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Introduction: Words, Hermeneutics, 

and the Construction of Meaning

S .R .  BU RGE

What the words of the Qur’an mean is, natur ally, central to 
any under stand ing of the Qur’an. Before attempt ing to come 

to under stand anything of the Qur’anic world view, its theo logy and 
its ethical values, there is a need to engage with the words found in 
it. %e essays in this volume explore the ways in which exegetes and 
other inter pret ers, such as legal theor ists and trans lat ors, engage 
with the words of the Qur’an to gener ate meaning.

%e ques tion of how people read texts and respond to them has 
been of great concern in Biblical Studies and in philo sophy more 
broadly, but has not been adequately addressed in Islamic Studies. 
%is intro duc tion will begin by looking at approaches to reading 
and hermen eut ics in Biblical Studies and philo sophy, to provide 
some found a tion for discus sion of the Qur’an and tafsīr. Early 
discus sions of hermen eut ics by Friedrich Schleiermacher in the 
nine teenth century laid the found a tion for the devel op ment of a 
&eld devoted exclus ively to under stand ing this problem.1 Outside of 
Biblical Studies, Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time and Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s Truth and Method repres ent attempts to under-
stand the rela tion ship between a reader’s own context and the world 
of the text.2 For Gadamer, readers have an ‘histor ic ally e(ected 
conscious ness’ (wirkungs geschicht liches Bewußtsein) that comes to 
in+u ence their under stand ing of a text: reading is always a re+ec tion 
of an indi vidual’s histor ical context.3 %ese philo soph ical discus-
sions of hermen eut ics have strongly in+u enced the way in which the 
inter pret a tion of the Bible is under stood, and these ideas are worth 
consid er ing in the context of the study of the Qur’an and tafsīr.4
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In the early stages of the devel op ment of hermen eutic theory, 
Schleiermacher noted the complex rela tion ship between reading a 
text on a general level and at a more speci&c level: consid er ing the 
Bible, or a book of the Bible, as a whole against the inter pret a tion of 
indi vidual words.5 Schleiermacher argued that the process of inter-
pret ing texts was circu lar (his so- called ‘hermen eutic circle’), since 
a reader needs to under stand the general Biblical world view to 
inter pret indi vidual words; but at the same time, the inter pret a tion 
of indi vidual words informs the under stand ing of the Biblical 
world view itself.6 In the context of Islamic Studies, the implic a tion 
is that the mean ings exegetes give to words of the Qur’an are in+u-
enced by, and them selves in+u ence, their inter pret a tion of the 
Qur’an as whole.

Using the essays included in this volume as case studies, this 
intro duct ory chapter will explore how exegetes went about this 
process of giving mean ings to words, and the di(er ent ways in 
which lexical meaning can be construc ted. Building on, and 
react ing to, the philo soph ical hermen eut ics of &gures such as 
Heidegger and Gadamer, as well as the emer ging &eld of semi ot ics,7 
post mod ern liter ary theor ists such as Louise M. Rosenblatt, among 
others, have high lighted the fact that any reading is inter pret at ive: 
every reader has a reac tion to a text that is distinct from anyone 
else’s reading, and the meaning and signi &c ance of indi vidual 
words within the text play a part in the way in which readers receive 
the text and construct its meaning more gener ally.8 Readers natur-
ally bring other external texts to their reading and, to use Roland 
Barthes’s analogy, they ‘weave’ these external texts into the fabric of 
the text being read.9 %e post mod ern notion of inter tex tu al ity 
main tains that someone (either an author or a reader) cannot divest 
them selves of their life exper i ences; further more, because every 
reader has had di(er ent life exper i ences, each indi vidual receives a 
text di(er ently, result ing in a text’s meaning becom ing +uid and 
without any de&n it ive or actual meaning.10 For some liter ary theor-
ists, a consequence of this instabil ity of meaning was a weak en ing 
in an author’s control of the text’s meaning, which trans ferred to its 
reader(s).11 However, Wolfgang Iser, in an attempt to reclaim some 
power for the author, presents a model in which the author and the 
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reader are situ ated at oppos ite ‘poles’ and the ‘text’ is created in the 
space between these two oppos ing poles.12 In this way, an author is 
able to encour age his or her reader to receive the text in a certain 
way – that is, the author is able to control the text to some extent, 
but the reader will still receive the text in whichever way he or she 
wishes, and read the author’s text in light of other sources that the 
author may not have inten ded: the meaning of the text is controlled 
by neither the author nor the reader, but is gener ated through the 
inter ac tion between both.

%ese liter ary and philo soph ical re+ec tions on the way in which 
texts are received have had a great in+u ence on the under stand ing 
and inter pret a tion of scrip ture, partic u larly Biblical inter pret a tion, 
and to a much lesser extent the inter pret a tion of the Qur’an.13 %e 
Biblical scholar Rudolph Bultmann argues that exegesis is an ‘exist-

en ti ell encounter’ with the text, and that as a result, an exegete’s 
inter pret a tion is still ‘determ ined by his own indi vidu al ity, in the 
sense of his special biases and beliefs, his gi/s and weak nesses . . .’14 
Here, the ‘exist en ti ell encounter’ with exegesis is in+u enced, as 
Bultmann argues, by an exegete’s own exper i ences of external texts 
that play a part in the way he or she inter prets the Bible.15 In an 
Islamic Studies context, this means that tafsīr is gener ated by the 
inter ac tion between how an exegete under stands the world and 
how such a world view can be recon ciled with the text of the Qur’an.

In Biblical Studies, the term ‘exegesis’ is used to describe the act 
of devel op ing an inter pret a tion out of the text itself. %e term 
exegesis is o/en coupled with its polem ical coun ter part ‘eisegesis’ – 
the act of devel op ing an inter pret a tion by bring ing external ideas 
into the text that are not neces sar ily there. However, the usual 
under stand ing of the term exegesis – the method that is perceived 
as being unsul lied by any reading of external texts into a text – fails 
to accom mod ate the natural in+u ence and pres ence of external 
texts involved in the act of reading, advoc ated by theor ies of reading 
in both philo soph ical hermen eut ics and post mod ern liter ary 
theory. In response, George Aichele and Gary Phillips argue that all 
inter pret a tion is a mixture of exegesis and eisegesis; they write: 
‘inter tex tu al ity disputes the reduct ive binary oppos i tion of exegesis/
eisegesis with “intergesis”’.16 Aichele and Phillips locate meaning 
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– like Wolfgang Iser – neither inside the text nor outside of it, but 
argue, rather, that meaning is gener ated by the inter ac tion between 
both the text (i.e. the scrip ture) and the reader (i.e. the exegete).

%e way in which an exegete goes about this process is what is 
meant by the term hermen eut ics; this consists of both the prac tical 
form that an exegete wishes to give his exegesis, and the theo lo gical 
and philo soph ical world views that he or she might hold.17 For the 
genre of tafsīr this means that the comment ary (i.e. the work or text 
itself) can determ ine the form that it takes – an area of tafsīr studies 
that has been given much atten tion recently by both Walid A. Saleh 
and Karen Bauer.18 Every tafsīr has a speci&c object ive and audi ence 
in mind and the content of the work is determ ined by these factors; 
so, for example, the al-Durr al- manthūr of Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyū@ī 
(d. 911/1505) and his portions of the Tafsīr al-Jalālayn include 
di(er ent inform a tion, and even the ‘occa sions of revel a tion’ mater ial 
(asbāb al- nuzūl) di(ers in content in his al-Durr al- manthūr, the 
Tafsīr al-Jalālayn, and his work devoted to the subject, his Lubāb 

al- nuqūl fī asbāb al- nuzūl.19

A tafsīr is also in+u enced by an exegete’s own ‘pre- texts’, his or her 
previ ously held theo lo gical and philo soph ical ideas.20 For example, 
in his discus sion of Q. 6:12,21 the MuCtazilī exegete MaNmūd b. CUmar 
al-Zamakhsharī (d. 538/1144) writes:

He [i.e. God] then threatens them [with punish ment in the here-
a/er] for their neglect ing to contem plate [such proofs] and for 
their ascrip tion of part ners to Him that have no power to create 
anything, by saying: He will surely gather you to the day of 

Resurrection, whereupon He will requite you for your ascrip tion 
of part ners [to Him].22

Zamakhsharī’s inter pret a tion clearly re+ects two of the &ve MuCtazilī 
prin ciples: &rstly the neces sity of God’s justice, and secondly that 
God provides both a promise of reward and a threat of punish ment 
(al- wa#d wa’l- wa#īd).23 Likewise, in order to &nd a Qur’anic proof for 
the doctrine of the imamate (imāma), early Shi‘is inter preted verses 
of the Qur’an, such as God commands you to deliver trusts back to 

their owners; and when you judge between the people, that you judge 

with justice . . . (Q. 4:58), in refer ence to the imāma. For example, CAlī 
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b. Ibrāhīm al-Qummī (+. mid-fourth/tenth century) explains this 
verse by saying: ‘It is oblig at ory for the imam (fara$a #alā’l- imām) to 
judge between people justly (bi’l-#adl).’24 Qummī’s Shi‘i view of the 
imam as a spir itual leader, alluded to here, is obvi ously a response 
that would not be enter tained by Sunni exegetes. In addi tion, it is also 
extremely likely that exegeses respon ded to their religio- polit ical 
context. In the case of hadith compil a tion, Andrew Newman has 
argued that the early Shi‘i collec tions of ANmad b. MuNammad 
al-Barqī (d. 274/887–8 or 280/893–4), MuNammad b. al-Vasan 
al-Xa(ār (d. 290/902–3) and Abū JaCfar MuNammad al-Kulaynī  
(d. 328/939–40 or 329/940–41) ‘may be seen as linked to, if they were 
not directly “the product of”, broader trends and events of which the 
compilor himself was inher ently a part’.25 A similar in+u ence of 
histor ical and polit ical contexts on an exegesis is likely, and an area of 
tafsīr studies that needs and warrants further research.

%e combin a tion of the e(ects of both the form of a work and the 
author’s theo lo gical or philo soph ical world view on a text can be 
seen when compar ing a partic u lar exegesis to another work written 
by the same author in a di(er ent genre. %e philo sopher and theo-
lo gian Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 606/1209) provides an inter est ing 
case in point. In his tafsīr, the genre itself constrains him in what he 
can say and how he says it, since the discourse is tied to the text of 
the Qur’an and he can only engage with theo lo gical issues as and 
when the Qur’anic text provides the oppor tun ity.26 Rāzī does intro-
duce philo soph ical and theo lo gical ideas where other exegetes do 
not, but such discus sions must arise out of the text itself.27 In 
contrast, in his theo lo gical works Rāzī is able to employ a discourse 
that is unfettered and uncon strained by the genre of comment ary, 
and he can develop system atic theo lo gical argu ments in a logical 
and sequen tial manner.28 As a result, whilst he does engage with the 
Qur’an in his theo lo gical works, he engages with it in a completely 
di(er ent way. Instead of the Qur’an leading the devel op ment of 
ideas, the theo lo gical ideas form the basis of the kalāmic discourse 
and the Qur’an merely becomes a means of estab lish ing credence 
and author ity to those ideas. %is can be seen through out a work 
such as his Kitāb al-Arba#īn fī u%ūl al- dīn. In his discus sion as to 
whether proph ets are more worthy than angels, he writes:
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%e members of our [AshCarī] school and the Shi‘a [argue] that 
the proph ets are more worthy (af$al) than angels, but the philo-
soph ers and the MuCtazila [argue] that the heav enly angels 
(al- malā&ika al- samāwiyya) are more worthy than humans 
(al- bashar) [ . . . ] %e &rst proof [is] that Adam was pros trated to 
by the angels, and the person being pros trated to is more worthy 
than the person doing the pros tra tion. %is is &rst made clear in 
His Words, Most High, And when We said to the angels, ‘Bow 

yourselves to Adam’. [Q. 2:34]29

Here, the theo lo gical idea that proph ets are more worthy than 
angels precedes the inter pret a tion of the verse, and the verse itself is 
inter preted in light of that view.30 Whilst Rāzī does include the 
same point in his tafsīr of Q. 2:34, it is certainly not his main one, 
nor is it the focus of the discus sion: the verse gener ates and demands 
a greater number of ques tions beyond that of whether angels or 
proph ets are super ior; most notably, why God commanded the 
angels to pros trate to some thing other than Him – an idea that 
could be inter preted as shirk (‘asso ci ation ism’).31 %ese two texts 
show quite di(er ent responses to Q. 2:34 and the ques tion of the 
angelic pros tra tion to Adam; these estab lish a distinc tion between 
exegesis and theo lo gical proof texting, which is not an exeget ical 
process.32 %e roots of these di(er ent approaches to the verse are 
based in the di(er ent forms of genre, and the distinct aims and 
object ives that each entails.

Texts that engage in dispu ta tion or are advoc at ing one partic u lar 
world view over others for doctrinal or dogmatic reasons engage 
with the Qur’an in a di(er ent way to exegesis. Works in the &elds of 
law, philo sophy and theo logy (kalām) use the words and verses of 
the Qur’an to provide proof for a speci&c theo lo gical or legal idea, 
rather than being a re+ec tion and inter pret a tion gener ated by the 
text of the Qur’an, which demands a di(er ent and more compre-
hens ive response. In theo lo gical (and legal) discourses, words and 
verses of the Qur’an acquire a closed, forced and prescript ive 
meaning, since they are forming part of a larger argu ment, rather 
than being part of a response to a Qur’anic verse. %e tension 
between open and closed inter pret a tions distin guishes exegesis 
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from legal and theo lo gical apolo getic works, since, in contrast, the 
genre of tafsīr is typi &ed by a desire to present a range of exeget ical 
possib il it ies for inter pret a tion and for the mean ings of words them-
selves, cata loguing the inter pret at ive options and leaving the 
meaning of the text open.33

%is poly valent approach is one that has been discussed in detail 
by Norman Calder, who argues that poly valency is typical of tafsīr, 
and may even be the char ac ter istic that de&nes it as a genre.34 Calder 
also makes a distinc tion between two di(er ent ways in which 
exegetes are able to exert control over any poly valency, namely ‘the 
exer cise of choice (hiding variety) or the expres sion of a pref er ence 
(admit ting while controlling variety)’.35 In addi tion, Calder high-
lights the in+u ence of hermen eut ics on this process of giving a pref-
er ence; regard ing Zamakhsharī, he comments that he ‘combines  
a metic u lous concern for gram mat ical nicety with a defence of 
MuCtazilī theo logy. %ese factors condi tion both his expressed pref-
er ences (admit ting variety) and choices (imply ing eschew ing of 
some possib il it ies).’36 Whilst Calder’s analysis of the genre of tafsīr 
is extremely helpful, it is also neces sary to under stand the motiv a-
tions that lay behind any attempt to control or reduce the poly-
valent read ings avail able. %e analysis below argues that there are 
two distinct reasons for redu cing or chal len ging any poten tial poly-
valency: one in which an exegete makes a decision based on his own 
analysis of the philo lo gical evid ence (o/en from both linguistic 
analysis and hadith- based glosses); and another which is more 
highly in+u enced by pre- textual ideas and beliefs.

Ways of Establishing Lexical Meaning in Tafsı̄r

%e discus sion thus far has focused on the ques tion of reading, 
hermen eut ics and the form a tion of meaning in general terms; this 
volume, however, is focused on a very speci&c element by which 
exegetes, and other inter pret ers of the Qur’an (includ ing trans-
lat ors), construct the meaning of the Qur’an. By giving a word  
in the Qur’an a meaning, we, as readers of an exegesis, need to ask 
cui bono? What does the exegete gain by giving that word that 
partic u lar de&n i tion? In some cases there may be an under ly ing 
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theo lo gical, socio- cultural or legal reason for it. %e same can be 
equally said for trans lat ors of the Qur’an – what idea or belief is 
bene&ted by the trans lator trans lat ing a word in such a way? %is 
section will outline the di(er ent ways in which indi vidual words 
are given meaning by exegetes and other inter pret ers, and how the 
giving of meaning to Qur’anic lexica relates to external theo lo gical 
ideas.

%e most obvious way in which words are given meaning is 
through lexico graphy (#ilm al- lugha). Although some lexico graph ers 
see, or have seen, their works as provid ing author it at ive accounts of 
how a word should be under stood or spelled (the prescript ive 
method), many lexicons simply provide data about how a word is 
and has been used (the descript ive method).37 Medieval Arabic 
lexicons usually provide detailed inform a tion concern ing the 
speech of the Arabs, using poetry, the Qur’an, hadiths and proverbs 
as records of proper usage and meaning.38 However, a genre of 
‘diction ar ies of the Qur’an’ (gharīb al-Qur&ān works; lit. ‘the unusual 
words of the Qur’an’) was also popular in the medi eval period and 
these tend to be much more prescript ive in their hand ling of 
Qur’anic lexica, o/en giving single glosses for speci&c words, which 
can be seen in the Majāz al-Qur&ān by Abū CUbayda MaCmar b. 
al-Muthannā (d. between 207/822 and 213/828), and Suyū@ī’s 
al-Mutawakkilī.39 Andrew Rippin comments that, in terms of provid-
 ing de&n i tions, these works ‘are gener ally very speci&c as compared 
to being fully compre hens ive for the language or for the text as a 
whole.’40 %is pref er ence for prescrip tion in gharīb works is still 
found in contem por ary Arabic lexico graphy, both Muslim and 
non-Muslim. For example, the word %afrā& (Q. 2:69) is subject to 
debate in the tafsīr tradi tion, since it can indic ate either yellow or 
black;41 however, most gharīb works simply de&ne %afrā& as ‘yellow’, 
with very few mention ing the debate at all.42 %e implic a tion is that 
diction ar ies of the Qur’an are highly in+u enced by the exeget ical 
tradi tion, and they repres ent the general conclu sions of the exegetes, 
rather than describ ing the ways in which the term was used by 
Arabs.43 In his study of lexical inter pret a tions of the form at ive 
period of tafsīr, Kees Versteegh (Chapter 2) shows that early exegetes 
such as Muqātil b. Sulaymān (d. 150/767) handled lexical meaning 



9

Words, Hermeneutics, and the Construction of Meaning

in much the same way as these ‘diction ar ies of the Qur’an’. 
%roughout his exegesis, Muqātil routinely gives words the same 
glosses, even when the word has been glossed very recently: for 
example, he glosses the word khālidūna (‘dwell forever’) with ‘lā 

yamūtūna’ (‘they will not die’) in both Q. 2:81 and 2:82.44 However, 
when turning to the genre of tafsīr, espe cially those working a/er 
MuNammad b. Jarīr al-|abarī (d. 310/923), it is soon discovered that 
many exegetes rarely, if at all, provide simple, single- word glosses of 
a word’s meaning, nor are they purely prescript ive. Exegetes tend to 
provide a (possibly full) summary of the ways in which a word is 
used, and the mean ings that it has, but at the same time an exegete 
o/en assesses these options and gives his (or her) preferred reading.45

Words which seem to have very little theo lo gical signi &c ance are 
o/en subjec ted to extens ive treat ment by the exegetes. For example, 
Sūrat al-Falaq begins, Say: ‘I take refuge with the Lord of the 

Daybreak’ (Q. 113:1). %e word for daybreak (falaq) is disputed and 
can either mean ‘dawn’ (%ub(), a loca tion or place in Hell, or 
‘creation’. Despite the fact that it does not appear to be partic u larly 
import ant whether the oath is made ‘with the Lord of the Daybreak’ 
or ‘with the Lord of Hell’, many exegetes go to great lengths to give 
the mean ings of falaq, even though they state their pref er ence for 
the gloss ‘dawn’, as can be seen in my own essay (Chapter 6). |abarī 
provides and describes the full range of possible inter pret a tions of 
the word, yet gives an overt state ment about what he thinks the 
word means. He is not unique in this method, since many of the 
other exegetes included in my sample follow the same proced ure. In 
his compar ison of the lexical meth od o lo gies of Abū’l Vasan CAlī 
al-WāNidī (d. 468/1076) and |abarī (Chapter  5), Claude Gilliot 
shows both authors giving an array of de&n i tions for words such as 
mawbiq in Q. 18:52.46 Whilst |abarī does not give his opinion 
openly (as he does for falaq), Gilliot shows the ways in which he 
does manage to convey his own views: although he cites Abū 
CUbayda’s inter pret a tion of mawbiq as a ‘promise’ (maw#id), the fact 
that he includes other glosses of mawbiq, such as mahlik (‘place of 
destruc tion’) or mahlak (‘perdi tion’, ‘destruc tion’), more prom in-
ently suggests to Gilliot that ‘he [|abarī] obvi ously does not favour 
it; rather, he seems to prefer the inter pret a tion of the Kufan linguists 
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[mahlik]’.47 WāNidī follows a similar proced ure in his discus sion of 
the word mawbiq, but is more direct in his rejec tion of Abū 
CUbayda’s view. Gilliot comments that ‘WāNidī considers this inter-
pret a tion an error (hādhā’l- qawlu fāsidun) from the point of view of 
the word and of its meaning.’48 %is meth od o lo gical proced ure of 
giving a list of possible options, but discard ing some, is hermen eut-
ic ally complex since it is one that provides a descript ive range of 
possible mean ings, leaving the word open to inter pret a tion, and yet 
this open ness is restric ted or closed by the preferred reading. %e 
ques tion is whether giving a pref er ence for a partic u lar reading is 
the same as giving a forced reading – that is, a reading that is 
directly in+u enced by a pre- textual idea or belief. A forced reading 
is not neces sar ily an ‘incor rect’ one, but it is one in which a word is 
forced into a speci&c, mono valent inter pret a tion. Calder has noted 
the process of redu cing poly valency through not provid ing compre-
hens ive lists of a word’s meaning (‘hiding variety’), and by giving a 
pref er ence (‘admit ting while controlling variety’); but he does not 
di(er en ti ate between the motiv a tions that lie behind the choice 
itself.49 A choice can be governed by external, pre- textual ideas, 
which creates a forced reading; or the choice can be a re+ec tion on 
the linguistic evid ence avail able. %ese two ways of estab lish ing a 
word’s meaning are very di(er ent and the two approaches need to 
be considered in more detail. Some lexical read ings, found in some 
of the chapters in this volume, do appear to be in+u enced by pre- 
textual ideas and beliefs.

Ayesha S. Chaudhry presents an analysis of discus sions of the 
word nushūz in medi eval exeget ical works (Chapter 10). %e word, 
asso ci ated with the notion of ‘disobedi ence’, is used of women in  
Q. 4:34 and of men in Q. 4:128.50 However, the exegetes’ treat ments 
of the word reveal the complex ity of &nding meaning for Qur’anic 
lexica. Chaudhry demon strates that medi eval exegetes de&ned 
nushūz in completely di(er ent ways depend ing on the gender of the 
person commit ting nushūz: that is, male nushūz is di(er ent to 
female nushūz. %e exegetes are dealing with the same word, albeit 
appear ing in di(er ent contexts; but Chaudhry shows that medi eval 
exegetes are wilfully forget ful of their own inter pret a tions of 
nushūz. She concludes:
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%e inter pret a tion of the same term, nushūz, to produce two 
di(er ent mean ings, at times reading against the plain- sense 
meaning of the Qur’anic text, is signi &c ant in terms of meth od -
ology. It demon strates that pre- modern exegetes read and inter-
preted the Qur’an within the context of an ideal ised cosmo logy in 
which a patri archal marital struc ture was divinely prescribed.51

Chaudhry shows that the exegetes in her sample do not attempt to 
recon cile the two mean ings of nushūz, and the exegetes treat them as 
two di(er ent words because of their di(er ent contexts – a trend that 
is also seen in |abarī’s treat ment of the word )tna, for which he does 
not provide a consist ent de&n i tion through out his tafsīr.52 In this 
case, the de&n i tions of nushūz are made to re+ect and conform to 
already exist ing under stand ings of the gender hier archy. %is is not 
simply an exegete giving a pref er ence for a partic u lar reading, but 
Chaudhry argues that the inter pret a tion of nushūz is used to authen-
tic ate and support a speci&c patri archal world view. Discussions of 
conten tious words like nushūz are both open, provid ing a descrip tion 
of the possible mean ings of a word, and also forced or prescript ive. 
%e debates about their mean ings, as repres en ted in the tafsīr liter-
at ure, allows for a plur al ity of mean ings, yet the diver gences between 
husbandly and wifely nushūz illus trate a proof- texting inter pret a tion 
that artic u lates the world view of the exegetes.

Devin J. Stewart’s analysis of al-Mufradāt alfā* al-Qur&ān by 
al-Rāghib al-I}fahānī (d. 422/1031) high lights a slightly di(er ent 
issue (Chapter 7). Stewart argues that there are a number of instances 
in the Qur’an where a word takes a non- stand ard form in order to &t 
in with the rhyme scheme employed in a sura, a process which 
Stewart calls ‘cognate substi tu tion’.53 However, the vast major ity of 
Muslim exegetes inter preted these non- stand ard forms as completely 
di(er ent words and ignored any possib il ity that they might simply 
have a new form for reasons of rhyme. Peter Heath, drawing on the 
work of Tzvetan Todorov, illus trates the way in which exegetes 
devote extens ive mater ial to words that appear to be easily under-
stood, and shows that ‘[e]ach word becomes a trigger for inter pret-
at ive processes’ and that ‘every word or phrase in the Qur~ān 
acquires enorm ous power for elicit ing hermen eutic responses’.54 
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%e exeget ical view that new lexical forms are just that – i.e. words 
with new mean ings, rather than forms that have been subject to 
morpho lo gical change as a result of accom mod at ing the rhyme 
scheme – is also part of this exeget ical response to the Qur’an in 
which all words and every new form is signi &c ant. Stewart argues 
that exegetes inter preted these cognate substi tutes as di(er ent 
words in order to preserve the inim it ab il ity (i#jāz) of the Qur’an; 
he writes:

Recognition of the phenomenon of cognate substi tu tion risked 
imply ing that God coined new forms on an ad hoc basis for 
partic u lar texts in the Qur’an or that God could say one word 
while intend ing another, both of which bordered on blas phemy. 
Exegetes there fore argued that every di(er ence in form implied a 
di(er ence in meaning.55

%is is a slightly separ ate issue to the ques tion of poly semic and 
mono semic mean ings of Qur’anic lexica, but it does, as in Chaudhry’s 
study, high light a degree of wilful ignor ance and academic forget ful-
ness, as well as the theo lo gical limit a tions of meaning. Figures like 
al-Rāghib were well versed in rhet oric and poetics, and, Stewart 
argues, they must have been aware of what was happen ing to these 
words, but chose to ignore it.56

%is process of wilfully forget ting what words can mean can also 
be seen in another chapter in this volume: Christopher Melchert,  
in his compar ison of the inter pret a tion of Qur’anic words in tafsīr 
and zuhd (‘asceti cism’ or ‘renun ci ation’) tradi tions,57 high lights an 
attempt on the part of the mufassirūn to ignore inter pret a tions of 
which they disap proved for theo lo gical reasons (Chapter 4). In the 
case of siyā(a (‘roaming’ or ‘trav el ling’) many exegetes gloss the 
active parti ciple al- sa&i(ūna in Q. 9:112 as al-%ā&imūna (‘those who 
fast’).58 Melchert argues that the move against ‘roaming’, as seen in 
the gloss ‘those who fast’, is a result of a move ment that found the 
‘roaming around’ of ascet ics distaste ful in the context of a society 
where most schol ars regarded sedent ar i ness as being civil ised. %e 
tafsīr liter at ure which emerged in the third/ninth century changed 
the meaning of siyā(a to ‘fasting’, but the hadith liter at ure preserved 
the older de&n i tion of siyā(a as ‘trav el ling’. Melchert argues that
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hadith and renun ci ant liter at ure appear to preserve older inter-
pret a tions of the terms siyā(a, (ikma and %iddīq than tafsīr. Either 
tafsīr is in fact less prim it ive than it has seemed or we must 
consider it strictly select ive in what it recalls and what it ignores, 
of late &rst-/early eighth-century Islam.59

What can be seen here, as in the cases of nushūz and cognate substi-
tu tion, is that a meth od o logy that appears to provide a range of 
possible mean ings for a word does not, in actual fact, always present 
the whole picture: the descript ive ness is select ive. %is selective-
ness is driven by both socio- cultural and theo lo gical world views, 
making such inter pret a tions both descript ive in the sense that they 
provide an account of the possible mean ings of words, and forced 
or prescript ive in the sense that the words in the Qur’an are being 
used to artic u late and accom mod ate speci&c external views. In 
these cases the pref er ence or inter pret a tion is not reasoned through 
linguistic analysis, but is de&ned by cultural or theo lo gical beliefs.

Understanding Complex Forms of Constructing Meaning

In the inter pret a tions of mawbiq, falaq, nushūz and siyā(a seen 
above, di(er ent ways of construct ing meaning have been encountered. 
In all four of these examples the exegetes provide a list of possible 
mean ings, but also give a preferred reading. However, the way in 
which pref er ences are given for mawbiq and falaq are quite di(er ent 
to those given for nushūz and siyā(a. %e &rst two pref er ences 
(mawbiq and falaq) are reached through philo lo gical and linguistic 
analysis of the term; the second two appear to be gener ated by speci&c 
world views. When confron ted with an exegete’s list of possible mean-
ings for a word, along side a pref er ence, it is import ant to distin guish 
between these two types of read ings, since they signify a di(er ent 
hermen eutic response to the Qur’anic text.

%e distinc tion between these two types of giving a pref er ence is 
hinted at in some medi eval works of exeget ical theory. For example, 
in his Shar( ta&wilāt ahl al- sunnah, CAlā~ al-Dīn al-Samarqandī 
(d. 539/1144),60 comment ing on the hermen eutic method of tafsīr 
and ta&wīl of Abū Man}ūr al-Māturīdī (d. 333/944), states:
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[As for] ta&wīl, it is an explan a tion of some thing that allows 
[for various] possib il it ies and of the ulti mate possib il ity as a 
predom in ant opinion, but without a decis ive a�rm a tion (qa+#). 
%us, it [can be] said that an expres sion may allow such and such 
inter pret a tions, and that [one of these] inter pret a tions is more 
appro pri ate, because it is suppor ted by funda mental sources of 
reli gion (u%ūl).61

Māturīdī uses ta&wīl (‘inter pret a tion’)62 to describe a method that 
does not force a meaning, because the reading is simply one that the 
exegete believes to be more appro pri ate. In contrast, for Māturīdī 
tafsīr comprised inter pret a tion based on hadiths attrib uted to 
Companions of the Prophet, which, consequently, had a &xed 
meaning, since the Companions had direct inter ac tion with the 
Prophet and knew the inter pret a tion. Māturīdī opens his Ta&wīlāt 

ahl al- sunna with the state ment: ‘[Concerning] the distinc tion 
between ta&wīl and tafsīr, it is said: tafsīr belongs to the Companions, 
and ta&wīl to the lawyers (fuqahā&)’.63 However, even in the case of 
Māturīdī’s concep tion of ta&wīl, the construc tion of meaning is still 
limited because of the pref er ence that has been given. %is way of 
reading and inter pret ing Qur’anic words is half- open and half- 
closed, or, perhaps neither fully descript ive nor fully prescript ive. 
%is is quite di(er ent to the examples seen in the chapters by 
Chaudhry, Melchert and Stewart, in which the read ings are driven 
by speci&c socio- cultural and theo lo gical motiv a tions, and the 
open ness of the inter pret at ive options for lexical meaning are 
closed to con&rm and conform to a speci&c world view.

%is distinc tion between two ways of estab lish ing lexical 
meaning – by indi vidual pref er ence (Māturīdī’s ta&wīl) and a more 
prescript ive method (Māturīdī’s tafsīr) – is also alluded to by the 
MuCtazilī theo lo gian al-Vākim al-Jishumī (d. 494/1101). In the 
intro duc tion to his exeget ical work, Tahdhīb fī tafsīr al-Qur&ān, he 
discusses the various sciences (#ulūm) of the Qur’an, and concern ing 
ma#nā (meaning), he writes:

Each word can either have one meaning, so that the only way to 
inter pret it would be by follow ing that meaning, or have [multiple] 
mean ings, all of which are plaus ible, in which case they can be 
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followed in total ity or select ively. But if there is compel ling evi -
dence that only certain mean ings are inten ded but not others, 
then those mean ings deduced by evid ence are to be followed.64

Here Jishumī distin guishes between a meth od o logy that provides 
inter pret at ive options, in which all possible mean ings are ‘plaus ible’ 
and can be followed ‘in total ity’, and another meth od o logy in which 
a word with a range of possible mean ings is given a pref er ence, 
which, as argued above, is neither fully descript ive nor prescript ive. 
Lastly, Jishumī describes a meth od o logy in which external pre- 
conceived ideas (the ‘law’) can close the inter pret a tion of a word. 
%is is made even stronger in the sentence that follows: ‘. . . if [a 
word] has a lexical meaning and a legal meaning, then the legal 
meaning is heeded because it is over rid ing’.65 %is is no longer a 
preferred reading, but a required one.

For some medi eval theo lo gians it is impossible to conceive of an 
indi vidual holding or intend ing two oppos ing mean ings for the 
same word at the same time; an idea that was held partic u larly 
strongly by MuCtazilīs. For example, Abū CAlī MuNammad al-JubbāCī 
(d. 303/915–16) argued that ‘the meaning of an utter ance is not 
simply a func tion of its verbal form, but also of the speaker’s will’.66 
%is means that one has to under stand a word in the context of the 
inten tion (niyya, irāda or qa%d) meant by the speaker when it was 
said. %is prin ciple can be exten ded to the lexical opin ions of early 
inter pret ers of the Qur’an preserved in the hadith: if someone holds 
a belief that a word means one thing, can they inten tion ally give the 
same word a completely di(er ent meaning? In the case of falaq, is it 
logical to think CAbd Allāh Ibn CAbbās (d. ca. 68/687) believed that 
falaq meant ‘dawn’, a ‘prison in Hell’, and ‘creation’ simul tan eously? 
%e link between meaning (ma#nā) and inten tion (irāda) would 
suggest that one could only hold one of these inter pret a tions at a 
time. %e problem of having multiple de&n i tions of the same word 
by one person is at the heart of Herbert Berg’s analysis of the lexical 
hadith attrib uted to Ibn CAbbās (Chapter  3). For Berg, suspi cion  
is cast not just on Ibn CAbbās, but also on his reputed ‘school’, since 
his disciples do not provide a consist ent and uni&ed front in  
terms of lexico logy.67 %is unease with the multiple inter pret a tions 
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attrib uted to Ibn CAbbās does not seem to be simply a modern 
concern, since ‘the prolif er a tion of these deutero-Ibn CAbbās hadiths 
had, by |abarī’s time, forced the compiler into the awkward need to 
recon cile con+ict ing opin ions’.68

Excursus: Mystical lexico logy

%e exegetes that have been encountered thus far were inter ested  
in philo lo gical and linguistic meaning, and were concerned with 
what words mean on a prac tical level. In his analysis of the  
Mafātī( al- asrār by MuNammad b. CAbd al-Karīm al-Shahrastānī 
(d. 548/1153) (Chapter 8), Toby Mayer argues that Shahrastānī envi-
sions a semantic world that works on two levels: the &rst is linguistic 
or phys ical meaning,69 which is concerned with ‘regular lexico logy’; 
the second is a meta phys ical layer of meaning, in which words can 
reveal the myster ies of the divine world. Shahrastānī himself distin-
guishes between these two methods, writing: ‘%e exegetes talk 
about the mean ings of words and terms on the basis of lexico graphy 
and trans mit ted tradi tion; they do not discuss their arcana in regard 
to the harmo ni ous order and sequence’.70 Words, then, have both a 
phys ical and a meta phys ical meaning. On this basis, Mayer concludes:

[ . . . ] on one side, Shahrastānī viewed his etymo logy, regular 
lexico logy and other histor ical treat ments of the text as address ing 
the Qur’an qua incho ate, as mani fest within the condi tions 
of human history. On the other side, he viewed the arcana 
sections with their items of ‘esoteric lexico logy’ and their 
unlock ing of the text’s latent semantic system through the dyadic 
keys as address ing the scrip ture qua etern ally accom plished.71

Furthermore, normal linguistic rules do not neces sar ily apply when 
the lexical analysis moves into the realm of the meta phys ical; 
indeed, Mayer shows Shahrastānī using playful and uncon ven-
tional etymo lo gies to great e(ect.

Shahrastānī provides a further complic a tion to how we can 
under stand the ways in which exegetes construct meaning for 
words in the Qur’an: in his hand ling of lexica on the phys ical level, 
Shahrastānī pursues a descript ive meth od o logy in a similar fashion 
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to other exegetes,72 but on the meta phys ical level, the engage ment 
with lexico logy is more ‘prescript ive’, and one in which there can  
be more than one meta phys ical meaning for a word, which are  
all equally valid and author it at ive divine truths.73 %e epistemic 
complex it ies of holding two (possibly contra dict ory) mean ings for a 
word cannot really be discussed here, but meta phys ical mean ings 
of Qur’anic words are rooted in the divine and tran scend the 
bound ar ies of estab lished forms of semantic meaning.

Other, more typic ally Su&, mystical exegetes engage with the 
words of the Qur’an in a similar way. %e Persian author Rashīd 
al-Dīn Maybūdī (+. sixth/twel/h century), for example, delin eates 
his exegesis into three sections (nawbats): the &rst is a Persian trans-
la tion of the Qur’anic verse; the second is an exoteric (*āhir) 
comment ary, and the third is an esoteric (bā+in) comment ary.74 In 
section II, Maybūdī explores lexical mean ings and the di(er ent 
uses of the word, although Annabel Keeler comments that

[Maybūdī] appears to be more concerned with the signi &c ance of 
words, and their di(er ent facets of meaning (wujūh) as mani fes ted 
in other verses of the Qur’an. For example, when comment ing on 
‘yawmi’l- dīn’ (Q. 1:4) he does not discuss the semantic struc ture 
of the phrase, but gives twelve di(er ent aspects of the word dīn as 
it appears in di(er ent verses of the Qur’an.75

Even though Maybūdī does not construct meaning through 
linguistic analysis, as many other exegetes do, he still presents a 
series of inter pret at ive options. However, in section III, the mystical 
section, lexical meaning is exten ded through the use of ishārāt 
(‘allu sions’ or ‘alleg or ies’), which enables, and promotes, a freer 
response to Qur’anic lexico logy. %ese exten sions or devel op ments 
of lexical meaning repres ent a direct revel a tion of its meaning, or  
as Sahl al-Tustarī (d. 283/896) comments, ‘the point of tran scend-
ency [ma+la#] is the heart’s place of elev a tion (ishrāf) [from which 
it beholds] the inten ded meaning, as an under stand ing from  
God’.76 %e construc tion of meaning for words in the Qur’an 
on two separ ate planes of reality, the phys ical and the meta phys-
ical, does not create contra dic tions or prob lems in the eyes of 
mystical exegetes, such as Maybūdī or Abū’l-Qāsim al-Qushayrī  
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(d. 465/1072). %e linguistic and philo lo gical mean ings of words 
seek to form a basis from which the mystical is developed; as Martin 
Nguyen notes: ‘In Qushayrī’s view, tradi tional learn ing and found-
a tional know ledge serve as crit ical step ping stones to under stand ing 
the higher real it ies embed ded in God’s word.’77 Mystical lexico logy 
can complic ate the ways in which words are under stood to be given 
meaning by exegetes; however, these complic a tions primar ily arise 
out of the fact that mystical lexico logy oper ates in two di(er ent 
spheres of meaning, the phys ical and the meta phys ical, whereas 
stand ard exoteric exegeses focus on linguistic and philo lo gical 
meaning.

Is a Forced Reading Unexegetical?

%e &eld of law is one area where preconceived reli gious opin ions 
will come to the fore. As already seen, Jishumī argues that ‘if  
[a word] has a lexical meaning and a legal meaning, then the legal 
meaning is heeded because it is over rid ing’.78 %is is similar to the 
view held by MuNammad b. Idrīs al-Shā&Cī (d. 204/820). Shā&Cī 
developed a hermen eut ical method that managed to accom mod ate 
exist ing legal prin ciples within a revel at ory frame work; David R. 
Vishano( comments that Shā&Cī ‘some times discoun ted or rein ter-
preted a revealed text in order to remain within the para met ers of 
main stream posit ive law’.79 In many cases, the Qur’anic text is made 
to conform to the inter preter’s already held legal views, and the way 
in which this can be done forms the basis of legal hermen eutic 
theory, except for those who take a liter al ist approach to Qur’anic 
inter pret a tion, in which case the plain- sense reading of the Qur’an 
is the basis of legal decisions.80 %e need to inter pret the Qur’an in 
light of already exist ing legal prin ciples is partic u larly evident in 
Islamic inher it ance law, where the inter pret a tions of speci&c words, 
such as walad and ikhwā in Q. 4:10–11, are directly linked to pre- 
conceived and already estab lished ideas on inher it ance.81 %is 
process of inter pret ing words and verses of the Qur’an in light of 
already pre- textual legal ideas is analysed in detail by Agostino 
Cilardo (Chapter  9), who places the di(er ent legal schools’ inter-
pret a tions of words concern ing inher it ance law in the context of 
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their own schol astic views on the divi sion of an estate. Cilardo 
demon strates that the Shi‘i author, exegete and legist MuNammad 
b. al-Vasan al-|ūsī (d. 460/1067) must inter pret walad as ‘sons and 
daugh ters’ to accom mod ate the Shi‘i conven tion that women can 
inherit; this contrasts with Sunni inter pret ers, who apply the term 
walad to male chil dren only (i.e. sons), in order to main tain male 
inher it ance rights.82 %e di(er ent legal schools can only inter pret 
them in a single way: to do other wise would threaten the legal  
posi tion itself. In the case of legal exegesis, there fore, meaning 
becomes &rmly prescript ive.

%e ques tion as to whether a lexical meth od o logy that drives a 
forced meaning can be considered as being inter pret at ive is complex; 
but, if exegesis/tafsīr is considered as the way in which data is collec ted 
and assessed, this forced, mono valent approach to meaning is quite 
di(er ent to stand ard tafsīr. %is method of proof texting denies the 
exist ence of any other possib il it ies: there is only one meaning, no 
other. As a result, mono valency cannot really be considered strictly 
exeget ical, since it is not a re+ec tion on the text, but rather an eise get-
ical attempt to make the text conform to external ideas.

Are Translations Prescriptive Readings of the Qur’an?

%e phys ical act of trans la tion neces sit ates a speci&c response to 
lexical ques tions. Whereas exegetes have the ability to discuss a 
range of possib il it ies, a trans lator cannot do so. A trans lator, there-
fore, must expli citly and actively choose one reading for a word’s 
meaning over another. %is can enable trans lat ors of the Qur’an to 
promote partic u lar ideas over others: for example, Laleh Bakhtiar’s 
trans la tion of the Qur’an is a response to her &nding ‘that little 
atten tion had been given to the woman’s point of view’.83

In this volume, Stefan Wild (Chapter 13) illus trates this process 
in his analysis of two di(er ent ‘redac tions’ (for want of a better 
word) of the Hilali–Khan trans la tion of Q. 1:6–7, which was modi-
&ed a/er 9/11. %e two versions read:

Guide us to the Straight Way, the way of those on whom You have 
bestowed Your Grace, not (the way) of those who earned Your 
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Anger (such as the Jews), nor of those who went astray (such as 
the Christians). [1999 edition]84

Guide us to the Straight Way. %e Way of those on whom  
You have bestowed Your Grace, not (the way) of those who  
earned Your Anger (i.e. those whose inten tions are perver ted; 
they know the Truth, yet do not follow it), nor those who went 
astray (i.e. those who have lost the [true] know ledge, so they 
wander in error, and are not guided to the Truth). [2006 revised 
edition]85

%e inter pol a tions and intru sions into the text force the reader to 
come to speci&c inter pret at ive judge ments about the meaning of 
the verses. %e move away from a polemic attack against Jews and 
Christians onto extrem ists – implied by ‘those whose inten tions are 
perver ted’ – shows the extent to which trans la tion can advoc ate 
partic u lar discourses. In his study of di(er ent trans la tions of Mark 
7:19b,86 George Aichele distin guishes between literal and ‘spir itual’ 
trans la tions, which advoc ate views asso ci ated with speci&c world-
views or beliefs; he concludes:

All of these trans la tion choices constrain the reading of the  
text of the Gospel of Mark by elim in at ing altern at ive possib il it ies 
[ . . . ] In general, a literal trans la tion will leave more reading 
options open than will a spir itual one, which by its nature seeks 
to clarify the source text.87

%e Hilali–Khan trans la tion and revi sion shows a highly ‘spir itual’ 
trans la tion that seeks to inter pret Q. 1:7 in a very speci&c, politi-
cised way. Wild also high lights the politi cisa tion of trans la tion 
more gener ally, both in indi vidual trans la tions,88 and at an insti tu-
tional level, point ing to the rivalry between the King Fahd Complex 
in Medina and al-Azhar in Cairo in produ cing and author ising 
trans la tions.89 Likewise, polit ical action on the ground, away from 
reli gious a(airs, comes to a(ect the ways in which trans la tions of 
the Qur’an are received, which is partic u larly the case in those 
trans la tions made by Jews and Israelis. In this case, the inter pret a-
tions and trans la tions that are made are read in light of the contem-
por ary polit ical envir on ment.90
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Translation, then, enables and neces sit ates the artic u la tion of 
certain ideas and beliefs. As Aichele notes, ‘[e]very trans la tion is 
direc ted by the beliefs and values of the trans lator [ . . . ] just as every 
writing is direc ted by the ideo logy of the writer’.91 %e extent to 
which this process is pre- empted by a speci&c theo lo gical or polit-
ical agenda is hard to estab lish, although some trans lat ors, espe-
cially Laleh Bakhtiar, are quite open about the way in which their 
trans la tions were condi tioned by a preconceived agenda. In other 
cases, the trans la tion is the &nal product of the trans lator’s internal 
discus sion of a word’s meaning; a process which may be similar to 
the exegeses of early comment at ors such as Muqātil b. Sulaymān. In 
the intro duc tion to his trans la tion, Yusuf Ali comments that

In trans lat ing the Text I have aired no views of my own, but 
followed the received Commentators. Where they di(er among 
them selves, I have had to choose what appeared to me to be the 
most reas on able opinion from all points of view. Where it is a 
ques tion merely of words, I have not considered the ques tion 
import ant enough to discuss in the Notes, but where it is a ques-
tion of substance, I hope adequate explan a tions will be found in 
the Notes.92

Two import ant points can be drawn from this: (i) that trans la tion 
can be an exeget ical exer cise, and the trans la tion itself is the &nal 
product of the trans lator’s internal exeget ical debate made before 
commit ting to a partic u lar trans la tion; and (ii) the notes provide a 
wider frame of refer ence and make the trans la tion more descript ive 
than prescript ive. So, whilst a trans la tion provides single glosses  
for Qur’anic lexica, this may be part of an unwit nessed meth od o-
logy that explores poten tial mean ings: an outwardly forced or 
prescript ive approach to lexical meaning may have been the product 
of a meth od o logy that has more in common with the descript ive 
method seen in most exegeses. However, at the same time, trans la-
tions may be highly prescript ive, in cases where the Qur’an is being 
used as a proof text for partic u lar world views. For example, Andrea 
Brigaglia illus trates the way in which the Nigerian trans lator 
Shaykh Na}īru Kabarā avoids literal trans la tions of Qur’anic 
phrases that are anthro po morphic, re+ect ing his AshCarī outlook.93
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%e twin issues of law and trans la tion are discussed in detail in 
M. Brett Wilson’s study of a debate in Turkey that took place during 
the early twen ti eth century, discuss ing whether the fast of Ramadan 
was oblig at ory, or whether the fast could be replaced by the payment 
of compens a tion called the )dya (Chapter 11). %e trans lat ors and 
inter pret ers who advoc ated repla cing the fast with the )dya made 
use of the syntactic di� culties of Q. 2:184.94 Wilson high lights the 
fact that this debate is not simply an orthop ractic, legal discus sion 
about Islamic ritual, but is embed ded within the wider Turkish 
discus sions about modern ity: as in Hilali–Khan, trans la tion and 
polit ics collide. Wilson concludes:

By reveal ing the ambi gu ity over the meaning of the word yu+iqū-

nahu, the debate over Q. 2:184 in Turkey high lights the import-
ance of polit ical context in the pursuit of meaning in the Qur’an 
and, meth od o lo gic ally, provides a fascin at ing case of modern 
lexico graphic analysis, and its limits, in the print- based public 
sphere.95

%ese discus sions, as well as many other elements of the Turkish 
modern isa tion of Islam, gener ated much debate in other parts of 
the Islamic world, and are explored in detail by Travis Zadeh 
(Chapter 12). Zadeh high lights the link between the oppos i tion to 
the trans la tion of the Qur’an by many Muslim schol ars and the 
doctrine of the inim it ab il ity of the Qur’an (i#jāz al-Qur&ān). Part of 
the argu ment, given by both medi eval and modern authors, is that 
non-Arabic speak ers are not able to under stand the full nuances of 
the Qur’an, and that the ‘mira cu lous ness’ (mu#jiza) of the Qur’an 
cannot be conveyed in another language.96 An element of the inim-
it ab il ity of the Qur’an stems from lexical meaning, its ambi gu ity 
and the philo lo gical connec tions that can be made between di(er ent 
patterns of the same root. Indeed, some theo lo gians and legal 
schol ars, such as CAlī b. ANmad Ibn Vazm (d. 456/1064), argued 
that one could not deduce meaning from words of the same root, 
but of a di(er ent pattern (i.e. one could not use the form munfa+ir 
[‘be split’] in Q. 73:18 to inter pret the meaning of fā+ir [‘origin ator’] 
in Q. 35:1).97 Others, such as some MuCtazilīs, includ ing Abū CAlī 
al-JubbāCī, argued that inten tion (niyya) was essen tial to meaning, 
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and that words which had multiple mean ings could not have had 
multiple mean ings in a single speech- act.98 However, these two 
posi tions were not predom in ant, and many exegetes main tained a 
degree of ambi gu ity in lexical meaning, which cannot be repro-
duced in trans la tion. As a consequence, trans la tion is inev it ably 
prescript ive, since it cannot main tain any ambi gu ity that may exist.

What is Meaning For? Lexical Methodologies  
and Interpretation

%e discus sion above has high lighted a number of di(er ent ways in 
which lexical meaning can be construc ted. %ese di(er ent meth od-
o lo gies are not simply used by di(er ent authors, but can also be 
found in the same work. Consequently, it is neces sary to re+ect on 
how exegetes and inter pret ers develop meaning, in order to facil-
it ate accur ate compar is ons, and this intro duc tion will now re+ect 
on the construc tion of lexical meaning in tafsīr more gener ally. 
For example, exegetes such as |abarī and WāNidī construct lexical 
meaning in di(er ent ways in di(er ent situ ations. %is can, and 
should, be regarded as signi &c ant, since the way in which lexical 
meaning is construc ted has a bearing on how we, as readers of an 
exegesis, under stand the inform a tion being presen ted by an exegete 
or inter preter.

%e evid ence found in the articles included in this volume reveals 
a need to re&ne Calder’s theor ies about choice in tafsīr. Calder’s 
main interest is in the poly valent nature of tafsīr, coupled with 
di(er ent means of subvert ing it. Calder does acknow ledge the in+u-
ence of hermen eutic prin ciples on the ways in which exegetes 
reduce any inter pret ive poly valency, but this intro duc tion argues 
that, regard ing the inter pret a tion of words of the Qur’an, there is a 
di(er ence between an exegete giving a pref er ence, and when pref er-
ences are clearly under pinned by speci&c pre- textual ideas. %e 
former is an eval u ation of the linguistic and inter pret at ive context, 
the other is in+u enced by beliefs held by an exegete or inter preter 
before coming to the text.

At its most basic level, there are two diamet ric ally opposed  
meth od o lo gies to the construc tion of lexical meaning: the &rst is a 
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meth od o logy which provides an inter pret at ive open descrip tion of 
a word’s usage in Arabic. %e second is a meth od o logy that gives a 
single, forced or prescribed solu tion to a semantic ques tion. %e 
explor a tion of the ways in which exegetes and trans lat ors develop 
meaning for words of the Qur’an seen above has shown that this 
dicho tomy between the descript ive and the prescript ive is not abso-
lute, and that exegeses engage with lexical meaning in a much more 
complex way. 

%e semi ot i cian A.J. Greimas created a way to explore and 
develop &elds of semantic meaning through contrast ing two 
opposed terms, and his approach will help to illus trate the di(er ent 
ways that exegetes construct lexical meaning (see Figure  1).99 
Greimas devel ops semantic meaning from a single seme (a unit of 
meaning or signi &c a tion), which is given the symbol (S

1
), and its 

oppos ite (S
2
; i.e. ¬S

1
 /‘not S

1
’). %e seme can be a word (e.g. ‘black’), 

an idea (e.g. ‘demo cracy’), or even a theme or trope within a 
narrat ive (e.g. ‘death’ in the story of Sleeping Beauty). Greimas 
argues that the original seme, and its oppos ite (marked by the 
symbol ¬), also holds more complex senses of semantic meaning, 
which are indic ated by the symbol S. In the case of the story of 
Sleeping Beauty, for example, the binary themes of death and life 
also gener ate the complex idea of ‘being both dead and alive’, when 
the prin cess is sleep ing. Importantly, the narrat ive of the fairy story 

Figure 1. 
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does not move from ‘death’ to ‘life’ directly, but through this 
complex idea of ‘being both dead and alive’.100 Greimas’s main 
object ive in using the semi otic square is to show that words, 
concepts and signs in a binary rela tion ship have more complex 
ideas lying beneath them: (i) one of which is both S

1
 and S

2
 (S

1
)

,
 and 

(ii) one which is neither (S
2
).

In an illus tra tion of the way in which the semi otic square can be 
used, Ronald Schleifer explores the terms ‘black’ and ‘white’.101 In 
this example, ‘black’ (S

1
) is the oppos ite of ‘white’ (¬S

1
/S

2
), but from 

these two terms it is possible to develop more complex ideas: the 
&rst is a term that describes some thing that is both ‘black and 
white’, or a term that has ‘both no colours’ and ‘all colours’, which 
Schleifer calls ‘coloured ness’ (S

1
). %e second is a term that is 

‘neither black nor white’, or has ‘neither all colours nor no colours’, 
which he calls ‘colour less ness’ (S

2
). Schleifer uses the square to place 

the simple terms ‘black’ and ‘white’ within wider, more complex 
semantic &elds. %e semi otic square has not just been used to 
describe semantic meaning, but also the rela tion ship of ideas, tech-
nical terms and ideo lo gies, as well as liter ary studies.102 In the 
context of this study of how exegetes construct meaning, it is 
possible to explore the rela tion ship between the opposed methods 
of descrip tion and prescrip tion (see Figure 2).

 Figure 2.



S.R. Burge

26

%e reason Greimas’s square is helpful in the context of Qur’anic 
lexico logy is that it enables a more nuanced appre ci ation of the ways 
in which the poly valency of lexical meaning is subver ted by exegetes. 
My analysis of the ways in which exegetes construct the mean ings 
of words in the Qur’an has outlined four main ways of doing this: (i) 
the purely descript ive method (poly valency), which produces an 
open inter pret a tion; (ii) the purely prescript ive method (mono-
valency), which closes the poten tial read ings of the word; (iii) a 
method where a list of poten tial mean ings is given, but the exegete 
restricts the open ness of the reading by stating a preferred option 
arrived at through linguistic analysis, although where other options 
are inter pret at ively valid; and (iv) a method where a list of mean ings 
is given, but the meaning is given a closed and prescript ive de&n i-
tion, because of theo lo gical or socio- cultural beliefs (see Figure 3).

 Figure 3. 

When the two terms or meth od o lo gies of descrip tion and 
prescrip tion (or semantic poly valency and mono valency) are placed 
in the semi otic square, two complex terms emerge, which can help 
to delin eate the di(er ent ways in which exegetes can develop lexical 
meaning.
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%e descript ive method takes a word and provides a di(er ent 
range of possible mean ings, without giving one reading pref er ence 
over any other, so the meaning of the word is le/ open. %is method 
is predom in antly found in lexico graphy (lugha), which attempts to 
provide descrip tions of words’ mean ings in a neutral fashion.103 %e 
method is also found in many exegeses of the Qur’an, in those 
places where authors give possible options without giving a pref er-
ence; it is used, for example, by Suyū@ī through out his al-Durr 

al- manthūr,104 but is also relat ively common else where. A caveat 
must be given that an exegete may hinder the open ness of the 
reading by not listing every possible mean ing of a given word 
(which Calder refers to as ‘hiding variety’);105 but there are instances 
in which exegetes do produce open lists of possible mean ings, 
without making any overt pref er ence.

%e prescript ive meth od o logy is a completely di(er ent process. 
In this case, the start ing point is not the Qur’anic word in ques tion, 
but the idea, which informs the inter pret a tion of the word and 
neces sit ates a single meaning rather than a range of mean ings  
that could threaten the coher ence of any argu ment being made. 
%is is most relev ant to speci&c discourses such as theo logy (kalām), 
philo sophy and law, in which external ideas are rooted in the 
revealed scrip ture through the use of lexico logy and other forms  
of argu ment a tion. In this method, meaning is used to estab lish a 
proof ((ujja) to a partic u lar external idea or belief. However, the 
prescript ive method can also be found in other cases: o/en in 
gharīb al-Qur&ān works, in early exegeses, such as that by Muqātil b. 
Sulaymān (d. 150/767), and in trans la tions of the Qur’an.

%e ‘descript ive and prescript ive method’ is seen when the 
exegete provides a range of inter pret a tions for a word’s meaning, 
but gives a pref er ence for a partic u lar reading that is dictated by an 
external belief or idea. For example, the meaning of nushūz is 
prede ter mined by socio- cultural norms, and ‘cognate substi tutes’ 
are inter preted di(er ently to main tain the inim it ab il ity of the 
Qur’an. %e way in which exegetes handle words in the Qur’an that 
have implic a tions to legal theor ies can also intro duce more 
prescript ive inter pret a tions, such as in the inter pret a tions of walad 
as either ‘sons’ or ‘sons and daugh ters’ in Q. 4:10–11.
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%e ‘neither descript ive nor prescript ive method’ is found most 
commonly in exegeses of the Qur’an, where an exegete provides a 
series of possib il it ies for a word’s meaning, but gives a pref er ence for 
one over any others. %is meth od o logy may also be used in trans la-
tions of the Qur’an and in early exegesis, but in this case the process is 
hidden: the &nal solu tion to a lexical ques tion is given, but without 
any of the other possib il it ies that were known to the exegete or  
trans lator. %e ‘neither descript ive nor prescript ive method’ is not 
descript ive in the sense that a single reading is given in the preferred 
reading (so it is not fully poly valent); but it is also not prescript ive, 
because the pref er ence is not gener ated by an external idea, and other 
possible mean ings remain equally valid (so it is not mono valent).

Typically, exegetes employ a mixture of the ‘descript ive’, ‘descript ive 
and prescript ive’ and ‘neither descript ive nor prescript ive’ meth o  d-
olo gies in their exegeses; that is, exegesis (tafsīr) only oper ates in 
one part of the semi otic square (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. 

As has been seen above, it is possible, for example, to &nd all 
three of these meth od o lo gies (but not the prescript ive) in |abarī’s 
tafsīr: his inter pret a tion of nushūz, partic u larly in the case of wifely 
nushūz, is condi tioned by socio- cultural norms; his inter pret a tion 
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of falaq provides a preferred reading based on linguistic evid ence, 
but other mean ings are valid; and in his inter pret a tion of mawbiq, 
|abarī does not give a preferred reading openly. %e method that 
cannot easily be found in |abarī’s exeget ical works is the purely 
prescript ive, providing mono valent de&n i tions.

%is explor a tion of the ways in which exegetes construct meaning 
for words in the Qur’an has shown that there are complex ways of 
forming lexical meaning. Furthermore, not all exeget ical lexical 
choices or pref er ences are the product of the same process; some  
are simply pref er ences, and others are highly in+u enced by pre- 
textual ideas and beliefs. %e two complex ways of estab lish ing 
meaning – ‘descript ive and prescript ive’ and ‘neither descript ive 
nor prescript ive’ – help to distin guish these two types of exeget ical 
choice: one intro duces prescrip tion, the other reduces the descrip-
tion. As previ ously discussed, these two di(er ent ways of coming to 
exeget ical decisions are alluded to in some discus sions of medi eval 
exeget ical theory. %is &rst method (‘descript ive and prescript ive’) 
is asso ci ated by Māturīdī with tafsīr, since for him, inter pret a tions 
found in the Hadith provide de&n ite inter pret a tions, but there may 
be a plur al ity of views which need to be assessed, making the 
approach both prescript ive and descript ive (S

1
). In contrast, he 

views ta&wīl as a more open process, albeit some times one in which 
pref er ences are given; ta&wīl is concerned with ‘possib il ity’ and 
‘pref er ence’, which can never be prop erly descript ive or prescript ive 
(S

2
). Whether or not it is appro pri ate to use the terms tafsīr and 

ta&wīl to distin guish these two methods is a di(er ent ques tion;106 
but the distinc tion between giving a pref er ence based on a personal, 
re+ect ive judge ment, and an opinion that is imposed on a word 
because of pre- textual beliefs can be made. Using Māturīdī’s terms 
as a guide, it is possible to repres ent the four approaches to lexical 
meaning in a semi otic square (see Figure 5).

%e act of trans la tion (tarjama) creates a slightly di(er ent model. 
Since a trans la tion must produce a single, prescript ive trans la tion 
of a word, it can never be descript ive and it can never be ‘neither 
descript ive nor prescript ive’ (cf. Māturīdī’s ta&wīl). Some trans-
la tions, however, can be the product of a descript ive method  
that remains unseen (cf. Māturīdī’s tafsīr); others will be highly 
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prescript ive. %ere are also comment ar ies in Arabic that estab lish 
meaning in a similar fashion, such as the early exegesis of Muqātil 
b. Sulaymān, as well as the Tafsīr al-Jalālayn. With regard to lexico-
logy, the extent to which these can be regarded as tafsīr or ta&wīl 
(follow ing Māturīdī’s under stand ing) warrants further discus sion, 
which cannot be provided here. %e construc tion of the mean ings 
of words in trans la tions of the Qur’an works in a di(er ent way to 
exegesis, since the genre of trans la tion (tarjama) cannot accom-
mod ate descript ive ness, so trans la tion as a whole must be con&ned 
to one side of the square (see Figure 6).

%e basic func tion of both exegesis and trans la tion is to gener ate 
and provide inter pret a tions or mean ings for words in the Qur’an; 
but the way in which the mean ings of words are construc ted varies 
greatly. Meaning can be open/poly valent, closed/mono valent, as 
well as take more complex and re&ned forms: an exegete can reduce 
the poten tial poly valency through giving opin ions or pref er ences; 
and an exegete can intro duce a degree of prescrip tion to a lexical 
discus sion as a result of pre- textual, external ideas and beliefs. %e 
prescript ive meth od o logy uses the meaning of the words in the 
Qur’an to support ideas, and to o(er proofs (sg. (ujja). Here, 
meaning is estab lished not by a word’s poten tial for a variety of 
mean ings, but because the lexical meaning becomes a require ment 

Figure 5. 
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(or consequence) of a previ ously held belief. In contrast, the 
descript ive meth od o logy (lugha) begins by looking at a word found 
in the Qur’an and explor ing its poten tial mean ings. %e descript ive 
method (even when modi &ed with an element of prescrip tion) is 
part of a wider search for the meaning of scrip ture, whereas the 
prescript ive method uses meaning to defend a speci&c, prede&ned 
theo lo gical belief. In this way, the construc tion of words’ mean ings 
are depend ent on the way in which they are being approached: the 
prescript ive method provides a contex tual frame work into which 
meaning is placed (or forced), creat ing a closed and mono valent 
inter pret at ive envir on ment; the descript ive method provides a 
range of exeget ical possib il it ies, creat ing an open and poly valent 
inter pret at ive world.107 Tafsīr, however, tends to construct meaning 
in more complex ways, at times redu cing the poly valency through 
various means, or by intro du cing external ideas, whether theo -
logical, legal or socio- cultural, into the text.

Lexicology is not simply about semantic or philo lo gical meaning, 
but it is concerned with what words mean to their readers and  
the authors, and the signi &c ance and reson ances they may have  
for both. As Karen Bauer comments, ‘tafsīr is each scholar’s attempt 
to relate his world to the world of the Qur’an; it is his attempt to 

Figure 6. 
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relate his intel lec tual, polit ical and social contexts to the Quran’s 
text’.108 %e rela tion ship within hermen eut ics between the words 
of the Qur’an and the wider inter pret at ive discourse is complex. 
Reading, writing and trans la tion are all subject to in+u ence  
from previ ously held beliefs, which come into play in both the  
inter pret a tion of scrip ture in general terms, as well as the speci&c 
hand ling of indi vidual words: as Schleiermacher argued, each  
level of meaning feeds into the under stand ing of another. %e 
di(er ent ways in which exegetes estab lish the mean ings of the 
words in the Qur’an reveal the extent of the in+u ence of external 
texts, as well as the di(er ent uses for giving meaning to words.  
%e use of words as proof texts for partic u lar ideas or beliefs  
shows a speci&c type of engage ment with the Qur’an and its words. 
%e di(er ent ways in which exegetes estab lish the mean ings  
of words, the ‘descript ive’, the ‘descript ive and prescript ive’ and  
the ‘neither descript ive nor prescript ive’, high light the di(er ent 
responses to words in the Qur’an within the genre of tafsīr itself, 
and the ways in which exegetes approach their personal choices  
and pref er ences.

%e articles in this volume discuss the ways in which exegetes 
engage with words to construct the meaning of the Qur’an. It is 
neces sary to re+ect on the ways in which exegetes engage with 
meaning and what they hope to achieve by inter pret ing words in 
partic u lar ways. Whilst acknow ledging that external pre- textual 
ideas always inform the process of reading, the extent of their in+u-
ence can vary depend ing on the word, context and approach of an 
exegete or trans lator. Exegetes and trans lat ors do not simply provide 
neutral descrip tions of words’ mean ings, but seek to artic u late 
speci&c ideas through them. At times this may simply be a personal 
pref er ence, at others it is more thor oughly a(ected by external, pre- 
textual ideas and beliefs. Being aware of the di(er ent ways of 
construct ing lexical meaning helps us to under stand the in+u ence 
of external texts on lexical meaning, as well as the way in which the 
mean ings of words can come to direct and inform a partic u lar 
reading of a Qur’anic word. %e meaning of the Qur’an, taken in its 
most general sense, is built up from its smaller parts and the mean-
ings of words are at its very found a tion.
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