

Given the back ground to the western feudal concept of head of household,

Islam is definitely not in support of the kind of head that they had. The Islamic head

of household is supposed to provide for his offspring in every way. Sons do not have

preference over daughters. Every one's share in inheritance is fixed and the father

does not have any right to take any one's inheritance away. After a girl is married,

father looses all control over. The husband does not have any say in the property of

the wife and so on. None of the notions attached with the concept of feudal western

I - Pg 187.

2 - lrttp:/iwww.faos.orgichildhood,/Fa-Gr/Fatherine-and-Fatherhood.htnl, rerneved on l2/112015
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head of household apply to the Islamic head of household.. What Barlas is rejecting,

however, is not just that feudal head; she is rejecting the concept of any kind of head

of household in the Qur'an.

Let us analyze the key words in the verse to ascertain what the Islamic head of

household is like. The two key words in this verse are: 'quwwamun' and 'Faddala'.

The word 'quwwamun' is the plural of 'quwwam'. 'euwwam' means caretaker,

guardian, and supervisorl when it comes with the particle 'ala while independently it

also has the meaning of executing a deed with beauty. The word is from the verb

'qaama'. When Arabs say: 'Qaama'ala ahlihi', it means he took up the responsibility

of running family affairs and taking care of all their needs.2 And when they say:

'qaam'ala atrrr', it means to persevere and continue doing the work.3'Faddala, is

from the word 'Fadl' which carries quite a few meanings: favor, grace, gift, merit,

excellence, superiority, preference and surplus.

Al-Tabari comments on the verse by saying that 'qiwamma' for the man

means he has to manage and run the affairs of the women and discipline them if they

disobey God or refuse to pay those rights of his that have been ordained by God.. As

for their 'Fadl' over women, it is because of the responsibility of managing and

spending on the women and because of the dowry that has been paid.a

Shafi Uthmani sayss: "The gist of the matter is that, as seen fro* O3;!o tJbJtlJ)

1L.-2i;"and for men, there is a step above them" and from(rt*:1, ,Je A$''iiJLiJll) o,men

stand caretakers of women", the message is that the rights of women are as incumbent

I - Dr. Rohi Baalabaki. Al-Maurid: A Modern Arabic-Englisir Dictionary.Dar El-Ilm Lilrnalayin"20th edition.2006. pg g76

2 - Al-Mojam Al-Waseet, p9167-768

3 - Al-Mojam Al-waseet says dama wa thabata. This is the translation fiom al-Maurid.

4- i*_-.-.:St.1,usi..iiJr,1i3l0:J_ilt) ,sslJr *+ J.i .\rl.)r -_,lr- +;iS JJ,i+-,J-r-p-r,-,i-rtr J.-,.r:#;LJl C.b
.290e'8g,7 2000 - ) 1420 ,J-lVt .a..g,,Ut 

'

5 - Muhammad Shafi, Maariful Qur'an, Translated by:Muhammad Hasan Askari. Prof. Muhammad Shamim volume 2. pg 2lg,

irtrB!,/vaun'.maarifulqur'a,.netii.dex.nhp imaariful eur'an /maarifulqur'an-engiish-pdf
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upon men as the rights of men are upon women, and the rights of both are similar to

each other, with only one exception that men have a certain precedence in functional

authority, although this too is hemmed with other balancing factors." This authority is

given to them because of their Fadl which is for two reasons. One is God given grace

with regard to some qualities and there is divine wisdom behind it (a discussion on

this wisdom has passed above) and the other is earned by the man due to what he

spends on them as dower and to maintain them.

Al-Zamakhshari takes the meaning of 'quwwam' to be iike a guardian, ruler,

caretaker (iY:) over his subjects and this govemorship is due to a surplus of certain

qualities that man has. It cannot be achieved by tyranny or force. He further eiaborates

on qualities that men generally have in abundance as compared to women: intellect,

strength, determination, prophet hood, inheritance, right to divorce e.tc. 1

Al-Razi says the man has the authority of disciplining the wife and taking

decision regarding on her behalf and this right is due to two reasons: natural abilities

and religious injunctions. the natural quaiities being based on more knowledge and

more physical capabilities. He also mentions that the reason why this verse was

revealed because some women complained about men getting a iarger portion of the

inheritance. This verse makes it clear that the larger portion is due to the larger share

of responsibility upon their shoulders. It is as if there is no 'Fadl' because it is equaled

out by the extra responsibility.2

Al-Qurtubi makes it very clear that the understanding of scholars from the part

of the verse that says 'they spend of their wealth', is that the inability of the husband

1- - 4jll3l :i-rul'i-r--q;-!l -rll .,rl:r(-eJ3g:*iiJl) nl -l'+q-r.:;r,l .si g1 ; * u*rsa-lilr +i,+_*rr L6.l e Lljtiscp -iLis1r

.505ir,1€o 1407

2- e't-rrl -21:c(a(Q6:..s3iJt) ,-1t ,:Lrg,.rl-il d.Jl nir.,,:t-rl g,jljl s-.oill ;eJt ;i,"Jl tj-*o.l*.1ll &ri. rsti *ur :..!ill a.$ti.

.70.r,10 er 1420 - ijltill .iJtl..r* _ sJ.!l gtjjl

717



to spend on the family results in a loss of this 'qiwama' and Imam Malik and Shaf i

are even of the opinion that this leads to a nullification of the marriage contract. I

A1- Baedawi has the almost the same opinion as Al-Razi.2

While the opinion of exegetics varies from each other, none of the meanings

go beyond the lexical meaning of the words or their usage in Arabic language. All of

them agree that the men are 'quwwam' over their wives (only) and this is due to

'Fadl' of men over women. This 'Fadl' is God given in the form of some natural

abilities and some religious injunctions. This 'qiwamah' also gives men a certain level

of authority over their wives. The difference among the exegetics comes with the

elaboration of the natural capabilities which men have more than women. They have

elaborated these as they witnessed in their current societies. They also differ in their

choice of words to expiain what 'quwwamun' means. It is the word 'Quwwam' and

its meaning that defines what kind of a roie a man is supposed to assume within the

family. Barlas takes the meaning of 'breadwinners' or 'those who provide a means of

support or livelihood' and rejects all meanings such as managers, maintainers, rulers,

caretakers on the basis that such notions "ignores that the Qur'an appoints women and

men each other's 'awliy6', or mutual protectors". The verse that declares the believing

men and women to be awliya' states clearly what this relationship of mutual

protection entails:

iybtrb4i #tq

I - dAl-r)rd-dJiJl bi :J+i-j.(-a671 :*l-r..ll),r+'sfl 
",l.ll 

gF-is+rilr gr'.;Yl glcrJ$9i ,.;;!-1!ru:ill uli,JlJill els-)C.i-1

.169i:-,5e,e 1964 - i 1384 ,iil3l .i,J]i.;JAlijl - iJ-Jsll ,,i<11 tt:., &iLi
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"The believing men and believing women are aliies of one another. They

enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong and establish prayer and give zakah and.

obey God and His Messenger. Those - God will have mercy upon them. Indeed, God

is Exalted in Might and Wise.,,r

This clearly tells that the obligation all believing men and women have

towards each other is that of ordaining good and forbidding wrong. What Barlas

seems to have overlooked is the context of the verse under discussion. It particularly

discusses the relationship between husband and wife only and the concept man as an

Islamic head of household does not exclude this meaning for either of them. The wife

is still supposed to council her husband and the husband is supposed to consult her

regarding matters that concern lrl (AI-

baqarah:233).The husband and wife remain each others 'libas' and the relationship

remains that of mutual love and mercy. The concept of the man as (6);) or 1xi) also

does not negate this as both are supposed to take care of all the needs of those under

their authority. The exclusive authority that the man is given as 'quwwam' in all those

meanings rejected by Barlas is in case of conflict that cannot be resolved mutually and

it is becoming a source of disharmony in the family. In that case the man will have the

final say as any head of an institution has. God had to appoint one of two as the final

authority because two authorities of equal power only increase the discord as God

says about the most harmonious of the institutions; The universe:

Ofuw qint L:s Nr &h# v'*il'itsr

. Ol.)

$q.t W.bs))

1(At-Tawbah:71)
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"Had there been within them [i.e., the heavens and earth] gods besides God,

they both would have been ruined. So exalted is God, Lord of the Throne, above what

they describe.l"

God chose the man to be that authority for a reason and that reason is 'Fadl'.

Even if that reason was just providing for the livelihood of the famiiy which entails

"securing the necessities of 1ife"2 a person who is doing all this has more right to the

authoritative position that someone who is not. Thus, to say that the authority of the

man decreases if the women can support herself in monetary terms, is quite illogical

because any sane person can tell that money is not the only necessity of life! Women

have the right to be protected from all kinds of harm and discomfort since they are

responsible for nurturing the human race and their constitution does not allow them to

protect themselves. It is a necessity of life for a woman for which the man has been

appointed. She cannot match him in physical strength even if she tried to, just as the

man cannot match her in her ability to give birth. As for the laws and protection

provided by the police, they usually come when harm is aiready done. Every woman

has a right to be protected and every woman cannot be assigned a policeman for her

protection only!

What most of the traditional scholars have not made clear in their exegesis is

that the 'qiwamah' they are talking about is restricted to the context of marriage. They

have also mentioned the general qualities that men at that time seemed to carry in

sutplus. However, scholars like Al-Qurtubi, Shafi Muhammad and Sayid Qutub have

elaborated on this point and made it clear that the 'qiwama' is only in the context of

marriage and is based on certain reasons. If those reasons cease to exist, 'qiwama'

also ceases to exist. Perhaps, what the traditional scholars of today need to emphasis

l(Al- Ambiya:22)

2 - http :/iwq/w.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/livelihood
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are how to deal with the situation when the man of the house is not fulfilling the

responsibilities that he is supposed to fulfill, when the woman is also earning like the

man, when the man treats her unjustly and does not give her rights or mistreats her in

any way. Being a 'qawwam' does not give man the right to order her around a slave

or sheep. The woman of today has an independent spiritual and intellectual

constitution and she knows more about the worldly affairs than the woman of the past.

The man of the house shouid take that in to consideration and treat her accordingiy.

As for the claim about 'misogynistic' interpretation of the traditional Muslim

scholars, it is quite surprising that while Barlas emphasizes so much on reading the

text in its historical context, she fails to understand the interpretation of the exegetics

in their historical context. While the concept of gender differences is as old as we

know human history to be, the concept of sexual inequaiity is only very recent. Even

if one considers some of the elaborations of the concept 'Fadl' of men over women by

modern (or rather feministic) standards as misogynistic, these elaborations were just a

demonstration of the contemporary beiiefs of the people or the personal opinions of

the exegetics. None of the exegetics claimed their explanations to be the word of God

or divine in any way. How can then, an interpretation be considered misogynistic,

when even the concept did not exist at the time they were written! Applying the

standards of a different era to judge the ideologies of another era is utterly

inconsistent with objectivity of textual analysis! Furthermore, Barlas on the one hand,

claims that all the traditional scholars inteqpreted the verse with a patriarchal mindset

and on the other hand she quotes Al-Tabari ( a scholar whose Tafsrr, according to

traditional scholars, cannot be disposed by anyone trying to interpret The Qur'an) as

sharing the views of Al-Azizah al-Hibri and Riffat Hassan's on the concept of

'Qiwamah'. If patriarchal thinking was so much ingrained in the minds of traditional
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scholars then how did one of the most prominent scholars come up with the same

interpretation as them 'enlightened' new age scholars?

Nushuz:

Another discussion regarding the verse pertains to the last part to which the

infamous wife battering is attributed to. As for the permission to strike in case of

Nushuz, both the writers agree that it does not give men the permission to batter their

wives. While Wad[d says, it is not a permission but a restriction put on the practice

prevalent among Arabs, Barlas, after reiating different views says that "The fact that

there are so many different readings of this Ayah means that it is ambiguous and, to

that extent, we should be wilting to rethink our commitment to its centrality in our

own understanding of the Qur'dn's teachings, as well as to an exegesis that reads

sexual inequaiity and husband privilege into the Qur'dn."l Barlas, has also raised a

question on the traditional meaning of the word 'daraba' in the verse with is translates

as 'to strike'. She relates meaning of 'daraba' as "to prevent' (Rafi Ullah Shahab2)

and "holding in confinement' (fuffat Hassan). Riffat Hassan also claims that the verse

refers to the child bearing potential of women as 'salihat' is related to the word

'salahiyyah' which means capability and 'qanitat' also has the meaning of a water

container which is a metaphor for the womb. "She thus reads this Ayah as referring to

"women's role as child-bearers" and argues that only if all the women rebel against

this role must they be disciplined by the community, not their husbands."3

i - Pg 189.

2 - Author of 'Auraton ke bare main qur'ani ahkam' and 'Mansab e hakumat aur musalman aurat,

3 - Pg 189.
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It needs to be made very clear that none of the traditional exegetics to whom

misogynistic readings are attributed sanction wife batteringr. In fact all of them, when

interpreting this verse, relate the HadIth of The Prophet about the restriction that is put

upon the husband when he strikes his wife and that Had-rth is clear that the striking

should not hurt the woman in anyway and the face has to be avoided at all costs. It is

as Wadud says a restriction put on the prevalent practice and Imam Shafi says that

although it is permissible but it is better not to hit the wife at all.2 As for the

interpretations of Shahab and Riffat Hassan regarding 'daraba', the meanings they

have given are not used in Arabic language in the syntactical structure used in this

verse. The meaning of preventing or confining comes when 'daraba' is used with the

article 'ala and noun 'yad' (literally upon the hand) where as the structure used is

verb-subject and this structure in no way means prevention or confinement. The

reading of Hassan regarding 'salihat' and 'qanitat' is even more far-fetched. It is

unclear from where she came up with this meaning of 'qanitat' as this meaning is

neither found in Lisanul Arab nor Taj ul uroos nor in any of the other renowned

Arabic dictionaries!

Let us analyze the verses that relate to the topic here:

*$t ;h l{i ei':,y rzigl 'ot Ei e b:rt,'si idys 7$t p45 ,u\ 'u.H ,,f

(& t; ug qt W 4v. ): at';ir\ W
"Divorced women remain in waiting [i.e., do not remarry] for three periods,

and it is not lawful for them to conceal what God has created in their wombs if they

1 - Means: to strike repeatedly with hard blows, (often as noun battering) Subject (one's spouse, partner, or child) to repeated

violenceandassault,http:l/rr,',,i'ra'.oxforddictionaries-comidefinitionienglishAratter,retrieved on5l09/2015.

2 - 72e-,10E,i+r..lt gjli.

I

I
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believe in God and the Last Day. And their husbands have more right to take them

back in this fperiod] if they want reconciiiation. And due to them [i.e., the wives] is

similar to what is expected of them, according to what is reasonable (The wife has

specific rights upon her husband, just as the husband has rights upon her.). But the

men [i.e., husbands] have a degree over them [in responsibility and authority]. And

God is Exalted in Might and Wise."

Al-Tabari agrees with the Tafsir of Ibn-Abbas on the word 'darajah' and says

that it means the man should overlook any shortcoming on the part of the wife with

regard to his rights because his 'darajah' is mentioned right after his rights over her. It

is also deiegating the men to treat women with 'fadl' (benevolently) so that they

might become deserving of the 'darajah'.l Some exegetics take the meaning of

'darajah'to be that of authority and responsibility (as can be seen in the translation

above) while others take the meaning to be more general i.e. all the rights which men

have been given more in certain contexts like that of pronouncing divorce, double

inheritance, witness etc. Some like Al-Razi has even mentioned 'Aql (usually

transiated as intelligence) as some men have more than women. Sayyid eutub,

however, rejects such general interpretations and resfficts the meaning to divorce as

the preceding and the following verses pertain to issue of divorce.

The point that concerns us is not so much as which of these meanings is the

correct but which of them is misogpistic as claimed by the writers. As far as an

interpretation does not attain a consensus, it remains an opinion that can be either

right or wrong. However, to label the whole Muslim tradition as misoglmistic on the

basis of a few opinions is grave injustice to the tradition.

I - .535uF.4e ,ulJill clrE i/ or?ill c-l+
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3.2 Origins of Mankind

Wad[d contends the traditional Musiim view that God created man first and

then from him He created his mate, the woman, is wrong. She discusses the following

verse of The Qur'an in detail:

"O mankind, fear your Lord, who created you from one soul and created from

it its mate and dispersed from both of them many men and women. And fear God,

through whom you ask one another, and the wombs.136 Indeed God is ever, over you,

an Observer." (An-Nisa: 1)

Wadfld says the word min, usualllt translated as 'from ', in the verse has two

meanings:

extraction of one thing from another

Of the same nature as

Wad[d rejects the first meaning on the basis that something that is a derivative

of another thing is inferior to it and hence this meaning is not suitabie.

Wadfld also comments on the word 'nafs' and'zawj' and says it is wrong to

ascribe a gender to the two words since they do not specify any gender. The fact that

God did not specify the gender also shows that He never planned to begin the creation

with a male. In fact, the creation of mankind is beyond human gasp and hence cannot

be expressed in gendered terms. The view of scholars that Eve was created from the

rib of Adam is taken from biblical accounts.l

It is true that the words 'nafs' and'zawj' do not refer to a specific gender.

However, what is clear from the verse is that there were two of the mankind in the

beginning and from those two the rest of mankind was created. The concept of the

1)

2)

1-Ps17-20.
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pair is not alien to the human senses so as to be declared from the world unseen since

God has said that He created everything in pairs. The very concept of the creation to

be in pair shows that God intended the creation to be gendered.

It is also ciear from this verse and others pertaining to the same theme that

there was one of the two in the beginning and then the other was created and hence it

can be very easily deduced that the one was either the male or the female. So we have

t'wo possibilities:

Man was created first and then the woman

Woman was created first and then the man.

Let us iook now to the verse about the story of Adam and Satan:

"And [mention] when We said to the angels, "Prostrate before Adam"; so they

prostrated, except for Iblees.18 He refused and was arrogant and became of the

disbelievers. And We said, "O Adam, dwell, you and your wife, in Paradise and eat

there from in [ease and] abundance from wherever you will. But do not approach this

tree, lest you be among the wrongdoers." (An- Nisa: 34-35)

These verses show that before Eve was created there was only Adam, the man.

The story of narrated above took place between Adam and Satan and there is no

mention of Eve anywhere in this story, neither in these verses or any other verses

relating the same story. However, we know from these verses that Adam did have a

zawj i.e. his wife before the two entered Paradise. While this might not be so clear

from the verses Wadfld has discussed. It does become very clear from other related

verses of The Qur'dn and Wadud's choice to ignore those verses goes against her

holistic and thematic approach to interpreting The Qur'6n.

1)

2)
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As for the narrations in this regard., Wadtd says they are biblical accounts.

Wadtd does not seem to have much knowledge of HadIth as said earlier. These

narrations do inciude some biblical accounts while others are Prophet's sayings in

Sahih Bukhari and Sahih Muslim which are known for not containing and biblical

narrations.

What then of the assumption that the woman becomes inferior to man if we

accept this interpretation? This assumption does not have a logical basis as a

derivative of a thing does not necessarily have to be inferior. The whole process of

creation is based on derivation. Every generation is derived from the generation

before it. Does did mean that every coming generation becomes one grade inferior to

that before it? And that the last generation is going to be the most inferior? Or That

Muhammad (s.a.w) was inferior to all the other Prophets???

If God had created the woman first and then the man it might have been a man

writing this book today and arguing against the facts. The fact that God uses non

gender specific words is because it is insignificant to the whole idea that is being

expressed in these verses. The emphasis is the single origin of all mankind and their

resulting equality as humans and not which of the two genders was created first!

3.3 Equity of RecomPense

Wadfid and Barlas both have dealt with the topic of equity of recompense.

While Barlas broadly views the Qur'dnic treatment of men and women is the same,

ontologically and morally/religiously, Wadfld carries out a more specific and detailed

discussion about the equality of men and women in creation, hereafter, death,

resurrection, judgment and final abode. In this regard. both the writers are in complete

agreement with the traditional scholars. However, when it comes to the discussion of
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Heaven and the bounties of God in it. Wadtd takes a stance different from the

scholars.

Wadfld sees the description of God's bounties in Heaven as specific to Arab

mentality and emphasizes that it should be interpreted for its general moral

implications now. She argues that the description of Hur-al-Ayn, which refers to a

woman whose whiteness of the eye is in stark comparison to the blackness of the

eyeballl, is meant specifically as an incentive for Arabs and has limited application

for other audiences. Even the description of springs flowing from beneath the

dwellers of Heaven, Wadfld says, has meaning for the desert Arab and cannot have

any incentive for someone iiving in Maiyasia.2

While there is nothing wrong with extracting general moral implications from

the verses, just like Sufis have done, however, in doing so, the genuine Sufis have

never rejected the obvious meanings of the verses. How many peopie, if asked to

describe the most beautiful place they can think of and the most exciting pleasures

that they would want to have there, would describe a barren -place like a desert. They

would almost all describe a place with greenery. springs and birds etc and to complete

the picture a beautiful companion to share all that with. Is it not how Coleridge

described the kingdom of Kubia Khan? And if men are specifically asked, they would

rarely leave out the eyes when describing a beautiful woman! Sleeping beauty, Snow

white, Anastesia, little mermaid, Cinderella, Pocahontas all are created with a great

emphasis on the ayes! Big eyes with aclear whiteness are considered to be abeauty

across cultures not just the Arabs! Hence, the description of 'hur' can be held as a

special incentive for men, all men; not just the Arabs.

l - :*1"!Jt)q.JJ,ll J,,ilt + jlJ.Jl rsU+s+ ;oU.l! re.\ii-tl 9 l3Jl ,+*ncp'l'rll cJi*lt 2"-i:,.;uJt *:Jl 2s:y> ;r-Fl-rls:ll
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2 - Chapter 3.
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This ieads us to the discussion of the inequity ascribed to the traditional view

that men are given 'hurul Ayn' in Jannah. Wadfld sees that the word zawj in the

verses that refer to the bounties in Jannah means: "whoever is paired with you

because of like nature, deeds, faith etc". While majority of the traditional exegetes

explain the word 'zawj' to be a female, Al-Razi and Ibn Ashoor clariff that zawj

refers to male or femalel, implyng that the zawj refened to in these verses actually

refers to pure companions for both the believing men and women. However, what

Wadld contends is the word 'zawj' refers to companions in general people who have

similar deeds, faith etc and not as men and women. Why this cannot be a probable

interpretation is based on two other verses that pertain to the same theme:

Ci eh e.s;\S'r1-ati:iS eui b * lfS r+;e: dt g3e qg '&3ie ti.;1

.,2.\($r#r

"Our Lord, and admit them to gardens of perpetual residence which You have

promised them and whoever was righteous among their fathers, their spouses and

their offspring. Indeed, it is You who is the Exalted in Might, the Wise."2

e+-{i4"etS:15 eui b * Ut 4:Fr'" o3rb bV1

"Gardens of perpetual residence; they will enter them with whoever were

righteous among their fathers, their spouses and their descendants."3

This interpretation of course does not exclude the fact that men will have

'Hurul Ayn' in Jannah so does that mean that women are being recompensed

1 -.357e,l.(,>--'JJ132 Jl

2(Ghafir:8)

3(Al-Rad: 23)
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unequally? Firstly, 'Hurul Ayn' is a form of reward like other rewards; they will not

hold the status of the spouses who will be equal partners/companions to the people of

Jannah. Women would have earned Jannah as a recompense for their own good deeds,

they themseives are not meant to be a form of reward for men. The women will

actually preside over the 'hoors' like a queen. Having said this, Ibn Aashoor holds the

view Hur ul Ayn also includes a man wives in the world as they will be recreated in a

young and beautiful form before entering Jannah. Secondly, the explanation of the

word zawj as wife (this is how most of the traditional scholars have interpreted the

word zawj) does not in any way imply that the men have the power to directly

determine the fate of his spouse as claimed by Wadtd. The Qur'an is very clear on the

definition of family. Only a believer is considered to be family while non believers,

even if blood relations are not family. Men will make it to Jannah on the basis of their

own deeds and women on their own deeds. Moreover, we aiso know from The Qur'6n

that if a person, man or woman, is able to make it to Jannah and he or she happens to

be on a ievel higher than his parents, spouses or children then those lower in status

will be joined to those higher, irrespective of gender.

<i+s;\s'e,grs:iS Wui b * Uj WtvU ois, bG1

"Gardens of perpetual residence; they will enter them with whoever were

righteous among their fathers, their spouses and their descendants."l

So how does this particular form of interpretation imply that men control the

fate of their wives? Thirdly, Allah clearly stated that in Jannah, the residents are going

to have whatever they desire:

l(Al-Ra'd:23.1
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"They will have whatever they wish therein, and with Us is more."1

This verse over rules any kind of proclaimed inequaiity as there cannot be a

greater and a more just form of equaiity than this. You get what you desire. Of

course, what men desire can be different from women just as it is in the world. God

has specified and described in more detail one of the things that men desire in the

world so as to give them an incentive to work for Jannah. The concept behind

Paradise is to give the creation whatever they desire in the afterlife as a reward for

living according to God's wishes in the worldly life and refraining from crossing

iimits in pursuit of things which they desire. Everyone knows that one of the things

men desire most is a beautiful woman.

Howsoever a 'Hoor' maybe described, it is obvious from the verses and what

is unanimousiy agreed upon by all schoiars is that no one is going to be without

companions in Jannah whether men or women. Individual scholars might have

intelpreted 'Hoor' in the way that Arabs view it; none of the interpretations exclude

the fact that they are going to be beautiful. And who would not want that? As for the

interpretation of zawj as wife, it is not an agreed upon interpretation and hence cannot

be used as an argument.

3.4 Divorce

Wadld and Barlas, both have discussed the topic of divorce. Barlas, howevet,

has basically echoed the views of Wadtd and Hassan so we shall see what Wadfid

says in this regard.

Wadtd comments on the following verse of The Qur'dn:

l(Qaf:35)
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"Divorced women remain in waiting [i.e., do not remarry] for three periods,

and it is not lawful for them to conceal what God has created in their wombs if they

believe in God and the Last Day. And their husbands have more right to take them

back in this[period] if they want reconciliation. And due to them [i.e., the wives] is

similar to what is expected of them, according to what is reasonable. But the men [i.e.,

husbands] have a degree over them [in responsibiiity and authority]. And God is

Exalted in Might and Wise." (2:228)

The 'darajah' has been translated here as the degree of responsibility and

authority in general. Al-Tabari has related a number of interpretations for this part of

the verse and said that the scholars differ in their Tafsr of the verse. Sayyid Qutub,

however, has rejected all the general interpretations and taken the word to be

particular to the topic to divorce as the preceding and the following verses show.

While Wadfld takes up the interpretation of Sayyid Qutub and says that it refers to the

right of the man to be able to singularly pronounce divorce, she goes a step further

and says:

" ...this consideration of repudiation is clear in view of the practices as they

existed at the time of revelation, and not only for Muslim marriages. There is no

indication that the unilateral right to repudiation needs be continued, or if continued,

that it need be onlt for the husband. "

girri ';t1 Et e b:'t, ,yi tp*S y$t v45 ,u\ br-'",f
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Wad[d believes that since marriages have evolved and women are no longer

considered subjects, there is no need to continue the man's singular right to divorce.

Let us analyze the concept of divorce in Islam. Islam considers divorce as the

last option to resolve conflict in a marriage. Since the marriage is a mutually

beneficial contract, it seems only reasonable that any ending of the contract should

also be based on equity and none of the parties involved should suffer. There are two

ways for divorce to take place:

l) Both the parties mutually agree to end the contract. There is no doubt

that such an agreement is based on equity. The following verses in The eur'an

indicate to such an agreement:

1u.-5.- t4g{tit bsi # :yS,l ur ;

"And if a woman fears from her husband contempt or evasion, there is no sin

upon them if they make terms of settlement between them - and settlement is best.

And present in fhuman] souls is stinginess. But if you do good and fear God - then

indeed God is ever, with what you do, Acquainted... But if they separate lby divorce],

God will enrich each [of them] from His abundance. And ever is God Encompassing

and Wise."l

2) Divorce comes from the side of one of the parties. In this case, it

should be made sure that the process takes without any injustice to any of them.

l(An-Nisa: 128 and I301
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ln the second of the two cases, divorce can either be from the man's side or it

can be from the woman. As for the man, he can pronounce the divorce without

recourse to authority. ln the case where the basis is not 'Nushuz' of the woman, he

cannot reclaim anything that he has spent on the woman, neither the dower, nor any

other material spending such as gifts and regular financial expenditures. The woman,

on the other hand, has to go to a judge to.get a divorce. In case, she wants the divorce

on the basis of personal dislike and not on the grounds of Nushuz, she has to return

the dower the man gave her. It is here that the claim of inequity surfaces. Why the

woman cannot pronounce divorce without recourse to authority. The fact of the matter

is that Islam takes in to consideration the position of the one who is at stake in a

particular situation. Since, it is the man who is spending on the wife and might have

given expensive gifts to her or might even have transferred the house they are tiving

in to his wife's name, if the wife could pronounce divorce without any authoritative

intervention, the man would surely be at the receiving -or more like the loosing- end..

He is the one who would be at the risk of being treated unjustly. On the other hand,

the woman is not supposed to spend on man. What is hers remains hers. The man has

no right over it. That is why when the man divorces a woman she is not losing out on

anything material. And that is exactly why the man will be more deliberate than the

woman when pronouncing the divorce because the woman has nothing to lose while

the man does.

Of course, there still remains the fact that men can abuse that right as it had

started happening during the khilafat of Omar. Too many men had started taking the

matter of divorce lightly. Omar solved the problem by declaring three divorces

pronounced in one go as three instead of one and thus irrevocable.r The purpose of

I - Muhammad Shafi, vol 1, Pg 586.

734



sighting this example is to tell that the jurists at any time can take measures to prevent

the abusing of any Islamic law which basically happens when people as a nation

become disconnected from the teachings of the Qur'an.

3.5 Polygamy (Polygyny)

The topic of polygyny has also been discussed by both Wadtd and Barlas.

They have discussed the topic in the light of two verses:

GF $1 ;"'1 u.t #qi ek 6 jii'r,tjr $,;x *i

"And if you fear that you will not deal justly with the orphan girls, then marry

those that please you of fother] women, two or three or four. But if you fear that you

will not be just, then fmarry only] one or those your right hands possesses [i.e.,

slaves]. That is more suitable that you may not incline fto injustice].,,1

(Vs t')t;;b Sg'^$t itg g;$ trili

"And you will never be able to be equal [in feeling] between wives, even if

you should strive fto do so]. So do not incline completely [toward one] and leave

another hanging. And if you amend [your affairs] and fear God - then indeed, God is

ever Forgiving and Merciful."2

According to both the writers, the traditional scholars have misinterpreted the

verse about marrying two, three or four wives. The two verses together actually act as

l(An-Nisa:3)

2(An-Nsa:129)

I

I
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a prohibition of polygyny rather a sanction of it. The first of the two verses is in the

context of orphans, that is to say, it permits marrying more than one only if a

caretaker of an orphan fears injustice towards her. Marrl.ing her would prevent that

injustice. The verse also says that if the men fear they will not be able to do justice

between the women they marry, then they should keep to one wife. From the second

verse they extract the part that says they will never be able to do justice between the

wives and as long as that is the case then the practice of marrying one woman is

clearly not allowed.

Wad[d and Barlas have very conveniently done away with a permission that

has had sanction in the whole human history and in all the religions. Islam is the only

religion that tells its followers to marry only one in case they fear they will not be able

to do justice. However, the permission of marrying more than one has not been

repudiated. It has been limited to four with the condition ofjust treatment between the

wives.

ln an effort to prove their point, Wad[d and Barlas both have gone against

their own proclaimed method of exegesis in the light of all relevant verses of The

Qur'an. In the very chapter from which the above verses have been quoted, there is

another verse that pertains more directly to the topic of orphans being discussed in the

verse about polygyny.

*r*r 6;W-
o

lt. :6t eW &"vi3y'9" "Ut J3
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"And they request from you, [o Muhammad], a flegal] ruling concerning

women. Say, "God gives you a ruling about them and fabout] what has been recited to

you in the Book concerning the orphan girls to whom you do not give what is decreed

for them- and [yet] you desire to marry them - and concerning the oppressed among

children and that you maintain for orphans [their rights] in justice." And whatever you

do of good - indeed, God is ever Knowing of it.,,r

This verse very clearly explains that what has been revealed before regarding

the orphans concerns the women orphans whom their caretakers want to marry

without giving them their due rights. The first verse would then mean that if the

caretakers fear that they will not be able to treat such orphan women justly then they

should not marry them. Ignoring this verse has lead Wadfid and Barlas to interpret the

verses in a compiete opposite way.

The writers have further gone against another methodological tool i.e. reading

the verses in context of the revelation. The Arabs at the time of revelation would not

be conscious of doing injustice to the orphans in their financial matters. If they had an

orphan in their caretaking, and she was pretty and wealthy, they would want to mary

her without giving her any dowry. In this way they could benefit from her wealth

without having to give away anything from their own wealth. This is what has been

forbidden in the verse. Instead of marrfng orphans and doing them injustice, the men

should marry women other than these orphans.2

A third tool that the two writers have disregarded is the textual context of

verse 129 while applying the same tool to verse 3. About verse 3 they have pointed

out- and correctly too- that the topic being discussed in the verses before and after is

about orphans and their rights. However, they ignore this same textual context in

l_ (An-Nisa:27)

2 _ .212tr,2€,t iilr .)! Jl
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verse i29 which they use to negate polygamy. The verses that precede and follow the

verse are as follows:

'og tr*i trilbi "oy eg;as 6s':,w ,pt |F

"And if a woman fears from her husband contempt or evasion, there is no sin

upon them if they make teflns of settlement between them - and settlement is best.

And present in fhuman] souls is stinginess. But if you do good and fear God - then

indeed God is ever, with what you do, Acquainted. And you will never be able to be

equal [in feeling] between wives, even if you should strive [to do so]. So do not

inciine completely ltoward one] and leave another hanging. And if you amend lyour

affairsl and fear God - then indeed, God is ever Forgiving and Merciful. But if they

separate [by divorce], God will enrich each [of them] from His abundance. And ever

is God Encompassing and Wise.,,

The topic being discussed here is treatment or complete evasion of a woman

by her husband. In such a case, the two are recommended to come to a mutual

agreement of peace and if that does not come to be about that the two can choose to

separate' The context shows that the part where the verse says 'you will never be able

to be equal between wives' is not about material matters but about non material

aspects of relationship and in this regard God says that they can never treat all wives

emotionally equal. However, the solution that God has given is not to marry more

'#taje.r
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than once but not to incline towards one and leave the other hanging in case such a

situation arises after marrying. A further option given is that of divorce if the two

cannot live in less than the ideal way. A situation like the one described i.e. ill

treatment or loss of interest, can take place even in a monogamous situation. If this

happens then the man can either choose to marry a second woman and keep the first

or, divorce the first and marr;, a second. Islam has preferred the second while keeping

the option of divorce open for the first woman in case she does not want to live in

such a setup. How is then polygyny be violation of women rights when the woman is

neither forced to marry a married man nor is she forced to remain in a polygamous

marnage??

3.6 Witness

The discussion of witness revolves around the women's testimony being

considered half to that of men. Wadfid claims the followingt:

1) The following verse about testimony of two, wording of the verse both 
I

the women are not called to witness.

,t,4!:sr .u t*f ;;,a 9r{ig3 yi ,yr tir(r- t bg &v; b *q r2lt4;^*re1

<sy$ r.iAr'r-l f;,5 u;t:*l'"J,-'oi
'iAnd bring to wibress two witnesses from among your men. And if there are

not two men favailable], then a man and two women from those whom you accept as

witnesses - so that if one of them [i.e., the women] errs, then the other can remind

her."2

l-Pgl12andl13

2(Al-Baqarah:282)
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The witness is one while the other woman is their only to remind her if she

errs and not as a witness.

2) The verse pertains to financial matters only. The andocentric

interpretations generalize the formula and take every mention of witness in

the The Qur'5n to mean male witness exclusively.

3) The injunction about the two witnesses being equal to one is obsolete as

women are now well conversant with financial matters and thus the

possibiiity of forgetting is not as it was before.

First of all, attention needs to be paid to a very important aspect which both

the writers seem completely obiivious to, that is the fact that going to court and

bearing wifiress is a liability and not a privilege. Both of them have treated it as a right

and not a responsibility. This completely reverses the perspective on the issue. When

two women are called to witness instead of one, they are basically being lightened of

a burdened. So it seems that what they are contesting is not the right but why are

women given less burden than men, they should be equally burdened with the liability

of bearing wifiress in court.

As far as the wording is concerned, the verse does not say at all that one of

the women bears witness while the other has a passive role. In fact, the wording tells

us totally otherwise. Instead of saying: If one of the two forgets then the other can

remind her, the verse says: If one of the two forgets then one of the two can remind

the other. This is not the way of Arabs. The Arabs do not repeat the noun in the same

sentence. The apparent repetition here is not really a repetition but indicates that the

act of forgetfulness can happen on part of eitherl. Thus both are considered equal

I - .l I 0.r r3E. J,J-.jilt-, Jg_Jsjl!
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witnesses as any one of the two can forget some of the facts and the other is supposed

to supply those facts or correct them. This obviousiy requires both of them to play an

active role.

Secondly, Wadud's claim that the verse pertains to financial matters and thus

cannot be generalized, as is done by andocentric interpretations, does not seem to be

based on facts. She does not substantiate her claim by evidence. Al-Tabari, Ibn Kathir

and Ibn Aashoor clearly state that the verse pertains to financial matters while others

like Al-Razi,Baedawi and Al-Zamakhshari simply state their reasons for the witness

of two being equal to one. They do not comment about the injunction being general or

specific. The traditional scholars do not generalize the two to one formula. The

judicial cases near them are divided in to three types:

1) Those cases in which only the men's witness is accepted such as 'Qisas'

and'Hudood'. Some of scholars like Imam Al-Ghazali do not agree to this

and consider the wifiress of women as acceptabiel. Hence, this opinion

does not fall under'Ijma'.

Those cases in which women can witness along with men. These refer to

financial matters which is the domain of men generally.

Those cases in which women alone can witness. These refer to matters

which are the domain of women in general such as birth and suckling.

Hence, the formula of two to one is not generalized at all.ln fact, in the case

of 'Zina' the wife's testimony is given precedence over the man's testimony. If a

husband sees his wife in sexual course with another man and he is unable to produce

four witnesses then he is asked to swear that he is right in his claim. However, if the

1 - 66,r,714,2006!.;-Ja1i!l.dr-r^iil -11: r,*jl;i.ll r ^ i 'rr-tl rhi .r 4iill giAi d9 t.,Jt ijJt

2)

3)
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woman rejects his claim and also swears then her word takes precedence over the

man's word!

The fact of the matter is that it is irrelevant whether a man is giving the

testimony or the woman, what is critical is the rights of the people that are to be

safeguarded by these injunctions. That is why there are cases that require four male

wifiresses, some require two and for some cases one is enough. ln the case of financial

matters, the requirement of two female is because it is the domain of men in general

and the women are not well versed in such matters, thus woman's witness might not

be enough to safeguard the right of someone.

Thirdly, the claim that now women have become active participants in the

financial arena so this injunction has become obsolete, it is somewhat of a

misunderstanding of the injunction itself. Firstly, the injunction is addressed to those

who are involved in the financial transaction. It is not addressed to the judges who are

supposed to judge as per the available evidence. If the judge sees that the evidence of

one woman is reliable in any given case then there is nothing in the verse that stops

him from doing so. However, it is recofirmended to those who make the contract to

take two women as witnesses if they cannot find trvo men because the women have a

greater chance to forgetting facts when it comes to money dealings. The injunctions of

The Qur'an, just as any laws of a coturtry, are based on majority trends. While women

have become more active than before in the financial circles, there still remain

significant occupational differences. Moreover, studies show that women and men

both have different interests and when they are recalling past events, they tend to

remember different details. Men are also known to have better long term memories

while women are able to recall recent events better than past events. Even if we were

to accept that women become well conversant in money matters, the fact remains that
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women easily come under stress and thus their eyewifiress accounts have a chance of

being more inaccurate than menl. Thus for safeguarding the interest of people, the

verse still applies and will continue to apply as long as women are women and men

are men.

Who re,embers uAat? Gender differences in memory, Michigan euartcrly

retrieved on 7 tOgl2lOS.
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Conclusion

ln a world that has become a global village, different cultures and civilizations

are bound to interact with each other. It has become more necessary than ever that

those societies with different historical and cultural background understand each other

and leam to live and grow with each other in a harmonious way. Instead of a clash of

civilization, it should be a mutually beneficial co-existence. This, of course, is only

possible if the historical particularity, social identity and intellectual contribution of

each society is acknowledged, accepted and judged with parameters that take all such

factors in to account. Every society is a product of its unique historical experience and

it is not fair to judge it upon the values or principles of a society with a totally

different hi storical b ackground.

It is very appreciable that the Muslim inteliectuals of today are daring to study

what the West has to offer of its wisdom. However, to accept it without critical

scrutiny and to apply it on a society that did not experience what the West has

experienced, is somewhat of a shallow and unproductive academic exercise. In order

to carry out an impartial study of the Islamic tradition, it is vital that any researcher

studies the two streams of academic traditions, the western and the Islamic

individually, as per the requirements of that tradition. In fact, they need to experience

the tradition in an orthodox manner, from the inside, in order to fully understand and

grasp the tradition and only then they can strive towards a more holistic critical

approach towards its study.

The critical analysis of the works of the two writers, Amina Wadfld and Asma

Barlas, has lead to some observations and conclusions:
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1) Affirmation of belief in Qur',an: Both the writers, wadud and Barlas, claim

to approach the Qur'anic text as believers in its divinity' They suggest that the

problem lies with the interpretation of the Qur'an and not with the Qur'an itself'

However, Barlas seems to contradict her claim in practice when she states that the

written text within our hands is three processes away from the actual word of God'

2) Academic Qualification of Asma Barlas: Asma Barlas is a journalist by

profession and specializes in International Studies and politics. She lacks one of the

most essential tools to unlocking the meaning of the core text of The Qur'an, the

Arabic language. In addition, her knowledge of Hadrth, Tafstr, Usool Al Fiqh, Usool

Al-HadTth, Usool Al-Tafsrr and the development of all these sciences seems non-

existent. Her academic credentials raise significant doubts about her ability to

understand the original Isiamic works iet alone judge them'

3) Academic qualification of Amina Wadfld: Wadud seems to have seriously

pursued the field of Islamic Studies. In addition to her PhD in Arabic and Islamic

Studies, she spent ayear in Egypt and dwing her stay she took an advanced course in

Arabic language and attempted to study Qur'anic Studies and Philosophy. However,

her academic pursuits show that she did not delve into the study of Hadrth, its

principles or the development of this science'

4) Influence of Feministic ideals: Both, Amina Wadtrd and Asma Barlas, have

studied in Western institutes and seem heavily influenced, Western philosophy and

feministic ideals prevailing there. Although, Amina Wadud agrees with the

traditional scholars in her perspective of gender equity and not equality; she believes

that eur'an has defined the same individual roles to both but the socio-functional

roles for both are different but equally important. However, differences arise when it

comes to the application of this theory while dealing with individual issues. An effort
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to align the Qur'anic text with her idea of gender equity becomes apparent when a

traditionally accepted view is rejected and categorized as being particular to that

historical time and place and hence no longer appiicable. No textuai justification for

the view is cited. As for Barlas, her work is completely derived from the works of

those who studied in the West. Only a glance at her bibliography is enough to

conclude that.

5) Influence of Western (Biblicat) Hermeneutical models: The hermeneutical

models employed by the two writers basically revolve around an intratextual

approach along with historical and lingUistic analysis of the verses' They have tried

to appty the Western hermeneutical toois that have resulted from the biblical srudies

carried out over centuries to The Qur'an and Islamic tradition, disregarding those

elements and tools that developed and became part of Qur'anic studies as a result of

the unique historical development of this tradition. She has clearly stated that she has

taken up the hermeneutical model proposed by Fazlul Rahman Maiik who is known

to have been trained by the orientalist Toshihiko Izutsu. They have either rejected or

strongly criticized those sciences and sources of understanding of Isiam that are

unique to the socio-historical development of the Muslim world.

6) Over-Generalization and Partial research: Criticizing the whoie corpus of

Islamic tradition and rejecting the works and efforts of generations of great schoiars

is a very bold, though not a new, step. While there are individuals who can be said to

express patriarchal views, such views were not found among those books of Tafasir

that are renowned in the traditional academic circles. On the contrary many aspects

of issues discussed by the two writers were in agreement with views of the traditional

scholars. Their claims have not been substantiated by sufficient evidence to label the
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whoie tradition as patriarchal. wherever the judgments of orientalists have been

quoted, the matter has not been investigated in an academic manner.

7) Reliance on secondary sources: Barlas has completely and utterly relied on

secondary sources of information despite the avaiiability of primary sources

pertaining to the object of her study. She has not consulted a single original work of

Tafsr or Hadrth (except an English translation of Al-Tabari). Whiie there is nothing

wrong with consulting secondary sources, study of those texts about which they are

making their claims was essential to ascertain an impartial view. Barlas has not done

that with any of her ciaims. Her works seems like a patch work of different theories

that are not substantiated by evidence. Wadfld, too, has consulted just three books of

Tafsrr, citing only two of them as evidence for her ciaims and one book of HadIth'

While she has consulted some Arabic books, a few even regarded as primary works

in their respective field, majority of her sources belong to the same category as that

which Barlas has relied on.

g) Denigrating Islamic Sciences: Both the writers have done grave injustice and

disrespect to the works of Muslims scholars and their efforts in the development of

Islamic sciences. Despite the fact that these sciences include the most comprehensive

and advanced tools of textual intelpretation, the writers have classified them as mere

works of a bunch of patriarchal minded men and thus not deserving any value or

attention whatsoever.
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Recommendations:

1) More women interpreters of the Qur'an who are well grounded in the

knowledge of Islamic sciences need to come forward and take up the

task of Tafsir as female interpreters do seem to be almost non-existent'

2) A need to take the Islamic sciences to the masses and not just keep

them within academic circle so that the common Muslim has a better

idea of the efforts and progress oul traditional schoiars have made in

their pertinent fields'

3) The Islamic method of textual analysis and interpretation has

developed and perfected over a long period of time. It ought to be

extended beyond the reiigious texts and applied to other fields of

knowledge where textual interpretation is required'

4) Ijtihad of well conversant scholars should be more actively publicized

because the social fabric of society is changing and the mainstream

schoiars need to heip the Muslims deal with matters accordingly'

5) The women in many Muslim countries are oppressed despite the fact

that Islam is not the source of this oppression' The scholars shouid

come forward and help improve the status and condition of women'

They should speak up against the injustice done to women in the name

of Isiam and tradition so no one can attribute it to Isiam or its scholars

and the new generation's faith in Islamic injunctions is restored'

6) The status quo of Muslims in today's world is that they are not

following Islam in its tnre spirit. When a woman comes to a scholar

and asks them the solution to a marital problem specific to her, instead

of giving her an age old fatwa that was given in a different social set
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up and in a different time, they should advice her as per the social

conditions of today. Today's generation need practical Isla:nic

solutions to the problems they are facing, not bookish answers that are

no longer applicable in today's world.
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