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Introduction: Words, Hermeneutics,
and the Construction of Meaning
S . R . BU RGE

W

hat the words of the Qur’an mean is, naturally, central to
any understanding of the Qur’an. Before attempting to come
to understand anything of the Qur’anic worldview, its theology and
its ethical values, there is a need to engage with the words found in
it. The essays in this volume explore the ways in which exegetes and
other interpreters, such as legal theorists and translators, engage
with the words of the Qur’an to generate meaning.
The question of how people read texts and respond to them has
been of great concern in Biblical Studies and in philosophy more
broadly, but has not been adequately addressed in Islamic Studies.
This introduction will begin by looking at approaches to reading
and hermeneutics in Biblical Studies and philosophy, to provide
some foundation for discussion of the Qur’an and tafsīr. Early
discussions of hermeneutics by Friedrich Schleiermacher in the
nineteenth century laid the foundation for the development of a
field devoted exclusively to understanding this problem.1 Outside of
Biblical Studies, Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time and HansGeorg Gadamer’s Truth and Method represent attempts to understand the relationship between a reader’s own context and the world
of the text.2 For Gadamer, readers have an ‘historically effected
consciousness’ (wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewußtsein) that comes to
influence their understanding of a text: reading is always a reflection
of an individual’s historical context.3 These philosophical discussions of hermeneutics have strongly influenced the way in which the
interpretation of the Bible is understood, and these ideas are worth
considering in the context of the study of the Qur’an and tafsīr.4
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In the early stages of the development of hermeneutic theory,
Schleiermacher noted the complex relationship between reading a
text on a general level and at a more specific level: considering the
Bible, or a book of the Bible, as a whole against the interpretation of
individual words.5 Schleiermacher argued that the process of interpreting texts was circular (his so-called ‘hermeneutic circle’), since
a reader needs to understand the general Biblical worldview to
interpret individual words; but at the same time, the interpretation
of individual words informs the understanding of the Biblical
worldview itself.6 In the context of Islamic Studies, the implication
is that the meanings exegetes give to words of the Qur’an are influenced by, and themselves influence, their interpretation of the
Qur’an as whole.
Using the essays included in this volume as case studies, this
introductory chapter will explore how exegetes went about this
process of giving meanings to words, and the different ways in
which lexical meaning can be constructed. Building on, and
reacting to, the philosophical hermeneutics of figures such as
Heidegger and Gadamer, as well as the emerging field of semiotics,7
postmodern literary theorists such as Louise M. Rosenblatt, among
others, have highlighted the fact that any reading is interpretative:
every reader has a reaction to a text that is distinct from anyone
else’s reading, and the meaning and significance of individual
words within the text play a part in the way in which readers receive
the text and construct its meaning more generally.8 Readers naturally 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 The postmodern notion of intertextuality
maintains that someone (either an author or a reader) cannot divest
themselves of their life experiences; furthermore, because every
reader has had different life experiences, each individual receives a
text differently, resulting in a text’s meaning becoming fluid and
without any definitive or actual meaning.10 For some literary theorists, a consequence of this instability of meaning was a weakening
in an author’s control of the text’s meaning, which transferred 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 situated at opposite ‘poles’ and the ‘text’ is created in the
space between these two opposing poles.12 In this way, an author is
able to encourage 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 intended: the meaning of the text is controlled
by neither the author nor the reader, but is generated through the
interaction between both.
These literary and philosophical reflections on the way in which
texts are received have had a great influence on the understanding
and interpretation of scripture, particularly Biblical interpretation,
and to a much lesser extent the interpretation of the Qur’an.13 The
Biblical scholar Rudolph Bultmann argues that exegesis is an ‘existentiell encounter’ with the text, and that as a result, an exegete’s
interpretation is still ‘determined by his own individuality, in the
sense of his special biases and beliefs, his gifts and weak nesses . . .’14
Here, the ‘existentiell encounter’ with exegesis is influenced, as
Bultmann argues, by an exegete’s own experiences of external texts
that play a part in the way he or she interprets the Bible.15 In an
Islamic Studies context, this means that tafsīr is generated by the
interaction between how an exegete understands the world and
how such a worldview can be reconciled with the text of the Qur’an.
In Biblical Studies, the term ‘exegesis’ is used to describe the act
of developing an interpretation out of the text itself. The term
exegesis is often coupled with its polemical counterpart ‘eisegesis’ –
the act of developing an interpretation by bringing external ideas
into the text that are not necessarily there. However, the usual
understanding of the term exegesis – the method that is perceived
as being unsullied by any reading of external texts into a text – fails
to accommodate the natural influence and presence of external
texts involved in the act of reading, advocated by theories of reading
in both philosophical hermeneutics and postmodern literary
theory. In response, George Aichele and Gary Phillips argue that all
interpretation is a mixture of exegesis and eisegesis; they write:
‘intertextuality disputes the reductive binary opposition 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 generated by the interaction between
both the text (i.e. the scripture) and the reader (i.e. the exegete).
The way in which an exegete goes about this process is what is
meant by the term hermeneutics; this consists of both the practical
form that an exegete wishes to give his exegesis, and the theological
and philosophical worldviews that he or she might hold.17 For the
genre of tafsīr this means that the commentary (i.e. the work or text
itself) can determine the form that it takes – an area of tafsīr studies
that has been given much attention recently by both Walid A. Saleh
and Karen Bauer.18 Every tafsīr has a specific objective and audience
in mind and the content of the work is determined 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
different information, and even the ‘occasions of revelation’ material
(asbāb al-nuzūl) differs 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 influenced by an exegete’s own ‘pre-texts’, his or her
previously held theological and philosophical ideas.20 For example,
in his discussion 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 punishment in the hereafter] for their neglecting to contemplate [such proofs] and for
their ascription of partners 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 ascription
of partners [to Him].22

Zamakhsharī’s interpretation clearly reflects two of the five MuCtazilī
principles: firstly the necessity of God’s justice, and secondly that
God provides both a promise of reward and a threat of punishment
(al-wa#d wa’l-wa#īd).23 Likewise, in order to find a Qur’anic proof for
the doctrine of the imamate (imāma), early Shi‘is interpreted 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 reference to the imāma. For example, CAlī
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b. Ibrāhīm al-Qummī (fl. mid-fourth/tenth century) explains this
verse by saying: ‘It is obligatory 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 spiritual leader, alluded to here, is obviously a response
that would not be entertained by Sunni exegetes. In addition, it is also
extremely likely that exegeses responded to their religio-political
context. In the case of hadith compilation, Andrew Newman has
argued that the early Shi‘i collections of ANmad b. MuNammad
al-Barqī (d. 274/887–8 or 280/893–4), MuNammad b. al-Vasan
al-Xaffār (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 inherently a part’.25 A similar influence of
historical and political contexts on an exegesis is likely, and an area of
tafsīr studies that needs and warrants further research.
The combination of the effects of both the form of a work and the
author’s theological or philosophical worldview on a text can be
seen when comparing a particular exegesis to another work written
by the same author in a different genre. The philosopher and theologian Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 606/1209) provides an interesting
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 theological issues as and
when the Qur’anic text provides the opportunity.26 Rāzī does introduce philosophical and theological ideas where other exegetes do
not, but such discussions must arise out of the text itself.27 In
contrast, in his theological works Rāzī is able to employ a discourse
that is unfettered and unconstrained by the genre of commentary,
and he can develop systematic theological arguments in a logical
and sequential manner.28 As a result, whilst he does engage with the
Qur’an in his theological works, he engages with it in a completely
different way. Instead of the Qur’an leading the development of
ideas, the theological ideas form the basis of the kalāmic discourse
and the Qur’an merely becomes a means of establishing credence
and authority to those ideas. This can be seen throughout a work
such as his Kitāb al-Arba#īn fī u%ūl al-dīn. In his discussion as to
whether prophets are more worthy than angels, he writes:
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The members of our [AshCarī] school and the Shi‘a [argue] that
the prophets are more worthy (af$al) than angels, but the philosophers and the MuCtazila [argue] that the heavenly angels
(al-malā&ika al-samāwiyya) are more worthy than humans
(al-bashar) [ . . . ] The first proof [is] that Adam was prostrated to
by the angels, and the person being prostrated to is more worthy
than the person doing the prostration. This is first made clear in
His Words, Most High, And when We said to the angels, ‘Bow
yourselves to Adam’. [Q. 2:34]29

Here, the theological idea that prophets are more worthy than
angels precedes the interpretation of the verse, and the verse itself is
interpreted 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 discussion: the verse generates and demands
a greater number of questions beyond that of whether angels or
prophets are superior; most notably, why God commanded the
angels to prostrate to something other than Him – an idea that
could be interpreted as shirk (‘associationism’).31 These two texts
show quite different responses to Q. 2:34 and the question of the
angelic prostration to Adam; these establish a distinction between
exegesis and theological proof texting, which is not an exegetical
process.32 The roots of these different approaches to the verse are
based in the different forms of genre, and the distinct aims and
objectives that each entails.
Texts that engage in disputation or are advocating one particular
worldview over others for doctrinal or dogmatic reasons engage
with the Qur’an in a different way to exegesis. Works in the fields of
law, philosophy and theology (kalām) use the words and verses of
the Qur’an to provide proof for a specific theological or legal idea,
rather than being a reflection and interpretation generated by the
text of the Qur’an, which demands a different and more comprehensive response. In theological (and legal) discourses, words and
verses of the Qur’an acquire a closed, forced and prescriptive
meaning, since they are forming part of a larger argument, rather
than being part of a response to a Qur’anic verse. The tension
between open and closed interpretations distinguishes exegesis
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from legal and theological apologetic works, since, in contrast, the
genre of tafsīr is typified by a desire to present a range of exegetical
possibilities for interpretation and for the meanings of words themselves, cata loguing the interpretative options and leaving the
meaning of the text open.33
This 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 characteristic that defines it as a genre.34 Calder
also makes a distinction between two different ways in which
exegetes are able to exert control over any poly valency, namely ‘the
exercise of choice (hiding variety) or the expression of a preference
(admitting while controlling variety)’.35 In addition, Calder highlights the influence of hermeneutics on this process of giving a preference; regarding Zamakhsharī, he comments that he ‘combines
a meticulous concern for grammatical nicety with a defence of
MuCtazilī theology. These factors condition both his expressed preferences (admitting variety) and choices (imply ing eschewing of
some possibilities).’36 Whilst Calder’s analysis of the genre of tafsīr
is extremely helpful, it is also necessary to understand the motivations that lay behind any attempt to control or reduce the polyvalent readings available. The analysis below argues that there are
two distinct reasons for reducing or challenging any potential polyvalency: one in which an exegete makes a decision based on his own
analysis of the philological evidence (often from both linguistic
analysis and hadith-based glosses); and another which is more
highly influenced by pre-textual ideas and beliefs.

Ways of Establishing Lexical Meaning in Tafsı̄r
The discussion thus far has focused on the question of reading,
hermeneutics and the formation of meaning in general terms; this
volume, however, is focused on a very specific element by which
exegetes, and other interpreters of the Qur’an (including translators), 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
particular definition? In some cases there may be an underly ing
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theological, socio-cultural or legal reason for it. The same can be
equally said for translators of the Qur’an – what idea or belief is
benefited by the translator translating a word in such a way? This
section will outline the different ways in which individual words
are given meaning by exegetes and other interpreters, and how the
giving of meaning to Qur’anic lexica relates to external theological
ideas.
The most obvious way in which words are given meaning is
through lexicography (#ilm al-lugha). Although some lexicographers
see, or have seen, their works as providing authoritative accounts of
how a word should be understood or spelled (the prescriptive
method), many lexicons simply provide data about how a word is
and has been used (the descriptive method).37 Medieval Arabic
lexicons usually provide detailed information concerning 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
‘dictionaries of the Qur’an’ (gharīb al-Qur&ān works; lit. ‘the unusual
words of the Qur’an’) was also popular in the medieval period and
these tend to be much more prescriptive in their handling of
Qur’anic lexica, often giving single glosses for specific 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 providing definitions, these works ‘are generally very specific as compared
to being fully comprehensive for the language or for the text as a
whole.’40 This preference for prescription in gharīb works is still
found in contemporary Arabic lexicography, both Muslim and
non-Muslim. For example, the word %afrā& (Q. 2:69) is subject to
debate in the tafsīr tradition, since it can indicate either yellow or
black;41 however, most gharīb works simply define %afrā& as ‘yellow’,
with very few mentioning the debate at all.42 The implication is that
dictionaries of the Qur’an are highly influenced by the exegetical
tradition, and they represent the general conclusions of the exegetes,
rather than describing the ways in which the term was used by
Arabs.43 In his study of lexical interpretations of the formative
period of tafsīr, Kees Versteegh (Chapter 2) shows that early exegetes
such as Muqātil b. Sulaymān (d. 150/767) handled lexical meaning
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in much the same way as these ‘dictionaries of the Qur’an’.
Throughout 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, especially those working after
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 prescriptive. Exegetes tend to
provide a (possibly full) summary of the ways in which a word is
used, and the meanings that it has, but at the same time an exegete
often assesses these options and gives his (or her) preferred reading.45
Words which seem to have very little theological significance are
often subjected to extensive treatment by the exegetes. For example,
Sūrat al-Falaq begins, Say: ‘I take refuge with the Lord of the
Daybreak’ (Q. 113:1). The word for daybreak (falaq) is disputed and
can either mean ‘dawn’ (%ub(), a location or place in Hell, or
‘creation’. Despite the fact that it does not appear to be particularly
important 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 meanings of falaq, even though they state their preference for
the gloss ‘dawn’, as can be seen in my own essay (Chapter 6). |abarī
provides and describes the full range of possible interpretations of
the word, yet gives an overt statement 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 procedure. In
his comparison of the lexical methodologies of Abū’l Vasan CAlī
al-WāNidī (d. 468/1076) and |abarī (Chapter 5), Claude Gilliot
shows both authors giving an array of definitions 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 interpretation of mawbiq as a ‘promise’ (maw#id), the fact
that he includes other glosses of mawbiq, such as mahlik (‘place of
destruction’) or mahlak (‘perdition’, ‘destruction’), more prominently suggests to Gilliot that ‘he [|abarī] obviously does not favour
it; rather, he seems to prefer the interpretation of the Kufan linguists
9
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[mahlik]’.47 WāNidī follows a similar procedure in his discussion of
the word mawbiq, but is more direct in his rejection of Abū
CUbayda’s view. Gilliot comments that ‘WāNidī considers this interpretation an error (hādhā’l-qawlu fāsidun) from the point of view of
the word and of its meaning.’48 This methodological procedure of
giving a list of possible options, but discarding some, is hermeneutically complex since it is one that provides a descriptive range of
possible meanings, leaving the word open to interpretation, and yet
this openness is restricted or closed by the preferred reading. The
question is whether giving a preference for a particular reading is
the same as giving a forced reading – that is, a reading that is
directly influenced by a pre-textual idea or belief. A forced reading
is not necessarily an ‘incorrect’ one, but it is one in which a word is
forced into a specific, monovalent interpretation. Calder has noted
the process of reducing poly valency through not providing comprehensive lists of a word’s meaning (‘hiding variety’), and by giving a
preference (‘admitting while controlling variety’); but he does not
differentiate between the motivations 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 reflection on
the linguistic evidence available. These two ways of establishing a
word’s meaning are very different and the two approaches need to
be considered in more detail. Some lexical readings, found in some
of the chapters in this volume, do appear to be influenced by pretextual ideas and beliefs.
Ayesha S. Chaudhry presents an analysis of discussions of the
word nushūz in medieval exegetical works (Chapter 10). The word,
associated with the notion of ‘disobedience’, is used of women in
Q. 4:34 and of men in Q. 4:128.50 However, the exegetes’ treatments
of the word reveal the complexity of finding meaning for Qur’anic
lexica. Chaudhry demonstrates that medieval exegetes defined
nushūz in completely different ways depending on the gender of the
person committing nushūz: that is, male nushūz is different to
female nushūz. The exegetes are dealing with the same word, albeit
appearing in different contexts; but Chaudhry shows that medieval
exegetes are wilfully forgetful of their own interpretations of
nushūz. She concludes:
10
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The interpretation of the same term, nushūz, to produce two
different meanings, at times reading against the plain-sense
meaning of the Qur’anic text, is significant in terms of methodology. It demonstrates that pre-modern exegetes read and interpreted the Qur’an within the context of an idealised cosmology in
which a patriarchal marital structure was divinely prescribed.51

Chaudhry shows that the exegetes in her sample do not attempt to
reconcile the two meanings of nushūz, and the exegetes treat them as
two different words because of their different contexts – a trend that
is also seen in |abarī’s treatment of the word fitna, for which he does
not provide a consistent definition throughout his tafsīr.52 In this
case, the definitions of nushūz are made to reflect and conform to
already existing understandings of the gender hierarchy. This is not
simply an exegete giving a preference for a particular reading, but
Chaudhry argues that the interpretation of nushūz is used to authenticate and support a specific patriarchal worldview. Discussions of
contentious words like nushūz are both open, providing a description
of the possible meanings of a word, and also forced or prescriptive.
The debates about their meanings, as represented in the tafsīr literature, allows for a plurality of meanings, yet the divergences between
husbandly and wifely nushūz illustrate a proof-texting interpretation
that articulates the worldview of the exegetes.
Devin J. Stewart’s analysis of al-Mufradāt alfā* al-Qur&ān by
al-Rāghib al-I}fahānī (d. 422/1031) highlights a slightly different
issue (Chapter 7). Stewart argues that there are a number of instances
in the Qur’an where a word takes a non-standard form in order to fit
in with the rhyme scheme employed in a sura, a process which
Stewart calls ‘cognate substitution’.53 However, the vast majority of
Muslim exegetes interpreted these non-standard forms as completely
different words and ignored any possibility that they might simply
have a new form for reasons of rhyme. Peter Heath, drawing on the
work of Tzvetan Todorov, illustrates the way in which exegetes
devote extensive material to words that appear to be easily understood, and shows that ‘[e]ach word becomes a trigger for interpretative processes’ and that ‘every word or phrase in the Qur~ān
acquires enormous power for eliciting hermeneutic responses’.54
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The exegetical view that new lexical forms are just that – i.e. words
with new meanings, rather than forms that have been subject to
morphological change as a result of accommodating the rhyme
scheme – is also part of this exegetical response to the Qur’an in
which all words and every new form is significant. Stewart argues
that exegetes interpreted these cognate substitutes as different
words in order to preserve the inimitability (i#jāz) of the Qur’an;
he writes:
Recognition of the phenomenon of cognate substitution risked
imply ing that God coined new forms on an ad hoc basis for
particu lar texts in the Qur’an or that God could say one word
while intending another, both of which bordered on blasphemy.
Exegetes therefore argued that every difference in form implied a
difference in meaning.55

This is a slightly separate issue to the question of polysemic and
monosemic meanings of Qur’anic lexica, but it does, as in Chaudhry’s
study, highlight a degree of wilful ignorance and academic forgetfulness, as well as the theological limitations of meaning. Figures like
al-Rāghib were well versed in rhetoric and poetics, and, Stewart
argues, they must have been aware of what was happening to these
words, but chose to ignore it.56
This process of wilfully forgetting what words can mean can also
be seen in another chapter in this volume: Christopher Melchert,
in his comparison of the interpretation of Qur’anic words in tafsīr
and zuhd (‘asceticism’ or ‘renunciation’) traditions,57 highlights an
attempt on the part of the mufassirūn to ignore interpretations of
which they disapproved for theological reasons (Chapter 4). In the
case of siyā(a (‘roaming’ or ‘travelling’) many exegetes gloss the
active participle 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 movement that found the
‘roaming around’ of ascetics distasteful in the context of a society
where most scholars regarded sedentariness as being civilised. The
tafsīr literature which emerged in the third/ninth century changed
the meaning of siyā(a to ‘fasting’, but the hadith literature preserved
the older definition of siyā(a as ‘travelling’. Melchert argues that
12
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hadith and renunciant literature appear to preserve older interpretations of the terms siyā(a, (ikma and %iddīq than tafsīr. Either
tafsīr is in fact less primitive than it has seemed or we must
consider it strictly selective in what it recalls and what it ignores,
of late first-/early eighth-century Islam.59

What can be seen here, as in the cases of nushūz and cognate substitution, is that a methodology that appears to provide a range of
possible meanings for a word does not, in actual fact, always present
the whole picture: the descriptiveness is selective. This selectiveness is driven by both socio-cultural and theological worldviews,
making such interpretations both descriptive in the sense that they
provide an account of the possible meanings of words, and forced
or prescriptive in the sense that the words in the Qur’an are being
used to articulate and accommodate specific external views. In
these cases the preference or interpretation is not reasoned through
linguistic analysis, but is defined by cultural or theological beliefs.

Understanding Complex Forms of Constructing Meaning
In the interpretations of mawbiq, falaq, nushūz and siyā(a seen
above, different ways of constructing meaning have been encountered.
In all four of these examples the exegetes provide a list of possible
meanings, but also give a preferred reading. However, the way in
which preferences are given for mawbiq and falaq are quite different
to those given for nushūz and siyā(a. The first two preferences
(mawbiq and falaq) are reached through philological and linguistic
analysis of the term; the second two appear to be generated by specific
worldviews. When confronted with an exegete’s list of possible meanings for a word, alongside a preference, it is important to distinguish
between these two types of readings, since they signify a different
hermeneutic response to the Qur’anic text.
The distinction between these two types of giving a preference is
hinted at in some medieval works of exegetical theory. For example,
in his Shar( ta&wilāt ahl al-sunnah, CAlā~ al-Dīn al-Samarqandī
(d. 539/1144),60 commenting on the hermeneutic method of tafsīr
and ta&wīl of Abū Man}ūr al-Māturīdī (d. 333/944), states:
13
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[As for] ta&wīl, it is an explanation of something that allows
[for various] possibilities and of the ultimate possibility as a
predominant opinion, but without a decisive affirmation (qa+#).
Thus, it [can be] said that an expression may allow such and such
interpretations, and that [one of these] interpretations is more
appropriate, because it is suppor ted by fundamental sources of
religion (u%ūl).61

Māturīdī uses ta&wīl (‘interpretation’)62 to describe a method that
does not force a meaning, because the reading is simply one that the
exegete believes to be more appropriate. In contrast, for Māturīdī
tafsīr comprised interpretation based on hadiths attributed to
Companions of the Prophet, which, consequently, had a fixed
meaning, since the Companions had direct interaction with the
Prophet and knew the interpretation. Māturīdī opens his Ta&wīlāt
ahl al-sunna with the statement: ‘[Concerning] the distinction
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 conception of ta&wīl, the construction of meaning is still
limited because of the preference that has been given. This way of
reading and interpreting Qur’anic words is half-open and halfclosed, or, perhaps neither fully descriptive nor fully prescriptive.
This is quite different to the examples seen in the chapters by
Chaudhry, Melchert and Stewart, in which the readings are driven
by specific socio-cultural and theological motivations, and the
openness of the interpretative options for lexical meaning are
closed to confirm and conform to a specific worldview.
This distinction between two ways of establishing lexical
meaning – by individual preference (Māturīdī’s ta&wīl) and a more
prescriptive method (Māturīdī’s tafsīr) – is also alluded to by the
MuCtazilī theologian al-Vākim al-Jishumī (d. 494/1101). In the
introduction to his exegetical work, Tahdhīb fī tafsīr al-Qur&ān, he
discusses the various sciences (#ulūm) of the Qur’an, and concerning
ma#nā (meaning), he writes:
Each word can either have one meaning, so that the only way to
interpret it would be by following that meaning, or have [multiple]
meanings, all of which are plausible, in which case they can be
14
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followed in totality or selectively. But if there is compel ling evidence that only certain meanings are intended but not others,
then those meanings deduced by evidence are to be followed.64

Here Jishumī distinguishes between a methodology that provides
interpretative options, in which all possible meanings are ‘plausible’
and can be followed ‘in totality’, and another methodology in which
a word with a range of possible meanings is given a preference,
which, as argued above, is neither fully descriptive nor prescriptive.
Lastly, Jishumī describes a methodology in which external preconceived ideas (the ‘law’) can close the interpretation of a word.
This 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 overriding’.65 This is no longer a
preferred reading, but a required one.
For some medieval theologians it is impossible to conceive of an
individual holding or intending two opposing meanings for the
same word at the same time; an idea that was held particularly
strongly by MuCtazilīs. For example, Abū CAlī MuNammad al-JubbāCī
(d. 303/915–16) argued that ‘the meaning of an utterance is not
simply a function of its verbal form, but also of the speaker’s will’.66
This means that one has to understand a word in the context of the
intention (niyya, irāda or qa%d) meant by the speaker when it was
said. This principle can be extended to the lexical opinions of early
interpreters of the Qur’an preserved in the hadith: if someone holds
a belief that a word means one thing, can they intentionally give the
same word a completely different 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’ simultaneously?
The link between meaning (ma#nā) and intention (irāda) would
suggest that one could only hold one of these inter pretations at a
time. The problem of having multiple definitions of the same word
by one person is at the heart of Herbert Berg’s analysis of the lexical
hadith attributed to Ibn CAbbās (Chapter 3). For Berg, suspicion
is cast not just on Ibn CAbbās, but also on his reputed ‘school’, since
his disciples do not provide a consistent and unified front in
terms of lexicology.67 This unease with the multiple interpretations
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attributed to Ibn CAbbās does not seem to be simply a modern
concern, since ‘the proliferation of these deutero-Ibn CAbbās hadiths
had, by |abarī’s time, forced the compiler into the awkward need to
reconcile conflicting opinions’.68
Excursus: Mystical lexicology
The exegetes that have been encountered thus far were interested
in philological and linguistic meaning, and were concerned with
what words mean on a practical 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 envisions a semantic world that works on two levels: the first is linguistic
or physical meaning,69 which is concerned with ‘regular lexicology’;
the second is a metaphysical layer of meaning, in which words can
reveal the mysteries of the divine world. Shahrastānī himself distinguishes between these two methods, writing: ‘The exegetes talk
about the meanings of words and terms on the basis of lexicography
and transmitted tradition; they do not discuss their arcana in regard
to the harmonious order and sequence’.70 Words, then, have both a
physical and a metaphysical meaning. On this basis, Mayer concludes:
[ . . . ] on one side, Shahrastānī viewed his etymology, regular
lexicology and other historical treatments of the text as addressing
the Qur’an qua inchoate, as manifest within the conditions
of human history. On the other side, he viewed the arcana
sections with their items of ‘esoteric lexicology’ and their
unlock ing of the text’s latent semantic system through the dyadic
keys as addressing the scripture qua eternally accomplished.71

Furthermore, normal linguistic rules do not necessarily apply when
the lexical analysis moves into the realm of the metaphysical;
indeed, Mayer shows Shahrastānī using playful and unconventional etymologies to great effect.
Shahrastānī provides a further complication to how we can
understand the ways in which exegetes construct meaning for
words in the Qur’an: in his handling of lexica on the physical level,
Shahrastānī pursues a descriptive methodology in a similar fashion
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to other exegetes,72 but on the metaphysical level, the engagement
with lexicology is more ‘prescriptive’, and one in which there can
be more than one metaphysical meaning for a word, which are
all equally valid and authoritative divine truths.73 The epistemic
complexities of holding two (possibly contradictory) meanings for a
word cannot really be discussed here, but metaphysical meanings
of Qur’anic words are rooted in the divine and transcend the
boundaries of established forms of semantic meaning.
Other, more typically Sufi, mystical exegetes engage with the
words of the Qur’an in a similar way. The Persian author Rashīd
al-Dīn Maybūdī (fl. sixth/twelfth century), for example, delineates
his exegesis into three sections (nawbats): the first is a Persian translation of the Qur’anic verse; the second is an exoteric (*āhir)
commentary, and the third is an esoteric (bā+in) commentary.74 In
section II, Maybūdī explores lexical meanings and the different
uses of the word, although Annabel Keeler comments that
[Maybūdī] appears to be more concerned with the significance of
words, and their different facets of meaning (wujūh) as manifested
in other verses of the Qur’an. For example, when commenting on
‘yawmi’l-dīn’ (Q. 1:4) he does not discuss the semantic structure
of the phrase, but gives twelve different aspects of the word dīn as
it appears in different 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 interpretative options. However, in section III, the mystical
section, lexical meaning is extended through the use of ishārāt
(‘allusions’ or ‘allegories’), which enables, and promotes, a freer
response to Qur’anic lexicology. These extensions or developments
of lexical meaning represent a direct revelation of its meaning, or
as Sahl al-Tustarī (d. 283/896) comments, ‘the point of transcendency [ma+la#] is the heart’s place of elevation (ishrāf ) [from which
it beholds] the intended meaning, as an understanding from
God’.76 The construction of meaning for words in the Qur’an
on two separate planes of reality, the physical and the metaphysical, does not create contradictions or problems in the eyes of
mystical exegetes, such as Maybūdī or Abū’l-Qāsim al-Qushayrī
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(d. 465/1072). The linguistic and philological meanings of words
seek to form a basis from which the mystical is developed; as Martin
Nguyen notes: ‘In Qushayrī’s view, traditional learning and foundational knowledge serve as critical stepping stones to understanding
the higher realities embedded in God’s word.’77 Mystical lexicology
can complicate the ways in which words are understood to be given
meaning by exegetes; however, these complications primarily arise
out of the fact that mystical lexicology operates in two different
spheres of meaning, the physical and the metaphysical, whereas
standard exoteric exegeses focus on linguistic and philological
meaning.

Is a Forced Reading Unexegetical?
The field of law is one area where preconceived religious opinions
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 overriding’.78 This is similar to the
view held by MuNammad b. Idrīs al-ShāfiCī (d. 204/820). ShāfiCī
developed a hermeneutical method that managed to accommodate
existing legal principles within a revelatory framework; David R.
Vishanoff comments that ShāfiCī ‘sometimes discounted or reinterpreted a revealed text in order to remain within the parameters of
mainstream positive law’.79 In many cases, the Qur’anic text is made
to conform to the interpreter’s already held legal views, and the way
in which this can be done forms the basis of legal hermeneutic
theory, except for those who take a literalist approach to Qur’anic
interpretation, in which case the plain-sense reading of the Qur’an
is the basis of legal decisions.80 The need to interpret the Qur’an in
light of already existing legal principles is particularly evident in
Islamic inheritance law, where the interpretations of specific words,
such as walad and ikhwā in Q. 4:10–11, are directly linked to preconceived and already established ideas on inheritance.81 This
process of interpreting 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 different legal schools’ interpretations of words concerning inheritance law in the context of
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their own scholastic views on the division of an estate. Cilardo
demonstrates that the Shi‘i author, exegete and legist MuNammad
b. al-Vasan al-|ūsī (d. 460/1067) must interpret walad as ‘sons and
daughters’ to accommodate the Shi‘i convention that women can
inherit; this contrasts with Sunni interpreters, who apply the term
walad to male children only (i.e. sons), in order to maintain male
inheritance rights.82 The different legal schools can only interpret
them in a single way: to do other wise would threaten the legal
position itself. In the case of legal exegesis, therefore, meaning
becomes firmly prescriptive.
The question as to whether a lexical methodology that drives a
forced meaning can be considered as being interpretative is complex;
but, if exegesis/tafsīr is considered as the way in which data is collected
and assessed, this forced, monovalent approach to meaning is quite
different to standard tafsīr. This method of proof texting denies the
existence of any other possibilities: there is only one meaning, no
other. As a result, monovalency cannot really be considered strictly
exegetical, since it is not a reflection on the text, but rather an eisegetical attempt to make the text conform to external ideas.

Are Translations Prescriptive Readings of the Qur’an?
The physical act of translation necessitates a specific response to
lexical questions. Whereas exegetes have the ability to discuss a
range of possibilities, a translator cannot do so. A translator, therefore, must explicitly and actively choose one reading for a word’s
meaning over another. This can enable translators of the Qur’an to
promote particular ideas over others: for example, Laleh Bakhtiar’s
translation of the Qur’an is a response to her finding ‘that little
attention had been given to the woman’s point of view’.83
In this volume, Stefan Wild (Chapter 13) illustrates this process
in his analysis of two different ‘redactions’ (for want of a better
word) of the Hilali–Khan translation of Q. 1:6–7, which was modified after 9/11. The 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. The Way of those on whom
You have bestowed Your Grace, not (the way) of those who
earned Your Anger (i.e. those whose intentions 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] knowledge, so they
wander in error, and are not guided to the Truth). [2006 revised
edition]85

The interpolations and intrusions into the text force the reader to
come to specific interpretative judgements about the meaning of
the verses. The move away from a polemic attack against Jews and
Christians onto extremists – implied by ‘those whose intentions are
perverted’ – shows the extent to which translation can advocate
particular discourses. In his study of different translations of Mark
7:19b,86 George Aichele distinguishes between literal and ‘spiritual’
translations, which advocate views associated with specific worldviews or beliefs; he concludes:
All of these translation choices constrain the reading of the
text of the Gospel of Mark by eliminating alternative possibilities
[ . . . ] In general, a literal translation will leave more reading
options open than will a spiritual one, which by its nature seeks
to clarify the source text.87

The Hilali–Khan translation and revision shows a highly ‘spiritual’
translation that seeks to interpret Q. 1:7 in a very specific, politicised way. Wild also highlights the politicisation of translation
more generally, both in individual translations,88 and at an institutional level, pointing to the rivalry between the King Fahd Complex
in Medina and al-Azhar in Cairo in producing and authorising
translations.89 Likewise, political action on the ground, away from
religious affairs, comes to affect the ways in which translations of
the Qur’an are received, which is particularly the case in those
translations made by Jews and Israelis. In this case, the interpretations and translations that are made are read in light of the contemporary political environment.90
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Translation, then, enables and necessitates the articulation of
certain ideas and beliefs. As Aichele notes, ‘[e]very translation is
directed by the beliefs and values of the translator [ . . . ] just as every
writing is directed by the ideology of the writer’.91 The extent to
which this process is pre-empted by a specific theological or political agenda is hard to establish, although some translators, especially Laleh Bakhtiar, are quite open about the way in which their
translations were conditioned by a preconceived agenda. In other
cases, the translation is the final product of the translator’s internal
discussion of a word’s meaning; a process which may be similar to
the exegeses of early commentators such as Muqātil b. Sulaymān. In
the introduction to his translation, Yusuf Ali comments that
In translating the Text I have aired no views of my own, but
followed the received Commentators. Where they differ among
themselves, I have had to choose what appeared to me to be the
most reasonable opinion from all points of view. Where it is a
question merely of words, I have not considered the question
important enough to discuss in the Notes, but where it is a question of substance, I hope adequate explanations will be found in
the Notes.92

Two important points can be drawn from this: (i) that translation
can be an exegetical exercise, and the translation itself is the final
product of the translator’s internal exegetical debate made before
committing to a particular translation; and (ii) the notes provide a
wider frame of reference and make the translation more descriptive
than prescriptive. So, whilst a translation provides single glosses
for Qur’anic lexica, this may be part of an unwitnessed methodology that explores potential meanings: an outwardly forced or
prescriptive approach to lexical meaning may have been the product
of a methodology that has more in common with the descriptive
method seen in most exegeses. However, at the same time, translations may be highly prescriptive, in cases where the Qur’an is being
used as a proof text for particular worldviews. For example, Andrea
Brigaglia illustrates the way in which the Nigerian translator
Shaykh Na}īru Kabarā avoids literal translations of Qur’anic
phrases that are anthropomorphic, reflecting his AshCarī outlook.93
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The twin issues of law and translation are discussed in detail in
M. Brett Wilson’s study of a debate in Turkey that took place during
the early twentieth century, discussing whether the fast of Ramadan
was obligatory, or whether the fast could be replaced by the payment
of compensation called the fidya (Chapter 11). The translators and
interpreters who advocated replacing the fast with the fidya made
use of the syntactic difficulties of Q. 2:184.94 Wilson highlights the
fact that this debate is not simply an orthopractic, legal discussion
about Islamic ritual, but is embedded within the wider Turkish
discussions about modernity: as in Hilali–Khan, translation and
politics collide. Wilson concludes:
By revealing the ambiguity over the meaning of the word yu+iqūnahu, the debate over Q. 2:184 in Turkey highlights the importance of political context in the pursuit of meaning in the Qur’an
and, methodologically, provides a fascinating case of modern
lexicographic analysis, and its limits, in the print-based public
sphere.95

These discussions, as well as many other elements of the Turkish
modernisation of Islam, generated much debate in other parts of
the Islamic world, and are explored in detail by Travis Zadeh
(Chapter 12). Zadeh highlights the link between the opposition to
the translation of the Qur’an by many Muslim scholars and the
doctrine of the inimitability of the Qur’an (i#jāz al-Qur&ān). Part of
the argument, given by both medieval and modern authors, is that
non-Arabic speakers are not able to understand the full nuances of
the Qur’an, and that the ‘miraculousness’ (mu#jiza) of the Qur’an
cannot be conveyed in another language.96 An element of the inimitability of the Qur’an stems from lexical meaning, its ambiguity
and the philological connections that can be made between different
patterns of the same root. Indeed, some theologians and legal
scholars, 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 different pattern (i.e. one could not use the form munfa+ir
[‘be split’] in Q. 73:18 to interpret the meaning of fā+ir [‘originator’]
in Q. 35:1).97 Others, such as some MuCtazilīs, including Abū CAlī
al-JubbāCī, argued that intention (niyya) was essential to meaning,
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and that words which had multiple meanings could not have had
multiple meanings in a single speech-act.98 However, these two
positions were not predominant, and many exegetes maintained a
degree of ambiguity in lexical meaning, which cannot be reproduced in translation. As a consequence, translation is inevitably
prescriptive, since it cannot maintain any ambiguity that may exist.

What is Meaning For? Lexical Methodologies
and Interpretation
The discussion above has highlighted a number of different ways in
which lexical meaning can be constructed. These different methodologies are not simply used by different authors, but can also be
found in the same work. Consequently, it is necessary to reflect on
how exegetes and interpreters develop meaning, in order to facilitate accurate comparisons, and this introduction will now reflect
on the construction of lexical meaning in tafsīr more generally.
For example, exegetes such as |abarī and WāNidī construct lexical
meaning in different ways in different situations. This can, and
should, be regarded as significant, since the way in which lexical
meaning is constructed has a bearing on how we, as readers of an
exegesis, understand the information being presented by an exegete
or interpreter.
The evidence found in the articles included in this volume reveals
a need to refine Calder’s theories about choice in tafsīr. Calder’s
main interest is in the poly valent nature of tafsīr, coupled with
different means of subverting it. Calder does acknowledge the influence of hermeneutic principles on the ways in which exegetes
reduce any interpretive poly valency, but this introduction argues
that, regarding the interpretation of words of the Qur’an, there is a
difference between an exegete giving a preference, and when preferences are clearly underpinned by specific pre-textual ideas. The
former is an evaluation of the linguistic and interpretative context,
the other is influenced by beliefs held by an exegete or interpreter
before coming to the text.
At its most basic level, there are two diametrically opposed
methodologies to the construction of lexical meaning: the first is a
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methodology which provides an interpretative open description of
a word’s usage in Arabic. The second is a methodology that gives a
single, forced or prescribed solution to a semantic question. The
exploration of the ways in which exegetes and translators develop
meaning for words of the Qur’an seen above has shown that this
dichotomy between the descriptive and the prescriptive is not absolute, and that exegeses engage with lexical meaning in a much more
complex way.
The semiotician A.J. Greimas created a way to explore and
develop fields of semantic meaning through contrasting two
opposed terms, and his approach will help to illustrate the different
ways that exegetes construct lexical meaning (see Figure 1).99
Greimas develops semantic meaning from a single seme (a unit of
meaning or signification), which is given the symbol (S1), and its
opposite (S2; i.e. ¬S1 /‘not S1’). The seme can be a word (e.g. ‘black’),
an idea (e.g. ‘democracy’), or even a theme or trope within a
narrative (e.g. ‘death’ in the story of Sleeping Beauty). Greimas
argues that the original seme, and its opposite (marked by the
symbol ¬), also holds more complex senses of semantic meaning,
which are indicated by the symbol S. In the case of the story of
Sleeping Beauty, for example, the binary themes of death and life
also generate the complex idea of ‘being both dead and alive’, when
the princess is sleeping. Importantly, the narrative 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
objective in using the semiotic square is to show that words,
concepts and signs in a binary relationship have more complex
ideas lying beneath them: (i) one of which is both S1 and S2 (S1), and
(ii) one which is neither (S2).
In an illustration of the way in which the semiotic square can be
used, Ronald Schleifer explores the terms ‘black’ and ‘white’.101 In
this example, ‘black’ (S1) is the opposite of ‘white’ (¬S1/S2), but from
these two terms it is possible to develop more complex ideas: the
first is a term that describes something that is both ‘black and
white’, or a term that has ‘both no colours’ and ‘all colours’, which
Schleifer calls ‘colouredness’ (S1). The second is a term that is
‘neither black nor white’, or has ‘neither all colours nor no colours’,
which he calls ‘colourlessness’ (S2). Schleifer uses the square to place
the simple terms ‘black’ and ‘white’ within wider, more complex
semantic fields. The semiotic square has not just been used to
describe semantic meaning, but also the relationship of ideas, technical terms and ideologies, as well as literary studies.102 In the
context of this study of how exegetes construct meaning, it is
possible to explore the relationship between the opposed methods
of description and prescription (see Figure 2).

Figure 2.
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The reason Greimas’s square is helpful in the context of Qur’anic
lexicology is that it enables a more nuanced appreciation of the ways
in which the poly valency of lexical meaning is subverted by exegetes.
My analysis of the ways in which exegetes construct the meanings
of words in the Qur’an has outlined four main ways of doing this: (i)
the purely descriptive method (poly valency), which produces an
open interpretation; (ii) the purely prescriptive method (monovalency), which closes the potential readings of the word; (iii) a
method where a list of potential meanings is given, but the exegete
restricts the openness of the reading by stating a preferred option
arrived at through linguistic analysis, although where other options
are interpretatively valid; and (iv) a method where a list of meanings
is given, but the meaning is given a closed and prescriptive definition, because of theological or socio-cultural beliefs (see Figure 3).

Figure 3.

When the two terms or methodologies of description and
prescription (or semantic poly valency and monovalency) are placed
in the semiotic square, two complex terms emerge, which can help
to delineate the different ways in which exegetes can develop lexical
meaning.
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The descriptive method takes a word and provides a different
range of possible meanings, without giving one reading preference
over any other, so the meaning of the word is left open. This method
is predominantly found in lexicography (lugha), which attempts to
provide descriptions of words’ meanings in a neutral fashion.103 The
method is also found in many exegeses of the Qur’an, in those
places where authors give possible options without giving a preference; it is used, for example, by Suyū@ī throughout his al-Durr
al-manthūr,104 but is also relatively common elsewhere. A caveat
must be given that an exegete may hinder the openness of the
reading by not listing every possible meaning 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 meanings,
without making any overt preference.
The prescriptive methodology is a completely different process.
In this case, the starting point is not the Qur’anic word in question,
but the idea, which informs the interpretation of the word and
necessitates a single meaning rather than a range of meanings
that could threaten the coherence of any argument being made.
This is most relevant to specific discourses such as theology (kalām),
philosophy and law, in which external ideas are rooted in the
revealed scripture through the use of lexicology and other forms
of argumentation. In this method, meaning is used to establish a
proof ((ujja) to a particular external idea or belief. However, the
prescriptive method can also be found in other cases: often in
gharīb al-Qur&ān works, in early exegeses, such as that by Muqātil b.
Sulaymān (d. 150/767), and in translations of the Qur’an.
The ‘descriptive and prescriptive method’ is seen when the
exegete provides a range of interpretations for a word’s meaning,
but gives a preference for a particular reading that is dictated by an
external belief or idea. For example, the meaning of nushūz is
predetermined by socio-cultural norms, and ‘cognate substitutes’
are interpreted differently to maintain the inimitability of the
Qur’an. The way in which exegetes handle words in the Qur’an that
have implications to legal theories can also introduce more
prescriptive interpretations, such as in the interpretations of walad
as either ‘sons’ or ‘sons and daughters’ in Q. 4:10–11.
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The ‘neither descriptive nor prescriptive method’ is found most
commonly in exegeses of the Qur’an, where an exegete provides a
series of possibilities for a word’s meaning, but gives a preference for
one over any others. This methodology may also be used in translations of the Qur’an and in early exegesis, but in this case the process is
hidden: the final solution to a lexical question is given, but without
any of the other possibilities that were known to the exegete or
translator. The ‘neither descriptive nor prescriptive method’ is not
descriptive 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 prescriptive,
because the preference is not generated by an external idea, and other
possible meanings remain equally valid (so it is not monovalent).
Typically, exegetes employ a mixture of the ‘descriptive’, ‘descriptive
and prescriptive’ and ‘neither descriptive nor prescriptive’ methodologies in their exegeses; that is, exegesis (tafsīr) only operates in
one part of the semiotic square (see Figure 4).

Figure 4.

As has been seen above, it is possible, for example, to find all
three of these methodologies (but not the prescriptive) in |abarī’s
tafsīr: his interpretation of nushūz, particularly in the case of wifely
nushūz, is conditioned by socio-cultural norms; his interpretation
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of falaq provides a preferred reading based on linguistic evidence,
but other meanings are valid; and in his interpretation of mawbiq,
|abarī does not give a preferred reading openly. The method that
cannot easily be found in |abarī’s exegetical works is the purely
prescriptive, providing monovalent definitions.
This exploration 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 exegetical lexical
choices or preferences are the product of the same process; some
are simply preferences, and others are highly influenced by pretextual ideas and beliefs. The two complex ways of establishing
meaning – ‘descriptive and prescriptive’ and ‘neither descriptive
nor prescriptive’ – help to distinguish these two types of exegetical
choice: one introduces prescription, the other reduces the description. As previously discussed, these two different ways of coming to
exegetical decisions are alluded to in some discussions of medieval
exegetical theory. This first method (‘descriptive and prescriptive’)
is associated by Māturīdī with tafsīr, since for him, interpretations
found in the Hadith provide definite interpretations, but there may
be a plurality of views which need to be assessed, making the
approach both prescriptive and descriptive (S1). In contrast, he
views ta&wīl as a more open process, albeit sometimes one in which
preferences are given; ta&wīl is concerned with ‘possibility’ and
‘preference’, which can never be properly descriptive or prescriptive
(S2). Whether or not it is appropriate to use the terms tafsīr and
ta&wīl to distinguish these two methods is a different question;106
but the distinction between giving a preference based on a personal,
reflective judgement, 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 represent the four approaches to lexical
meaning in a semiotic square (see Figure 5).
The act of translation (tarjama) creates a slightly different model.
Since a translation must produce a single, prescriptive translation
of a word, it can never be descriptive and it can never be ‘neither
descriptive nor prescriptive’ (cf. Māturīdī’s ta&wīl). Some translations, however, can be the product of a descriptive method
that remains unseen (cf. Māturīdī’s tafsīr); others will be highly
29

S.R. Burge

Figure 5.

prescriptive. There are also commentaries in Arabic that establish
meaning in a similar fashion, such as the early exegesis of Muqātil
b. Sulaymān, as well as the Tafsīr al-Jalālayn. With regard to lexicology, the extent to which these can be regarded as tafsīr or ta&wīl
(following Māturīdī’s understanding) warrants further discussion,
which cannot be provided here. The construction of the meanings
of words in translations of the Qur’an works in a different way to
exegesis, since the genre of translation (tarjama) cannot accommodate descriptiveness, so translation as a whole must be confined
to one side of the square (see Figure 6).
The basic function of both exegesis and translation is to generate
and provide interpretations or meanings for words in the Qur’an;
but the way in which the meanings of words are constructed varies
greatly. Meaning can be open/poly valent, closed/monovalent, as
well as take more complex and refined forms: an exegete can reduce
the potential poly valency through giving opinions or preferences;
and an exegete can introduce a degree of prescription to a lexical
discussion as a result of pre-textual, external ideas and beliefs. The
prescriptive methodology uses the meaning of the words in the
Qur’an to support ideas, and to offer proofs (sg. (ujja). Here,
meaning is established not by a word’s potential for a variety of
meanings, but because the lexical meaning becomes a requirement
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Figure 6.

(or consequence) of a previously held belief. In contrast, the
descriptive methodology (lugha) begins by looking at a word found
in the Qur’an and exploring its potential meanings. The descriptive
method (even when modified with an element of prescription) is
part of a wider search for the meaning of scripture, whereas the
prescriptive method uses meaning to defend a specific, predefined
theological belief. In this way, the construction of words’ meanings
are dependent on the way in which they are being approached: the
prescriptive method provides a contextual framework into which
meaning is placed (or forced), creating a closed and monovalent
interpretative environment; the descriptive method provides a
range of exegetical possibilities, creating an open and poly valent
interpretative world.107 Tafsīr, however, tends to construct meaning
in more complex ways, at times reducing the poly valency through
various means, or by introducing external ideas, whether theological, legal or socio-cultural, into the text.
Lexicology is not simply about semantic or philological meaning,
but it is concerned with what words mean to their readers and
the authors, and the significance and resonances 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
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relate his intellectual, political and social contexts to the Quran’s
text’.108 The relationship within hermeneutics between the words
of the Qur’an and the wider interpretative discourse is complex.
Reading, writing and translation are all subject to influence
from previously held beliefs, which come into play in both the
interpretation of scripture in general terms, as well as the specific
handling of individual words: as Schleiermacher argued, each
level of meaning feeds into the understanding of another. The
different ways in which exegetes establish the meanings of the
words in the Qur’an reveal the extent of the influence of external
texts, as well as the different uses for giving meaning to words.
The use of words as proof texts for particular ideas or beliefs
shows a specific type of engagement with the Qur’an and its words.
The different ways in which exegetes establish the meanings
of words, the ‘descriptive’, the ‘descriptive and prescriptive’ and
the ‘neither descriptive nor prescriptive’, highlight the different
responses to words in the Qur’an within the genre of tafsīr itself,
and the ways in which exegetes approach their personal choices
and preferences.
The articles in this volume discuss the ways in which exegetes
engage with words to construct the meaning of the Qur’an. It is
necessary to reflect on the ways in which exegetes engage with
meaning and what they hope to achieve by interpreting words in
particular ways. Whilst acknowledging that external pre-textual
ideas always inform the process of reading, the extent of their influence can vary depending on the word, context and approach of an
exegete or translator. Exegetes and translators do not simply provide
neutral descriptions of words’ meanings, but seek to articulate
specific ideas through them. At times this may simply be a personal
preference, at others it is more thoroughly affected by external, pretextual ideas and beliefs. Being aware of the different ways of
constructing lexical meaning helps us to understand the influence
of external texts on lexical meaning, as well as the way in which the
meanings of words can come to direct and inform a particular
reading of a Qur’anic word. The meaning of the Qur’an, taken in its
most general sense, is built up from its smaller parts and the meanings of words are at its very foundation.
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