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Hermeneutical Models Proposed by Amina Wadud and Asma
Barlas for the Exegesis of the Qur’an - An Analytical Overview
Sana Ammad” Shah Junaid Ahmad Hashimi"
Abstract
Amina Wadad 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 delivered many lectures
related to the topic of women in Islam. The two writers, like other
feministic' writers of their league, have criticized and rejected the
methodology of traditional” Muslim scholars regarding the exegesis
of the Qur'an and declared it to be the means by which the male
exegetes have been able to produce misogynistic reading of the
Qur'an. Subsequently, they claim to have reread the Qur'an from a
woman’s perspective and rid it of its patriarchal readings by
proposing hermeneutical’ models different from that of traditional
scholars.* First of all, this article briefly addresses a question in this
regard: Whether these writers are justified in applying western
hermeneutics to the study of Qur'an. Secondly, it critically analyzes
the hermeneutical models proposed by the two writers and thirdly,
whether these writers have succeeded in ridding the Scripture off its
patriarchal readings as they claim to do.
Keywords: Hermeneutical Models; Amina Wadud; Asma Barlas; Tafsir.

Western Hermeneutics and Islamic Feminism

The term hermeneutics means the rules of interpretation and understanding of
religious texts. The use of this term dates back to the 17" century when it was
associated directly with the interpretation of biblical text. Eventually it came to be
used for the interpretation of ancient literary texts and most recently expanded to a
very broad sense: the understanding and interpretation of human existence. The
methodological criteria for such a mode of interpretation was developed by those
who, responded to the need of their time to understand and comprehend the Bible
better, and thus came up with tools that would deal with the social, historical and
linguistic challenges faced in understanding the Biblical text.’ These tools might work
well for the analyses of the Bible; however, they cannot possibly accommodate a
tradition that was developed in a completely different historical and social context.
Islamic feministic movement, which is a fairly recent intellectual movement, started in
the 1990s°. The Muslim women, who bear the flag of this movement, were all
educated in Western institutions; they affirm their faith in the Qur'an, but reject the
Hadith tradition, and claim to re read the Qur'an in the light of hermeneutics they
learnt during their academic studies in the West. Some writers have gone beyond this
and questioned the origin of some of the Qur'anic verses while others remain faithful to
the sanctity of the divine text. This movement focuses on gender equality and social
justice, claiming to use principles authenticated by the Qur'an. They try to analyze the
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Qur'anic text by adopting the historical and academic critique that occurred in the West
for the interpretation of the Bible.” Riffat Hassan®, Fatima Mernissi’, Leila Ahmed", Amina
Wadad and Asma Barlas are considered some of the most active participants of this
movement. However, the focus of this article is specifically the models proposed by
Amina Wadtid and Asma Barlas in their magnum opus works: “Qur'an and Woman:
Rereading the Sacred Text from aWoman's Perspective” and “Believing Women in Islam: Unreading
Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur'an".

Amina Wadud: Amina Wadud was born as Mary Teasly on September 25, 1952, to a
Methodist Afro-American family in Southern State of Maryland. She studied bachelors
at The University of Pennsylvania (1970-75). In 1972, while still 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 Egypt, including advanced
Arabic at the American University in Cairo, Qur'anic studies and Tafsir (exegesis or
religious interpretation) at Cairo University, and philosophy at Al-Azhar University. a

In 1989, Wadud joined the International Islamic University in Malaysia and taught there as
an Assistant Professor. During this period, she also published her famous
dissertation Qur'an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text ﬁ'om a Woman's Perspective and co-
founded the non-governmental organization ‘Sisters in Islam’. In 1992, Wadad took a
position at Virginia Commonwealth University as a professor of Religion and Philosophy.
After retiring from there in 2008, Wadud continued as a visiting lecturer at Center for
Religious and Cross Cultural Studies at Gadjah Mada University inYogyakarta, Indonesia. .
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., Barlas went on to do a two year Masters program in
journalism from The University of Punjab, Lahore'’. She was one of the first women to
join the Civil service of Pakistan in 1976. However, her diplomatic career ended in
1983 when General Zia ul Haq dismissed her from the Civil services for saying that
‘the judiciary in Pakistan was neither free nor fair’'*. Barlas sought political asylum in
the U.S"” where she obtained a Masters degree in International Studies from GSIS,
University of Denver'®. 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 India, 1885-1947" .
From 1985-1991, Barlas worked as an instructor and Research Assistant at GSIS. From
thereon she continued her career at Ithaca College where she eventually became a full
professor. Barlas also held the Chair for Department of Politics at Ithaca College
from1998 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).

Hermeneutic Model of Amina Wadud:

Wadud proposes a general hermeneutic model that entails three aspects:

1. Context of Revelation:“The context in which the text was written (in the case of
the Qur'an, in which it was revealed)”'*: 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
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Qur'anic universals and particulars. She says that The Qur'an was revealed in the context
of seventh century Arabia and hence its application is restricted to that context. From
this particular historical context, general principles should be drawn for applications in
a different historical and cultural context.
Barlas adds to the concept by saying:
“Conservatives theorize the Qur'an’s universalism (trans-historicity) by de-
historicizing the Qur'an itself, and/ or by viewing its teachings a historically. This is
because the)f believe that historicizing the er'&n ’s contexts means also bistoricizing
its contents, thereby undermining its sacred and universal character™’
Prophet Muhammad was sent as a mercy for all mankind, not just the Arabs:
" el L, ) AL L
“And We have not sent you, [O Muhammad], except as a mercy to
the worlds.”
His job was to warn the people, not just those who were his direct audience but also all
those to whom this Qur'an reaches:
U8 al agll all) we & (o sdesial 2880 Al (s 40 2030 G0 13 ) (sl
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“Say, “What thing is greatest in testimony?”’Say, “God is witness
between me and you. And this Qur'an was revealed to me that I may
warn you thereby and whomever it reaches”
Another verse that supports the same:
18 L5 U gl 7 i Gl 2y o 3 30 G 18 B0 Gl S,
el B G A AR B (s B
“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 the Blaze.”
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:
1) O you who believe (the most common of all addresses)
2) O mankind/children of Adam
3) O Prophet
The only exceptions are: God’s address to particular audience in a story such as O
Adam and O Bani Israel, O people of intellect, O people of the Book, O The Jinns and
The Mankind, O Disbelievers. None of these 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 Makkah) and whoever is around it also do not specify what is
meant by ‘around it” since that can practically mean the whole world”. 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
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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 hermeneutical model.
Whenever God intended a ruling to be specific, He specified that Himself:
050 O Al LAl aSig o 8 30 1) L S el gl el W g ¢ Ll
L el
“O Prophet, indeed We have made lawful to you your wives to
whom. . .if the Prophet wishes to marry her, [this is] only for you,
excluding the [other] believers...”
" ) B GO S i IR ] i S il e 0 L5
“O wives of the Prophet, whoever of you should commit a clear
immorality - for her the punishment would be doubled two fold, and
ever is that, for God, easy.”
Since the audience is explicitly declared 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 de-historicize The Qur'an nor do they overlook the
context in which it was revealed. It is precisely because of this the knowledge of ‘Asbab
an-Nuzul (occasions of revelation) 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 the dimension of time is
rooted nowhere except within The Qur'an:
T ) L) g o) U A U K0 S i 2 S A1
"Indeed, it is a noble Qur'an. In a Register well-protected; None
touch it except the purified [i.e. the angels]. [t is] a revelation from
the Lord of the worlds.”
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,
the Qur'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 al-Lauh
al- mahfuz:
Y b gt A
“But this is an honoured Qur'an. [Inscribed] in a Preserved Slate.”
The ‘Lah e Mafooz’ is the book with God in which everything that is in the Heavens
and the Earth, and everything that is going to happen in them, is already written. Verse
61 in Surah Yunus clearly states that everything that we recite from The Qur'an is
already written in a special book:
5 135kt R U ) (T Do (o3 W 0 e e o Uy 3 3 5
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“And, [O Muhammad], you are not [engaged] in any matter or recite
any of the Qur'an and you [people] do not do any deed except that We
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are witness over you when you are involved in it. And not absent

from your Lord is any [part] of an atom’s weight within the earth or

within the heaven or [anything] smaller than that or greater but that it

is in a clear register.”

TS (e B S BT 8 AT ()l KB G e U8 S 1) (i) B s

“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.”
Why then, was the Qur'an sent in parts over a period of 23 years? It is stated in Suratul
Isra:

" A 2 L A I S S A

“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.”
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“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.”
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.
As for drawing universals from particulars, it seems both the writers are unaware of a
branch of knowledge in jurisprudence known as Al-Qawa ‘id 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)”’.
Following are only a few examples of such universals’’:
i) Deeds depend upon intentions.
ii) Certainty is not voided by doubt.
iii) The original state of things is that of permissibility unless there is evidence to
indicate otherwise.
iv) Harm has to be taken away.
v) The accepted practice among traders is like an agreed upon condition between them.
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.
Universals like these have been drawn from the Qur'an and the Sunnah, and they 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
completely unclear.
2. The grammatical composition of the text (how it says what it says)”:
Wadud says that terminologies should not just be examined within the immediate
textual context, syntax and language act but also in the light of “the larger textual
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development of the term””’.

Wadud 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 Agfahani%, Zamakhshari’’ | Abu Hayyan Al-
Andulast™, Ibn “Ashoor” were all people who emphasized on linguistic 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.
For Wadud, linguistic analysis of the verses is an essential tool in clearing 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. -
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 speakers are preferred
over non-native speakers when it comes to learning a new language. Waduad might be
able to approach the text in a new way but not necessarily in a better ways; 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 9/11, without first hand
experiences of the people?? Why does Wadud feel there is a need to de-gender the
language to understand Islam or any other religion? Was Bible always written in a de-
gendered language? English has only adopted the neuter gender recently. Hebrew, the
language of the Old Testament is still a gendered language. Why is God, Na uzu bi Allah,
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 this 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-view*': Wadad calls it a
‘hermeneutics of tawhid’*’, “(r)ather than simply applying meanings to one verse at a
time, with occasional references to various verses elsewhere, a framework may be
developed that includes a systematic rationale for making correlations and sufficiently
exemplifies the full impact of Qur'anic coherence.”
Thus, Amina Wadud 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. In the terminology of the traditional scholars this is called Tafsir
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al-Qur'an bi al-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 Wadud has mistaken the references made by scholars while explaining a verse as
mere occasional references, whereas, they are, in reality, a result of the inductive
reasoning of a scholars who knows the whole Qur'an by heart and understands each
verse it. Instead of listing each and every verse referred to while doing Tafsir, and
making the Tafsir an encyclopedia rather than a book of guidance, the scholars just
referred to verses that were enough to shed light on the meaning they had concluded. Is
Wadud trying to say that when The Prophet explained the term Zulm (Injustice) in the
Qur'an by quoting the verse 31:13 (Indeed associating partners 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. In 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 Tafsir and Hadith. There is
already a systematic rationale established in this regard. One only needs to look at the
right books of Tafsir. The branch of knowledge that deals with it is known as 1m al-
Munasabat i.e. the science of co- relation between verses and chapters of The Qur'an.

The foremost hermeneutic tool mentioned by Barlas as well, is the exegesis of the
Qur'anic verses as a Qur'anic totality. She has emphasized that The Qur'an is a thematic
whole and thus cannot be taken in bits and pieces. Traditional scholars are criticized for
taking an ‘atomistic” approach towards the exegesis of The Qur'an.

“Muslims have not read the Qur’an as both a ‘“complex hermeneutic totality” and as a
“historically situated” text. Instead, says Mustansir Mir, they have relied on a “‘linear-atomistic™
method that takes a “‘verse-by-verse approach to the Qur'an. . .As a result, the Qur’dn is not read
as a text possessing both “‘thematic and structural Nazm [coherence] o

Such a criticism can only come from someone who is ignorant of history and the stages
through which exegesis of The Qur'an went through. Following is a very brief outline as
mentioned by Al-Zahabi® in his book Al- Yszsir wa al-Mi ufassiroon%:

From the very inception of Islam, the Qur'an has been expounded in accordance with
the need of the time. During the life time of The Prophet, Sahabah (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 explanation if there was something ambiguous to them. The Prophet, who
was not just acquainted with every theme of The Qur'an but also the most well versed
in the intended meaning of God in any verse; he would explain it to them whatever
was unclear. After the death of The Prophet, Sahabah used four major sources to do
Tafsir of the Qur'an:

1) The Qur'an

2) Sunnah of The Prophet

3) Intellect and Deductive reasoning

4) Judaic traditions.

The Qur'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,
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they would use their intellect, deductive reasoning and their knowledge of Arabic
language, culture, 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 beliefs.
After the era of The Sahabah, their successors, al-Tabi‘in, used the same methodology
with addition of one more source; the sayings of companions of The Prophet about
Tafsir. When the compilation of Hadith started, around the end of the first century,
sayings of The Prophet and his companions pertaining 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 Wadud and Barlas. 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 Sahabah, al-Tabi‘n and Tabi‘al-Tabi in regarding the
Tafsir of a verse. These sayings included the Hadith of The Prophet, Ijm® of Sahabah,
individual opinions of Sahabah 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.

Barlas and Wadud consider the citation of one or two verses from the rest of The Qur'an
as occasional references and not in line 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 Wadud 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 Hadith and sayings of preceding
scholars, what stopped them from considering all the related sayings of God?!

This trend grew, with the exegesis highlighting one particular discipline like linguistics,
theology, jurisprudence, sufism etc. However, parallel to these separate books,
thematic study of Qur'anic topics also came to surface like At-Tibyan fi ‘Ulum Al Qur'an
by Ibn Qayyim, book on Majaz Al-Qur'an by Abu ‘Ubaidah, Mufradat Al-Qur'an by Al-
Asfahani etc. All these books and the likes of them would trace a particular topic
through The Qur'an, discussing the resulting totalities and universals in detail. Today, if
one takes a look at the recent scholarships in the learning 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 in 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), it is a great injustice to a major portion of scholarly work
that has been done in Islamic history.
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With regard to the verses that contain reference to women, Amina says that she has
analyzed them in the light of the traditional method of Tafsir al-Qur'an bi al-Qur'an
(interpretation of the Qur'an based on the Qur'an itself). She has elaborated her
particular method as:*’
“Each verse was analyzed:
1. 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 1ight of overriding Qur'anic principles; and
5. within the context of the Qur'anic Weltanschauung, or world-view.
From the above discussion, it can be seen clearly that the method of Wadud basically
comes down to two principles employed by the traditional scholars:
1) Exegesis of The Qur'an in the light of The Qur'an
2) ‘“Asbab an-Nuzul i.e. Occasions of revelation. This is incorporated in the context as
referred by Wadud.
The four Methodological Criteria of Qur'anic exegesis according to Barlas:
According to Barlas, Qur'an gives us four methodological criteria for interpreting its
meaning, However, she fails to support her claim by verse/s of The Qur'an. Instead,
Barlas quotes Farouq Sherf s saying 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. o
The four criteria are as follows:
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 principle on which Wadud has
based her method of doing Tafsir of Qur'an by the Qur'an itself. A discussion on this has
already passed.
2) Reading for the best meanings
3) Using analytical reasoning in interpretation.
4) Context of its revelation, a discussion of this has also passed above.
While The Qur'an does uphold the principles of intra-textuality, 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 methods in interpreting the Qur'an:
1- Hadith:
L b RS T R D L 0 el A Ll 15 30
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“O you who have believed, obey God and obey the Messenger and
those in 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.”
2- Arabic language:
Oy DR (e K8 G e Caall) 7 550 4 U5 Caalld) Sy o0 A3
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“And indeed, it [i.e., the Qur'an] is the revelation of the Lord of the
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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.”
3- Ijma*
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“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.”
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 have
unanimously agreed upon so as to eliminate chances of human error by individuals.
4- Qiyas or Analogical reasoning:
CToel G
“So take warning, O people of vision.”
The word ’i‘tabira 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 ‘illah, the spirit/objective/principle
working behind the known example.
As for the analytical reasoning and the application of double movement of
deconstruction and reconstruction of context as proposed by Rahman and related by
Barlas in her book, the principle is incorporated in the method of Jjtihad. And the
contextual reading is contained within the knowledge of Ashab an-Nuzul, 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: ‘Urf (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 in the
Qur'anic world view of creating ease for humanity.
Va0 2 B L A
“God intends for you ease and does not intend for you hardship”
Another method that has been claimed by Barlas to have 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.”55 Again, this hermeneutical
principle is not new; since the Islamic scholars have dealt with the subject in the
principle of Mafhoom and Manpooq’56, present in all 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.
The above discussion shows that Wadud and Barlas are either ignorant of the work that
the traditional scholars have done in the field of exegesis of the Qur'an, OR, they have
chosen not to give them due credit for their work. In either case, it sheds light on their
weak academic knowledge and poor quality of their work.
Application of the Proposed Hermeneutical Models
After a detailed analysis of the hermeneutical model proposed by the two writers, the

obvious question that comes to mind whether they have been successful in coming up
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with liberating readings of the Qur'an with the application of these models. And it seems
that that have conveniently ignored it when it has not resulted in the interpretation of
their choice. Let us take a look at a few examples discussed in their books:

i) While discussing the concept of Fadala, Wadud seconds the stance of Syed Qutub and
restricts the concept of Fadl to the relationship of husband and wife in a marriage. g
Al-Tabari, however, shares the same view on the verse. He says that giwamah 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.sSWhile the opinion of the
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
Qawwam over their wives (only) and this is due to Fadl of men over women. This Fad] is
God given in the form of some natural abilities and some religious injunctions.

Barlas, on the other hand, rejects the idea of the head of household, “especially as the term
has been understood in western feudal cultures””’ She also criticizes Yusuf Ali’s commentary
on the verse that describes Qawwamiin 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 Wadud, Azizah Al-Hibri and Riffat
Hassan choice of the meaning of Qawwamun as 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".éo

While Wadud does not seem to differ much from the traditional scholars, it is quite
surprising that Barlas fails to appreciate the interpretation of the exegetics in their
historical context when she, herself, vehemently advocates reading the text in its
historical context. The concept of gender differences is as old as we know human
history to be while the concept of sexual inequality 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 beliefs 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!

if) Another discussion regarding the verse pertains to the last part of the same verse of
Surah al-Nisa', to which the infamous wife battering is attributed to. As for the permission
to strike in case of Nushtz, both the writers agree that it does not give men the permission
to batter their wives. During her discourse on the topic of ‘daraba’, Barlas chooses to
relate the meanings given by Rafi Ullah Shahab®': ‘to prevent’ and by Riffat Hassan:
‘holding in confinement’. 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’.
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Regarding 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 Lisan al-‘Arab nor Taj al-‘Uroos nor in any of the other renowned Arabic
dictionaries!The only word that uses the same root words as Qanitat is Qaneet. It is
used with the word ’ina’: container, thus referring to a container that is capable of
holding the water as: ’ina’ Qaneet (**<u® cUl) The word Qaneet is never used in this
form and for Barlas to have accepted such a far-fetched claim and to relate it in her
work, only exposes her inability to critically analyze the text from a linguistic angle;
and, not to say, it also goes against her criteria of analytical reasoning. Why would Allah
intend a meaning that is so far-fetched and definitely not in fashion among the Arabs to
refer to what He intends to say?

iii) Wadud also contends the traditional Muslim view that God created man first and
then from him He created his mate, the woman. 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. Indeed God is ever,
over you, an Observer”.*

Wadud says the word min, usually translated as ffrom’ in the verse, has two meanings:

1) extraction of one thing from another

2) Of the same nature as

Wadud 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 suitable.

Wadud also comments on the word nafs and zawj. She 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 grasp 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.®

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 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 clear 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 two
possibilities:

1) Man was created first and then the woman

2) Woman was created first and then the man.
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Let us look 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. 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 erongdoers.”65
These verses show that before Eve was created there was only Adam, the man. The
story 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
Wadud has discussed, it does become very clear from other related verses of The
Qur’an; and Wadud’s choice to ignore those verses goes against her holistic and thematic
approach to interpreting the Qur’an.

As for the narrations in this regard, Wadud says they are Biblical accounts. Wadud does
not seem to have much knowledge of Hadith as said earlier. These narrations do include
some Biblical accounts while others are Prophet’s sayings in Sahih Bukhari and Sahih
Muslim which are known for not containing any 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 (SAW) 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 because he is unhappy about being treated
inferior! The fact that God uses non gender specitic 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!
iv) The topic of polygyny has also been discussed by Wadud as well as Barlas. They have
discussed the topic in the light of two verses:
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“And if you fear that you will not deal justly with the orphan girls,

then marry those that please you of [other] women, two or three or

four. But if you fear that you will not be just, then [marry only] one

or those your right hands possesses [i.e., slaves]. That is more suitable

that you may not incline [to injustice].”*
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“And you will never be able to be equal [in feeling] between wives, even
if you should strive [to do so]. So do not incline completely [toward
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one] and leave another hanging. And if you amend [your affairs] and fear

God - then indeed, God is ever Forgiving and Merciful.”’
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 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. Marrying 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.
Wadud 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 of just treatment between the wives.
In an effort to prove their point, Wadud 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.
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“And they request from you, [O Muhammad], a [legal] ruling

concerning women. Say, “God gives you a ruling about them and

[about] 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.”®
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 Wadud and Barlas to interpret the verses in a
completely 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 marry
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 marrying orphans and doing them injustice, the men
should marry women other than these orphans.69
A third tool that the two writers have disregarded is the textual context of verse 129
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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 verse 129
which they use to negate polygamy. The verses that precede and follow the verse are as
follows:

Bla Uiy Blal o Lelle #Ua W Uale) T 1758 Ll (e L8A 80 o

O L (st Loy S AT {43 58T | g (o ol (i) oy i ALl

AL 08 558 o U5 b B ey e 5 i

Lo Gy A0 S 4 e BT (33 655 - Ly . S D) 248185,

“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 [human] 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 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. 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 the ill-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 equal
emotionally. However, the solution that God has given is not to stick only to having one
wife, 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
marry 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 a violation of women rights when, the woman is neither forced to marry a
married man, nor is she forced to remain in a polygamous marriage??
Conclusion
After a detailed analysis of the works of the two writers, we can, with confidence,
conclude the following about their hermeneutical models and their application.
1) Amina Wadud and Asma Barlas, both are not fully qualified to interpret the Qur'anic
text. While Wadud can be said to be under-qualitied with respect knowledge of Arabic
language and Hadith literature, Barlas does not seem to be qualified at all to make such
huge claims about 1400 years of Islamic tradition
2) Both the writers have not really come up with any new hermeneutical model. They
claim to have used model authenticated by the Qur'an but they have basically adopted
those tools which they learned during their study in Western institutions and which



Hermeneutical Models Proposed by Amina Wadud and Asma Barlas... 16

represent only some of the tools employed by the traditional scholars. The only new
aspect of their method is their choice to ignore some of the tools that have been used
by traditional scholars and which also has sanction from the Qur'an. On what basis have
they chosen to accept some those tools and reject the others as all have been
prescribed by The Qur'an, is beyond understanding, The only explanation that can be
found is that they chose those tools that they found in the western hermeneutics and
which served their preconceived notions of gender equality.

3) Both the writers have not done justice to the rich Islamic tradition by applying
Western, Biblical hermeneutical tools to the study of the Qur'an because the
development of Islamic tradition differs completely from that of the Biblical tradition.
4) They have neither fully employed those hermeneutical tools that they proposed nor
have they been very successtul in ridding the scripture off the ‘patriarchal readings’
that they associated with it. The points on which they seem to be successtul are those in
which they are in agreement with one or more of the traditional Islamic scholars.
These readings are not completely new.

5) Due recognition of the work of traditional Islamic scholars in the field of exegesis
has not be given. Rather, the Islamic sciences developed by them for the interpretation
of religious texts, have been denigrated.

6) Barlas is fundamentally a journalist who has only gathered the claims made by
orientalists and other intellectuals educated in the West, without taking any pains to
investigate the validity of such claims. She seems completely ignorant of, or perhaps
chose to ignore, the principles of academic research.

While an intellectual dialogue between different faiths and cultures is highly
commendable; and benefitting from the works of Non-Islamic scholars hails the true
spirit of Islam, it is highly recommended that such discourses be kept objective and
faithful to the principles of academic research. After all, what good can come out of a
work that is not true to its claim and only serves of disillusion the audience about
Islamic tradition and cut its people off their roots.
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