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Abstract 

In the past century a new school of Islamic scholarship has emerged and evolved which 

this thesis refers to as the Farāhī school of thought, henceforth written as the Farāhīs. 

Research carried out studying the Farāhīs has been very limited in the sense that it has 

been heavily focused on differences in conclusions, rather than approaches. Where 

approaches were discussed, only the main premises, as published by the scholars of 

the Farāhīs themselves, were covered. This thesis delves deeper, to explore the 

detailed methodological features of the Farāhīs’ approach that result from such 

premises.  This is done through four case studies: stoning, apostasy, ḥijāb, and the 

return of Jesus. In each case study, after exploring contested areas, the Farāhīs’ 

approach to the subject is compared with the shī‘ah and sunnī approaches. Interviews 

with the current leading figure of the Farāhīs are carried out and reported to provide 

further insights into their approach. Where applicable, points of disagreement among 

the scholars of the Farāhīs are also discussed.  

On the subject of stoning, the Farāhīs highlight their method of deriving principles 

from the Qur’ān alone; they conclude that the law of stoning is associated with the 

concept of creating anarchy in the land and not adultery per se. On the subject of 

apostasy, the Farāhīs use the principle of itmām al-ḥujjah to conclude that the 

punishment for apostasy was related to the sunnah of God at the time of the messengers 

only. On the subject of ḥijāb, the Farāhīs attempt to remain loyal to the literal meaning 

of the Qurānīc words, while also noting the context. They conclude that covering the 

hair is not an obligation, unless it is embellished. On ‘the return of Jesus’, through 

literary analysis, they conclude that this belief is not fully in line with the Qur’ān.  

The findings from these four case studies lead to the identification of a number of 

methodological features in the approach of the Farāhīs, which are further substantiated 

by tracing them in other documentations of the Farāhīs. The strengths and challenges 

that these methodological features can bring to the Farāhīs are discussed. At the end 

of the thesis the Farāhī school of thought is also compared and positioned with regard 

to the other contemporary approaches. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Research Methodology 

In this chapter I first explain the motivation behind this research project and the aims 

and the scope of the research. Conventions on writing of the thesis are explained next. 

I will then proceed to provide a brief on history of religious thought and movements 

in India near the time of the three figures of the Farāhī school of thought. After this I 

will briefly discuss the evolvement of tafsīr by looking at tafsīr in both traditional and 

contemporary era.  This is then followed by explaining the principles of their approach. 

The methodology section looks at the overall methodology and the design of the thesis. 

and the chapter ends with looking at the overall structure of the thesis. 

1.1. The Aims, Scope and the Contribution of This Research 

When for the first time I came to know the works of Hamiduddin Farahi and Amin 

Ahsan Islahi I was baffled by the fact that despite the amount of contribution of these 

scholars in the scholarship of Islam, their exposure in academia has not been as 

significant as would be expected. I was even more surprised when I found that as a 

follow up to the works of these scholars, Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, one of the students 

of Islahi, has continued to produce a significant amount of scholarly output with rather 

controversial results, that are again less known to academia. In fact the origin of this 

chain of thinking, Hamiduddin Farahi, is not even known much among the scholars of 

Islam either. This has been appreciated by those scholars who have been aware of the 

works of Hamiduddin Farahi. Shibli Numani (d. 1914) considers him as evidence that 

there can be an exception to the rule that a talented person will always be recognised, 

while Sulaiman Nadwi (d. 1953) considers him as unrecognised Ibn Taymīyah (d. 

1328) of the era.1 Amin Ahsan Islahi has authored a nine volume book to apply his 

teacher’s approach in interpreting the whole Qur’ān. Yet his work has only been 

exposed a little to the scholars outside of Pakistan and India, and in worldwide 

academia. In fact even among the Pakistani community (academic and public), he is 

not well-known enough.2 Ghamidi, with the help of his students, has used a variety of 

tools to bring his work to the attention of Muslims around the world. A good number 

                                                           
1 Cited in Shehzad Saleem, "The Farāhī Foundation," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (June, 
1995): 7. 
2 Abdul Rauf, "Life and Works of Mawlana Amin Ahsan Islahi  (1904-1997)," Pakistan Journal of History 
and Culture 30, no. 1 (2009): 184. 
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of his writings are translated into English. Yet, this amount of available work in 

English has done little in bringing a reasonable amount of his work into the fold of 

academic criticism.   

This relative isolation of the work of these scholars, and consequently the less 

academically known school of thought that they are presenting as a whole, was my 

initial motive to define and design this research project. In my perception, a new school 

of thought in Islam has started to emerge. While the principles of this school of thought 

have been recorded in their works, the specific methodological features of their 

approach have not been systematically derived and documented. This has made this 

school of thought less exposed to academia, which is an obstacle in creating 

opportunities for academic engagement and constructive criticism. I was keen to 

contribute to the academic research in Islamic scholarship, by deriving these 

methodological features based on comparative research work, discussing them 

critically, and documenting them for further follow up research. 

It needs to be appreciated that the aim of this work is not to derive and explain the 

principles of the Farāhī school of thought. As noted above, these principles are already 

documented and explained by the scholars of this school of thought, and are presented 

briefly later in this chapter, Section 1.5. The gap in understanding the approach of this 

school of thought is not on the principles themselves; rather, it is on specific 

methodological features that are based on these principles.  

The word ‘feature’ in this context is adopted to imply the exact meaning that the 

Oxford dictionary has given to the world: ‘A distinctive attribute or aspect of 

something’.3 Within the framework of their methodological principles Farāhī school 

of thought demonstrates specific attributes when it comes to the analysis of the text 

and evidences. It is these specific attributes that I refer to as ‘features’.  

To make it clearer what I mean by this, here I refer to what I would equally label as a 

‘feature’ in sunnī and shī‘ah schools of thought. In the shī‘ah school of thought there 

is a degree of cautious in rejecting a ḥadīth even if it is technically categorised as a 

                                                           
3 Oxford Dictionary of English, 3 ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). Look at entry: ‘feature’. 
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weak ḥadīth. In comparison in the sunnī school of thought if a ḥadīth is technically 

proved to be weak, there is no hesitation in dismissing it. I would refer to these two 

different attributes (cautionary and strict) to weak ḥadīth as some of the features of the 

shī‘ah and sunnī schools of thought. As another example, sunnī commentators of the 

Qur’ān normally do not entertain the possibility that a verse of the Qur’ān may not be 

in its correct position in the currently available copies of the Qur’ān. This is while 

shī‘ah commentators occasionally do consider such possibility. Here again we have 

two attributes in approaching the verses of the Qurān (accepting the textual position, 

questioning the textual position) that I would refer to as ‘features’. 

Within the context of the Farāhī school of thought, same concept is the matter of 

inquiry here. The attributes that can be seen in the works of the Farāhī scholars in 

approaching the Qur’ān, ḥadīth, relationship between the two and in deriving rules and 

religious concepts from textual sources are referred to as methodological ‘features’. 

Questions like ‘how do these scholars resolve conflicting messages in between a verse 

of the Qur’ān and an authentic ḥadīth’, ‘what convinces them that a ruling is part of 

the sharī‘ah’ or ‘how keen they are in distinguishing or merging apparent rulings in 

the Qur’ān’, are those that relate to the methodological features of this school of 

thought.  

These methodological features are the ones that effectively contribute in reaching 

some of the often controversial legal and conceptual conclusions in this school of 

thought. It is by recognising these methodological features that one can bring a 

relatively accurate understanding of this school of thought to the mind of an external 

observer. The real outcome and the contribution of this work is therefore exploring 

these methodological features.   

I am not aware of any other academic works that have adopted a research based 

approach in order to extract these methodological features from the works of the 

Farāhī scholars. The very few academic works that are available are either 

concentrated on only the works of Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi on the coherence of 

the Qur’ān, or have remained on the very broad level of introducing the scholars of 

this school of thought without going into any technical level, often among other 



 

4 
 

scholars of the South Asian continent and mostly from socio political perspective.4 

Some of these are referred later in this chapter, Section 1.3.  

Here it is important to mention the academic contribution of Mustansir Mir’s in his 

book, Coherence in the Qur’an, a Study of Islahi’s Concept of Naẓm in Tadabbur-I 

Qur’ān. This was in fact the outcome of Mir’s PhD dissertation, who at the time of 

writing is a professor of Islamic Studies at Youngstown State University.5 In his book, 

after a brief biography of Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi, Mir provides a helpful 

background of the studies on the coherence of the Qur’ān in Muslim scholarship, a 

good part of which is with reference to Islahi’s discussion of the same subject in his 

introduction to tadabbur-i-Qur’ān. This part also includes references to some of the 

modern authors  like Maududi, Muḥammad Maḥmūd al-Ḥijāzī (b. 19146), and Fazlur 

Rahman (d. 1988). A praise worthy attention has been given to the Shī‘ī scholar, 

Ṭabāṭabāyī who has also considered coherence in his exegesis; his concept of 

coherence is compared with that of Islahi (Ṭabāṭabāyī’s work is discussed later in this 

chapter).  

Mir outlines and explains Hamiduddin Farahi’s views on coherence, and briefly 

compares this with the Islahi’s view. The rest of the book is devoted to an explanation 

of coherence in tadabbur-i-Qur’ān, including Islahi’s concept of seven groups and 

pairs (explained later in Section 1.5.1). Mir also provides a critical review of some of 

the aspects of coherence in Islahi’s work, mostly on Islahi’s rather complicated 

concept of pairs in the Qur’ān, and questions the way in which Islahi tries to bring 

some element of sanctity to his understanding of the concept of coherence. Mir ends 

the main text of his book by suggesting areas for further research.7 An interesting 

                                                           
4 See for instance Nikhat Ekbal, Great Muslims of Undivided India (New Delhi: Kalpaz Publications, 
2009). Riffat Hassan, "Islamic Modernist and Reformist Discourse in South Asia," in Reformist Voices 
of Islam: Mediating Islam and Modernity, ed. Shireen T. Hunter (New York: Pentagon Press, 2009), Ch. 
4. or Husnul Amin, "A Study of a New Intellectual Discourse on Islam and Modernity in Pakistan" 
(Erasmus University Rotterdam, 2010). 
5 See for instance Mustansir Mir, Coherence in the Qur’an, a Study of Islahi’s Concept of Naẓm in 
Tadabbur-I Qur’ān (Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1990). or Salwa M. S. El-Awa, Textual 
Relations in the Qur’ān (Oxon: Routledge, 2006), ch. 1, 2. 
6 I was not able to confirm the date of death. 
7 One being coherence within the groups of chapters, and another the effect of the coherence 
framework on interpreting the legislative verses of the Qur’ān. 
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question that Mir raises in his concluding chapter is ‘who edited the Qur’ān?’. He 

discusses the implications of an answer to this question for the concept of coherence. 

Mir’s work on Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi’s concept of coherence definitely is a 

starting point for any student of coherence in the Farāhī schools of thought. However 

his work does not include the contribution of Ghamidi to the concept of coherence. 

This is of course understandable since at the time of writing the book, Ghamidi’s 

exegetical writings were still in the process of development and publication. Ghamidi’s 

additional dimension to Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi’s concept of coherence is 

discussed later in Section 1.5.1  

***** 

Due to applying this research based work to a rather complex system of thinking, a 

comparative, case study approach is adopted. In this approach a number of case studies 

are selected that cover some of the most controversial views of the Farāhī scholars. 

Their approach to these cases are compared to that of traditional scholars8 and in this 

way the specific methodological features of this school of thought are identified and 

explored practically. 

The objective of this thesis therefore can be formulated as follows: 

‘To explore specific methodological features of the Farāhī school of thought, through 

a comparative analysis with the traditional school of thought, based on case studies.’ 

The above objective is achieved through answering the following research questions: 

- In deriving rules and concepts from the Qur’ān, what are the similarities and 

differences between the Farāhī approach, and the traditional approach? 

- What methodological features of the Farāhī approach can be considered as 

unique features, compared to the traditional approach? 

                                                           
8 The phrase ‘traditional scholars’ has a very specific meaning in this dissertation. This has been defined 
and explained later in this chapter. 
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- What can be considered as the strengths and challenges of the Farāhī approach 

as the result of these methodological features?  

Disclaimer: 

It has to be made very clear at the start of this thesis that what this work refers to as 

Farāhī school of thought or approach, is not referring to the thought or approach of 

Hamiduddin Farahi alone or Amin Ahsan Islahi alone. It is in fact the approach that 

started by Hamiduddin Farahi, was then applied by Islahi and was later revised and 

developed by Ghamidi. I am very well aware of the fact that there are other scholars 

who can be associated with Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi. The use of the phrase 

‘Farāhī School of Thought’ should not be interpreted as ignoring or belittling the 

works of these scholars. The phrase is used merely due to the fact that it is this line of 

successors from Hamiduddin Farahi (i.e. Islahi and then Ghamidi and his students) 

who have, and are systematically producing scholarly works, with results that are often 

in sharp contrast with what can be seen as the traditional school of thought (as defined 

later in this chapter).9  

1.2. On Words and Writing Format 

In writing this thesis I have followed the standards of writing that are in common 

between the theses in the School of Divinity of University of Edinburgh. Accordingly 

the citing in this thesis follows the Chicago 16th style.  

Names of Arabic and Urdu books and Arabic terms are written in italic. The 

transliteration table that is presented at the start of this thesis represents the strict 

transliteration style and is followed when writing Arabic words (except commonly 

known words that are used in English as well, like Islam).   

As for the names of Urdu and Farsi authors, in principle these are written as they appear 

in publications. In most cases this does not follow the transliteration style that is used 

                                                           
9 In a dialogue with Ghamidi when I asked him what he calls his approach, he unhesitatingly said: 
‘Farāhī Approach’. There has been a suggestion by one of the students of Ghamidi, Khalid Zaheer, to 
call this the ‘Originalistic Approach’. This suggestion however has not been taken by Ghamidi and I am 
aware that some of the students of the approach consider it as a title that may be seen by some as 
arrogance. 
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for Arabic words and follows the common practice of transliteration in each of these 

languages. This applies to the names of the three leading scholars of the Farāhī 

approach as well. In following section for example none of the names of the Indian or 

Pakistani figures follow the Arabic style in transliteration. Similarly the titles of the 

Urdu or Farsi books that are in original language follow the normal Urdu or Farsi 

transliteration style rather than the Arabic style.  

To avoid confusion between the person of Hamiduddin Farahi and expression used to 

refer to the approach that he, Islahi and Ghamidi represent, I have used the italic Arabic 

style transliteration of the word Farahi for the latter (i.e. Farāhī). When the person of 

Hamiduddin Farahi is intended in writing, I have always given the full name. 

The verses of the Qur’ān are quoted in original Arabic before giving the English 

translation. In a very few instances the original Arabic text of the ḥadīth is also given 

as this was needed to make a point in the discussion. The English translation of the 

verses and ḥadīths are mine, although I have consulted different translations in the 

process. Farsi and Urdu writings are also presented only by their English translation. 

I have used the word shī‘ah to refer to the title of the religious sect as a noun (e.g. 

shī‘ah approach) and have used the word shī‘ī to refer to the entities that belong to this 

sect (e.g. shī‘ī scholars). Obviously at points both words could be used, depending on 

how it was to be formulated. In these cases I used the one that seemed to be more fluent 

with the rest of the sentence.   

Urdu and Farsi titles of writings are written by the use of transliteration of the original 

title. Translation of the title is then given in parentheses.   

At some points in this thesis I have used centred five stars (*****) to separate two 

parts of a discussion. This was only to make the text easier to comprehend.  
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1.3. A Brief Historical Insight  

As I mentioned in the last section, the main three scholars that are associated with what 

this research work refers to as the Farāhī school of thought are, Hamiduddin Farahi, 

Amin Ahsan Islahi, and Javed Ahmad Ghamidi. This section starts with a brief 

overview of the evolvement of religious thought and the main movements in India in 

the era close to the time of Hamiduddin Farahi, and then proceeds to present brief 

bibliographical notes on each of the three scholars of the Farāhī school of thought.  

The aim is not to examine biographical details, but to understand the social/political 

contexts from which the Farāhī scholars emerged, and what might have motivated 

their way of thinking.  

Choosing a start point to briefly review the history of Islam in India is challenging, as 

history shows an emergence of remarkable scholars and thoughts in this region in 

every century. A reasonable point to start with can be when medieval Islam is 

beginning to evolve into modern Islam in India. According to Aziz Ahmad, Shah 

Waliullah Dehlawi (d. 1762)10 formed a bridge between these two phases of Islamic 

thought in the region.11 Therefore I choose the movement of Shah Waliullah as the 

opening scene of this brief historical insight into Islam in India.  

After the decline of the Mughal Empire and disintegration of the Indian Muslim 

society, Shah Waliullah became the religious leader of Muslim India. Ahmad explains 

that Shah Waliullah’s leadership was paved by the decline of spiritual dynamism 

among Sufis, and the lack of necessity   in studying fiqh to become a qāzī (judge) due 

to the collapse of Muslim power.12 Waliullah’s contribution resulted in the 

subordination of fiqh to ḥadīth on one hand, and the total absorption of Sufi disciplines 

into orthodox Islam on the other hand. By suggesting that Shah Waliullah probably 

had the same teacher as Muḥammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb, Ahmad tries to show some 

similarity in the views of the two scholars, including a firm rejection of polytheism 

that results in rejecting sainthood in Islam, and holding the Qur’ān and ḥadīth as the 

                                                           
10 His full name is Aḥmad Ibn ‘Abd al-Raḥīm 
11 Aziz Ahmad, Studies in Islamic Culture in the Indian Environment (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), 
201. 
12 Ibid., 202. 



 

9 
 

only bases of all religious dogma. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Shah 

Waliullah’s schools in Delhi and Lucknow were focused on studying of exegeses, 

ḥadīth and fiqh.13  

Ahmad points out that Shah Waliullah’s emphasis on ijtihād rather than taqlīd 

(imitation) was his main contribution to modernist speculative thinking in Muslim 

India.14 This emphasis brought about a heavy reliance on ‘reasoning’ in deriving 

religious law. He writes: 

Time has come that the religious law of Islam should be brought into 

the open fully dressed in reason and argument.15  

Another contribution of Shah Waliullah’s work was to make the Qur’ān more 

accessible to the public through a variety of means, namely by the translation of the 

Qur’ān into Persian, teaching the Qur’ān in his school, and by his writings on problems 

in translating the Qur’ān and the science of exegesis.16 In fact the main motivation of 

Shah Waliullah in translating the Qur’ān into Persian seems to be to encourage direct 

interface between the Indian Muslim public and the Qur’ān. In his end notes to his 

translation of the Qur’ān he writes: 

(laymen) should get together in circles at their spare time and .. should 

read one or two chapters with translation within the available time so that 

every one hears and learns the meanings … The same way that the 

fortunate friends have sittings to read Mathnawi of Mulana Jalaleddin 

Rumi and Golestan of Sheikh Sa’di … what if they bring this translation 

in the same way to their circles and pay some of their attention to it. … 

The main benefit of revelation of the Qur’ān is to get lesson from its 

advice and guide from its guidance not just reading it (in Arabic) …17    

Shah Waliullah’s son had a student called Sayyid Ahmad Barelwi, who led a 

movement in the form of war in the 1830s known as Mujahidin against the Sikhs and 

British. According to Ahmad this was in fact ‘the crystallization of Shah Waliullah’s 

                                                           
13 An Intellectual History of Islam in India, Islamic Surveys (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1969), 9. 
14 Studies in Islamic Culture in the Indian Environment, 205. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., 206. 
17 Ahmad Ibn Abdulrahim  Shah Waliullah Dihlawi, Tarjomeye Qur'an (Translation of the Qur'an), ed. 
Masud Ansari (Tehran: Ihsan, 1389 HS), 606-7. 
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fundamentalist ideas into a practical programme’.18 According to Ahmad this anti-

West movement later inspired the ideas of religious reform in the pro-West thought of 

individuals like Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898). 

Ahmad asserts that Shah Waliullah, plus the theologians of Nejd and Hijaz were the 

main factors which started the Ahl-i-Hadith movement in the 19th century, led by 

Siddiq Hasan Khan (d. 1890) and Nazir Husayn (d. 1902).19 One of the main ethos of 

Ahl-i-Hadith was their denial of imitation (taqlīd), and their assertion that anyone with 

sufficient ability can do ijtihad based on the Qur’ān and the ḥadīth.  

At the start of the twentieth century a group with the name Ahl al-Qur’an , led by 

Abdullah Chakralawi, separated itself from Ahl-i-Hadith. Ahl al-Qur’an  removed 

ḥadīth from their sources of understanding Islam, and based their views solely on the 

Qur’ān. Unlike Ahl-i-Hadith who considered the prophetic narrations to be another 

form of revelation (waḥy-i khafī) that explain the Qur’ān (waḥy-i jalī), Ahl-i-Qur’an 

believed that the Qur’ān was the best word (aḥsan al-ḥadīth), and that any remarks 

from the Prophet that are not included in the Qur’ān are understood as simply relevant 

to the Prophet in his capacity as a human being, rather than as a prophet. They also 

believed that the Qur’ān covers all the basic requirements for Muslims, and has left 

the rest of the affairs to be decided based on the human judgment. However these 

views resulted in violent reactions, to such an extent that Chakralawi had to be 

protected by the Indian government at the time.20    

Overall the significance of Shah Waliullah in Muslim India can be summarised by its 

apparent double-edged effect on the thought of the Muslim intellectuals of later 

generations: on one front, the effect is towards fundamentalism where there is a heavy 

emphasis on returning to the original sources of Islam; on the other, the effect is in-

line with modernism, where individual thinking and bringing reasoning to religion is 

encouraged.    

                                                           
18 Ahmad, An Intellectual History of Islam in India, 9. 
 
20 Aziz Ahmad, Islamic Modernism in India and Pakistan (London: Oxford University Press, 1967), 
120-21. 
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Of course Shah Waliullah was not the only factor which led to a modern or newly 

emerged Islamic thought in India. Sikand discusses the evolving process of Islamic 

schools (madrasas) in India in the era of colonisation. According to Sikand, the 

establishment of British rule and colonial impact in 1858 had a huge influence on the 

change of the approach of the madrasas in India. One of the main outcomes was a 

‘rigid compartmentalization between the religious and the secular’. This, according to 

Sikand, resulted in a mindset among many of the Indian scholars of Islam of that era 

that considered religious education to be solely on the basis of ‘transmitted’ science, 

while considering ‘rational’ science to be secular. Sikand considers this a policy of 

colonial rule, designed to limit the authority of scholars of Islam in India.21 The revolt 

of 1857 against the British, which was partially led by Muslim scholars in India, 

resulted in even more direct pressure by the colonial ruling body.22  

As discussed above, whilst the influence of Shah Waliullah is undeniable, the social 

and political situation was also very influential in the emergence of new religious 

movements. Referring to the two rather opposite thoughts of Deobands and Sayyid 

Ahmad Khan, Sikand calls this ‘educational dualism’. On the one side there were 

Deobands who promoted more traditional Islam based on transmitted knowledge, with 

less attention to modern education. In particular Deobands held very strong orthodox 

views about the Prophet and the finality of his prophethood. According to Ahmad this 

was possibly a reaction to the prophetic claims of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad Qadyani (d. 

1908) the founder of the Aḥmadīyyah movement.23   

On the other side it was Sayyid Ahmad Khan who established the Mohammadan 

Anglo-Oriental High School in Aligarh, famously known as Aligarh College/Madrasa. 

One of the main agendas of this new university was to appeal to Muslims to stop their 

opposition to the British, and to participate in modern education. The college was not 

an ordinary one by any means. One of the reasons that it was established in Aligarh 

(eighty miles from Delhi and fifty miles from Agra) was to provide the students, who 

                                                           
21 Yoginder Sikand, Bastions of the Believers: Madrasas and Islamic Education in India (New Delhi: 

Penguin Books, 2005), 67. 
22 Ibid. 68. 
23 Ahmad, Islamic Modernism in India and Pakistan 180. 
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would spend almost all their life there during their studies, a place that would not allow 

them much contact with the outside world and its temptations. Also although it was 

intended primarily for Muslims, the college also welcomed many Hindu students.24 

Sayyed Ahmad brought a ‘theological speculation’ into his works on Islam, whereby 

he tried to rationalise many Qur’ānic messages and stories.25 He argued that Nature is 

God’s work and the Qur’ān is God’s word; therefore the two cannot be in contradiction 

to each other. Accordingly he denied many aspects of religion that were traditionally 

considered as facts, including the concept of angels, Satan, Jinn and God’s punishment 

in this world. Interestingly, as David Lelyveld points out, Sayyed Ahmad’s religious 

ideas were not even admissible in the curriculum of his own college.26 The views of 

Sayyid Ahmad Khan on religion and his strong affinity for the West have brought 

much criticism about him. The contemporary Indian scholar, Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988) 

who himself was highly controversial due to his unorthodox views writes his 

observation of Sayyid Ahmad Khan as follows:  

(Sayyid Ahmad Khan) was not a keen religious thinker, nor perhaps 

primarily and deeply religious, yet he was led by the inner logic of the 

Muslim intellectual history to justify his cultural progressive attitude 

theologically.27 

In 1883, among the teachers recruited by Sayyed Ahmad was Shibli Numani (d. 1914) 

who taught Persian at the college. He was in fact recruited by Sayyid Ahmad Khan 

among a few other traditional Islamists for his Aligarh College, with a view to 

maintaining a balance between scientific and theological studies. Shibli at that stage 

was not considered as an Islamic scholar, and was only known as a man of literature, 

and most of his education came from individual teachers in a variety of North Indian 

towns. Shibli however soon established himself as a Muslim scholar with a unique 

                                                           
24 David Lelyveld, Aligarh's First Generation: Muslim Solidarity in British India (Princeton - New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1978), 152. 
25 Ahmad, Islamic Modernism in India and Pakistan 40. 
26 Lelyveld, Aligarh's First Generation: Muslim Solidarity in British India, 240. 
27 Fazlur Rahman, "Muslim Modernism in the Indo-Pakistan Sub-Continent," Bulletin of the School of 
Oriental and African Studies 21, no. 2 (1958): 83. 
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practical approach to education, whereby he was considered as a living example of 

what he was preaching.28 

In his work on the history of Islam (Sīrat al-Nabī) he developed a methodology 

whereby he mixed the western discipline of objective analysis, with the traditional 

Islamic disciplines of chronicles and hagiography. In particular when it came to the 

history of the life of the Prophet and the companions, Shibli paid special attention to 

studying and verifying some of the historical reports that were doubted by some 

Western studies. In doing so he was in agreement with the modernists in paying due 

attention to the text of a ḥadīth rather than just the narrators, when it came to testing 

the authenticity.  

In this work Shibli was closely working with T. W. Arnold (d. 1930), a professor of 

philosophy in Aligarh. According to Lelyveld they were both greatly helped by Sayyid 

Ahmad, as this was his dream of British-Muslim relationship.29 Another issue that 

Shibli was interested in and contributed to was the treatment of minorities in early 

Islamic history. Shibli had the view that the rights of minorities were observed in 

Islam, and he would explain any early historical reports that seemed contrary to this, 

on a case-to-case basis.  

In terms of theological school, Shibli was in favour of al-Ghazzālī’s emphasis on the 

ultimate wisdom and justice of the divine, thus he rejected the literalism of ash‘arī’s. 

Shibli was also very much fond of the Persian poet, mystic and philosopher, Rumī (d. 

1273). He was particularly interested in Rumi’s concepts of revelation (wahy) as 

intuition, spiritual evolutionism, and the ethical intuition of soul. As Ahmad puts it, ‘It 

is to Rumi that Shibli turns in quest of an angelology30 and eschatology31 more 

reconcilable with orthodoxy than those of Sayyid Ahmad Khan’.32 More specifically 

Lelyveld lists the main points of disagreement between Shibli and Sayyid Ahmad 

Khan which eventually resulted in their separation. Shibli did not condemn taqlīd, he 

                                                           
28 Lelyveld, Aligarh's First Generation: Muslim Solidarity in British India. 
29 Ibid., 243. 
30 The theological doctrine of angels (Merriam-Webster online dictionary) 
31  A branch of theology concerned with the final events in the history of the world or of 
humankind (Merriam-Webster online dictionary) 
32 Ahmad, Islamic Modernism in India and Pakistan 77. 
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was more conventional in appreciating ḥadīth, and he was also an advocate of bringing 

political power to ulamā (scholars) as the only ones who were qualified to interpret 

God’s revelation.33 In the words of Christian Troll, unlike Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Shibli 

believed in ‘a stage beyond reason’.34 W. C.Smith has summarised the difference 

between the two thinkers very subtly as follows: ‘Sir Sayyid approached Islam from 

the values of the Modern West; Shibli approached Western values from the viewpoint 

of Islam.’35 Overall, it seems fair to argue that compared to Sayyid Ahmad Khan, 

Shibli was very sceptic about the Western studies of Islam. In his introduction to his 

book of history he writes:  

Unfortunately the image that the European orientalists and historians 

have illustrated from the behaviour of the prophet (pbuh) contains host 

of defects and shortcomings. One of the problems of Muslims today is 

that they have become foreigners to the language of Arabic. So 

occasionally when they are keen to be informed of the manners and the 

life of the prophet of Islam (pbuh) they have to refer to the writings of 

European authors and therefore unknowingly become affected by their 

poisonous and biased writings …36 

While the emergence of what Sikand refers to as ‘educational dualism’ resulted in 

much conflict, it also motivated the development of a middle way in which there were 

attempts to reconcile traditional and modern education. One such attempt was the 

establishment of Nadwatul-‘Ulama (The Council of ‘Ulama) in 1892. The council was 

established with the aim of improving Islamic education in a way that it produces more 

knowledgeable and aware-of-modernity graduates, with a view to include all schools 

of thought in the process, and to deal with issues that resulted from British rule in 

India. In 1989 Nadwatul-‘Ulama established Dar ul-‘Ulum Nadwatul-‘Ulama, or 

Nadwa for short, to put its educational aspirations into practice. 37 Among the scholars 

who joined Nadwa was Shibli Numani who, as discussed above, had started to have 

serious methodological disagreements with Sayyid Ahmad. Shibli was influential in 

                                                           
33 David Lelyveld, Aligarh's First Generation, Muslim Solidarity in British India (Princeton - New 
Jersey: Princeton Universiy Press, 1978), 244. 
34 Christian W Troll, Islam in India: Studies and Commentaries (New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House 
1982), 89. 
35 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Modern Islam in India: A Social Analysis (Hesperides Press 2006), 41. 
36 Shibli Numani and Sulaiman Nadwi, Furuqi Javidan (Translation of Sīrat al-Nabī), trans. Abulhussain 
Abdulmajid Muradzehi Khashi (Zahidan: Farooqi A'zam, 1381 HS), 56. 
37 Ibid. 74-81. 
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reforming Nadwa, and bringing in new ideas for education; his ideas were based on 

the concept that Islam was capable of coming to terms with the demands of time.38 

Besides Deobands, Aligarh and Nadwa, many sect-specific Islamic schools were also 

established in India at the time, among them Barelwis and shī’ah. In contrast, there 

were also Islamic schools that were established in the years close to Partition in India 

that aimed to offer a non-sectarian based education within sunnī Islam; these were 

encouraged by those scholars who considered the focus on following the ḥanafī fiqh 

to be contributing to Muslim decline.39 A milder version of a modernist movement was 

one that was led by Iqbal (d. 1938), who while believing in reality and freedom of 

thought for individuals, also appreciated the ḥadīth as a reliable source of 

understanding Islam.40 

Overall it seems like the interface of Muslims with modernity and western thought in 

India, together with the effect of being a minority in a dominantly Hindu society, as 

Christian Troll points out,41 resulted in a dual effect on Indian Muslim scholarship. 

While one trend tended to keep to tradition and resist modernity, the other absorbed 

modernity, and attempted to apply its academic methods to understanding Islam. The 

latter took place in different degrees, while the likes of Sayyid Ahmad Khan tried to 

justify many divine or apparently unscientific elements of religion by reducing them 

to worldly subjects, scholars like Shibli Numani preferred to preserve the traditional 

premises, and reconcile them with modernity. 

I will discuss possible effects of the above religious movements on the thoughts of the 

Farāhī scholars at the end of this section.  

***** 

It is at this juncture that the leading figure of Farāhī school of thought emerges. 

Hamiduddin Farahi was born in Phreha of Azamgarh in India, in 1863. He was a 

                                                           
38 Rafiq Zakaria, Indian Muslims: Where Have They Gone Wrong? (Tardeo: Popular Prakashan, 2004), 

60. 
39 Yoginder Sikand, Bastions of the Believers: Madrasas and Islamic Education in India, 84. 
40 Ahmad, An Intellectual History of Islam in India. 
41 Troll, Islam in India: Studies and Commentaries, v. 
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maternal cousin of Shibli Numani, learned Arabic from him, and later from 

Faizul Hasan Saharanpuri (d. 1897) who was considered a master of the field at the 

time. Besides Arabic, he also learned Persian, Hebrew, and English, as well as studying 

Islamic sciences from a number of famous Muslim scholars at the time, including the 

aforementioned teachers of his Arabic studies. He learned about modern knowledge in 

Aligarh College, obtained his BA from Illahabad University, and then taught Arabic 

in both Aligarh and Nadwa, and later in 1919 established Jamiyat-i Uthmaniyah as an 

educational centre that would teach both Islamic and modern sciences in Urdu. He then 

joined Madrasat al-Islah in a town in Azamgarh which was an Islamic school based on 

the ideas of Shibli Numani and himself.42  

This was a training centre for what he called ‘broadminded’ scholars who would be 

‘liberated from stagnation and obscurantism’ as well as sectarian rivalries. Madrasat 

al-Islah positioned the Qur’ān, rather than tafsīr and fiqh, at the centre of its 

curriculum. No particular school of fiqh was taught and instead the selection of the 

legal views of the four schools of sunnī fiqh which was perceived as closest to the 

teachings of the Qur’ān and ḥadīth was being taught. Students were encouraged to 

understand the Qur’ān directly rather than through the tafsīrs. Besides, some modern 

subjects like mathematics, history, and geography were arranged to be taught in the 

same school.43 According to Böwering et al the two mentors of the school, Shibli and 

Hamiduddin Farahi, had both been influenced by Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s modernism.44 

Nevertheless, Islahi whilst criticising Sayyid Ahmad Khan for ‘distorting the meaning 

of the Qur’ān according to his whims’, and also criticising what he refers to as ‘flawed 

and obsolete’ in the traditional teaching of the Qur’ān, introduces the work of 

Hamiduddin Farahi as a unique approach, where direct study of the Qur’ān resulted in 

                                                           
42 Mustanir Mir, Coherence in the Qur’ān, a study of Iṣlāḥī’s Concept of Naẓm in Tadabbur-I Qur’ān, 
(Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1986), 6. According to Mir, Sayyid Ahmad Khan, the 
founder of aligarh, recommended Hamiduddin Farahi to the aligarh College and in his letter of 
recommendation he wrote that he was sending someone who knew more Arabic and Persian than 
the professors of the college.  
43 Ibid. 85. 
44 Gerhard Böwering, Patricia Crone and Mahan Mirza, The Princeton Encyclopaedia of Islamic 
Political Thought, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2013), 333. 
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being guided to explore the basic principles of understanding and unravelling the 

Qur’anic message and wisdom’.45  

Islahi considers the Hamiduddin Farahi’s major contribution to Islamic scholarship to 

be his theory of coherence (naẓm) of the Qur’ān, in reference to his work on this 

subject, it is quoted that Shibli Numani called it ‘achieving [the] impossible’.46 More 

on the concept of coherence of the Qur’an according to Hamiduddin Farahi is 

discussed later in this chapter. Some of the main written works of Hamiduddin Farahi 

are: Tafsīr niẓām al-Qur’ān wa tā’wīl al-Furqān bi al-Furqān (this is his main book 

in which he explains the concept of coherence by illustrating it through commentating 

on 14 chapters of the Qur’an); Mufradāt al-Qur’an (where he explains some of the 

difficult words and phrases in the Qur’ān); al-Im‘ān fī aqsām al-Qur’ān (devoted to 

his understanding of the meanings of oaths in the Qur’ān); and Dalā’il al-niẓām (where 

he explains the basis of his view on coherence). There are also other unfinished works 

by Hamiduddin Farahi, plus a few writings in Persian (mostly poems and translation 

of one chapter of Ṭabaqāt of Ibn Sa‘d).47 Sadly, the works of Hamiduddin Farahi are 

almost entirely unknown by Muslims, and in particular among the scholars of Islam, 

this is despite the fact that most of his writings are in Arabic. Even among the scholars 

of the Farāhī school of thought, the works of Hamiduddin Farahi are not as widely 

used as one may expect. The writings of Islahi and Ghamidi (as introduced later in this 

section) seem to have occupied most of the attention of the scholars of this school of 

thought. Nevertheless Amin Ahsan Islahi makes references to his teacher’s views in 

his writings on a regular basis, in particular in his exegesis. 

A striking fact about Hamiduddin Farahi is that despite his background study of 

modern sciences including philosophy, and his mastering of a number of languages, 

he continued to follow the very traditional path of research into the Qur’ān, albeit with 

a very different approach compared to others. In fact it seems that Hamiduddin Farahi 

                                                           
45 Cited at Mohammad Saleem Kayani, tr., Pondering Over The Qur’ān, vol. 1, by Amīn Aḥsan Iṣlāḥī, 
(Kuala Lumpur: Islamic Book Trust, 2006), 668. 
46 Cited in Shehzad Saleem, “Farahi an Intellectual Giant”, Monthly Islamic Journal of Renaissance.  
47 In fact even some of the above mentioned books have gaps and unwritten spaces as can be seen 
from both the original manuscript and as indicated in the published version. A good number of 
writings of Hamiduddin Farahi, with some manuscripts, can be found, at the time of writing, in a 
website that is devoted to his works: http://www.hamid-uddin-farahi.org 
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returned to the roots of Islamic knowledge in order to bring what he considered to be 

a correct understanding of Islam in his time; a time that, as discussed above, could be 

seen as the era of conflict in Islamic education within India.48  

There is no explicit evidence to refer to in order to argue whether Hamiduddin Farahi 

was in any way affected by the thoughts of his cousin, Shibli Numani. This is probably 

due to the fact is that their areas of focus in Islamic studies were totally different. While 

Shibli Numani concentrated more on studying and verifying the early history of Islam, 

Hamiduddin Farahi focussed almost all of his writing on the Qur’ān, its coherence and 

exegesis. Perhaps one common thing between the two cousins was their attempt to 

bring in reason and evidence for their conclusions, rather than entirely relying on 

tradition.  

Although Hamiduddin Farahi did not have a significant number of devoted one-to-one 

students, he did have two loyal and prominent students namely, Akhtar Aḥsan Islaḥi 

(d. 1958) and Amin Aḥsan Islaḥi. Akhtar Ahsan started his learning relationship with 

Hamiduddin Farahi in 1925 in Madrasat al-Islah. After the death of Hamiduddin Farahi 

he was given the task of editing his manuscripts for publication purposes. Akhtar 

Ahsan also became a very active member of the Jamaat-e Islami, and remained a 

member to the end of his life; he also served as the head of Madrasat al-Islah for some 

time.49 It seems like most of the scholarly work of Akhtar Ahsan Islahi was devoted to 

teaching in the Madrasat al-Islah, and preparing his teacher’s writings for publication.  

While Akhtar Ahsan Islahi was a key figure in keeping up the teachings of his teacher 

and preparing his writings for publication, it is Hamiduddin Farahi’s second student, 

Amin Ahsan Islahi, who made major contribution in taking his teacher’s thought and 

the exegetic methodology further. Amin Ahsan Islahi is the next leading figure in what 

this research work refers to as the Farāhī school of thought. While Hamiduddin 

                                                           
48 For a more detailed account of the life and education of Farāhī, refer to Ḥamīd al-Dīn al-Farāhī 
Ḥayātuhū wa Minhajahū fī Tafsīr al-Qurān by Sa‘īd Hasan al-‘Abedī, available online at 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/33806578/Critical-Article-on-Hamiduddin-Farahi-in-Arabic   
49 Information about Akhtar Ahsan Islaḥi is not easily available. The above is taken from the website 
that is devoted to Hamiduddin Farahi: http://www.hamid-uddin-
farahi.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=90&Itemid=78 (Last accessed: 
21.12.15) 
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Farahi’s life presents an image of a person who had no agenda in life other than Islamic 

education, and was only associated with people with the same agenda, his student, 

Islahi, at least for the first phase of his life, was associated with prominent figures that 

had both religious and political agendas. It can be said that perhaps the most important 

event in Islahi’s life was his later disassociation with some of these figures.  

Born in 1904 in the same district that Hamiduddin Farahi was born (Azamgarh), Islahi 

too was related to Shibli Numani. After his schooling, he joined Madrasat al-Islah in 

Sarai Mir, which was the same place that Hamiduddin Farahi and Shibli were applying 

their ideas of revised education in Islamic studies, as discussed earlier. He took benefit 

from a number of scholars, including Hamiduddin Farahi and Abdul Rahman 

Mubarakpuri (d. 1934). Islahi was known for his strong oration skills, and was also a 

top student in Madrasat al-Islah. Sulayman Nadwi says of Islahi: ‘I wish I could have 

such a person as a teacher at Nadwah’. Amin Ahsan Islahi added the moniker Islahi to 

his name, in honour of the school in which he learned Islam.50  

After a short experience editing a local newspaper, in 1925, upon Hamiduddin Farahi’s 

invitation, he devoted his life to learn the Qur’ān from Hamiduddin Farahi for six 

years. The main focus of his learning from Hamiduddin Farahi was on the concept of 

coherence of the Qur’ān; he also learnt English, philosophy, and political science from 

Hamiduddin Farahi, and at the same time he was teaching in Madrasat al-Islah. 

One of the most important and interesting parts of Islahi’s life was his involvement 

with, and later disassociation from, Maududi and his Jamaat-e-Islami. Islahi and 

Maududi knew each other through a mutual friend, Manzur Numani, and had been in 

touch in the late 1930s; this was about the time when, after the end of English 

governance in India, the Muslim League party, with the leadership of Muhammad Ali 

Jinnah, and under the influence of famous intellectuals like Iqbal, started the campaign 

of partitioning India, and forming a Muslim state of Pakistan. Whilst this campaign 

was going on, Maududi and his associates established the Jamaat-e-Islami party in 

1941 to oppose the idea. Maududi shared much of the motivation of Muslim League 

party, including the problem of being ruled by a Hindu majority, and the influence of 
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the British (Western) way of life on Muslims in India. He however did not like the idea 

of a separate Muslim state; rather, he believed that an Islamic (not Muslim) state 

needed to be established in India by a political campaign. Maududi soon realised that 

the idea of ‘Pakistan’ was going to materialise, and therefore shifted the agenda of the 

Jamaat-e-Islami from establishing an Islamic state in India, to establishing the same 

in the newly separated land of Pakistan. 51  

According to Ahmad, the Jamaat-e-Islami’s main objectives were to bring a 

revivalistic, pietistic, and conservative evolution into the religion and life of Muslims, 

and to convert Pakistan into a theocracy.52 In 1969, Ahmad reports how confusing the 

situation was in Pakistan, where the lower middle classes, and the mainstream 

scholars, along with the followers of Maududi, were strongly opposed to the followers 

of Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s ideas. At the same time, his and Iqbal’s rationalism and 

liberalism made a significant contribution in forming the intelligentsia that worked for, 

and achieved the state of Pakistan.53   

When Maududi established Jamaat-e-Islami, Islahi’s name was among the founders; 

he played a central role in Jamaat-e-Islami, sometimes acting as the head of the party 

in the absence of Maududi. He migrated to the newly established Muslim state of 

Pakistan and this was an opening to a difficult part of his life. Year 1953 was the year 

when Aḥrār, a former anti-Pakistan nationalist Muslim group and, following them, the 

majority of the traditionalist scholars, including those in Jamaat-e-Islami, demanded 

the government to declare Aḥmadīs non-Muslims and to dismiss those Aḥmadīs who 

had held high office positions in the government. The central government of Pakistan 

had rejected bot demands at the time and imposed martial law.54 Islahi was arrested 

twice, the last time for his participation in the anti-Qadiani movement that year, when 

                                                           
51 Dipping further into the background of Jamaat-e-Islami, though interesting, is beyond the scope of 

this work. For a detailed discussion and analysis of Jamaat-e-Islami and the role as well as the 

motivation of Maudīdī in establishing and leading it refer to Irfan Ahmad, Islamism and Democracy in 

India: The Transformation of Jamaat-E-Islami. (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2009), 

chapter 2. 
52 Ahmad, An Intellectual History of Islam in India, 11. 
53 Ibid., 15. 
54 Islamic Modernism in India and Pakistan 240-1. 
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he was jailed for 18 months.55 This illustrates the rather critical and sensitive situation 

in which Amin Ahsan Islahi, one of the main figures of Jamaat-e-Islami, found himself 

in the centre of. 

In 1958 Islahi quite Jamaat-e-Islami. This was in fact an era of crisis for Jamaat-e-

Islami, since around fifty ardent members also left at the same time.56 In most of the 

writings and reports that are in favour of Islahi, the reasoning mentioned for this is 

Islahi’s disagreement with Maududi on the question of the relationship between amīr 

and shurā. Islahi considered the real power to be with shurā rather than the amīr.57 

Husnul Amin links Islahi’s leaving of the Jamaat-e-Islamii, with the embryonic stage 

of post-Islamism in Pakistan.58 She summarises the core difference between Islahi and 

Maududi to be a bottom-up versus a top-down approach in social and state 

transformation. Islahi believed more in training and organising individuals, while 

Maududi and those in favour of him, paid more attention to reforming the 

government.59 This can in fact be seen as the root of what later emerged in the views 

of Ghamidi, whereby the purpose of religion is seen to be improving individuals to 

become better servants of God and successful in the hereafter, rather than establishing 

a state.   

                                                           
55 An Intellectual History of Islam in India, 186-8. 
56 Husnul Amin, "From Islamism to Post-Islamism: The Coming of a New Intellectual Trajectory in 
Pakistan," in The Sociology of Islam, Secularism, Economy and Politics, ed. Tagrul Teskin (Reading: 
Ithaca Press, 2011), 95. 
57 Ibid. 189. The author also counts other differences of opinion between the two. Interestingly 
enough, two of these relate to the case studies in this dissertation: the punishment of rajm, the issue 
of purdah. Most of the pro Islahi writings are limited to the above information. However in some of 
the writings where Maududi is the central figure; his side of the story is also reported. Maududi 
thought that Islahi was scared off by the prison experience, and also expressed his concerns that 
Islahi’s temper was likely to be a source of trouble in the Jamaat-e-Islami anyway. In terms of shorā 
versus amīr, Maududi justifies his stance (that was towards giving more power to amīr , i.e. himself in 
the Jamaat-e-Islami) by expressing his concerns that the shorā was in danger of factionalism. For 
details, look at Seyyed Vali Reza, Nasr, The Vanguard of the Islamic Revolution: The Jamaʻat-I Islami of 
Pakistan, (London: I.B.Tauris, 1994), 233. The issue of Islahi leaving Jamaat seems to be more than just 
academic or political disagreement. Abdul Rauf has discussed in detail a series of serious clashes 
between Islahi and Maududi over the style of governing the jamaat, which also covers why some other 
members left. For details see Abdul Rauf, “Life and Works of Mawlana Amin Ahsan Islahi (1904-1997)”, 
189, also Husnul Amin, “From Islamism to Post-Islamism: The Coming of a New Intellectual Trajectory 
in Pakistan”, chapter 5. 
58 Husnul Amin, “From Islamism to Post-Islamism: The Coming of a New Intellectual Trajectory in 
Pakistan”, 93. 
59 Ibid, 95. 
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After leaving the Jamaat-e-Islami, Islahi started work on his major contribution to the 

Farāhī school of thought, the writing of a tafsīr for the whole Qur’ān based on the 

principles of coherence, as laid by his teacher, Hamiduddin Farahi. This resulted in a 

nine-volume tafsīr of the Qur’ān in Urdu, taddabur-i-Qur’ān, which was completed 

in 1980 (22 years after it was started).60  The book is not very well known among non-

Urdu speaking Muslims due to the language barrier, however with the scholars from 

Pakistan it is a well-known book, and it is often referred to in scholarly works. In 

particular among the scholars and the associates of the Farāhī school of thought the 

book is often used as a reference.  

Apart from this major work, Islahi has also written several other books and booklets, 

to name a few: tazkiyah-i-nafs, Islāmī Ryāsat, ḥaqiqate namaz, ḥaqīqate taqwā, 

mabadī tadabbur-i-Qur’an and mabadī tadabbur-ḥadīth. 

Unlike Hamiduddin Farahi, Islahi had a number of students who learned from him. 

Among them were some well-known figures, perhaps the most central one being 

Khalid Masud who not only helped Islahi with completing the book of tadabbur, but 

was also appointed by him to manage a number of his educational projects. Some of 

Islahi’s other students are Mahbub Subhani, Mahmoud Ahmad Lodhi, Majid Khawar, 

Abdullah Ghulam Ahmad, Saeed Ahmad and Muhammad Daud.61 Another of his 

students, Muhammad Saleem Kayani, translated the first volume of the book of 

tadabbur-i-Qur’ān into English for the first time.62 The scholarly works of all the 

above figures were in the area of teaching or disseminating their teacher’s exegesis to 

pupils. However none of these students could be considered to have added a new 

chapter to the line of thinking that originated from Hamiduddin Farahi, and there is no 

great volume of writing available from any of them.     

Among the students of Islahi was Javed Ahmad Ghamidi who is the third leading 

figure of what this work refers to as Farāhī school of thought. Ghamidi was not among 

                                                           
60 Mohammad Saleem Kayani, tr., Pondering Over The Qur’ān, vol. 1, 683. The whole book of 
tadabbur-i-Qur’ān plus some of the manuscripts of the book (hand written by Islahi) can be found 
here: http://www.tadabbur-i-quran.org 
61 Shehzad Saleem, “A Brief Biographical Sketch of Iṣlāḥī”, Monthly Islamic Journal of Renaissance, 
January, 1998. 
62 Mohammad Saleem Kayani, tr., Pondering Over The Qur’ān, vol. 1, 674. 
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the early students of Islahi, and did not spend as much time as some of his other 

students spent with him. However a simple observation of his educational outcomes 

so far reveals that his, and his students’ wave of research and teaching on Islamic 

scholarship, have overtaken the amount of work of any other figure that can be 

identified as a direct student of Islahi.63 

Ghamidi64 was born in 1951, four years after the declaration of an independent 

Pakistan. He grew up at the time when Pakistan was beginning to establish and 

formulise what was considered as the rule of Islam in the country. He received a BA 

(Honours) degree in English, and learned the basics of Arabic, Persian, and Qur’ān 

tafsīr in his hometown of Jiwan Shah in Pakistan. Much of his education was due to 

his own extremely disciplined and systematic self-education.65  

Ghamidi soon came under the influence of Maududi, and at the same time joined the 

Qur’ān classes of Islahi who later became his main mentor. He later joined Jamaat-e-

Islami in 1974, and remained as a full member. Like his mentor Islahi, he left the 

Jamaat-e-Islami in 1977 due to developing a different view on religion. Ghamidi’s 

disagreement with Maududi can be seen as an extension of Wahiduddin Khan’s 

criticism of Maududi whereby, according to the latter, Maududi had completely 

distorted the Qur’ānic world opinion. Ghamidi agreed with Wahiduddin Khan that the 

purpose of religion is not to establish an Islamic state but it is in servitude to God. 

                                                           
63 As much as possible I bring appropriate references for this part of the work; however some of the 
given information is the result of my direct interaction with Ghamidi or his students. Where these are 
included, I have made it clear that they were from my direct observations and interaction with the 
scholars of the Farāhī approach. 
64 Ghamidi has explained in his book maqāmāt, and has also explained to me, the first time that I met 
him in the UK, that he chose to add the name Ghamidi to his full name as a sign of appreciating his 
grandfather. His grandfather was considered as an elder and a peacemaker for the people of his area 
to the extent that he was called muṣliḥ (peacemaker). Ghamidi was keen to find a way to connect his 
name to his grandfather. One of his grandfather’s sufī friends brings to his attention the story of the 
leader of the Arab tribe Banū Ghamīd who had the same reputation (being a peacemaker). On this 
basis, Javed Ahmad decided to add the name Ghamidi to his name.  
65 Mumtaz Ahmad, “Media-Based Preachers and the Creation of New Muslim Publics in Pakistan”, Who 
Speaks for Islam? Muslim Grassroots Leaders and Popular Preachers in South Asia, The national Bureau 
of Asian Research, Special Report 22, February 2010, 5. 
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Therefore everlasting conflict with non-Muslims is not necessary. Ghamidi went as far 

to argue that establishing an Islamic state is not even an obligation.66  

In terms of the approach to Qur’ānic tafsīr, Ghamidi was heavily influenced by Islahi 

and through him, Hamiduddin Farahi and his mindset was formulated on the basis of 

the Hamiduddin Farahi’s concept of coherence of the Qur’ān. However, in developing 

his views on religion on the basis of this approach, he has taken his own intellectual 

pathway. Ghamidi took the system of thinking of Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi to a 

new level of application, whereby he developed a detailed view on what religion and 

its content were, and accordingly what the duties of a Muslim are. Within the context 

of what this work refers to as the Farāhī approach, the contribution of Hamiduddin 

Farahi can be seen as setting the foundations; Islaḥi as setting the principles, in 

particular in tafsīr of the Qur’ān based on those foundations. Thinking along the same 

line,  Ghamidi’s contribution can be introduced as developing principles in the area of 

application, in particular in deriving the rules of sharī‘ah. This of course does not mean 

that all of Ghamidi’s views were exactly the same as his mentor. Just as Islahi differed 

from Hamiduddin Farahi in some respects, Ghamidi too differed from Islahi and 

Hamiduddin Farahi in some of his views (some are discussed later in this research 

work). However just as Islahi considered his work as the extension of Hamiduddin 

Farahi’s thinking, Ghamidi too considers his own work to be the extension of theirs.67  

Ghamidi established the Al-Mawrid Foundation for Islamic Research and Education 

(Al-Mawrid in short) in 1983 to provide a systematic research and teaching platform 

to develop and promote the Farāhī approach.68 

Ghamidi has appeared on many public platforms, including both media and social 

networks. In particular during the Musharraf year’s in Pakistan, Ghamidi’s presence 

in Pakistani media was significant, to the point where he even had a regular television 

programme dedicated to him on the popular Pakistani channel GEO. One of his most 

controversial, and (to the perception of the present mindset in Pakistan) radical views 

                                                           
66 Nikhat Ekbal, Great Muslims of Undivided India, 135.  
67 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, Mizan, trs. by Shehzad Saleem, (Islam A Comprehensive Introduction), 
(Lahore: Al-Mawrid Publications, 2005), 611. 
68 www.al-mawrid.org 
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that was aired during this time was his criticism of the ḥudūd law (known as Hudood 

Ordinance in the legal system of Pakistan). Hudood Ordinance had produced cases that 

would be seen as totally unfair by the victims and by human rights activists. As a result, 

many victims of rape were accused of zinā, and had to face legal consequences, simply 

because they couldn’t produce four male witnesses to the act of penetration. 

In 2006, Musharraf, pressured by women’s rights groups, presented the Protection of 

Women Bill in parliament to amend the Hudood Ordinance. Many scholars, along with 

Jamaat-e-Islami, strongly opposed the amendment and considered it against Islam. 

Ghamidi was the central religious figure who supported the amendments with his 

arguments, and in heated debates in media. In one of the debates he was accused of 

serving the whims of the Musharraf regime, and the cause of enlightened moderation.69 

The law was eventually amended in parliament. This resulted in Ghamidi becoming a 

more visible figure in Pakistan, and at the same time opened him and his associates up 

to harsher criticism of him.  

His different views on other subjects like jihād, blasphemy, apostasy, and ḥijāb (the 

latter two being among the case studies of this dissertation), further increased 

opposition voices against him. These voices very soon turned into physical actions and 

threats. Ghamidi was warned by the police a number of times that his life was under 

threat, and that takfīrī groups like The Taliban were after him. One of his students, 

Manzoor al-Hassan was a victim of an assassination attempt, despite receiving a bullet 

wound in his mouth, amazingly he survived, although another friend was killed. The 

threats against Ghamidi and his associates after the time of Musharraf became so 

serious that it eventually resulted in his leaving Pakistan and residing in Malaysia, 

where he is still staying at the time of writing. His migration to Malaysia, along with 

the continued threats, practically closed Al-Mawrid. However this closure can be 

considered as being merely in its physical sense, as the group has since then 

systematically increased their presence on the internet and in social media, and at the 

time of writing are establishing branches in other countries. Ghamidi has a number of 

                                                           
69 Mumtaz Ahmad, “Media-Based Preachers and the Creation of New Muslim Publics in Pakistan”, 
Who Speaks for Islam? Muslim Grassroots Leaders and Popular Preachers in South Asia, The national 
Bureau of Asian Research, Special Report 22, February 2010, 7. 
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devoted students who have been instrumental in spreading the thought of the Farāhī 

approach outside of Pakistan, in particular in the Western world. 

Ghamidi has appeared in many question and answer sessions. In fact it is fair to 

consider his best moments to be when he answers questions, and his style of teaching 

is more along the line of educating by answering student’s questions. He has short 

writings on many subjects in Islamic science, however the two main works that he 

himself considers as his main contribution to Islamic science, are the books of Mīzān 

and Bayān. Mīzān is Ghamidi’s explanation of the content of Islam according to the 

Qur’ān, where he starts with principles of faith, and goes on to cover issues related to 

morals and morality, and then the sharī‘ah. His book Bayān is his Urdu translation of 

the Qur’ān with explanatory notes; the work was completed in 2014. I asked Ghamidi 

what prompted him to write Bayān given that Islahi’s tadabbur-i-Qur’ān was 

available. His answer was that while tadabbur was a great tafsīr of the Qur’ān based 

on the Hamiduddin Farahi’s concept of coherence, due to the extensive work that it 

involved, it did not clearly illustrate the coherence and the overall theme of the Qur’ān. 

He felt that a smaller work was needed to concentrate on this aspect. Ghamidi’s next 

project after completing Bayān is to put together a collection of ḥadīth that will be 

considered as reliable according to the Farāhī school of thought. Some of Ghamidi’s 

other writings are: burhān (in which he challenges the traditional view on a number of 

religious directives), al-Islam (that is the concise version of Mizan, where the 

reasoning and evidence behind the conclusions are removed), and Khyal-o-Khame 

which is a poetic work. 

Ghamidi has been referred to by a number of, sometimes contradictory, labels 

including Neo-Islamic Liberal70, Neo-Traditionalist71, Modernist72 and 

Fundamentalist Moderate.73  

                                                           
70 Mumtaz Ahmad, “Media-Based Preachers and the Creation of New Muslim Publics in Pakistan”, 
Who Speaks for Islam? Muslim Grassroots Leaders and Popular Preachers in South Asia, 3. 
71 Ibid, 6. 

    72 Nikhat Ekbal, Great Muslims of Undivided India, (Delhi: Gyan Publishing House, 2009), 135. 
73 Shahan Mufti, “The Fundamentalist Moderate”, The Boston Globe, July 22, 2007.  Available online 
at 
http://www.boston.com/news/globe/ideas/articles/2007/07/22/the_fundamentalist_moderate/?pa
ge=full (last accessed 14 December 2014). 



 

27 
 

***** 

By looking at some of the similar methods or approaches that were used by the scholars 

before the Farāhī scholars, the possibility of their impact on the thinking of the Farāhī 

scholars can be considered. The first possible influence to mention is the scholar that 

this section started by reviewing his thoughts, that is, Shah Waliullah. It is interesting 

that despite obvious differences, some of the views of the Farāhī  scholars (specifically 

Islahi and Ghamidi), can be traced back to those of Shah Waliullah in the 18th century. 

Ahmad has referred to some of Shah Waliullah’s main ideas in his book Studies in 

Islamic Culture in the Indian Environment.74 These include a rather generous view on 

ijtihad, emphasis on the importance and role of the state, the importance of maintaining 

justice for the non-Muslims citizens, the function of the Friday prayers, and making 

the Qur’ān accessible to the public. Despite possible differences in the formulation of 

these views, similar ones can be found in the works of the Farāhī scholars.75 Also, the 

efforts of Shah Waliullah to encourage understanding the Qur’ān (by translating it to 

Persian) is very much in-line with the emphasis of the Farāhī scholars that the Qur’ān 

should be read with the aim of understanding it rather than to gain reward without 

understanding.76 In fact the Farāhī school of thought can be seen as a good example 

of what was referred to earlier as the ‘double-edged effect’ of the thoughts of Shah 

Waliullah, since in their writings both fundamentalism (in terms of referring back to 

the original sources), and modernism (in terms of heavy emphasis on logic and 

reasoning) can be observed.  

There is a significant difference between the approach of the Farāhī scholars and that 

of Sayyid Ahmad Khan. Farāhī scholars do not allow enthusiasm for rationalisation 

to undermine some of the traditionally considered divine concepts in the Qur’ān. There 

are however interesting similarities between some of their conclusions and that of 

Sayyid Ahmad Khan. For instance, while Farāhī scholars do not deny the concept of 

                                                           
74 See the chapter ‘The Walī-Ullāhī Movement’ in Ahmad, Studies in Islamic Culture in the Indian 
Environment.  
75 Discussing all these topics is beyond this research work, for more details look at ‘Chapter 3: The 
Political Sharī‘ah’ in Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction [Mizan], trans. 
Shehzad Saleem, 2 ed. (Lahore: Al-Mawrid, 2014). 
76 Look for instance at this answer that is published in one of the webpages of the Farāhī scholars: 
http://www.monthly-renaissance.com/issue/query.aspx?id=141 (last accessed: 20.02.16).  
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abrogation of verses of the Qur’ān, they consider the instances of abrogation to be very 

few. Also they interpret some of the verses that refer to abrogation to mean the 

abrogating of the law of previous God nations rather than abrogation of a verse of the 

Qur’ān. This is also what Sayyid Ahmad Khan believed.77 Also, the views of Sayyid 

Ahmad Khan and the Farāhī scholars on slavery are almost exactly the same; they 

even refer to the same verse (47:5) to argue that the Qur’ān prohibited new 

enslavement.78 It is also interesting that Ghamidi, in Mizān, explains a principle that is 

to some degrees similar to Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s concept of Nature and Revelation 

never contradicting each other. Ghamidi argues that Reason and Revelation never 

contradict each other, and he includes universally established facts to be in the category 

of Reason; in this way his view has much overlap with that of Sayyid Ahmad Khan, 

although he appears to be much more conservative than him in applying this.79  

Ahl al-Qur’an scholars have a fundamental difference with the Farāhī scholars as the 

latter do believe in the concept of sunnah (see Section 1.5.2). However on determining 

the position of ḥadīth vis a vis the Qur’ān, both groups (Ahl al-Qur’an  and the Farāhī 

school of thought) hold a similar position, that is, ḥadīth does not add to the corpus of 

religion, and is not needed to understand the Qur’ān.80 

A comment was made earlier comparing Shibli and Hamiduddin Farahi, it is worth 

mentioning that, as noted above, Shibli considers analysing the text of a ḥadīth 

(dirāyah) to be more important than analysing its narrators (rijāl), this is also the view 

of Islahi and Ghamidi.81 Also Shibli’s belief in ‘a stage beyond reason’, as quoted 

earlier from Christian Troll, is very much in-line with the Farāhī scholars attempt to 

value reason while remaining loyal to the text.82  

                                                           
77 Ahmad, Islamic Modernism in India and Pakistan 45.  
78 Ibid., 51-2. For the concept of slavery in accordance to the Farāhī scholars look at Ghamidi, Islam: A 
Comprehensive Introduction, 447. 
79 For instance while Sayyid Ahmad Khan provides an altogether different meaning for the concept of 
jinn, Ghamidi does not hesitate to accept the traditional understanding of the concept, simply 
because he does not see any factual evidences that disproves jinn.  
80   Look at Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 64-69. 
81 Ibid., 65. 
82 See the discussion on loyalty to the text in the Conclusion Chapter, Section 7.2.  
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Another possible influence worthy of mention is Maududi, in particular when looking 

at Ghamidi. As pointed out by Mumtaz Ahmad: 

Although Ghamidi and his associates have long repudiated the core ideas 

of Maulana Maududi, especially the idea of the establishment of an 

Islamic state as the primary objective of Islamic dawa, the way these 

scholars articulate their arguments, build internally coherent and 

systematic structures of thought, and use instrumental rationality is 

clearly evocative of Maududi’s writings.83 

All three of the scholars discussed above led their own way in Islamic science. 

However, the above section also reveals how socio-political factors have contributed 

in shaping the thoughts and motivations of these individuals. The movement of Shah 

Waliullah to bring some rationality to Islamic education in India, despite giving raise 

to some fundamentalist movements, also opened the door for further works in 

rationalisation of Islamic research and education by scholars like Sayyid Ahmad Khan, 

Shibli Numani and later Hamiduddin Farahi. At the same time, the conflict between 

the traditional education system and the modern system under the influence of the 

British presence at the time motivated these scholars to project their way of thinking 

among the younger generation. Together all these contributions, despite disagreements 

and differences between them, brought a wealth of experience to the next generation 

of scholars. Islahi’s challenging experience with Maududi, and the Jamaat-e-Islami, 

no doubt motivated his different thoughts on religion. Similarly, the opportunities for 

appearing in the media and live debates plus the challenges of changing the Hudood 

Ordinance in Pakistan provided an appropriate platform for Ghamidi to develop and 

formulate his contribution to the Farāhī school of thought. 

1.4. A Review of the Historical Evolvement of Approaches to Tafsīr  

At the start of this work it is helpful to elaborate on the subjects of traditional and 

contemporary thought, on tafsīr. One of the aims of this section is to discuss some of 

the main attributes of the traditional thought on tafsīr, to provide a platform for 

comparing this with the Farāhī school of thought. Another aim of this section is to 

discuss the main developments in contemporary tafsīr, to allow positioning the Farāhī 

                                                           
83 Mumtaz Ahmad, “Media-Based Preachers and the Creation of New Muslim Publics in Pakistan”, 5. 
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approach to tafsīr in relation to contemporary tafsīr in the Conclusion Chapter. The 

section is structured based on the above aims.   

1.4.1. Tradition of Traditional Tafsīr  

Muḥammad Ḥussayn al-Dhahabī (d. 1977), a professor of the Qur’ānic sciences at al-

Azhar, in his famous book, al-tafsīr wa’l-mufasserūn discusses three stages of tafsīr 

of the Qur’ān, these are: ‘the time of the Prophet and his companions’, ‘the time of the 

followers of the companions’, and ‘the era after the followers’. All the selected tafsīrs 

of this dissertation belong to the latter era. al-Dhahabī then refers to the famous 

categorisation of tafsīr in this era that is al-tafsīr bi’l-ra’y, and al-tafsīr bi’l-mathūr.84 

The first is an interpretation based on individual reasoning; to be acceptable, reasoning 

here has to be firmly grounded on not only linguistic knowledge, but also on Islamic 

intellectual traditions.85 The second category is interpretation based on transmitted 

sources, in particular ḥadīth. This second category has also been referred to in the more 

modern texts as al-tafsīr bi’l-riwāyah, literally meaning exegesis based on narration.86   

     - Ḥadīth87 and Tafsīr 

R. Marston Speight in his article on the function of ḥadīth in tafsīr describes how 

gradually the interpretation of the Qur’ān based on an individuals’ reasoning and views 

was considered as being less reliable. The emergence of the mu‘tazilī and the shī‘ī 

tafsīr was considered as an alarming sign by the dominant ash‘arī school of thought. 

Speight explains that this led to narration based tafsīr becoming the dominantly 

acceptable approach in the interpretation of the Qur’ān. Narration based tafsīr relates 

                                                           
84 al-Dhahabī Muḥammad Ḥussain, al-Tafsīr Wa’l-Mufassirūn, 3 vols., vol. 1 (Cairo: Maktabah al-
Wahbah, 1976), part 3. 
85 Jane Dammen McAuliffe, "The Tasks and Traditions of Interpretation," in The Cambridge 
Companion to the Qur'ān, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 190. 
86 "Apostasy," in Encyclopaedia of the Qur'an 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2001), f.n. 37. 
87 Note, in line with the common use among the Muslim scholars, ‘ḥadīth’ here refers to the 
narrations that are originated from the Prophet, or the Companions or the Followers. This is 
discussed further later in this chapter, page 67.  
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to ‘what has been handed down, that is, the sayings of the Prophet, and the venerable 

companions and successors’.88  

There is an irony here, that the narrations of tafsīr attributed to the Prophet (authentic 

or not) are much less in number than those narrations that are originated from the 

companions or the followers. This means most of the narrations that are used in the al-

tafsīr bi’l-riwāyah approach are based on the views and reasons of ordinary 

individuals. This means that at some point in the history of the tafsīr of the Qur’ān a 

specific al-tafsīr bi’l-ra’y (i.e. those done by the companions and the followers) was 

used as the basis for al-tafsīr bi’l-riwāyah.   

Speight summarises the justification for this apparently inconsistent approach by the 

following translation of the words of Ibn Kathīr: 

The ancients spoke about the Qur’ān only if they had ‘ilm to support 

what they said. If they had no such support they kept silent.89 

In this way, among the traditional scholars, ḥadīṭh was considered as the most reliable 

source on interpretation of the Qur’ān. In particular this was true in determining the 

occasion for revelation (asbāb al-nuzūl), the meaning of obscure words, application of 

the verses to the life of the Prophet and the companions, explanation of verses that 

related to queries, details of rituals and social behaviour, and elements of the Qur’ānic 

science. The ḥadīth was also considered as the source of detailing the directives of the 

Qur’ān, and restricting absolute directives of the Qur’ān.90  

This reliance on ḥadīth is one of the main features of the traditional approach to tafsīr. 

Andrew Rippin states that ‘traditionalist’ refers to the use of ḥadīth materials in 

                                                           
88 R. Marston Speight, "The Function of Ḥadīth as Commentary on the Qur'ān, as Seen in the Six 
Authoritative Collections " in Approaches to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur'ān, ed. 
Andrew Rippin (New Jersey: Gorgias Press, 2012), 66. 
89 Ibid., 67. 
90 Ibid., 68-72. 
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preference to the independent powers of reason.91 Although Rippin explains this in the 

context of sunnī Islam, this is equally applicable to shī‘ī Islam as well.92 

After discussing the earlier works of tafsīr, like that of Ṭabarī which is itself highly 

reliant on the ḥādīth, Rippin explains how the emergence of a new wave of 

interpretation, mostly started by Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Kathīr, further limited the use 

of reasoning in tafsīr. With a rather regretful tone he writes: 

… the era of Ibn Kathīr, in fact, marks the final submersion of 

rationalism under the powers of traditionalism. No longer did even the 

minimal measure of explicit personal opinion displayed in the work of 

al-Ṭabarī or al-Zamakhsharī have any substantial place in the 

understanding of the Qurʾān.93       

Burton considers the traditional tafsīrs of shī‘ah and sunnī to have one common 

feature, which is the preserving of specialists whose declarations may be neither 

questioned, nor verified. He explains that the only difference between the two sects, 

when it comes to traditional tafsīr, is what this specialist is. While for sunnīs it is tafsīr 

bi’l-ma’thūr, for shī‘ah it is the imāms. Burton points out that both sects have lost 

access to their original specialist while both continued to produce tafsīr bi’l-ma’thūr: 

The adepts of the Sunna, however, continued to flourish in each 

generation, as did the representatives of the still living, but hidden 

īmām.94  

One of the effects of this narration based tafsīr is what Reynolds refers to as ‘exegetic 

atomism’, where the commentator tends to interpret verses of the Qur’ān in isolation 

from each other.95 Yet another characteristic of the traditional tafsīr is its attempt to 

endorse the inherited understanding of Islamic faith and fiqh. Burton makes a critical 

comment about medieval tafsīr, stating that one of the motivations of tafsīr in that era 

                                                           
91 Andrew Rippin, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices, 4 ed. (London: Routledge, 2011), 76. 
92 almost all the classical tafsīrs of shī‘ah are heavily based on ḥadīth that is originated from the 
Imāms of shī‘ah like Majma‘ al-Bayān fī Tafsīr al-Qur’ān of Ṭabarsī, and Tafsīr al-Qūmī and Kitāb al-
Tafsīr of ‘Ayyashī.,   
93 Rippin, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices, 167. 
94 John Burton, review of Approaches to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur'ān, Andrew 
Rippin, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 52, no. 2 (1989): 
343. 
95 Gabrief Said Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?," Bulletin of SOAS, School of Oriental and 
African Studies 72, no. 2 (2009): 251. 
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was simply to provide an interpretation of the Qur’ān that would fit in with the 

practiced law and assumed theology at the time: 

the reconciliation of the divine text – (rather their subordination) – to the 

fine detail of Islamic Law or Theology when they had over several 

generations radically and self-evidentially diverged from their putative 

source.96  

One interesting debate on the subject of ḥadīth and tafsīr is whether there is a firm 

base for assessing the degree of authenticity of ḥadīths that are used in tafsīr. Herbert 

Berg summarises the views by contrasting them under the two titles of: sceptical and 

trusting. Researchers like Goldziher, Wansbrough, and Rippin belong to the sceptical 

view while Calders, Birkeland, and Goldfield are among the researchers who belong 

to the trusting view.97 Among the sceptical researchers, Wansbrough writes:  

From the point of view of substance, it may be observed that exegesis 

provided with formal isnāds can rarely be distinguished from that 

without. The supplying of isnāds, whether traced to the prophet, to his 

companions, or their successors, may be understood as an exclusively 

formal innovation and cannot be dated much before 200/815.98   

In line with the above view on the isnād of the ḥadīths of tafsīr, Rubin points to another 

complexity, that the not very perfect isnād of some of the earlier ḥadīths on tafsīr could 

simply be due to the backwards growth of isnād.99  

On the other side of this spectrum, among the ‘trusting’ researchers, Calder in his 

review of Wansbrough’s ‘The Sectarian Milieu’, argues that the variation in the 

ḥadīths itself neutralises concern with the past. He sees every tafsīr to be a ‘new 

world’.100 Calder does not agree with Wansbrough’s remarks that tafsīr and other 

scholarly works in Islam have been past oriented. He argues that tafsīr offered Muslim 

                                                           
96 Burton,  343. 
97 Herbert Berg, The Development of Exegesis in Early Islam: The Authenticity of Muslim Literature 
from the Formative Period (Surrey: RoutledgeCurzon, 2000), ch. 2. 
98 John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation (New York: 
Prometheus Books 2004), 179. 
99 Uri Rubin, "Exegesis and Ḥadīth: The Case of the Seven Mathānī," in Approaches to the Qur'ān, ed. 
G.R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993), 152. 
100 Norman Calder, "History and Nostalgia: Reflections on John Wansbrough's the Sectarian Milieu," 
Method & Theory in the Study of Religion 9, no. 1 (1997): 59. 
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communities meanings that were discovered through the efforts of scholars throughout 

the centuries.  

Similarly Saleh who writes mostly on the history of tafsīr, and literature of medieval 

Islam,  argues that it is a mistake to review a tafsīr in isolation from other tafsīrs, as 

tafsīr tradition is ‘genealogical’ in nature. By highlighting the differences and at the 

same time the impact of earlier tafsīrs like that of Ṭabarī on later tafsīrs, he explains 

how each tafsīr was built on the earlier tafsīrs through a process of summarising, 

modifying, or refuting them. He argues that a tafsīr needs to be seen ‘in conjunction 

with the tradition that produced it and the influences it left behind’.101 

     - Variations within Traditional Tafsīr 

Although the categorisation of tafsīr into bi’l-riwāyah and bi’l-ra’y offers a broad 

clustering under which almost all tafsīrs can be positioned, this should not give a false 

impression that all traditional works of tafsīr were essentially following the same 

approach. In fact the significance of this categorisation has been questioned. Walid 

Saleh considers this categorisation as a dividing tool, developed by sunnīs to 

undermine other groups. Saleh argues that in many of the tafsīr bi’l-riwāyah works, 

the commentator has established his own view in a way that they have practically 

become tafsīr bi’l-ra’y. He prefers a more practically meaningful categorisation, 

which is the encyclopaedic versus madrasa type of tafsīr. As Saleh explains it, while 

the encyclopaedic tafsīr tends to present a variety of views with little preference for 

any of them, the madrasah type presents only one view, or explicitly prefers one view 

over the many presented views.102 In fact one of Saleh’s works can be used to argue 

for the existence of an even wider variation among the tafsīr approaches in traditional 

Islamic scholarship. In his discussion of the works of al-Biqā‘ī, he reveals a part of the 

history of traditional tafsīr that may not be easily exposed to the common reader of the 

subject. al-Biqā‘ī, in the 15th century makes regular use of Biblical literature in his 

tafsīr of Naẓm al-durar fī tanāsub al-āyāt wa’l-suwar. Saleh of course makes it clear 

                                                           
101 Walid A. Saleh, The Formation of the Classical "Tafsīr" Tradition: The Qur'ān Commentary of al-
Tha'labī (D.427/1035) (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 15. Also look at ch. 7. 
102 Ibid., 22. 
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that this was an approach in tafsīr that had perished by the time of al-Biqā‘ī.103 

However, al-Biqā‘ī restores the approach in his tafsīr, and defends it extensively later 

by referring to the pious forbears (salaf) as people who used to do the same thing.104 

This indicates the historical potential capacity of variation in the traditional tafsīr. 

Saleh also refers to Biqā‘ī as a forerunner of holistic exegesis. The attention of Biqā‘ī 

to naẓm (coherence) is also appreciated by Islahi where he quotes Suyūtī’s reference 

to him in his tadabbur-i-Quran.105  

John E. Wansbrough’s definition of five types of tafsīr can be seen as a window to the 

variety of tafsīr work in the history of traditional Islamic scholarship. Wansbrough has 

categorised tafsīr in the history of its development based on the function (of the tafsīr), 

and its style. Borrowing technical titles from Jewish scriptural interpretation, he 

categorises the main body of tafsīr (what is referred to as traditional tafsīr in this work), 

into the five categories of: Haggadic (narrative focus), Halakhic (legal focus), 

Masoretic (textual focus), Rhetorical (interested in the arguments on literal uniqueness 

of the Qur’ān, ‘ijāz), and Allegorical (mostly influenced by sufīsm and shī‘ah). 

Wansbrough appreciates that, at least from the style perspective, there can be some 

uniformity in the above typology.106 Norman Calder considers this typology as too 

complicated; Calder prefers categorising tafsīr, in the period up to Ibn Kathīr, as being 

based on what the Qur’ānic text is measured up against. Accordingly he refers to 

Instrumental structures (orthography, lexis, syntax, rhetoric, and symbol/allegory), or 

Ideological structures (prophetic history, theology, eschatology, law, and 

tasawwuf).107 Calder’s categorisation provides an insight into tafsīr work from a very 

helpful perspective, that is, the text (the Qur’ān), and its fitness with external sources 

(ḥadīth, law, theology, history, etc.). This also fits nicely with what was quoted from 

Burton earlier.  

                                                           
103 Walid Saleh, In Defense of the Bible: A Critical Edition and an Introduction to al-Biqāʿī’s 
Bible Treatise (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2008). 
104 This is written in al-Iqā‘ī’s later book: al-Aqwāl al-qawīma fī ḥukm al-naql min al-kutub al-qadīma 
105 Amin Ahsan Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān (Lahore: Faran Foundatoin, 2008), vol.1, 18. 
106 Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation, ch. 4. 
107 Norman Calder, "Tafsīr from Ṭabarī to Ibn Kathīr, Problms in the Description of a Genre, 
Illustrated with Reference to the Story of Abraham," in Approaches to the Qur'ān, ed. G.R. Hawting 
and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993), 105. 
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Calder’s categorisation constructs the third of what he refers to as the three structures 

that describe tafsīr.108 The first and most obvious structure is the presence of the 

complete canonical text of the Qur’ān; the second structure is citation of named 

authorities, which again brings up the issue of relying on ḥadīth.  

Calder provides ample examples in case studies to demonstrate that within the 

traditional works on tafsīr there are a variety of approaches. He considers that even the 

selection of ḥadīths used to narrate tafsīr define some of the exegetical characteristics 

of the commentator.109 However while appreciating differences in between traditional 

tafsīr, Calder refers to the common denominator of traditional tafsīr with the following 

words: 

Implicit in the restraint of all the major writers within the tradition is 

condemnation of mere meditation on the text (without authority), and 

of mystical and allegorical readings.110   

The difference between the traditional scholars and the Farāhī scholars in 

meditation on the text is illustrated by the means of the four case studies that 

follow this chapter. 

1.4.2. Contemporary Thoughts on Tafsīr 

As stated earlier, this work concentrates on the Farāhī school of thought vis-à-vis the 

traditional. However, as the features of the Farāhīs’ approach become clearer by the 

end of this work, it would be a pity not to try to situate this school of thought among 

broader contemporary approaches to the Qur’an. In preparation for this, the following 

provides a brief entry into contemporary thought on the Qur’ān, with a view to revisit 

this inquiry in more detail in the Conclusion Chapter.  

                                                           
108 although Calder does not explicitly clarify this, it seems that he formulates these three structures 
for the tafsīr era in between Ṭabarī and Ibn Kathīr. If this assumption is not correct, then it would 
seem to be fair to argue that some of the contemporary tafsīrs will fall short of some of the 
specifications of these three structures. 
109 Calder, "Tafsīr from Ṭabarī to Ibn Kathīr, Problms in the Description of a Genre, Illustrated with 
Reference to the Story of Abraham," 103-4. 
110 Ibid., 134. 
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Rotraud Wielandt in her article in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’ān recognises six 

emerging trends in the contemporary tafsīr. Except for what she refers to as New 

Immediacy to the Qur’ān and also thematic tafsīr, all the other trends are ‘in one way 

or another characterized by a marked awareness of the cultural distance 

between the world in which the Qurʾānic message was primarily communicated 

and the modern world.’111 From among these four trends, while the ‘scientific tafsīr’ 

can be singled out as an attempt to perceive the Qur’ān as a book ahead of its time, the 

other three trends (rationalism, literacy studies, and new theories based on historicity), 

are in fact labelling an ongoing stream of contemporary work on the Qur’ān that has 

opened new horizons on this subject. These three trends are in fact making a new 

triangular framework for studying the Qur’ān, and different contemporary 

commentators of the Qur’ān each normally stand mostly on one particular position in 

this framework; the base of this triangle is ‘rationalisation’. 

Two significant contemporary interpreters of the Qur’ān among the pioneers of the 

rationalisation movement are Sayyid Ahmad Khan of India (introduced earlier in 

section 1.2) and Muḥammad ‘Abduh of Egypt (d. 1905). Sayyid Ahmad Khan 

considers the laws of nature and the Qur’ān to be respectively the practical, and the 

verbal covenant of God with human beings, and therefore does not value any 

understanding of the latter that would be in conflict with the first. On this basis, he has 

treated any verses of the Qur’ān that appeared unscientific to him, as a metaphoric 

expression.112  

‘Abduh’s method of interpretation of the Qur’ān was based on his view of the 

importance of providing a tafsīr that helps with guiding the reader, rather than 

providing unhelpful technical insights. In his tafsīr (Tafsīr al-Manār), which was later 

compiled and added to by his student Rashīd Riḍā, ‘Abduh tries to pay attention to the 

                                                           
111 These are enlightenment rationalism, scientific, literary studies, new theories based on historicity, 
new immediacy to the Qur’ān, and thematic interpretation of the Qur’ān. Rotraud Wielandt, 
"Exegesis of the Qurʾān: Early Modern and Contemporary," in Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān, ed. Jane 
Dammen McAuliffe, Claude Gilliot, and William Graham (Washington DC: Georgetown University, 
2002). 
112 Ibid. 
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context, and to look at verses not in isolation, but in groups that constitute singular 

logical units.113   

The development of contemporary thought on the Qur’ān continued with a number of 

later scholars, to name a few: Daud Rahbar (d. 1926), Amīn al-Khūlī (d. 1966) and his 

students, and Naṣr Ḥāmid Abū Zayd (d. 2010). Abū Zayd in particular made a 

significant contribution to contemporary thought on the Qur’ān. Being influenced by 

al-Khūlī’s assertion that the Qur’ān should be first and foremost considered as a 

literary text, Abū Zayd took this concept to the next level, and argued that the 

linguistic, hermeneutical theories apply to the text of the Qur’ān as well. In particular 

he argued on the basis of C.E. Shannon’s model of the process of communication, that 

the Qur’ān was worded in a way that it could be understood by its initial and primary 

addressees (i.e. the Prophet and the Arabs at the time), and that it therefore needs to be 

decoded, considering the different social situation and cultural tradition at the 

historical time of revelation, in order for it to be understood in our modern times.114  

Some of the above-mentioned scholars, including Abū Zayd, along with a number of 

other contemporary scholars, are revisited in the Conclusion Chapter where I compare 

their approach with that of the Farāhī school of thought.  

- Tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān 

One of the significant characteristics of many of contemporary tafsīrs is the interest in 

explaining the Qur’ān by the Qur’ān (tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān). The notion of 

interpreting the Qur’ān through the Qur’ān is by no means a new or contemporary one. 

Ibn Taymiyyah writes:  

If someone says ‘what is the best method of tafsīr? the answer is (as 

follows). The most sound method is that the Qur’ān be interpreted by 

the Qur’ān. What is summarised in one place may well be explained 

in another, and what is abbreviated in one place may well be explained 

in another.115 

                                                           
113 Ibid. 
114 Ibid. Also look at Stefan Wild, "Abū Zayd, Naṣr Ḥamid," in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Three, ed. Kate 
Fleet, et al. (Brill, 2008). 
115 Cited in Rippin, Muslims: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices, 168. 
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However, traditionally overall there has been a limitation to this approach, as Ibn 

Taymiyyah himself explains by continuing the above statement as follows: 

If that [approach] thwarts your efforts, then you should [interpret the 

Qur’ān] by the sunna, for it is a commentary (sharḥ) and an elucidator 

of the Qur’ān.116 

What differentiates between the traditional attempts for tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān, 

and most contemporary attempts, is where the author draws a limit for this approach. 

The traditional interpreters, including Ibn Taymiyyah, have typically very soon and 

very frequently reached what the above translated quote refers to as ‘thwarts your 

effort’ in their line of arguments.  

Some of the contemporary interpreters of the Qur’ān who have adopted a tafsīr al-

Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān approach have bypassed some of these limits, and where they 

faced limits, instead of ḥadīth, many have tried to use rational reasoning to explain a 

verse of the Qur’ān. These works however still have their limitations. Rippin in his 

article on tafsīr in the Encyclopaedia of Islam refers to tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān as 

a thematic approach (mawḍū‘ī), and argues that although works based on this method 

have no direct classical counterpart, their real difference with the classical work is 

mostly in the form, rather than the method.117 Perhaps slightly less harsh criticism of 

the works of tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān comes from Mun‘im Sirry, faculty member 

of the Department of Theology, University of Notre Dame. In his written summary of 

a presentation on Qur’anic Cross References and Tafsir al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an, he 

refers to a few tafsīrs that, judging from their title, are attempting to follow a tafsīr al-

Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān approach.118 He argues that none of these books entirely follow a 

tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān approach, and that the cross referencing is very limited.119   

                                                           
116 Ibid. 
117 "Tafsīr," in Encyclopaedia of Islam, ed. P. Bearman, et al. (University of Edinburgh, 2012). 
118 These are Aḍwa’ al-bayan fi iḍaḥa al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an by Muḥammad al-Shinqīṭī, al-Tafsīr al-
Qur’anī li’l-Qur’an by ‘Abd al-Karīm Khaṭīb, and al-Hidāya wa al-‘irfān fi tafsīr al-Qur’an bi’l-Qur’an by 
the Egyptian scholar Muḥammad Abū Zaid.  
119 Mun’im Sirry, "Qur’anic Cross References and Tafsir al-Qur’an Bi-L-Qur’an," International Qur'anic 
Studies Association, https://iqsaweb.wordpress.com/tag/tafsir-al-quran-bil-quran/. 
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Despite the above critical observations, there have been significant attempts at tafsīr 

al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān among contemporary scholars that have significantly 

contributed to this approach. Three specific examples are briefly discussed here to 

study the extent of the research in this area, and to provide a ground for comparison 

with the Farāhī’s approach in tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān. The three examples are: 

the Iranian shī‘ī scholar Muhammad Husayn Ṭabāṭabāyī (d. 1981), the Indian-

Pakistani scholar Fazlur Rahman Malik (d. 1988), and ‘Ā’isha ‘Abd al-Raḥmān (d. 

1998) Egyptian professor of literature who used the pen name Bint al-Shāṭi’.  

A committee of the direct students of Ṭabāṭabāyī added an introduction to the Persian 

translation of his twenty-volume exegesis of the Qur’ān, al-Mizān, where they have 

commented that the method of tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān thus far was only limited 

to recognising specific among general rules, knowing the meanings of the words and 

putting together all parts of stories (qiṣaṣ). They argue that these were not really tafsīr 

al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān, as they simply used al-Mu‘jam (index of the words of the 

Qur’ān) as the real source. They then write:  

What is the specific method of al-Mizān is the one that other than in 

the narrators of the infallibles, peace be upon them, cannot be seen a 

lot in the books of exegesis of the earlier authors and it remains as a 

creative method for the future as well. This method is to identify the 

key and fundamental verses of the Qur’ān under the shadow of which 

the doors of many other verses will be opened.120   

Ṭabāṭabāyī’s approach in al-Mizān is that he first tries to explain the verse within its 

context, and where possible he brings in other verses that can be used for better 

understanding of the original verse under discussion. He also invests a lot in what he 

refers to as ‘the style of the Qur’ān’ (uslūb al-Qur’ān), where he compares different 

views on a verse, and explains what the correct view in his understanding is. In many 

cases he does not agree with any of the views, and presents a new one himself. In doing 

so he normally presents an extensive discussion, often influenced by his own 

                                                           
120 Muḥammad Ḥussayn Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān, trans. Mohammad Bagher Hamedani (Qom: Daftare 
Entesharate Islami, 1374 HA), 19. 
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philosophical thoughts which are based on Mullā Ṣadrā’s philosophy (known as al-

ḥikmat al-muta‘ālī). 

Ṭabāṭabāyī appears to have paid much more attention to using the Qur’ān for 

interpreting the Qur’ān when compared to traditional commentators, and some of the 

earlier contemporary scholars like ‘Abduh and Rashīd Riḍā. However Ṭabāṭabāyī does 

not seem to have remained fully loyal to his chosen approach. Where there is a ḥadīth 

that he considers to be reliable, then he does not hesitate in allowing it to influence his 

interpretation of the verses. 121 At points, it appears that it is his own personal 

philosophical and theological reasoning that guides him to an interpretation, rather 

than cross referencing with the Qur’ān. Sirry has recognised this where he writes: 

… his (i.e. Ṭabāṭabāyī’s) reliance on the internal evidence of the 

Qur’an is much less than his use of other sources as he offers not only 

an explication (bayān) of a given verse, but also an extensive 

discussion of various aspects such as historical, philosophical, and 

social aspects. It seems safe to say that in the long history of tafsīr, 

this tafsīr Qur’an bi al-Qur’an has not been dealt with as an important 

topic in its own right.122  

Unlike Ṭabāṭabāyī, Fazlur Rahman has not written a significant amount of exegesis of 

the Qur’ān, despite this, he appears to have provided a specific framework for 

interpretation of the Qur’ān. Fazlur Rahman has tried to illustrate the foundations of 

his approach to the Qur’ān in his book Major Themes of the Qur’ān. Here Rahman 

elaborates on what he considers to be the main themes of the Qur’ān, and in this way 

demonstrates a basis for his thematic interpretation of the Qur’ān in his other works. 

Fazlur Rahman criticises the traditional approach of an atomistic approach to the 

verses of the Qur’ān, whereby each verse is treated in turn, with little appreciation of 

what Fazlur Rahman refers to as the ‘underlying unity of the Qur’ān’.123 Rahman 

suggests that in order to get a genuine taste of the Qur’ān, a thematic approach to the 

                                                           
121 For example in explaining verse 4:11 he relies on the ḥadīth that suggests paying debt should 
precede paying will, and therefore brings a literary argument to justify the reverse sequence in the 
verse. Other examples are places where he explains some verses of the Qur’ān based on the shī‘ah 
theology, and admitting that the verses appear out of the context, argues that these verses were 
misplaced in the final arrangement of the verses that took place after the Prophet. 
122 Sirry, "Qur’anic Cross References and Tafsir al-Qur’an Bi-L-Qur’an". 
123 Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity, 2, 15. 
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book as a whole needs to be taken.124 According to Mohamed El-Tahir El-Mesawi one 

specific characteristic of Rahman’s approach that distinguishes him from many other 

contemporary scholars of the Qur’ān, is his search for ‘properly moral’ values.125 On 

this basis Fazlur Rahman suggests a double movement approach in understanding the 

Qur’ān, where one move takes the reader to the time of revelation in order to 

understand the principle behind a directive, by appreciating its social and cultural 

context; and the second move, brings the reader back to his/her own time to apply the 

same principles in a new modern time and environment.126  

In terms of interpreting the Qur’ān with the Qur’ān it is clear that Fazlur Rahman’s 

method is based on what he considers to be the major themes of the Qur’ān, and the 

‘properly moral’ values that relate all these themes to the reader of the Qur’ān. Fazlur 

Rahman appreciated the works of the earlier contemporary scholars of the Qur’ān, 

however he criticised them for not adopting a specific method to their work. He 

himself appears to suggest a method for interpretation of the Qur’ān, however as 

Abdullah Saeed points out, his work was incomplete, as he did not have enough time 

to illustrate his suggested method with enough examples of applications.127 

The third example of a Muslim scholar who has contributed in tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-

Qur’ān is Bint al-Shāṭi’, wife and student of Amīn al-Khūlī. Bint al-Shāṭi’ has in fact 

illustrated her husband’s and teacher’s approach of tafsīr in her works, and in her 

partial tafsīr of the Qur’ān.128 However, as a scholar of Arabic language and literature, 

her own contribution and the creativity in her work is not to be ignored. Bint al-Shāṭi’ 

was one of al-Khūli’s students who helped with leading a project to reinstate the 

Qur’ān as the greatest book of Arabic literature. This line of thinking was carried 

forward in a following generation of scholars in the Arab language, in particular by 

                                                           
124 Fazlur Rahman, Major Themes in the Qurān≥Én, xv. 
125 EL-MESAWI, Mohamed El-Tahir. The Methodology of al-Tafsīr al-Mawḍū‘ī: A Comparative 
Analysis. Intellectual Discourse, [S.l.], v. 13, n. 1, p. 19 
126 Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity, 5. 
127 Saeed, Modern Muslim Intellectuals, p. 59 
128 The main book of tafsīr by Bint al-Shāṭi’ is al-Tafsīr al-bayānī li’l-Qurān al-Karīm although she has 

written a number of other books and articles that directly relate to tafsīr, like al-Iʿjāz al-bayānī li’l-
Qurān wa masā’il Ibn al-Azraq and al-Mafhūm al-Islāmī li-taḥrīr al-mar’a.  
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Naṣr Ḥamid Abū Zayd.129 This literary school of thought can be traced back to ‘Abduh. 

As Shuruq Naguib describes it, ‘For Bint al-Shāṭiʾ, ʿAbduh’s idea of cultivating a 

literary taste for the Arabic language appears to have marked her work and career’.130 

Bint al-Shāṭi’ herself describes her method of tafsīr in her introduction to al-Tafsīr al-

bayānī where she writes: 

The principle in the method of this exegesis – as I learned from my 

teacher – is to understand based on subject where one subject (at a 

time) and all that is in the Qur’ān about that subject are studied and (in 

this way) the usual words and styles (for that subject) are 

understood…and this method is different with the popular method of 

exegesis of the Qur’ān that is chapter (sūra) to chapter and a word or 

a verse is taken in isolation from its general context (syāq) in the 

Qur’ān…131   

The above is clearly referring to the concept of tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān. By 

studying her method of interpretation of the fourteen chapters of the Qur’ān in her 

tafsīr, a number of methodological elements can be recognised. Firstly, she is not 

disregarding the past views on a verse or a Qur’ānic subject, she often quotes both 

traditional, and contemporary views and evaluates them.132 Secondly, she pays strong 

attention to cross referencing in order to find similar words or expressions in the 

Qur’ān; this is the most vivid part of her method of tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān. Such 

extensive and systematic cross referencing that leads to concluding remarks about a 

verse or a word in a verse, cannot be found in past works of tafsīr.133  Thirdly, she 

explains the literal meaning and background of the keywords in a verse.134 Fourthly, 

                                                           
129 Shuruq Naguib, "Bint al-Shāṭi'’s Approach to Tafsīr: An Egyptian Exegete’s Journey from 
Hermeneutics to Humanity," Journal of Qur’anic Studies 17, no. 1 (2015): 45-6. 
130 Ibid., 46. 
131 ‘Ā’isha  ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, al-Tafsīr al-Bayānī Li’l-Qurān al-Karīm (Egypt: Dār al-Ma’ārif, 1990), Vol. 
1, 17. 
132 See for instance her reference to ‘Abduh when commenting on verse 93:1 in her tafsīr that is then 
followed by her critical references to some of the traditional commentators on this verse. 
133 See for example her extensive cross referencing to find the meaning of lahw when looking at 
102:2 (al-Tafsīr al-Bayānī, vol. 1:195-8) or her cross referencing for the meaning of khusr in the 
Qur’ān when looking at verse 103:2 (al-Tafsīr al-Bayānī, vol. 2:83-4). 
134 For instance look at her elaboration on the word al-wad’ in interpreting verse 93:3, or her literal 
elaboration on the word zurtum, after she establishes that the word has not been used extensively in 
the Qur’ān. One of the principles that Bint al-Shāṭi’ argues for is that there is no ‘tarāduf’ in the Qur’ān, 
meaning no word in a verse can be replaced by another, every word has its specific meaning. This is 
elaborated in detail in her book like al-Iʿjāz al-bayānī. Mahmud Tayyib Husaini, an Iranian scholar of 
the Qur’ān has written a detailed critical study of Bint al-Shāṭi’’s view on tarāduf in his article ‘A Critical 
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where she finds it necessary, she explains a verse with due attention to the context 

(syāq).135  

Although the overall Farāhī approach to tafsīr is explained later in this chapter, it is 

worth noting the similarities and differences between the Farāhī scholars’ method of 

tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān, and some of the other methods, as explained above.  

In an overall view, it is possible to argue that for the Farāhī scholars, what constitutes 

tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān is the interpretation of the verses of the Qur’ān based not 

only on the context, but also on their concept of evolving themes of the Qur’ānic 

groups of chapters, and based on their theory of coherence (as explained later in this 

chapter). This element of tafsīr based on ‘thematic evolvement’ is what distinguishes 

the Farāhī’s method from the methods above, and many other scholars who have 

adopted the approach of tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān. Fazlur Rahman for instance does 

discuss the major themes of the Qur’ān, but does not recognise an evolving theme 

based on any model of coherence in the Qur’ān. While there is definite attention to the 

context in the works of Ṭabāṭabāyī and Bint al-Shāṭi’, again there is not much on 

thematic evolvement, based on a coherence theory in their work. In comparison, the 

extensive cross referencing that can be found in Bint al-Shāṭi’’s work is simply missing 

from the exegetic works of the Farāhī scholars.   

It should be noted that ‘thematic evolvement’ here refers to more than discussing the 

implications of a verse being Makkī or Madanī. This reliance on ‘thematic evolvement’ 

has such a strong impact on the scholars of the Farāhī school of thought, that it has 

sometimes resulted in an understanding of a verse that is rare, and totally different 

from traditional or even contemporary understanding. One example worthy of 

mentioning is where Ghamidi interprets insān in the chapter of al-‘Aṣr to mean the 

tribe of Quraysh.136 According to Bint al-Shāṭi’ insān here and generally in the Qur’ān 

does not refer to any particular groups of people, rather it refers to human beings, with 

                                                           
Review of Bint al-Shāṭi’’s View of No Tarāduf Among the Qur’ānic Words’ (this is the translation of the 
Persian title) in Faslnameye Elmi Pajooheshi, year 1, no. 3. 
135 Look at the way that she explains verses 96:9-15 for instance. 
136 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "Surah ‘Asr – Surah Humazah," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  
(July 2015). 
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emphasis on their ability in accepting individual and social responsibilities.137 It is very 

interesting here that Ghamidi and Bint al-Shāṭi’ both apply a tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-

Qur’ān approach to the verse, but they arrive at totally different conclusions. 

Ghamidi’s conclusion is derived from his understanding of ‘thematic evolvement’ in 

the Qur’ān, while Bint al-Shāṭi’’s conclusion resulted from her work on cross 

referencing the word in the Qur’ān.138  

The above comparison was from the perspective of tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān. The 

approaches of Bint al-Shāṭi’ and the Farāhī scholars to tafsīr are further compared in 

the Conclusion Chapter.   

On the other hand, Ṭabāṭabāyī, and more extensively Bint al-Shāṭi’, refer to different 

views of the past scholars, and also provide literary discussions of the meaning of the 

words in their tafsīr. The first (reference to earlier works), is missing from the works 

of tafsīr of Islahi and Ghamidi to much extent. The second (literary discussion), can 

be found in the writings of Hamiduddin Farahi. However in the complete tafsīr works 

of Islahi and Ghamidi, while literary arguments appear to be persistent, there are not 

many discussions or references to back them up. 

- Modern Theories on the Qur’ān 

Contemporary works on the Qur’ān are coming in the era of modernity, whereby 

Modernity can be explained as the diffusion of rationalism in all spheres of life.139 

Ernest Gellner argues that Islam due to its universalism, emphasize on reason, and 

devotion in following the law, has more agreement with modernism when compared 

to Christianity and Judaism.140 Modernism however has brought challenges, and at the 

same time new horizons to the thought of Muslim intellectuals. Suha Taji-Farouki, a 

specialist in modern Islamic thought, in her edited book ‘Modern Intellectuals and the 

Qur’ān’, considers a modernist approach in Islam to be the middle way in between 

                                                           
137 ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, al-Tafsīr al-Bayānī Li’l-Qurān al-Karīm Vol. 2, 82. 
138 Another example of the Farāhī scholars’ rare conclusion based on their understanding of 
‘thematic evolvement’ in the Qur’ān, is their view that the whole chapter of ‘alaq was revealed at 
the prophetic stage of general warning (indhār al-‘ām).    
139 Alain Touraine, Critique of Modernity (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 1995), 1. 
140 Ernest Gellner, Postmodernism, Reason and Religion (London: Routledge, 1992), 5. 
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wholly embracing the modern west, and fully rejecting it.141 In her book, the biography 

and the thought of ten modern Muslim researchers on the Qur’ān are presented; some 

of these are included in the discussion of Farāhī scholars and the contemporary 

thought in the Conclusion Chapter.  

In the introduction of her book, Taji-Farouki stresses the effect of the West on the 

thought of modern reformists, and the outcomes of this. She considers the Muslims’ 

typical view of the reformists to be a sceptical one, due to the general perception that 

these individuals are advocating Western solutions, and are therefore their 

spokespersons. This is despite the fact that many modern reformists relate their ideas 

back to the textual tradition. Another influential factor in this lack of trust by the 

general mass of Muslims is educational background. As Taji-Farouki explains, due to 

the availability of text, and educational opportunity in the modern era, it is no longer 

true that the traditional madrasa and ulamā are the only sources of Islamic education, 

and the only educated individuals in Islam. The wave of self-educated or academically 

educated researchers in Islam has in fact changed the rules of the game. This however 

has not been yet appreciated by the general Muslim public, who are used to learning 

about Islam from those who are perceived as representatives of the traditional system 

of education in Islam. Accordingly, Taji-Farouki raises an important question without 

the intention of providing an answer: ‘Who speaks for Islam?’142  

One of the characteristics of many modern works on the Qur’ān is the engagement 

with contemporary schools of literary theory and criticism, and hermeneutical theories. 

Discussions that come from this perspective can often be perceived by a Muslim reader 

as questioning the very tenants of the Islamic faith.143 Khaled Abou El-Fadl (b. 1963), 

a modern intellectual who comes from traditional scholarship, calls for a more cautious 

and wise discourse between modern Muslim intellectuals, and their Muslim audience. 

                                                           
141 Suha Taji-Farouki, Modern Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur'an (London: Oxford University Press, 
2004), 9. 
142 Ibid., 12-16. 
143 Ibid., 18-19. 
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He emphasises that instead of presenting the Western paradigm to the Muslim 

audience, the Muslim experience needs to be utilised.144   

William Shepard in his review of Taji-Farouki’s book considers that most of the 

Muslim intellectuals that are discussed in the book have adopted two approaches: one, 

is their effort to humanise the Qur’an, and the second, is the stress on general principles 

rather than the specific commands of particular verses. He sees these two approaches 

as providing ‘a basis for the needed reinterpretations of the tradition’, a comment that 

seems to be applicable to most modern Muslim thoughts on the Qur’ān.145   

To flesh out the modern thought on Islam in general, and the Qur’ān in particular, two 

leading figures from the sunnī and the shī‘ah backgrounds are briefly mentioned here, 

these are respectively Mohammed Arkoun (d. 2010), and Abdolkarim Soroush (b. 

1945). Comparison of their thoughts, and that of some other modern intellectuals with 

the Farāhī approach, takes place in the Conclusion Chapter. 

Arkoun describes the tradition in Islamic scholarship to be ‘reduced to a collection of 

‘authentic’ texts recognised in each community’. He writes: 

There has been no effort (ijtihād) to separate orthodoxy as a militant 

ideological endeavour, a tool of legitimation for the state and the 

‘values’ enforced by this state, from religion as a way proposed to man 

to discover the Absolute. This is another task for our modern project 

of rethinking Islam, and other religions.146    

Arkoun uses the terms ‘thinkable’ and ‘unthinkable’ to refer to the system of beliefs 

in Islam that have traditionally been considered as definite, and therefore unthinkable, 

thus subsequently ‘unthought’. He argues that it is possible to see that the borderline 

between thinkable and unthinkable was never fixed. Arkoun considers ‘unthinkable’ 

to be ‘an Islam that is isolated from the most elementary historical reasoning, linguistic 

                                                           
144 Khaled Abou El Fadl, Speaking in God's Name: Islamic Law, Authority and Women (Oxford: 
Oneworld Publications 2001), 99-100. 
145 William Shepard, "Review: Modern Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur'an. Edited by Suha Taji-
Farouki," The Journal of Qur'anic Studies 16, no. 1 (2014): 162. 
146 Mohammed Arkoun, "Rethinking Islam Today," The Annals of the American Academy of Political 
and Social Science 588 (July 2003): 22. 
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analysis or anthropological decoding’.147 He differentiates between what was revealed 

to the Prophet from the main source (umm al-kitāb), what was orally transferred from 

the Prophet to his companions, and what was documented as the Qur’ān later. He 

argues that what is now known as the Qur’ān does not have the same divine qualities 

that the revelation had. 

Arkoun, in his first essay in the book The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic 

Thought, makes it clear that he is not totally siding with all modernist approaches to 

the Qur’ān either. He refers to some of the modern approaches to the Qur’ān as ‘the 

ideological manipulations of contemporary political movements’, and calls for 

applying the cognitive critical strategies of social science in order to thoroughly 

analyse the structure and form of the Qur’ān.148 In his article in the Encyclopaedia of 

the Qur’ān Arkoun considers the ‘procedural disciplines of modern scientism’ to be as 

constraining as ‘the dogmatic orthodox framework’.149 In this way he calls into 

question the achievements of modernity as well.  

As Ursula Gúnther notes, ‘the majority of the authors criticise Arkoun’s complex and 

elusive expressions, the abundant terminology and the lack of systematisation’.150  

Abdolkarim Soroush, the Iranian Islamic philosopher, goes a step beyond the view of 

Arkoun on revelation. He started with his theory of ‘contraction and expansion of 

religion’. His argument was that while religion itself was an absolute truth that was 

beyond human reach, understanding it was significantly dependant to our knowledge 

of subjects other than religion, and was therefore fallible, and finite.151 Soroush later 

developed his theory, and focused more on the nature of revelation. In his ‘Expansion 

of Prophetic Experience’ he argues that prophetic experience is not a unique one, and 

                                                           
147 Mohammad Arkoun, The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought (London: Saqi Books, 
2002), 308. 
148 Ibid., 44. 
149 Mohammed Arkoun, "Contemporary Critical Practices and the Qurʾān," in Encyclopaedia of the 
Qurʾān, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Claude Gilliot, and William Graham (Washington DC: 
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150 Ursula Gúnther, "Mohammed Arkoun: Towards a Radical Rethinking of Islamic Thought," in 
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that it can be experienced by any individual, albeit of course in differing degrees. He 

writes: 

Revelation is a religious experience, and religious experience can 

happen for everyone. Therefore experience of others too can add to 

and enrich religion and so religion in time gets expanded...The religion 

of God therefore gradually becomes more complete.152    

In this way, like Arkoun, Soroush too differentiates between what was revealed to the 

Prophet and what the truth is. Although, as is clear from the above, Soroush offers a 

much more flexible definition of revelation, in a way that it can be applied to any 

individual after the Prophet. Soroush therefore does not consider the revelation to the 

Prophet to be the most complete and accurate expression of the truth; he gives credit 

to the expressions of reality coming from other individuals as well.  

Soroush in his most recent development of thought in defining revelation, goes a step 

beyond this. He considers revelation to be a prophetic dream. He therefore argues that 

the Qur’ān needs to be interpreted the same way that a dream may be interpreted. In 

doing so, he argues that instead of looking for symbolic meanings, one needs to 

interpret what such a dream of an Arab in Ḥijāz at the time could mean. He argues that 

‘in dreams time is misplaced, personalities sit in the place of each other, paradox and 

conflict become possible, coherence is perished and measures and criteria are all mixed 

up.’153 In a recent debate that was broadcasted in BBC Persia, he argues that the Qur’ān 

originally was not a text, and as some modern Islamic thinkers like Arkoun argue, it 

was not an oral experience either, rather it was a vision.154 Vision here means the vision 

of the Prophet in his dreams. In this way he calls for a shift of the paradigm in 

interpretation of the Qur’ān. He insists: 

Considering revelation to be a dream not only does not reduce the 

strength and the richness of the revelation but it in fact adds to it. The 

interpreters used to consider revelation to be the hearings of the 

prophet, however it is now clear that it was his observations.155  

                                                           
152Baste Tajrobeye Nabawi (Development of the Prophetic Experience) (Tehran: Serat, 1388), 28.  
153 "Khabe Ahmad Khabe Jumle Anbyast (Dream of Ahmad Is the Dream of All Prophets),"  
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Emad Baazi, an academic at Khalifa University (UAE), in his article ‘Islam’s Unique 

Encounter with Modernity’, refers to Arkoun and Soroush as two clear examples of 

modern Muslim intellectuals who in their works have attempted to ‘humanize’ the 

faith. This ‘humanization’ can be seen as the common element between Arkoun and 

Soroush, and many other Muslim intellectuals.156 This is in fact the direct consequence 

of bringing more of, what was traditionally deemed as, Unthinkable to the area of 

Thinkable, as Arkoun puts it. I revisit this aspect of the modern interpreters of the 

Qur’ān when it is compared to the Farāhī ’s approach in the Conclusion Chapter.   

1.5. Main Principles of the Farāhī School of Thought 

It was mentioned at the start of this chapter that the aim of this research is not to derive 

principles of the Farāhī approach as these principles are already known and 

documented. The aim of this section is to review these principles as documented by 

the Farāhī scholars themselves.  

Throughout this section I am going to use the term ‘traditional 

scholars/approach/school of thought’ extensively. As noted before, the meaning of this 

phrase in the current work is explained and set in section 1.4.2. 

In his writing Mīzān, Ghamidi counts three basic premises as the foundations of the 

Farāhī school of thought. These are the Qur’ān, the sunnah and religion (dīn), which 

according to him are confined to the contents of the Qur’ān and the sunnah.157 

The above may be seen as not a significant departure from the common approach of 

Muslim scholarship. However, delving into the details of each of these premises 

reveals a drastic difference from what the common belief of the majority of Muslim 

scholars is. Each of these three premises is explained below to illustrate how they are 

different in the Farāhī school of thought. 
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1.5.1. Different Views on the Qur’ān 

As for the Qur’ān, the first point that is raised by Ghamidi is that there is only one 

legitimate reading of the Qur’ān that is called qirā‘at al-‘ām. All other readings 

(qirā‘āt) and styles (aḥruf) are invalid. This is in sharp contrast with the concept of 

seven readings158 and seven styles159 of the Qur’ān as commonly believed in by the 

traditional scholarship,160 in particular the sunnī scholars.  

In the shī‘ah school of thought, while there are speculations about the legitimacy of 

the ḥadīths of seven styles161as for the seven readings, with a few exceptions (like 

Sheikh Ṭūsī),162 it is generally accepted that any of these readings are allowed.163  

Hamiduddin Farahi himself has used the verses 75:16-19 to conclude that the concept 

of seven words or seven readings is in conflict with the verses of the Qur’ān. He 

considers the word jam‘ in verse 17 to refer to finalising the only legitimate reading of 

the Qur’ān.164 A view that started with Hamiduddin Farahi on this issue found itself in 

the form of a PhD thesis authored by one of the students of Ghamidi, Shehzad Saleem. 

Although the issue of seven readings and seven letters of the Qur’ān is listed as a 

follow up research, however Saleem’s work is still related to the subject. He concludes 

at the end of his work, that the ḥadīths about collections of the Qur’ān after the demise 

of the Prophet ‘have serious flaws in both their matn and in their isnād and cannot be 

trusted.’ He makes this statement in support of the view of Hamiduddin Farahi who 

believed that based on the Qur’ān itself, one can conclude that the Qur’ān was finalised 

                                                           
158 Look for explanation of the seven readings in the introduction chapter of Aḥmad  Ibn Alī Ibn al-
Bādhish, al-Iqnā‘ Fī al-Qirā’āt al-Sab‘ (Cairo: Dār al-Ṣaḥābī li al-Turāth, 1998). Among Shī‘ī sources look 
at Muḥammad Kāẓim Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-‘Urwah al-Wuthqā vol. 1 (Qom: Dār al-Fikr, 2002), vol. 1, 502. 
159 Suyūṭī states in al-Itqān that despite a popular belief, the seven readings and the seven letters are 
two different concepts. Look at ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Ibn Abībakr al-Suyūtī, al-Itqān Fi ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān 
(Cairo: al-Hay’ah al-Miṣrīyah al-‘Ammah lil-Kitāb, 1974), vol. 1, 274. 
160 For detailed explanation of ḥadīths of seven reading and the way that they are normally interpreted 
refer to Uthmān  Ibn Sa‘īd al-Dānī, al-Aḥruf al-Sab‘Ah Li'l-Qur’ān (Mecca: Maktab al-Munārah, 1987).   
161 Abū al-Qāsim al-Khū’ī, al-Bayān Fī al-Tafsīr al-Qur’ān (Qom: Dār Anwār al-Hudā, 1981), 223. 
162 Sheikh Ṭūsī disagrees with this however he does endorse that this is the view of the majority of shī‘ī 

scholars: ‘… however the mass of the shī‘ī scholars allow reading the Qur’ān on the basis of the famous 
readings and have asserted that it is permissible to read the Qur’ān in any of the seven readings’. 
Muḥammad Ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭusī, al-Tibyān Fī ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān (Bayrūt: Dār al-Irshād, 1970), vol. 1, 7. 
163 Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad al-‘Amilī, al-Bayān (Qom: Dār al-Fikr, 1992), 157. 
164 Hamiduddin Farahi, Tafsīr Sūrah al-Qīyāmah (Azamgarh: Dā’irah Ḥamīdiyyah, 1403 AH), 10-6. 
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and collected at the time of the Prophet.165  

Another point about the Qur’ān that makes the Farāhī school of thought different from 

the traditional school, is that according to the Farāhī school of thought the Qur’ān is 

qat‘ī al-dilālah (clear in intention). According to Ghamidi, it is only the lack of 

knowledge from the reader’s side that may stop the reader from understanding the 

intention of a verse of the Qur’ān, otherwise the intention of verses are clear. He writes 

in his book Mizān: 

… the whole argument on the intentionality of the text is dubious … We 

can be unaware of the  meaning of a word and also err in ascertaining it, 

but this cannot be imagined that it is used without being absolutely 

certain of the meaning it conveys in all or some periods of time.166 

This again is different from the way that both Shī‘ī and sunnī traditional scholars 

introduce the Qur’ān. According to the generally held view, there are many verses of 

the Qur’ān that are ẓannī al-dilālah (unclear in intention).167 The most important 

implication of this is in the approach to interpreting the Qur’ān. While the Farāhī 

scholars attempt to interpret the Qur’ān without using an external source (like ḥadīth), 

one of the common approaches of both shī‘ī and sunnī commentators in interpreting 

the Qur’ān is to use ḥadīth for the purpose (tafsīr bi’l-riwāyah). The books of tafsīr 

that do not follow this approach are not as popular.168   

Hamiduddin Farahi gives a number of examples where a verse of the Qur’ān is 

interpreted through ḥadīth. He rejects these interpretations and writes: 

So there is no way to rely on these conflicting narrations that gives the 

one who wants to ‘drink’ from them nothing but thirst and the one who 

wants to base on them nothing but turbulence. However if a clear 

approach is taken: that is following the flow of the word and the rising 

                                                           
165 Shehzad Saleem, "Collection of the Qur’ān: A Critical and Historical Study of al-Farāhī’s View" (PhD 
Thesis, University of Wales, 2010), 338. 
166 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 36-7. 
167 For suunī sources see for example Manā‘ Ibn Khalīl al-Qaṭān, Tarikh al-Tashrī‘ al-Islāmī (Cairo: 
Maktabah al-Wahbah, 2001), vol. 1, 81.81. For shī‘ah see Muḥammad Taqī Iṣfahānī, Hidāyah al-
Mustarshidīn (Qom: Mu’assesah Ᾱl-albayt Li Iḥyā al-Turāth, 2005), 480.  
168 For example al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr of Rāzī or al-Mizān by Ṭabātabāyī are both respected books of 
exegesis among (respectively) sunnī and shī‘ah however neither of them reaches the level of 
popularity that Tafsīr al-Ṭabarī or Ṭafsīr al-Qumī has among the sunnī and shī‘ah scholarship. 
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light: that is deliberating on the Qur’ān, you will be guided towards the 

correct meaning … and will find confidence in it.169    

I have not found any uses of ḥadīth in the books of tafsīrs of the three leading scholars 

of the Farāhī school of thought. In Tadabbur-i-Qur’ān of Islahi any reference to ḥadīth 

is either to reconfirm what Islahi has derived from the verses, or to criticise the 

ḥadīth.170 This is what Kayani refers to as Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi’s approach 

of explaining the Qur’ān by the Qur’ān (tafsīr al-Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān).171  

Islahi writes in his introduction of Tadabbur-i-Qur’ān: 

Whenever I came across a ḥadīth that apparently contradicted the Qur’ān 

I read over it for quite a long period of time, and abandoned it only when 

I was fully convinced that accepting it would mean going against the 

Qur’ān … As far as sound aḥādīth are concerned, such problems rarely 

arose. Cases where a ḥadīth is impossible to reconcile with the Qur’ān 

are even fewer. However, if a ḥadīth could not be reconciled with the 

Qur’ān, I have invariably given preference to the Qur’ān while setting 

out in detail my reasons for so doing.172  

Consequently the scholars of the Farāhī approach do not consider any ḥadīth to be in 

the position of explaining or limiting the scope or application of the Qur’ān 

(takhṣīṣ).173 This also includes the ḥadīths of occasion of revelation (sha’n al-nuzūl). 

Scholars of the Farāhī approach normally attempt to derive the time of revelation 

based on the context and coherence that they see and not based on the ḥadīths of sha’n 

al-nuzūl.  

The Farāhī school of thought also does not believe in what traditional sunnī scholars 

commonly refer to as naskh al-tilāwah (abrogation of reading). Ghamidi writes: 

… no khafī (indirect) or jallī (direct) revelation external to the Qur’ān 

can validly affect or alter the divine injunctions spelled out in the Book. 

                                                           
169 Hamiduddin Farahi, Tafsīr Niẓām al-Qur’ān Wa-Ta’wīl al-Furqān Bi'l-Furqān (New Delhi: al-Dā’irat 
al-Ḥamīdīyah, 2008), 72. 
170 Example of this is discussed in detail in chapter two, the case study of stoning. 
171 Amin Ahsan Islahi, Pondering over the Qur’ān, trans. Mohammad Saleem Kayani, vol. 1 (Kuala 
Lumpur: Islamic Book Trust, 2007), 41.  
172 Ibid., 45. 
173 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 39. 
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Even the recipient of the Book, the Messenger of God, cannot alter it in 

any degree.174 

An example of reaction of Islahi to the concept of naskh al-tilāwah is given when 

looking at the case study of stoning.   

No doubt, the most important tool for the scholars of the Farāhī school of thought in 

interpreting the Qur’ān is the concept of coherence (naẓm) of the Qur’ān, as referred 

to in the last section. Detailed discussion of this concept is beyond the scope of this 

work, however it is relevant in this section to briefly discuss how the concept has 

evolved between the three leading scholars of the Farāhī school of thought. 

- Coherence (naẓm) of the Qur’ān: 

The concept of coherence of the Qur’ān (referred to as naẓm by some authors, 

including the Farāhī scholars, and munāsabah by others, while some distinguish 

between the two) is not a new concept. Islahi, while criticising those scholars who 

deny the concept, also refers to a number of early scholars of Islam who have discussed 

it favourably, including Rāzī (d. 1209), Ibn Zubayr (d. 1308), Walīyuddīn Malwī (d. 

1372), Makhḍūm Mahā’imī (d. 1432) and al-Suyūtī (d. 1505).175 In her PhD thesis, El-

Tahry, now an academic member of Emmanuel College of Victoria University, refers 

to a number of modern figures that have done work on coherence, including Sayyid 

Qutb (d. 1966), Maududi, Ṭabāṭabāyī and Muḥammad al-Ghazzālī (d. 1996) plus 

examples of orientalists who have done the same, like Angelika Neuwirth, Neal 

Robinson and Matthias Zahniser.176  

Mustansir Mir appreciates the classical and more modern works on the concept but 

considers these works to be limited in scope, and without enough attention to the 

arrangement of the Qur’ān. He considers Tadabbur-i-Qur’ān of Islahi that is based on 

the Hamiduddin Farahi concept of coherence to be ‘the first thoroughgoing attempt to 

                                                           
174 "Fundamentals of Understanding Islam," 4. 
175 Islahi, Pondering over the Qur’ān, 1, 29-32.  
176 Nevin Reda El-Tahry, "Textual Integrity and Coherence in the Qur’ān: Repetition and Narrative 
Structure in Surat al-Baqara" (PhD Thesis, University of Toronto, 2010), 35-51. A more detailed account 
of the history of studying the coherence of the Qur’ān, including discussion of the two terms naẓm 
and munāsaba can be found in the same source, chapter 2.  
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show that the Qur’ān is marked by thematic, and also by structured, coherence’.177 Mir 

explains the concept of naẓm as put by Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi with the three 

words of: order, arrangement and organisation.178 

Hamiduddin Farahi’s core concept of naẓm in the Qur’ān is what he refers to as ‘amūd 

(column) of each chapter in the Qur’ān. He argues that every chapter is oriented around 

its ‘amūd, and in this way the ‘amūd determines the central theme of each chapter, and 

each chapter makes a unit of naẓm. He then adds another level of sophistication into 

this by arguing that there are nine groups of chapters in the Qur’ān, each group itself 

making a unit like a chapter with its own central theme. Just as there are connections 

between the verses of a chapter, there are also connections between the chapters in a 

group. He explains that the madanī chapters are in fact explanation of the makkī 

chapters in each group. Hamiduddin Farahi argues that the Qur’ān has to be interpreted 

based on this system of naẓm. He lists the ‘amūd of the chapters in his view and gives 

a number of examples of interpretations based on naẓm.179 What needs to be 

understood is that the point of naẓm in the Hamiduddin Farahi’s view is that the current 

arrangement of the Qur’ān was divinely ordained, and that whilst for its immediate 

addressees the chronological order of revelation fitted best, for the rest of the Muslims 

the current order fits better.180 

Islahi’s contribution and revision of Hamiduddin Farahi’s concept of naẓm starts by 

him grouping the chapters of the Qur’ān in seven rather than nine groups. He also 

believes that most of the chapters of the Qur’ān are in pairs, where the two chapters in 

a pair complement each other’s meanings. In this way, Islahi is using the two key 

words of ‘seven’ and ‘pairs’ to argue that verse 15:87 of the Qur’ān may be in fact 

referring to this concept.181 In comparison, Hamiduddin Farahi’s view on coherence 

seems to be more flexible and fluid than Islahi’s. Hamiduddin Farahi too sees 

connections between chapters that are next to each other or in one group. He does not 

however put this in strict pair based blocks. Even in distinguishing between makkī and 

                                                           
177 Mir, Coherence in the Qur’an, a Study of Islahi’s Concept of Naẓm in Tadabbur-I Qur’ān ,4.  
178 Ibid., 3.    
179 Hamiduddin Farahi, Dalā’il al-Niẓām (Cairo: al-Maṭba‘at al-Ḥamīdīyah, 1968), in particular 72-93. 
180 Ibid. 84-5. 
181 Islahi, Pondering over the Qur’ān, 1, 38-41. 
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madanī chapters Islahi appears more rigid. While Hamiduddin Farahi does not mind 

about the makkī and madanī chapters coming in between each other in a group of 

chapters,182 Islahi believes that each of makkī and madanī chapters come in a separate 

block inside a group.183 He also asserts that in each group the whole phase of the 

prophetic mission is covered, though in different style and detail.184  

Ghamidi’s contribution to the concept of naẓm is in matching the concept with what 

he refers to as the sunnah of God when sending a rasūl. According to this, a rasūl that 

is sent by God is normally going through a set number of phases in his mission. This 

will lead ultimately to removing all excuses (itmām al-ḥujjah), and reward and 

punishment of the followers and rejecters at the end. Ghamidi considers the first group 

of the chapters of the Qur’ān (as defined by Islahi) to be about itmām al-ḥujjah for the 

people of the book of the time in Arabia, and groups three to seven to be about itmām 

al-ḥujjah for the Arabs, and in particular the quraysh. Group two, according to 

Ghamidi, is the description of the worldly punishment for rejecters from among these 

two categories of addressees.185 The concept of itmām al-ḥujjah and the consequent 

rewards and punishments, according to Ghamidi, are discussed in more detail in 

chapter three.    

1.5.2. Different Views on the Sunnah 

 The concept of sunnah is another major difference in between the Farāhī scholars and 

the traditional one. This is how this concept is defined by Ghamidi: 

… that tradition of Prophet Abraham’s (sws) religion which the Prophet 

Muḥammad (sws) instituted among his followers as religion after reviving 

and reforming it and after making certain additions to it.186 

The above can be considered as one of the major contributions of Ghamidi himself to 

the Farāhī school of thought. While Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi too appear to share 

a similar view about what can be considered as reliable sunnah, it is Ghamidi who 

                                                           
182 Farahi, Dalā’il al-Niẓām, 92-3. 
183 Islahi, Pondering over the Qur’ān, 1, 38. 
184 Ibid., 40. 
185 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 56-8, 500-7. 
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offers a formal definition of it and further, formulates seven criteria to determine what 

is, and what is not sunnah. Based on these criteria, when he later lists the items that 

can be considered as sunnah, the list only contains 26 items.187  

Ghamidi and his students give the same degree of reliability to sunnah that all faithful 

Muslims give to the Qur’ān: 

Just as the Qur’ān has been received by the ummah through the consensus of 

the Prophet’s companions (rta) and through their perpetual recitation, the 

sunnah has been received by it through their consensus and through their 

perpetual practice and stands validated like the Qur’ān in every period of 

time through the consensus of the ummah. Consequently, there is no doubt 

or debate about it now.188  

In this way the Farāhī scholars have made a clear distinction in between the sunnah 

and the ḥadīth; while traditional scholars consider the two to be practically the same. 

al-Shukānī (d. 1834) defines sunnah as sayings, practices, and silent approvals (taqrīr) 

of the Prophet.189 This is a common definition that can be found in most of the sources 

that represent the traditional school of thought (shī‘ah and sunnī).190 The only 

difference is that while sunnīs practically add the names of the first four successors of 

the Prophet (khulafā al-rāshidīn) to the above definition, shī‘ah adds the name of their 

twelve imams.  

1.5.3. Different Views on Religion (Dīn) 

Ghamidi has summarised the view of the Farāhī scholars on what contains religion in 

the following words: 

Dīn is confined to the contents of the Qur’ān and the Sunnah. Nothing 

external to these two sources is the part of dīn in Islam. Nor can one 

validly introduce any foreign practice or concept as part of the 

religion. The Prophetic Hadīth, a name given to the reports about the 

sayings, actions and tacit approvals of the Prophet (sws) transmitted 
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through individual to individual (akhbār-e ahād) do not add to the beliefs 

and practices in the religion.191 

In other words, Ghamidi considers the definition that the traditional scholars provide 

for sunnah to be the definition of ḥadīth and offers his own definition for sunnah as 

noted in the last section.  

This is one of the most well-known differences between the Farāhī school of thought 

(Ghamidi to be more accurate), and the traditional scholars. There have always been 

differences of view about what constitutes a reliable ḥadīth and how best to reconcile 

between contradicting ḥadīths; however all traditional scholars agree that ḥadīth is one 

of the sources of deriving obligatory matters of belief and the rules of sharī‘ah and 

also one of the sources of understanding the Qur’ān.192 The Farāhī scholars do not 

consider ḥadīth to be an independent source of understanding Islam. Ghamidi, as the 

current leading figure of this school of thought, has considerably restricted the 

authority of ḥadīth as a source of legal and religious norm.193 As is evident from many 

social media platforms, one of the things that Ghamidi and his students are accused of, 

is being anti-ḥadīth (munkir al-ḥadīth).194 While it is very clear from the writings of 

Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi that they had the same position as Ghamidi in terms of 

ḥadīth, it was Ghamidi who clearly documented this position and showed extensively 

its applications and implications.195 An answer to the question that whether the Farāhī 

scholars are anti-ḥadīth or not really depends on the definition of anti-ḥadīth. If it 

means rejecting the whole body of ḥadīth as a source of information about Islam then 

this does not seem to apply. However if it means rejecting ḥadīth as an independent 

source of understanding Islam, then it applies. The problem is that many, who do not 

know the approach of the Farāhī scholars in full, consider them anti-ḥadīth by the first 

                                                           
191 Ghamidi, "Fundamentals of Understanding Islam," 6. 
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definition, which will then put these scholars in a very frowned-upon situation.196 

Ghamidi however, does appreciate that ḥadīth is beneficial:  

It does not mean that they do not discuss the contents of the religion at 

all. However, their purely religious content explains and clarifies the 

religion housed in the Qur’ān and the sunnah. They can also carry the 

paradigmatic example set by the Prophet (sws) in the performance of the 

religious practices and in carrying out the divine commands. The Hadīth 

plays no role beyond this. All the ḥadīths that explain and clarify the 

religion and thus plays the acceptable role have a binding religious force 

for a believer who is convinced of the veracity of a Hadīth report and 

believes it to a valid transmission of a saying, action and tacit approval 

of the Prophet (sws). 197 

The above means that while according to Ghamidi, ḥadīth as a whole, is not an 

independent source of understanding Islam, a ḥadīth can bring religious obligation for 

an individual who considers it to be an authentic saying of the Prophet, containing a 

command. The point however is that Ghamidi does not consider a ḥadīth that informs 

of a Prophetic command to be authentic or binding, unless that command is included 

in the Qur’ān or his definition of sunnah.198 Throughout the case studies there are a 

number of occasions where the position of the Farāhī scholars about ḥadīth in practice 

are discussed, and become clear. 

Another important implication of the above statement on what contains dīn, is on the 

subject of ijma‘ (consensus). Both sunnī and shī‘ī traditional scholars consider ijmā‘ 

to be a binding source of religion but with different definitions. Among traditional 

sunnī schools of fiqh, Ḥanafīs and Ḥanbalīs consider the ijmā‘ of the companions only, 

to be a binding source of religion.199  Malikīs consider binding ijmā‘ to be consensus 

of the companions and their immediate successors in Medina.200 Shāfiīs consider the 
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binding ijmā‘ to be the one that includes all Muslims of the world at any time.201 Shī‘ī 

scholars do not consider ijma‘ to be an independent source of legislation, unless it 

points to the sunnah of the Prophet or of an infallible Imam. In other words, according 

to shī‘ī, ijma‘ has to somehow indicate that the matter is also the view of an infallible, 

even if not all shī‘ī scholars have the same view. 202      

According to the Farāhī school of thought however, ijmā‘ is neither possible nor 

binding.203 One of the scholars of the Farāhī approach and a student of Ghamidi 

writes: 

… obsession with the need to confirm the validity of an opinion from 

what the earlier Muslim scholars said leads traditionalists to invoke ijmā‘ 

to support their view. … Although it is impossible to prove ijmā‘ on even 

a single religious view, Traditionalist Muslim scholars, because of their 

peculiar mind-set, have used this expression as an effective tool for 

proving their point whenever they have felt the need to prove the 

correctness (or conversely, the incorrectness) of an opinion, especially 

when proving it through more direct arguments seemed difficult.204 

The above can be considered as the main differences between the principles of 

understanding Islam among the Farāhī scholars and those among the traditional 

scholars. All the methodological features of the Farāhī scholars that are sought to be 

explored in this research project are the direct or indirect outcomes or practical 

consequences of the above principles, as explained later in this writing. 

***** 

Throughout this dissertation, starting from the title of this writing, the line of 

scholarship that started from Hamiduddin Farahi, continued by Amin Ahsan Islahi and 

is now led by Javed Ahmad Ghamidi is referred to as a school of thought. There is no 

agreed upon definition on what constitutes a ‘school of thought’. Within the Islamic 

scholarship the question of sources of understanding Islam and the degree of authority 
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given to each source seems to be a determinant factor in distinguishing between 

schools of thought. In fact sources like Encyclopedia of Islam refer to less major 

differences of approaches as separate schools of thought.205   

Accordingly, the different views on the Qur’ān, sunnah, ḥadīth and the scope of 

religion as presented earlier in this section, seem to at least academically justify 

referring to this line of scholarship as a ‘school of thought’. This is particularly helpful 

for the purpose of easier referring to this line of scholarship in this dissertation. 

Whether in practice this school of thought will remain active, known and distinctive 

enough to be officially recognised as a school of thought by authorities of Islamic 

scholarship at the time is to be determined only in future. This point is discussed further 

in the Conclusion Chapter. 

1.6. Methodology and Research Design  

In this section I discuss the overall approach of this research project and its design. Of 

particular importance is the section on Terminologies, which is there to avoid possible 

misinterpretation of some of the phrases and titles that are used in this thesis. The 

structure of the case studies is also discussed in detail. 

1.6.1. The Approach 

The approach of this research project is a case study approach. According to Bromley, 

case study approach is a ‘systematic inquiry into an event or a set of related events 

which aims to describe and explain the phenomenon of interest’.206 Although the 

wording of this definition is influenced by one of the earliest disciplines that has used 

case study approach, it can be easily adapted for the purpose of this research. In this 

research project the ‘event’ is the way that the traditional and the Farāhī scholars 

understand and treat a religious rule or a concept. ‘The phenomenon of interest’ would 
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be the methodological features of the Farāhī school of thought that are sought to be 

explored through these case studies. 

Within the context of the case studies, a comparative analysis is used to clearly identify 

and fully understand the approach of the Farāhī school of thought to the subject. 

According to Pickvance two principles define a comparative analysis, ‘an interest in 

the explanatory question of why the observed similarities and differences … exist’ and 

‘reliance on the collection of data … ideally according to a common framework’.207 

In this work I aim to explore and explain the reason for similarities and differences 

between the views of the traditional school of thought and the Farāhī school of thought 

by looking at the root of these differences and similarities in their unique approaches. 

The data that I collect is mostly secondary data that is according to the common 

framework of Islamic religious belief. Therefore based on the above definition, the 

analysis of this work can be labelled as comparative analysis. Based on the 

categorisation of comparative analysis methods by Tilly, the method that is adopted in 

this work can be labelled as ‘Individualising Comparison’. This is when a small 

number of objects are compared ‘in order to grasp the peculiarities of each’.208 

Most of the writings of the scholars of the Farāhī school of thought are in applying 

their approach rather than explaining it. Fundamentals of their differences with the 

traditional scholars have been explained, as discussed above, however this is not 

enough to fully understand how the two schools of thought compare to each other. 

This is where a case study approach is useful. By delving deeply into a number of case 

studies, the opportunity and ground for exploring possible differences and similarities 

between the schools of thought are provided. As Jahansson writes, ‘A case study is 

expected to capture the complexity of a single case’.209 In the process of carrying out 
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each case study, a number of specific methodological features of the Farāhī approach 

to the subject of the case are explored and compared with the traditional approach and 

methodology to the case. At the end of the four case studies these methodological 

features are further studied by looking at some of the other writings of the Farāhī 

scholars. They are then put together like pieces of a puzzle to complete, or nearly 

complete, an understanding of what exactly the Farāhī approach is, and how it is 

compared to the traditional approach. 

By the use of case study approach and comparative analysis, the research questions of 

this work (as listed earlier) are answered, and the objective of the research project is 

met. 

The following four subjects are chosen for the case studies.  

1. Stoning of zānī 

2. Punishment of Apostasy (riddah) 

3. Ḥijāb (head covering) 

4. Belief in the Return of Jesus 

The above case studies are chosen after much deliberation so that each opens a 

different angle to this study. This has been done to maximise the number of 

methodological features that are explored throughout the totality of the case studies. 

The reasons for choosing each case study are explained at the start of the respective 

chapter. In brief, one or more of the following factors were influential in choosing each 

of the above case studies: 

- the determining role of ḥadīth in understanding of the subject among the 

traditional scholars 

- extensive analysis of the Qur’ān by the Farāhī scholars in understanding the 

subject 

- controversial nature of the subject 
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- disagreements among the scholars of the Farāhī approach about the subject 

(this in particular applies to the case studies of ḥijāb and Belief in the Return 

of Jesus.) 

It should be noted that from the above list, the first and the third subject are of a legal 

nature, the second is of a legal nature embodied in matters of belief, and the fourth is 

specifically on matters of belief. This variety was also intended in choosing the above 

subjects. 

1.6.2. Terminologies 

Some of the terminologies used in this thesis need clarification and specification: 

- Approach (when used in expressions like traditional or Farāhī approach) 

The Oxford dictionary has defined the word Approach, as a noun, to be ‘a way of 

dealing with a situation or problem’.210 The word is used for the same meaning here. 

Traditional or Farāhī Approach means the typical way in which the dominant scholars 

of each of the schools of thought deal with a religious situation or concept.   

- School of Thought 

School of thought refers to the body of scholarship that adopts any of the above 

approaches. For example sunnī school of thought refers to the scholarship that uses the 

sunnī approach.  

Throughout this dissertation, starting from the title of this work, the line of scholarship 

that started from Hamiduddin Farahi, was continued by Amin Ahsan Islahi, and is now 

led by Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, is referred to as ‘a school of thought’. There is no agreed 

upon definition on what constitutes a ‘school of thought’.  

Within the Islamic scholarship the question of sources of understanding Islam, and the 

degree of authority given to each source, seems to be a determining factor in 

distinguishing between different approaches and thus referring to them as different 
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schools of thought. In fact, sources like the Encyclopaedia of Islam often use the term 

‘school of thought’ for approaches that have much  less differences with the 

mainstream traditional approach to Islam.211   

Accordingly, the different views on the Qur’ān, sunnah, ḥadīth, and the scope of 

religion as presented earlier in this section, seem to, at least academically, justify 

referring to this line of scholarship as a ‘school of thought’. This is particularly helpful 

for the purpose of ease of reference to this line of scholarship within this dissertation. 

Whether in practice this line of scholarship will remain active, known, and distinctive 

enough to be officially recognised as a school of thought by authorities of Islamic 

scholarship can only be determined in the future. This point is discussed further in the 

Conclusion Chapter. 

- Features vis a vis principles of the Farāhī school of thought or approach 

As discussed earlier, the principles of the Farāhī school of thought are already known 

to interested researchers. These are documented fairly well by the Farāhī scholars 

themselves. These main principles were presented earlier in this chapter. 

What this thesis refers to as the ‘methodological features’ of the Farāhī school of 

thought, is different from the principles of the school of thought. Methodological 

features are those methods that are the outcome of the principles of this school of 

thought. As noted in the list of research questions at the start of this chapter, finding 

and identifying some of these methodological features are the main objectives of this 

work. 

The word ‘feature’ in this context is adopted to imply the exact meaning that the 

Oxford dictionary has given to the word: ‘A distinctive attribute or aspect of 
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something’.212 Within the framework of their methodological principles (explained 

earlier in this chapter), the Farāhī school of thought demonstrates specific attributes 

when it comes to the analysis of the text and evidence. It is these specific attributes 

that I refer to as ‘features’.  

To make it clearer what I mean by this, here I refer to what I would equally label as a 

‘feature’ in both shī‘ah and sunnī schools of thought. In the shī‘ah school of thought, 

there is a degree of caution in rejecting a ḥadīth even if it is technically categorised as 

a weak ḥadīth. In comparison in the sunnī school of thought, if a ḥadīth is technically 

proven to be weak, there is no hesitation in dismissing it. I would refer to these two 

different attributes (cautionary vs. strict) when it comes to a technically weak ḥadīth, 

as some of the features of the shī‘ah and sunnī schools of thought. In another example, 

sunnī commentators of the Qur’ān normally do not entertain the possibility that a verse 

of the Qur’ān may not be in its correct position in the currently available copies of the 

Qur’ān; while shī‘ah commentators occasionally do consider such a possibility. Here 

again we have two attributes in approaching the verses of the Qurān, (accepting the 

textual position versus questioning the textual position) that I would refer to as 

‘features’. 

Within the context of the Farāhī school of thought, similar concept is a matter of 

inquiry here. The attributes that can be seen in the works of the Farāhī scholars in 

approaching the Qur’ān, the ḥadīth, the relationship between the two, and in deriving 

rules and religious concepts from textual sources, are referred to as methodological 

‘features’. Questions such as: ‘How do these scholars resolve apparently conflicting 

messages between a verse of the Qur’ān and an authentic ḥadīth?’, ‘What convinces 

them that a ruling is part of the sharī‘ah?’ or ‘How keen are they in distinguishing or 

merging apparent rulings in the Qur’ān?’, are questions that relate to the 

methodological features of this school of thought. 

These methodological features have not yet been researched in academia. Most of 

them are not even referred to (if noted at all) by Farāhī scholars. Extracting and 

                                                           
212 Oxford Dictionary of English, 180.  



 

67 
 

explaining these methodological features is one of the main contributions of this 

research.  

- Ḥadīth 

In the sections on traditional tafsīr, most of the quoted narrations are not attributed to 

the Prophet, but are in fact exegetical opinions that are attributed to the companions of 

the Prophet, or the followers of the companions. Although there are some scholars who 

use the word ḥadīth only for the narrations that are attributed to the Prophet, the 

majority of scholars consider narrations attributed to the companions and their 

followers to be included in the definition of ḥadīth, and they categorise this kind of 

narration as al-ḥadīth al-ma’qūf (where the source is a companion), and al-ḥadīth al-

maqṭū‘ (where the source is a follower). Nūr al-Dīn al-Muḥammad ‘Atar al-Ḥalabī213 

(b.1937) writes:  

(ḥadīth) in the terminology of the scholars of Islam is ‘what is attributed 

to the Prophet peace and greeting be upon him including words or deed 

or approval or physical or behavioural description’. With this definition 

al-ḥadīth al-ma’qūf does not enter the definition nor does al-maqṭū‘, that 

is what is attributed to the followers (of the companions). This is the 

position of al-Kirmānī and al-Ṭayyibī and those in agreement with them. 

However the vast majority hold that these two types of narrations are 

included in (the title of) ḥadīth…the chosen definition (for ḥadīth) 

therefore is: ‘what is attributed to the Prophet peace and greeting be upon 

him including words or deed or approval or physical or behavioural 

description, or what is attributed to a companion or a follower’.214     

Throughout this dissertation the word ḥadīth is being used for the same inclusive 

definition, as quoted above. Therefore the exegetical opinions attributed to the 

companions of the Prophet and their followers are also referred to as ḥadīth. Where 

the effects of ‘ḥadīth’ on the interpretations are discussed, the same inclusive 

meaning is intended.  

On the other hand, the use of the term ḥadīth in this dissertation within the context 

of the shī‘ī sources, includes narrations that are attributed to the Prophet or the 

                                                           
213 Nūr al-Dīn al-Ḥalabī received his doctorate and the title of ustādh from al-azhar in 1996. He has 
taught the science of ḥadīth in a number of institutes and has written extensively on the subject.  
214 Nūr al-Dīn al-Muḥammad  ‘Atar al-Ḥalabī, Minhaj al-Naqd Fī ‘Ulūm al-Ḥadīth (Damascus  Dār al-
Fikr 1997), vol. 1, 27. 
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shī‘ah imams (not the Prophet). For shī‘ī scholars a ḥadīth originated from a shī‘ah 

imam has the same degree of authority as one which has originated from the 

Prophet.  

- Traditional Approach 

There can be many meanings for the word ‘traditional’ and some may prefer using 

other words like ‘orthodox’ or ‘classical’. In the writings of the Farāhī scholars the 

word traditional has been used to refer to the prevailing and typical thinking of the 

scholars of the Ash‘arī school of thought, who are the dominant school of thought 

among the majority of Muslims who are known as sunnī. The typical overall approach 

that Farāhī scholars refer to when referring to the ‘Ash’arī school of thought is almost 

equally adopted by the shī‘ah school of thought as well. The expression ‘traditional 

approach/scholars’ has also been used by a number of other authors in contrast with 

the Farāhī scholars.215  

 The same terminology is therefore adopted in this thesis to refer to both mainstream 

sunnī and mainstream shī‘ah schools of thought. This is the convention in this work, 

therefore different interpretations of the literal meaning of the word ‘traditional’ that 

might produce other meanings are not intended here. It is fully appreciated that within 

the mainstream sunnī and shī‘ah schools of thought there are variety of methods that 

have resulted in different conclusions. Traditional approach here refers to the totality 

of these methods. Where any of the adopted methods are not in line with the common 

approach of the mainstream school of thought, then by the above convention it cannot 

be labelled as traditional approach in this research work.  

 

                                                           
215 To name a few: Samina Yasmeen, "Democracy for Muslims: Javed Ahmad Ghamidi," in Muslim 

Secular Democracy: Voices from Within, ed. Lily Zubaidah Rahim (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 
108. Hassan, "Islamic Modernist and Reformist Discourse in South Asia," 179. Coeli Fitzpatrick and 
Adam Hani Walker, Muhammad in History, Thought, and Culture: An Encyclopaedia of the Prophet of 
God (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2014), 67. 
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- Farāhī Approach 

It was important to start this thesis with a disclaimer about the above expression. The 

disclaimer has already explained what the above term means and what it does not 

mean.  

Another point that needs explanation is the evolving phase of this school of thought. 

Being in its early stages of growth, the dominant approach of the scholars of the Farāhī 

school of thought to different subjects changes and evolves, as the leading scholar of 

this school of thought changes and takes over from the previous one. What is called as 

the Farāhī approach in this thesis, essentially refers to the way of thinking that was 

initiated by Hamiduddin Farahi, was applied in interpretation of the Qur’ān by Islahi, 

and was further developed and at parts revised by Ghamidi.  

In this writing, where applicable, differences of opinion between these three scholars 

are presented and discussed in order to appreciate and understand the evolution of the 

thinking of the scholars of the Farāhī approach. 

1.6.3. The Procedure of the Case Studies and Their Presentation  

As stated at the start of this chapter, the objective of this work is to compare and 

contrast the Farāhī approach with the traditional shī‘ah and sunnī approaches in 

deriving rules and concepts from the Qur’ān. This is done using a number of case 

studies. It needs to be appreciated that these case studies are used not to gain insights 

into the subject of the case studies, but to achieve the above objective. Accordingly, 

elaboration on the case studies and scope of literature review and analysis of the case 

studies, are focused and specified. 

Given the controversial nature of these case studies, there is a risk of losing the focus, 

forgetting the real objective and getting lost inside the vastness of the subjects. It is 

therefore very important to design a systematic procedure for analysing and presenting 

these cases in order to maintain the focus of the work. 

In order to develop this procedure, it is important to first appreciate that it is not 

possible to use the same style in analysing the traditional and the Farāhī approaches. 
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This is because of the vast difference between the current life cycle stages of 

scholarship between these two approaches.  

The traditional approach has a long history and as a results has been subjected to 

extensive reviews and studies. Many scholars who have contributed to the traditional 

approach have also created opportunities for refinement of the traditional thought by 

filling out the gaps and commenting on each other works. This whole process has been 

ongoing for centuries and has provided a suitable platform to look for any 

inconsistencies and disputed issues in the traditional approach. 

However the Farāhī approach is still a young school of thought. Its history does not 

go back more than a few decades.216 The total number of scholars in this approach is 

not more than a handful. The approach is still in its development and promotion stage. 

This means that the same level of revision and refinement is not yet achieved in this 

approach. Also, most of the works being in Urdu and English, the approach has not 

yet been exposed to the wider Arab scholar community and was therefore less exposed 

to criticism. As stated earlier, even in academic literature, there is not a significant 

work on analysing the approach.  

The above fact has directly influenced the development of the procedure of the case 

studies, which is described here. In this procedure, the approach to the traditional view 

is ‘Diagnostic’ while the approach to the Farāhī view is ‘Review’. The Farāhī 

approach, according to those associated with this approach, was initiated due to the 

recognition of major methodological flaws in the traditional approach. In other words 

the Farāhī scholars are submitting their approach as a better approach compared to the 

traditional ones. In more generic words, this means that a system of thinking has been 

‘diagnosed’ to be defective by another system and that the latter has introduced itself 

as a system that is devoid from these defects.  

Therefore to compare and contrast these two approaches, two important milestones are 

to be reached: 1. to ‘diagnose’ possible controversial issues in the traditional approach 

                                                           
216 Although the scholars of the Farāhī approach maintain that this approach was the original approach 
of understanding Islam as used by early Muslims.    
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that may be seen by the Farāhī approach as ‘defective’ and, 2. to ‘review’ how the 

Farāhī approach has attempted to avoid the so called defects.  

This ‘diagnostic’ versus ‘review’ method shows itself in the structuring and writing of 

the case studies. This means when it comes to the traditional approach, the case study 

focuses on the disputes and possible inconsistencies in this approach; when it comes 

to the Farāhī approach, the case study attempts to see whether this approach has 

rectified these disputes and inconsistencies. Using the Diagnostic and Review attitude, 

as explained above, a comparative critical study of the approaches is carried out.  

Accordingly, the overall approach of the case studies in this work will be from 

diagnosis of the traditional approaches, and a review of the Farāhī approach to 

comparative analysis between the two approaches, which then results in exploring the 

methodological features of the Farāhī approach.  

Based on the above, and after examining a number of possibilities, I found the 

following five step procedure and structure helpful in providing a robust and focused 

analysis and presentation of this work: 

Step 1. Introducing the Case Study: Here a brief on the subject of the case study and 

its importance and relevance for this study is provided. 

Step 2. Contested Aspects of the case study: Most of these controversial issues are 

referred to by the work of non-Muslim researchers and some of the contemporary 

Muslim researchers. Using these works as references, these controversial issues will 

be structured and presented in this section. This is in fact the beginning of the diagnosis 

stage of the case study.  

Step 3. Critical study of the traditional approach in the context of the case study: 

Derived from step 2, a series of questions are raised at the start of this section and 

throughout this step, answers to these questions are sought. The section is presented in 

an objective oriented format rather an extensive descriptive one. Rather than being 

descriptive, the section is structured on the basis of what can be perceived as 

shortcomings or inconsistencies of the traditional approach to the subject of the case 
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study. Both sunnī and shī‘ah traditional views on the subject are presented here, 

primarily by looking at the books of tafsīr and, where it applies, also by looking briefly 

at the fiqhī side of subjects.  

Step 4. Introducing and reviewing the Farāhī approach to the case study: In this 

section, the view of the Farāhī approach to the case study is presented and discussed. 

The section not only explains how the Farāhī approach differs with the traditional one 

(with regard to the subject of the case study), but also looks at the view of the Farāhī 

approach on the subject from a critical point of view. The same questions that were 

answered with regard to the traditional approach in the last step, are answered here 

within the premises of the Farāhī approach. As the result of this review a number of 

inquiries are raised that need clarification and further elaboration by the scholars of 

this approach. This is done via interviews with the leading figure of this approach at 

the time of writing this thesis. The interview is presented and further analysed in this 

section.  

It should be noted that the amount of available writings of Hamiduddin Farahi, Islahi, 

and Ghamidi differ significantly. As discussed earlier in this chapter, most of the 

writings of Hamiduddin Farahi are about his concept of the coherence of the Qur’ān. 

Islahi’s main writing is his nine volumes of Tadabbur-i-Qur’ān; while Ghamidi has a 

variety of writings, and has covered a variety of subjects in those writings. Naturally 

this results in providing more quotes and references from Islahi than Hamiduddin 

Farahi, and more from Ghamidi than Islahi. At the same time, where applicable, the 

differences in views between these three leading scholars of the Farāhī school of 

thought are discussed and elaborated.  

Step 5. Comparative Analysis: In this section, within the context of the case study, the 

Farāhī approach is compared with the traditional approach (where needed, separating 

the sunnī and shī‘ah traditional approaches) in order to find what the crux of difference 

between them is. The strengths, disputes and challenging points within each approach 

are discussed and summarised.  

At the end of the four case studies, in chapter six, the specific methodological features 

of the Farāhī approach that can be derived from the totality of the four case studies 
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are further explored and discussed with further evidences from the writings of the 

Farāhī scholars. 

To allow an unfamiliar reader to promptly appreciate the differences of the views in 

between the Farāhī and the traditional scholars, a statement of their different views is 

added at the start of each case study chapter and is reminded again at the start of the 

summary section of each case study chapter.  

1.6.4. Sources of information 

Traditional approach: 

Since methodologically this research project is in the area of comparative analysis 

using case studies, when it comes to the traditional approach, a representing method is 

chosen. This means that in each of the areas of tafsīr, certain references are used as the 

main pillars of information that are representing the dominating traditional view points 

and arguments. The representation of the traditional view on the case studies is set on 

the basis of these selective sources, that are known as the popularly referred to sources 

in the traditional approach. The representative sources are as follows: 

Books of tafsīr of sunnī scholarship: 

- Jāmi‘ al-Bayān fī Ta’wīl al-Qur’ān by Muḥammad Ibn Jarīr Abū Ja‘far Ṭabarī (d. 

923), famously known as Tafsīr al-Ṭabarī. This is selected as a representative of a 

narration based tafsīr (tafsīr bi’l-riwāyah). As it will be demonstrated throughout 

the case studies, although most of the ḥadīths in the ṭafsir of Ṭabarī are al-ḥadīth 

al-ma’qūf and al-ḥadīth al-maqṭū‘, Ṭabarī  normally relies on these ḥadīths and 

chooses one of these exegetical opinions as his preferred interpretation.  

- Mafātīḥ al-Ghayb, known as al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr by Abū ‘Abdullāḥ Muḥammad Ibn 

‘Umar Ibn al-Ḥussain, Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzī (d. 1209). This is selected as a 

representative of an opinion based tafsīr (tafsīr bi’l-ra’y). 

-  al-Tafsīr al-Munīr fi al-Aqīdah wa’l-Sharī‘ah wa’l-Minḥaj by Wahbah Ibn al-

Muṣtafā Zuḥaylī (d. 2015). This is selected as a representative of the contemporary 

traditional based tafsīr. 
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Books of tafsīr of the shī‘ah scholarship: 

- Tafsīr al-Qumī by ‘Alī Ibn Ibrāḥīm al-Qumī (d. 919) which is known as one of the 

earliest tafsīrs of shī‘ah based on narration. 

- Majma‘ al-Bayān fī Tafsīr al-Qur’ān by Faḍl Ibn Ḥassan Ṭabarsī (d. 1153). This is 

considered as a reference tafsīr among the traditional books of tafsīr of the shī‘ah 

scholarship.  

- al-Mizān fī Tafsīr al-Qur’ān by Muḥammad Ḥussain Ṭabāṭabāyī (d. 1981), 

considered to be a comprehensive reference and (relatively) a contemporary source 

of tafsīr, and one that is believed to be very much influenced by the al-Tafsīr al-

Kabīr of Rāzī. 

As for the books of fiqh, since there is very little disagreement on the religious rulings 

within each of the jurisprudential schools of thought, a variety of sources have been 

used as convenient. These sources represent the dominating view of each 

jurisprudential school of thought while also reveal possible disagreements within each 

school. Where needed, books of comparative fiqh are also consulted.  

Farāhī approach: 

The main sources of the Farāhī approach comprise the writings of the main three 

scholars of this approach, namely Hamiduddin Farahi, Amin Ahsan Islahi and Javed 

Ahmad Ghamidi. Amongst these, are the most important books of these authors that 

are treated as a reference by the scholars of this approach. These are the books authored 

by Hamiduddin Farahi on the subject of interpretation of the Qur’ān, the tafsīr of 

Tadabbur-i-Qur’ān by Islahi, and the books Mizān, Bayān and Burhān by Ghamidi. 

With the exception of some of the writings of Hamiduddin Farahi that are in Arabic, 

other writings of these scholars are originally in Urdu; some of these are translated into 

English. I used the English and Arabic writing directly and also started learning some 

Urdu in the process of this research in order to understand most of the sources in Urdu, 
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although where needed I also sought assistance in translating some of the Urdu 

passages.  

Apart from the above, writings of other scholars of the Farāhī approach who are 

practically the students of Ghamidi are also consulted. Most of these writings are in 

English and they are typically only available online. Therefore to make sure of a 

reasonable utilisation of what is available, those writings of the scholars of this 

approach that have only appeared in their websites are also referred to. Without these, 

a good proportion of the knowledge about the Farāhī approach would have been 

missing, in particular that which was expressed by the younger generation of this 

approach.  

The Interviews: 

As explained in the previous section, each case study resulted in a number of questions 

about the Farāhī approach to that subject, answers to which could not be found in any 

of the writings of the scholars of this approach. To get the answer of the Farāhī 

approach to these questions, the current leader of the approach, Javed Ahmad Ghamidi 

was interviewed.  

These interviews took place in Malaysia where Ghamidi resides (at the time of writing 

this). Ghamidi in principle provided his responses in Urdu while at times he would 

converse in English. Where the response was given in Urdu, they were interpreted to 

English live by Shehzad Saleem, one of the students of Ghamidi. Since Ghamidi has a 

good command of English,217 he would correct any wrong or inaccurate 

interpretations. 

The interviews were recorded to assure accurate reporting. Where follow up questions 

or request for further clarification emerged later, these were discussed and clarified in 

a latter opportunity via Skype. 

                                                           
217 although Ghamidi’s English is fine, he prefers to converse in Urdu when it comes to religious 
discussions. He has never formally talked or written about Islam in any language other than Urdu. 
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Further, in order to better understand the view of the new generation of the Farāhī 

approach about their school of thought, Shehzad Saleem was interviewed by writing, 

at the end of this research project. This interview was based on four non-technical 

questions that I thought could shed more light on the Farāhī school of thought, in 

particular, their future. Shehzad Saleem was chosen not only because he is amongst 

the younger scholars of the Farāhī school of thought, but also due to the fact that he is 

the closest student of Ghamidi, who has translated most of his writings into English, 

has regular interaction with him, and is (at the time of this writing) the Secretary 

General of Al-Mawrid.   

1.7. The Structure of the Thesis 

In this chapter I presented a brief on the background and socio-political circumstances 

in which the leading figure of the Farāhī school of thought (i.e. Hamiduddin Farahi 

himself) emerged. I continued with discussing the same for the latter two leading 

figures of this school of thought, Islahi and Ghamidi. I then presented a brief on 

tradition of tafsīr as well as contemporary thoughts on the tafsīr, including some 

modern theories. This was followed by the discussion of the principles of the Farāhī 

school of thought, in particular their concept of naẓm in the Qur’ān. The approach and 

the design of the work were discussed next, followed by a brief on the format of the 

thesis. This chapter is followed by four case studies (chapters two to five). These make 

the main body of the thesis:  

Chapter two looks at the case study of stoning and illustrates a very complex process 

of thinking that the traditional scholars have developed to reach this ruling. The chapter 

reveals that the Farāhī scholars approach to this ruling is also not that straightforward, 

although apparently less complex than the traditional one. 

In Chapter Three the case study of apostasy is presented. This case study reveals one 

of the main concepts of the Farāhī approach, which is the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah. 

It is due to this concept that Farāhī scholars do not consider the punishment for the 

apostates at the time of the Prophet and the companions to be applicable in the era 

after. The chapter looks at this concept in detail. 
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Chapter Four is devoted to one of the most controversial views of the Farāhī school 

of thought that is ḥijāb. Ghamidi and his students consider ḥijāb to be highly 

recommended for women but not an obligation, unless embellishment is used on the 

hair. Interestingly enough the view is not shared by Ghamidi’s teacher, Islahi, who is 

adamant that ḥījāb is an obligation. Ghamidi’s view is discussed in this chapter and is 

compared with the traditional one as well as the view of his own teacher. 

Chapter Five covers the concept of the Return of Jesus. This again is one of those 

subjects in which the view of Ghamidi and his students are different from the view of 

Islahi. Although it is argued that these two different views are resulted from a same 

approach that is still different from the traditional approach. The format of this chapter 

is slightly different from the last three chapters, in that, obviously there is no section 

on fiqh in this chapter. 

All the above chapters follow the five steps that were described earlier. These are then 

followed by Chapter Six, The Methodological Features of the Farāhī School of 

Thought. In this chapter I am putting together all the evidence that was derived from 

the case studies to further extract and explore the methodological features of the 

Farāhī approach based on them. Twelve features are extracted from the case studies 

and these are further substantiated as the methodological features of the Farāhī school 

of thought by looking at more evidence of them in other writings of the Farāhī 

scholars. These features are critically reviewed and their strengths and possible 

challenging issues are discussed. This chapter ends with reporting an interview with 

one of the key scholars of the younger generation of the Farāhī school of thought.  

The thesis ends with Conclusion Chapter. In this chapter I summarise the findings, 

reiterate the research questions, and provide answers to them. This is followed by 

positioning the Farāhī school of thought in comparison with the contemporary 

thoughts on the Qur’ān. In this chapter I have also proposed topics for follow-up 

research. The chapter ends by presenting my overall evaluation of the Farāhī approach 

and the challenges that they may face in near future. 
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Chapter 2: The Case Study of Stoning  

‘The dominating view among the traditional scholars is that an adulterer is to 

be stoned. The Farāhī scholars consider stoning to be a punishment for a 

different crime and consider flogging to be the only punishment for the crime 

of adultery or fornication per se.’   

2.1. Introducing the Case Study 

Stoning here refers to the Islamic punishment of rajm (رجم) which according to the 

vast majority of the scholars of Islam, khawārij being one of the exceptions, is 

prescribed by the sharī‘ah for an adulterer.218 There seems to be no major difference 

of opinion about this amongst the mainstream jurists of Islam including both sunnī and 

shī‘ī scholars219 although as it will be discussed, the reasoning and specifications are 

varied. 

 The stoning punishment is part of the criminal law of a few countries,220 and has been 

practiced occasionally, but intensely in some cases.221 The issue therefore has become 

a matter of huge debate and argument in both media and academia. While the legal 

authorities of the states that carry out this punishment consider it fully legitimate and 

in accordance to the penal law of Islam, there are other religious scholars that have 

reservations or objections about the punishment for different reasons (as will be 

discussed later in this chapter). There are also secular or non-Islamic personalities and 

                                                           
218 The words ‘adulterer’ and ‘fornicator’ are used here to refer to their generally acceptable technical 
meanings, that is, voluntary sexual intercourse out of wedlock when the person is married (i.e. 
adulterer) or unmarried (i.e. fornicator). Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary. I will use the Arabic 
words Zinā and zānī (respectively noun and active participle) to refer to the same act and same person 
in an abstract way (i.e. disregard of marital status). Also, when I use the word ‘adulterer’ I refer to its 
abstract meaning disregard of the gender. Only when the word ‘adulterer’ is used Vis a Vis ‘adulteress’ 
then the gender specification is intended.  
219 Wahbah Muṣṭafā al-Zuḥaylī, al-Fiqh al-Islāmī Wa-Adillatuh (Damascus Dār al-Fikr al-Mu‘āṣir, 2005), 
vol. 7, 5364. 
220 These are Iran, Sudan and United Arab Emirates. Stoning was also part of the penal law of Pakistan 
judiciary system until recently and it has been practiced in Iraqi and Nigerian communities. Rochelle 
Terman, "The Stop Stoning Forever Campaign: A Report," in Women Living Under Muslim Laws 
(London November, 2007). 
221 Azman bin Mohd Noor, "Stoning for Adultery in Christianity and Islam and Its Implementation in 
Contemporary Muslim Societies," Intellectual Discourse 18, no. 1 (2010): 108-10.  
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organisations that consider the practice barbaric and against human law, and try their 

best to put the states that carry it out under pressure to stop it.222 

The above, however, is not the main reason that this topic has been chosen as the first 

case study for this research project. The most interesting thing about this topic is that 

it has a potential to reveal, in rather good clarity, the importance of the relationship 

between ḥadīth and the Qur’ān, and how different views about this relationship can 

drastically change the way that a religious law is derived and understood. This case 

study is therefore selected to compare the Farāhī approach and the traditional approach 

when it comes to the relationship between the Qur’ān and the ḥadīth. The case study 

also reveals how the Farāhī scholars reconcile in between apparently conflicting 

evidences and how this is compared with the traditional approach. 

2.2. Contested Areas of the Subject of Stoning 

In this section some of the contemporary views on stoning will be discussed which 

will help to explore some of the contested areas of the subject of stoning, and to prepare 

for the discussion on the primary scholarly works in the next sections. This is the start 

of the diagnosis stage of this case study. 

As stated above, there seems to be a general view among the scholars of the 

mainstream Muslims (shī‘ah and sunnī) that stoning is the divine law for punishment 

of adultery. This is while there is no explicit or implicit verse of the Qur’ān, as we 

know it223 that the jurists would use as an indication of this understanding.224 In fact 

the only punishment for zinā that is mentioned in the Qur’ān (24:2) is flogging, 

however traditionally this is specified to be only for fornication and not for adultery.225    

                                                           
222 For instance see Rochelle Terman and Mufuliat Fijabi, Stoning Is Not Our Culture: A Comparative 
Analysis of Human Rights and Religious Discourses in Iran and Nigeria, The Global Campaign to Stop 
Killing and Stoning Women (March, 2010).  
223 The expression ‘as we know it’ is purposefully inserted here, since there are views among the sunnī 
school of thought, as will be discussed later, that there was in fact a verse directly instructing stoning 
that was later dropped from the Qur’an.  
224 In fact it is arguable that in the whole Qur’an the word rajm and its derivatives have been used in 
meanings other than stoning. The famous contemporary shī‘ī scholar Ahmad Ghabel has discussed this 
in detail on his personal website (ghabel.blogspot.com/2011/03/blog-post_19.html), last accessed: 
12.12.14.  
225 Christie S. Warren, Islamic Criminal Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 6. 
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Meleveetil Muḥammad Akbar,226 while admitting that the Qur’ān is not prescribing 

stoning as punishment, also asserts that there can be no doubt about the divine nature 

of this punishment since it has come to us through reliable sources. He writes: 

It is evident that the Prophet had, during his rule, prescribed stoning to 

death in four such cases. … The command to kill adulterer by stoning is 

reported by almost all books of ḥadīth … Thus there is no difference of 

opinion amongst Muslim scholars over the issue that married adulterers 

must be stoned to death. This is so even without such a punishment being 

mentioned in the Qur’ān because it has been confirmed by the ḥadīth 

which are of a genuine, and accepted, nature.227  

Akbar’s comment above is a typical one that is based on a view that is in common in 

between the traditional sunnī and shī‘ī scholars, that is, beside the Qur’ān, ḥadīth too 

is a source of deriving rules and directives. The comment that ‘there is no difference 

of opinion amongst Muslim scholars’ over the issue of stoning is a bit of an 

exaggeration. Disagreements are discussed later in this chapter.  

It is however interesting to note that even among the majority of scholars who agree 

with the punishment of stoning, there is little agreement on the exact basis of this 

punishment. While Akbar brings up the ḥadīth as the reason (as many others do), there 

are other explanations as well.  

Qasmi argues that the instruction to stoning is in fact in the Qur’ān, but that only the 

Prophet as the best interpreter of the Qur’ān could understand it. He writes: 

 

Though the Qur’ān does not explicitly mention the punishment of stoning 

to death it does indicate it in a subtle manner which the Holy Prophet 

understood and enforced.228  

                                                           
226 Meleveetil Muḥammad Akbar is the founder and director of Niche of Truth, an Islamic missionary 
organisation based in Kerala and the editor of Sneha Samvadam magazine published in India. 
227 Meleveetil Muḥammad Akbar, Authenticity of the Qur’an, trans. Biju Abdul Quadir (Kochi: Niche of 
Truth, 2002), 240. 
228 A. H. Ghasmi, International Encyclopaedia of Islam (New Delhi: Isha Books, 2006), 288. Qasmi 
however appears to be more cautious (than Akbar) when commenting on the vastness of the 
agreement on stoning and writes that a ‘majority’ (not all) of theologians agree on stoning. 
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Noticing this disagreement about the basis of accepting stoning as a punishment, 

Burton quotes two views about the way that stoning came into Islamic penal law. 

These are ‘ḥadīth’ and ‘Jewish law’. He points out that Mālik has in fact organised 

three sections for ruling on adultery to accommodate all the sources that are apparently 

instructing stoning, and these are ḥadīth, sunnah and the Old Testament.   

Burton ends his discussion with an interesting opinion, that is, stoning came to Islam 

because of the influence of Jews, and he argues that Christians could have had an equal 

influence on the issue which would have resulted in a totally different law.229  

It is interesting that Abū Zahrah (d. 1974), a contemporary authority of Islamic 

jurisprudence in al-Azhar, in a way has the same view as the above mentioned one, 

but not with the same conclusion. He conservatively admits that the textual evidence 

for stoning is not that strong, but then argues that this was in fact a Jewish law that 

continues to be valid for Muslims as well.230  

One of the controversial textual evidence for the ruling of stoning is the alleged verse 

of the Qur’ān on stoning that according to the ḥadīth of ‘Umar was part of the Qur’ān. 

A detailed discussion of this is included in the section on fiqh later in this chapter, 

Section 2.3.2. Here it is interesting to review the views of some of the contemporary 

researchers on this subject.  

Fernhout, when arguing for the integrity of Zayd in his work of collecting the Qur’ān 

refers to the report that says Zayd did not accept the verse of stoning from ‘Umar, 

although he was the khalīfa, because no one else could witness to that.231  

                                                           
229 This refers to Jesus saving an adulteres from stoning. John Burton, "Law and Exegesis: The Penalty 
for Adultery in Islam," in Approaches to the Qur’ān, ed. G. R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef 
(Oxon: Routledge, 1993), 275.  
230 Muḥammad Abū Zahrah, al-Jarīma Wa'l-‘Uqūba Fi al-Fiqh al-Islāmī (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabī, 
1998), 101-4. 
231 Rein Fernhout, Canonical Texts: Bearers of Absolute Authority : Bible, Koran, Veda, Tipitaka 

(Amsterdam: Encounter, 1944), 63. 
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Contemporary Pakistani Muslim scholar Israr Ahmad Khan questions the style of the 

alleged verse of stoning, and argues that its literacy level is nothing compared to the 

eloquent language of the Qur’ān. He further writes: 

Do the word Old Man and Old Woman necessarily mean married man 

and woman? The Qur’ān never uses a word to convey a message that 

may not be inherent therein. To do so is against the concept of the 

Qur’ān’s eloquence.232  

Similarly Dutton, after referring to the basis of Mālik’s acceptance of the punishment 

of stoning argues that Mālik’s basis was essentially sunnah, and that he refers to the 

alleged verse of stoning only to answer possible objections about the fact that such 

directive is not in the Qur’ān.233 John Burton, referring to the alleged verse of stoning, 

calls the whole idea of abrogation of recitation but validation of instruction, ‘fashioned 

by the dictates of Islamic legal science’.234  

Uncertainty about the exact source of stoning is what Sanaz Alasti, Iranian born 

professor of criminal law in Lamar University, considers to be the weakest point of the 

ruling of stoning.235 She therefore writes:   

While the human rights’ argument is an important one, this paper argues that 

the only means of affecting permanent change in Islamic adultery laws is 

through vigorous Islamic dialogue over the proper interpretation and 

application of these laws in the sharī‘ah. Close analysis of the complexities 

and contradictions of these laws, combined with a proper reform 

methodology of the sharī‘ah, entails an end to what is an archaic and grossly 

misapplied practice. 236 

Alasti counts the legal conditions that Islamic law has introduced as conditions before 

being able to punish an adulterer with stoning. She then argues that the majority of the 

                                                           
232 Israr Ahmad Khan, Authentication of Hadith, Redefining the Criteria (London: International Institute 

of Islamic Thought, 2010), 105. 
233 Yasin Dutton, The Origins of Islamic Law: The Qur'an, the Muwatta' and Madinan Amal (Culture 

and Civilization in the Middle East), Culture and Civilization in the Middle East (London: Routledge, 
2002), 123. 
234 John Burton, The Collection of the Qur'an (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 134. 
235 alasti argues for rebuilding criminal justice system, with eliminating capital punishment being the 
first step.  
236 Sanaz Alasti, "Comparative Study of Stoning Punishment in the Religions of Islam and Judaism," 
Justice Policy Journal 4, no. 1 (2007): 28. 
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past and present jurists of Islam (especially shī‘ī jurists) are of the opinion that these 

conditions ‘are nearly impossible to re-establish’.237  

Among the contemporary religious or religious/political figures and intellectuals, there 

have been a number of noticeable attempts to permanently cancel the law of stoning.  

Cherif Bassiouni argues that stoning was carried out by the Prophet only in the latter 

time of the advent of Islam, and that in the earlier days of Islam there were no signs of 

it. He then poses an interesting question: 

Whether the sunnah could not be interpreted in the light of earlier practices 

and other sayings of the Prophet, as well as the spirit of his sayings.238  

He admits that this kind of interpretation will be considered as heretic by orthodox 

Muslims, but he also points out that in the approaches of some of the jurists of the past 

and sometimes the shī‘ī jurists, this view can find some support.   

The punishment of stoning is also seen as a clear oppression against women. Haideh 

Moghissi, (b. 1944), founder of the Iranian National Union for Women, explains the 

real motivation behind entering stoning in the penal law to be: 

… part and parcel of a value system, promoted by the fundamentalists, 

which sees women and their bodies as possessions of men. 239 

Moghissi argues that while in principle the rule of stoning applies to both men and 

women, practically it has been mostly women who have been subjected to it in the 

Islamic countries that carry out this punishment. 

Among the contemporary shī‘ī scholars, Mousavi Bojnordi (b. 1943) stresses the literal 

aspect of the verse of the Qur’ān about the punishment for adultery, and says that since 

the word al-zānī starts with ‘al’ which is to denote the genus of something,240 it is 

                                                           
237 Ibid., 28. 
238 Cherif Bassiouni, "Crime and Punishment in Islam," in The Different Aspects of Islamic Culture: The 
Individual and Society in Islam, ed. Abdelwahab Bouhdiba and Ma'ruf Al Dawalibi (Paris: Unesco 
Publishing, 1998), 306. 
239 Haideh Moghissi, Feminism and Islamic Fundamentalism (London: Zed Press, 1999), 110.  
240 alif Lām Jins (الف الم جنس) refers to one of the functions of alif Lām at the start of a word, whereby 
it refers to the genus of a thing in general, rather than a specific form or kind of that thing. 
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therefore not possible to argue that this is only about a particular group of zānīs (i.e. 

unmarried ones). He also argues that it is not within the style of the Qur’ān to mention 

the lighter punishment and to leave the harsher one to Sunnah.241   

Jamileh Kadivar (b. 1963), a female shī‘ī politician and writer,  reports a story from 

Mousavi Bojnordi who indicates that Khomeini, the leader of the Iranian revolution, 

instructed to stop stoning in order to avoid a bad reputation for Islam and Muslims. 

Kadivar reports the same concern and the same view from Hussein-Ali Montazeri, a 

contemporary shī‘ī scholar. Montazeri, as his student Mohsen Kadivar reports from 

his private correspondence with him, goes even further, and says that the penal law is 

very much depending on the cultural and traditional conditions of societies, and that if 

a law is thought to have more negative impacts than direct good effects in a society, 

then it needs to be adapted as appropriate.242  

A practically similar but theoretically different view is given by another contemporary 

shī‘ī scholar, and an expert in Islamic philosophy, Muhaqqiq Damad. His view is based 

on an interesting principle:  

There are conditions for implementing these kinds of punishments, the 

condition for stoning and other Islamic punishment is to have a holy society 

under the management of an infallible person who himself is holy. This is to 

make sure about not making any errors. In this way the criminal himself will 

ask to be punished so to avoid the punishment of hell243 … Many of the great 

researchers (among shī‘ī) including Muḥaqqiq Ḥillī and some of the great 

scholars of our time like Ayatullah Khansari did not allow these punishments 

at the time of the absence of the infallible Imam (of shī‘ī).244 

The underlying principle here is that having a perfect religious society is the 

prerequisite of implementing the penal law of Islam and that such society never 

                                                           
241 Muhammad Mousavi Bojnordi, "Musahebe Darbareye Sangsar. (Interview on Stoning)," Sharq, 7 
Murdad 1386 HS. 
242 Jamileh Kadivar, "Sangsar, Islam Wa Dorane Mo'aser (Stoning Islam and Contemporary Era)," The 
Feminist School, http://www.feministschool.com/spip.php?article5472. Last Accessed: 12.01.15 
243 Muhaqqiq Damad is referring here to the cases at the time of the Prophet and companions where 
many times criminals would insist in being punished while the ruler was reluctant about it. 
244 Bojnordi, "Musahebe Darbareye Sangsar. (Interview on Stoning)." 
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materialises unless it is guided directly by a divinely supported infallible religious 

leader.  

The feqhī view of a famous contemporary shī‘ī scholar, Ahmad Ghabel (d. 2012),245 

on stoning will be discussed in Section 2.3.2.  

***** 

The aim of the above section was to explore some of the contested areas surrounding 

the subject of stoning.  The main issue that has been brought up by many of the 

contemporary authors seem to be the origins of the directive of stoning in religious 

sources. Given that the Qur’ān does not contain any references to the punishment of 

stoning and in fact apparently prescribed a different punishment for zinā, there are 

different, and often conflicting views about the sources of stoning.  

While according to some, this is the interpretation of the Prophet from the Qur’ān, 

according to others this is based on ḥadīth. Others have the view that this is the Jewish 

law that has been kept in Islam, while there is a view that this was the Jewish law 

imposed on Islam. Yet another view is that a verse on stoning was in fact in the Qur’ān 

but was later dropped from it.  

Another issue that was raised was that whether in practice, the punishment of stoning 

should be implemented. Some of those scholars and authors who hold that stoning was 

part of the Islamic law have a view that despite this, it cannot be implemented at our 

time, as it needs certain conditions to be in place. In particular some of the shī‘ī 

scholars consider it to be a ruling that only applies at the time of an infallible shī‘ah 

Imam.  

On the basis of the above review, three questions can be formulated to bring some 

focus to the next section where the approach of traditional scholars to the subject of 

stoning is reviewed: 

                                                           
245 Ahmad Ghabel sadly passed away at the time of writing this. He was a shī‘ī Iranian scholar with 
expertise in jurisprudence. He started an intellectual movement in the scholarship of jurisprudience 
that he referred to as sharī‘ati-aqlānī (rational sharhī‘ah).   
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1. How are the verses related to punishment for zinā linked to each other in the 

selected traditional commentators of the Qur’ān? 

2. How do the traditional commentators reconcile the verse that specifies 

flogging for zinā with the reports of stoning? 

3. In the selected books of tafsīr, to what extent is the alleged verse of stoning 

being discussed to reason for the ruling of stoning? 

Same questions are answered later in this chapter when the Farāhī approach to the 

concept of stoning is reviewed. 

2.3. Critical Review of the Traditional Approach to ‘Stoning’ 

This is now an appropriate point to take this diagnostic inquiry to the context of the 

traditional approach to stoning. This is done through studying and exploring the 

selected tafsīr sources to understand and discuss how traditional scholars have 

approached the issue and how and on what basis they have formed their views on the 

subject. This will provide the appropriate foundation to investigate and compare the 

approach of the Farāhī scholars with that of the traditional shī‘ī and sunnī scholars. 

As appropriate, relevant contemporary views are also integrated into this section. 

The discussion starts with the books of tafsīr and proceeds to a brief review of fiqh of 

stoning. The review aims to point out the main premises of the traditional approach to 

the concept of stoning, and to study any disputes or inconsistencies in the approach. In 

particular the three questions raised in the last section are answered in this review. 

2.3.1. Punishment of Zinā in the Qur’ān    

The punishment of zinā has been directly referred to in two places in the Qur’ān (4:15, 

16 and 24:2).246 According to the majority of the scholars these verses are related to 

each other. Therefore it is best to look at these verses together: 

                                                           
246 There is also another verse, (5:41), that according to many scholars indirectly refers to the 
punishment for adultery however, since it is in the context of the Jewish law, it is not directly related 
to this comparative study and is therefore not discussed. Also verse 24:3 gives a social punishment for 
zānī however since this does not directly relate to the punishment of stoning, it is not included in this 
review. 
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Verse 4:15, 16 and 24:2 are as follows: 

تِي يَأْتِيَن اْلفَاِحَشةَ ِمْن نَِسائُِكْم فَاْستَْشِهُدوا َعلَْيِهنا أَْربََعةً ِمْنُكْم ۖ فَإِْن َشِهُدوا فَأَْمسِ   فِي ُكهُُنا َوالَّلا

  لَهُنا َسبِيًَّل اْلبُيُهِت َحتاٰى يَتََهفااُُنا اْلَمْهُت أَْو يَْجَعَل هللا 

  ابًا َرِحيًماَواللاَذاِن يَأْتِيَانِهَا ِمْنُكْم فَآُذوَُُما ۖ فَإِْن تَابَا َوأَْصلََحا فَأَْعِرُضها َعْنهَُما ۗ إِنا هللاَ َكاَن تَها 

And those of your women who commit indecency, let four among you 

testify to their act. If they testified then confine them to houses until they 

die, or until God provides a (different) way (of treatment) for them. 

And those two people who commit it (i.e. indecency), chastise them. If 

they repent and reform, let them go. God is All-forgiving and All-

merciful. (4:15, 16) 

 

انِي فَاْجلُِدوا ُكلا َواِحٍد ِمْنهَُما ِمائَةَ َجْلَدٍة ۖ َوََل تَأُْخْذُكْم بِِهَما َرْأفَةٌ فِي ِدينِ  انِيَةُ َوالزا هللا إِْن ُكْنتُْم  الزا

 تُْؤِمنُهَن بِاهلل َواْليَْهِم اْْلِخِر ۖ َوْليَْشهَْد َعَذابَهَُما طَائِفَةٌ ِمَن اْلُمْؤِمنِينَ 

Flog the male and female zānī with a hundred lashes each. And let not 

pity for them overcome you in (implementing the law of) the religion of 

God if you have faith in God and the Day of Judgment. And let a group 

of believers witness their punishment. (24:2) 

Looking at the above verses, the immediate observation is that there are no explicit 

references to stoning. Not only that, the verses are prescribing a punishment other than 

stoning for a zānī.  

Being the first case study of this thesis, it is worth reiterating that (as discussed in 

Section 1.6.4) the books of tafsīr that are looked at for this study are Tafsīr al-Ṭabarī, 

al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr and al-Tafsīr al-Munīr from the sunnī school of thought, and Tafsīr 

al-Qumī, Majma‘ al-Bayān and al-Mīzān from the shī‘ah school of thought.247  

2.3.1.1 Selected Tafsīrs by the Sunnī Scholars 

Debatable Verses 4:15 and 4:16  

                                                           
247 Refer to section 1.4.4. to see the list of the selected tafsīrs and the basis for their selection. 



 

89 
 

Understanding of verses 4:15 (those of your women who commit indecency …) and 

4:16 (those two people who commit it …) is influential in understanding the verse 

of flogging, 24:2, (Flog the male and female zānī …). In interpreting verse 4:16 

there seems to be some uncertainty among the commentators about the meaning of 

‘alladhāni’ (i.e. those two) at the start of the verse. Literally this is a pronoun used 

for two males or for a male and a female. This uncertainty has prompted some of 

the authors of the tafsīrs to make some differentiations between the subject of this 

verse and the verse before, which will then affect their understanding of how these 

verses relate to verse of flogging (24:2). It is interesting to look at this in more 

detail as it seems like the issue of stoning versus flogging is also based on 

differentiating between the types of zanī. Also many of these speculations seem to 

be motivated by the attempt to explain later directives and views on flogging and 

stoning without falling into too much conflict. It is therefore interesting to see the 

extent of this speculation, and to compare it with the view of the Farāhī scholars 

on the subject.   

A number of possibilities are discussed in the studied books of tafsīr of sunnīs. These 

range from considering the two verses to be about same sex relations, 4:15 being about 

adultery, and 4:16 being about fornication, 4:15 being about females, and 4:16 about 

males; 4:15 being a follow up punishment for 4:16,248 and 4:16 being for situations 

where four witnesses are not available.  

Ṭabarī prefers the second view (adultery vs. fornication). He makes an argument based 

on the style of Arabic language in using propositions to support his view. He further 

argues that since the punishment that is prescribed in verse 4:15 (confinement in 

houses till their death) is more severe than the punishment prescribed in 4:16 

(chastising), therefore 4:15 (those of your women who commit indecency) is for 

married (females), and 4:16 (those two people who commit it) is for unmarried males 

and females. He adds that when these two punishments later became abrogated, the 

                                                           
248 with the understanding that 4:15 was revealed after 4:16 
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same logic followed, that is, punishment of married person (stoning) was more severe 

than the punishment for a single person (flogging).249   

The argument of Ṭabarī to rule out the possibility of 4:16 being about two men sounds 

reasonable. However it is not entirely clear that how, in his view, 4:15 and 4:16 are for 

two different types of zānīs. Another point that seems to be totally missing in Ṭabarī’s 

interpretation is that given that the pronoun of verse 4:15 is a female pronoun, what, 

in his view, will the punishment be for a male fornicator (given that verse 4:16 

according to this interpretation is for adulterer and adulteress).  

Rāzī writes that if the first view (same sex relations) cannot be accepted then among 

others, the view that considers 4:15 to be for female zānī, and 4:16 to be for male zānī, 

is the best one, although he also makes comments that shows his possible inclination 

to the views of the Mu‘tazila (i.e. same sex relation) on this issue, as is discussed later 

in this section.250  

The inclination of Rāzī towards the same sex interpretation of verses 4:15, 4:16 seems 

to be at odds with the views of the most of the other classical commentators, including 

that of Ṭabarī’s as pointed above. Khaled El-Rouayheb (b. 1970), professor of Islamic 

intellectual history in Harvard University,  refers to classical interpretations of these 

verses and comments that these verses are not usually used by Islamic scholars as 

punishment for homosexuality. He writes that even ḥanafīs who are very peculiar 

about punishment for homosexuality, have interpreted these verses to be about 

different genders. He further notes that those who did believe in the interpretation of 

homosexuality also believed that the punishments for zinā abrogated these verses as 

well.251 

                                                           
249Muḥammad Ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, Jāmi‘ al-Bayān Fi Ta’wīl al-Qur’ān (Damascus: Mu’assisah al-Risālah 
2000), vol. 8, 73-87.  
250 Muḥammad Ibn ‘Umar Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Mafātīḥ al-Ghayb, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr   (Beirut: Dar al-Iḥya 
al-Turāth al-‘Arabī, 1420), vol. 9, 527-31   
251 Khaled El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, 1500-1800 (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2009), 122. 
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As a contemporary commentator of the Qur’ān, Zuḥaylī has expressed a view similar 

to what Ṭabarī prefers, meaning, verse 4:15 is about adultery while 4:16 is about 

fornication.252 

There are however contemporary views that attempt to separate the agenda of verses 

4:15, 16 from that of 24:2. Among them is Simon Abram who considers 4:15 (those 

of your women who commit indecency …) to be irrelevant to the crime of zinā as far 

as its punishment is concern. He argues that since 24:2 (Flog the male and female zānī 

…) already has given the punishment for zinā therefore the punishment mentioned here 

cannot be for the same crime. He concludes that the punishment here is in fact for 

immodest acts that if not constrained will result in zinā.253 

Diana Owen also makes similar conclusion by referring to Yusuf Ali’s translation 

where the crime in 4:15 is interpreted as ‘unnatural crimes’. She interprets this to be 

homosexuality.254 

Overall it seems like the prepositions in verses 4:15 and 4:16 have created confusion 

amongst the authors of the books of tafsīr, which has resulted in an ongoing attempt 

for revisiting these verses by contemporary scholars. One of the main reasons for this 

confusion seems to be the difficulty in relating these verses to the verse 24:2. This 

difficulty itself is due to the heavy reliance of most of these books of tafsīr on ḥadīth 

and the argument of ijmā’. It seems like the interpretations of the verses of 4:15 and 

4:16 are, in a way, back-projected to become in line with ḥadīth, and the rulings that 

have been agreed upon by the majority of traditional scholars. 

Finding a Basis for Stoning 

William Phipps argues that since verse 4:15 (those of your women who commit 

indecency …) is in conflict with verse 24:2 (Flog the male and female zānī …) this 

                                                           
252 Wahbah Muṣṭafā al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr Fi al-‘Aqīdah Wa'l-Sharī‘Ah Wa'l-Minhaj (Damascus: 
Dār al-Fikr al-Mu‘āṣir, 1418 AH), vol. 4, 290.  
253 Simon Abram, Islamic Sharia Law: Qur’anic Law  (Kindle Version: Douglas  Chick, 2012), 350. 
254 Diana L. Owen, "The Qur’an, the Hadith and Women," in Voices Behind the Veil: The World of Islam 
through the Eyes of Women, ed. Ergun Mehmet Caner (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2003), 83. 
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prompted early Muslim tradition to consider 24:2 to be specifically for fornication and 

not adultery.255  

Contrary to the above view, Mohamed Charfi (d. 2008), Tunisian born academic and 

politician, does not see difference of subject between the verses under discussion. 

Referring to Sadok Mazigh’s translation, he considers the verse of 4:15 to be for 

women who offend against their virtue, 4:16 to be on immoral acts and finally 24:2 

referring to adultery.  The three verses therefore are complementary in his view.256  

However, despite the above possibilities, traditional scholars seem to have based their 

reasoning mostly on ḥadīth and ijmā‘. Ṭabarī narrates seventeen ḥadīths257 all 

indicating that verse 4:15 (those of your women who commit indecency …) was 

abrogated or followed by a later instruction of a physical punishment (ḥadd), and that 

in fact what ‘God provides a (different) way’ in verse 4:15 refers to, is this very 

physical punishment. Ṭabarī asserts that this is the correct view on the basis of correct 

narrations and consensus (ijmā’). He writes:  

and the most correct view in interpreting the verse: ‘or until God provides 

a(different) way (of treatment) for them’ is the view that says: ‘the way 

that God the Almighty has provided is for the married adulterer stoning 

and for unmarried adulterer one hundred flogging and one year exile.’ 

This is based on the reliability of the reports from the Prophet that he 

stoned and did not flog and is also based on consensus that rules out any 

(probability of) error, mistake or lie in what is reported.258 

It is interesting that when commenting on verse 24:2 (Flog the male and female zānī 

…), Ṭabarī straightforwardly specifies it for (unmarried) adulterer: 

The Almighty says: ‘from among men and women, that are free and 

unmarried virgins, who commits fornication then flog him/her one 

hundred times. This is the punishment for what they committed in 

disobedience to God.259 

                                                           
255 William E. Phipps, Muhammad and Jesus: A Comparison of the Prophets and Their Teachings (New 

York: A&C Black, 1999), 139. 
256 Mohamed Charfi, Islam and Liberty: The Historical Misunderstanding (London: Zed Book, 2005), 58. 
257 Note the adopted definition of ḥadīth in this dissertation, as explained in page 67.  
258 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, vol. 8, 80. 
259 Ibid., vol. 19, 90. 
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Ṭabarī clearly considers the underlined to be embodied in the verse based on the ḥadīth 

of flogging and stoning. This is of course expected, given the fact that the approach of 

Ṭabarī in interpreting the Qur’ān is a ‘narrative based approach’.260  

It is in line with the same approach that Maududi criticises khawīrij who rejected the 

authority of ḥadīth in specifying an apparently general directive of the Qur’ān. He 

writes in his tafsīr: 

they forgot that the explanation of the Qur’ānic verses by the Holy 

Prophet carries the same weight and authority in law as the words of the 

Qur’ān itself, provided that the explanation is proved to be from the Holy 

Prophet.261 

Zuḥaylī accepts that the verse 24:2, (Flog the male and female zānī …), in appearance, 

seems to give a general rule for all kinds of zinā,262 however, like Ṭabarī he justifies 

the ruling of stoning based on narrations: 

In appearance the verse seems to imply that there is an abstract 

(unconditional) punishment for zinā and that is one hundred flogging. 

However it is proved in definite and numerously reported sunnah the 

differentiation between married and unmarried women. Based on the 

narrations and reports, for married women the punishment will be 

stoning to death.263   

Like Maududi, Zuḥaylī rejects the argument of khawārij. The crux of his counter 

argument is that according to his school of thought (meaning the mainstream Muslims 

among sunnīs), even a single ḥadīth can add specification to the instructions of the 

Qur’ān. He adds that in this case, the ḥadīths of stoning in terms of meaning (not 

literary) are numerous.264 He also adds that it might be possible that the necessity for 

                                                           
260 al-Tafsīr bi’l-Riwāyah 
261 Abul A'la Maududi, Towards Understanding the Quran [Tafhīm al-Qur’ān], trans. Zafar Ishaq Ansari, 
available online: http://www.islamicstudies.info/tafheem.php?sura=24&verse=1&to=10 ,last 
accessed: 12.01.15.  
262 Zamakhsharī however argues that it is perfectly acceptable to use ‘al’ to denote a type of an entity 
within a more general group (here, adulterer within the general group of zānī). Maḥmūd Ibn ‘Umar al-
Zamakhsharī, al-Kashshāf ‘an Ḥaqā’iq Ghawāmiḍ al-Tanzīl (Beirut: Dar al-Kitāb al-‘Arabī 1407 AH ), vol. 
3, 209. 
263 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr, vol. 18, 125. 
264 ibíd., 125. 
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stoning emerged after the revelation of the verse. 265 In other words Zuḥaylī considers 

both the Qur’ān and the ḥadīth to be in charge of revealing new directives. 

Accordingly, if a Qur’ānic directive needs to be changed because of passage of time, 

it will be enough to have the ḥadīth revealing the new directive.   

To a neutral (here meaning non-Muslim) observer however, the above conviction may 

not be seen as one with a strong basis. Knut S. Vikør considers both verses 4:15, 16 

and 24:2 to be not very clear in terms of the nature of crime. He considers the generally 

agreed upon interpretation of adultery and fornication for (respectively) verses 4:15, 

16 to be an ‘assumption’. He also refers to the generally agreed upon view that 24:2 

abrogates 4:16 as another assumption. He argues that it is impossible to say that ḥadīth 

here explains the Qur’ān since ‘the practice was in evident conflict with a clear, albeit 

complicated Koranic text’.266  

It is interesting that the expression that Zuḥaylī and Maududi use is ‘specification’. 

Peters however considers this to be nothing but ‘abrogation’. He suspects that perhaps 

due to having reservations about this, later new groups of ḥadīth were produced about 

the ‘abrogated by recitation’ verse of stoning.267  

On the other hand, Sherif Abdel Azim (b. 1964), a contemporary Egyptian researcher 

in Islam, argues that no one knows exactly whether verse 24:2 was revealed first or 

the ḥadīth of stoning and that it may as well be possible to argue that verse 24:2 

abrogated the ruling of stoning.268 Similarly Muhammad Ali (d. 1951), a famous 

translator of the Qur’ān from Aḥmadiyyah community, asserts in the footnotes of the 

verse 4:25, that the cases of stoning to death for adultery by the Prophet’s orders relate 

actually to a Jew and a Jewess in one occasion, and others apparently occurred before 

                                                           
265 Tawātur al-Ma’nawī verses Tawātur al-Lafẓī 
266 Knut S. Vikør, Between God and the Sultan: A History of Islamic Law (London: C. Hurst & Co. 

Publishers, 2005), 51-2. 
267 F.E. Peters, A Reader on Classical Islam (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1994), 247. 
268 Sherif  Abdel Azim, "Adultery Its Consequences and Punishment’ " in Love & Sex in Islam, ed. Murad 

Sayfuddin and Abdullah R. Muhametov (Bloomington: Publishing House Ansar), 68. 
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the revelation of this chapter, and that 4:25 makes it clear that stoning to death was 

never contemplated by Islam as a punishment for adultery.269        

 A Mu‘tazilī Debate against Stoning:  

As referred to earlier, the view of the Mu‘tazilah as reported by Rāzī, is that 4:15 and 

4:16 are not about zinā (as generally defined) but are about same sex relations. Unlike 

Ṭabarī, Rāzī in his tafsīr allows himself to go beyond the traditional scope of 

interpreting the verses related to zinā, and gives the views of the khawārij as well as 

the mu‘tazila in a rather detailed level. In fact, when referring to the views on 

abrogation of verses of the chapter of nisā, Rāzī appears to be inclined towards the 

mu‘tazilī scholars who were in disagreement with the very basis of these views. While 

presenting the views of mu‘tazilah he elaborates on the inconsistency in the views of 

those who believe that 4:15 (those of your women who commit indecency …) was 

abrogated, where some consider ḥadīth to be carry the abrogating rule and some 

consider the verse 24:2 (Flog the male and female zānī …) to be the one that is 

abrogating. He continues to bring contradictory views of traditional scholars on the 

issue of abrogation of verse 4:15 and makes an interesting observation:  

In this way the verse of home confinement is abrogated by a ḥadīth and 

that ḥadīth is abrogated by the verse of flogging and therefore it is proved 

(by these scholars that) the Qur’ān and sunnah each can abrogate the 

other.270  

This is the same phenomenon that Bernard Weiss quotes from Joseph Lowry, where 

he says in an academic debate on abrogation: ‘especially in the examples like the 

adultery problem there is a very complex Qur’ān-Sunnah interaction’.271 In fact the 

complexity is even deeper if the arguments like that of Louay Fatoohi (b. 1961) are 

taken into consideration;272 Fatoohi suspects that ḥadīths on the alleged verse of 

                                                           
269 Muhammad Ali, English Translation of the Holy Qur’an with Explanatory Notes (Lahore: Aḥmadiyyah 
Anjuman 2010), 432.  
270 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, vol.9, 528-9. 
271 Bernard G. Weiss, Studies in Islamic Legal Theory (Boston: Brill, 2002), 390. 
272 Fatoohi is an Iraqian born researcher and writer. He has written a number of books on the Qur’an 
and in particular on Christianity and the Qur’an.  
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stoning were in fact produced to add another supporting dimension to the ruling of 

stoning, that is, a textual abrogation (naskh al-tilāwah).273  

It is very relevant to the core discussion of this chapter to note that in answering the 

counter argument that there is a ḥadīth that suggests verses 4:15,16 were abrogated, 

the answer of the followers of Abū Muslim, a famous mu‘tazilī scholar, is that a single 

ḥadīth (khabar al-wāḥid) cannot abrogate the Qur’ān.  

Included in the responses of the followers of Abū Muslim’s view  (as quoted in al-

Tafsīr al-Kabīr) to the counter arguments on this topic, is also the point that there 

cannot be any arguments for consensus (ijmā’) as Mujāhid, who was one of the most 

significant interpreters of the Qur’ān, had the same view that Abū Muslim has given.  

This argument is contrary to the argument of Ṭabarī (as quoted earlier in this section) 

that was on the basis of belief in consensus (ijmā’) with regard to abrogation of these 

verses.  

Another interesting point by Abū Muslim that is quoted by Rāzī in al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, 

is that if we agree that verses 4:15, 16 15 (those of your women who commit indecency 

…; those two people who commit it …) are about zānī and not homosexuality, then it 

does not rationally make sense to consider flogging and stoning to be the other way 

that God has provided the zānī (as per verse 4:15). This is because both these 

punishments seem to be much more severe than the original punishment that 

(according to the majority of traditional scholars) is given in 4:15,16.274 This is another 

point that needs to be discussed when looking at the Farāhī approach later in this 

chapter.   

                                                           
273 Louay Fatoohi, Abrogation in the Qur’ān and Islamic Law, a Critical Study of the Concept of Naskh 
and Its Impact (New York: Routledge, 2013), 241.  
274 While this argument seems reasonable, al-Rāzī himself has quoted a counter argument later that 
indicates that for someone who is confined in house and is practically under arrest, ‘another way’ 
(sabīl in Arabic) can be anything that brings him out from confinement, whether it is going to be a 
softer treatment or harsher one does not matter, al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, vol. 9, 531.  
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Rāzī ends the discussion by returning to the dominating view, and reiterating that all 

the scholars of Islam consider stoning to be for an adulterer based on the numerous 

ḥadīth and reports from the Prophet.275  

In the next section the interpretation of the shī‘ī scholars on the same verses are 

discussed in a comparative style.  

2.3.1.2. Comparing with the Books of tafsīr of the Shī‘ī Scholars 

Traditional shī‘ī scholars, in general, have less disagreement about the issue of stoning 

and that is because of the numerous ḥadīths, narrated from shī‘ī Imams, existing in 

their sources in support of this punishment. However there seems to be less interest to 

call this an abrogation by ḥadīth. 

Qumī brings a new point to the argument, that is, the punishment of confining an 

adulteress in a house was in fact one that was practiced at the time of ignorance among 

Quraysh and therefore the verse 4:15 (those of your women who commit indecency …) 

does not instruct about anything new but only endorses what was practiced at the time, 

while indicating that soon another solution will be given.  

He then argues argues that while the overall view of (shī‘ī ) commentators is that the 

instruction of verse 4:15 is abrogated by verse 24:2, there are some commentators who 

believe there were no abrogations since the verse 4:15 has given a temporary 

directive.276 

Qumī (being heavily based on narrations in his tafsīr) then narrates a number of ḥadīths 

from Muḥammad Ibn Alī  and Jafar Ibn Muḥammad (the 5th and the 6th imams of shī‘ī) 

to distinguish between the punishment of an adulterer and that of a fornicator.277 

Ṭabarsī too interprets the verse straightforwardly the same and states that there is no 

disagreement on this.278 

                                                           
275 Ibid., vol. 23, 306.   
276 Faḍl Ibn Ḥassan Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān Fī Tafsīr al-Qur’ān, trans. Reza Sotoude (Tehran: 
Entesharat Farahani, 1360 HS), vol. 5, 67. 
277 ‘Alī Ibn Ibrāhīm Ibn Hāshim al-Qumī, Tafsīr al-Qumī (Qom: Dār al-Kitāb, 1363 HS), vol. 1, 136.   
278 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān., vol. 17, 95 
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This above point in denying abrogation of verse 4:15 has been explained in more detail 

by Ṭabāṭabāyī. He writes in al-Mīzān: 

this is not abrogation of the Qur’ān by sunnah as Jabāyī argues. … it (i.e. 

4:15) clearly says that the instruction is temporary and will be changed 

… now if someone wants to call this abrogation it is fine but it should 

not be called abrogation by sunnah which is not acceptable, this is 

because the Qur’ān itself says here that the instruction will be changed 

and it is the Prophet who clarifies what the meanings of the Qur’ān are.279 

Ṭabāṭabāyī indicates that all scholars agree that the word fāḥisha in verse 4:15 (those 

of your women who commit indecency …) refers to zīnā. He considers this part of the 

verse: ‘or until God provides a (different) way (of treatment) for them’ to be a clear 

indication that the instruction given in the verse is about to be changed. He argues that 

the verse of flogging was revealed near the end of the life of the Prophet and is 

therefore an abrogating verse for verse 4:15. 

Ṭabāṭabāyī argues that while 4:15 is for female zānī, 4:16 (those two people who 

commit it …) is for both male and female zānī. Then on the basis of the fact that 4:16 

also opens a way for repenting, he makes the conclusion that verse 4:15 and 4:16 

should be about two different types of zānī, and this is where based on narrations, he 

concludes that while 4:15 is for adulteress, 4:16 is for fornicator. 

The above point about abrogation is an interesting one. The implication of this 

argument is that it makes it easier to justify how a new instruction, without coming in 

the Qur’ān, can so easily replace an older one that is in the Qur’ān. The scholars of the 

sunnī school of thought who consider ḥadīth to be the abrogating instruction need to 

go in lengths to prove that ḥadīth (in particular a single ḥadīth) can abrogate the 

Qur’ān. This is while using the above argument of Ṭabāṭabāyī, the issue will not even 

rise.  

When commenting on the verse of flogging (24:2), Ṭabāṭabāyī simply explains the 

agreed-upon traditional view about the punishment for zinā (flogging for fornication, 

stoning for adultery) without any reasoning. It seems that what he mentions earlier, 

                                                           
279 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān, vol. 4, 236. 
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about the clarification of verse 4:15 by the Prophet, is considered to be sufficient to 

explain verse 24:2 as well.  

As explained above, the representing shī‘ah tafsīrs prefer to consider the evidence of 

stoning as clarification rather than abrogation of the verse 4:15. This however does not 

change the fact that just like sunnī tafsīrs, shī‘ī interpreters of the Qur’ān too heavily 

rely on ḥadīth when interpreting the verses of zinā.  

***** 

The only apparent difference between the shī‘ah and the sunnī views on these verses 

is that while there is a comfortable belief among the sunnī commentators that it was 

the ḥadīth and the reports of stoning that abrogated (or according to some, specified) 

the Qur’ān, shī‘ī scholars prefer not to call this abrogation (or specification) and to call 

it ‘clarification’ (tabyīn) instead.  

While reviewing some of the views of mu‘tazilah the complexity of the argument of 

abrogation with regard to the rulings of zīna was explored. 

Before this section, three questions were raised to be answered by reviewing the 

traditional approach to stoning. These questions can now be answered: 

1. How are the verses related to punishment for zinā linked to each other in the 

selected traditional commentators of the Qur’ān? 

The study of the tafsīr books among both the sunnī and the shī‘ī scholars reveal that 

the dominating view among both schools of thought is that verse 4:15 (those of your 

women who commit indecency …) is about adulteresses while verse 4:16 (those two 

people who commit it …) is about fornication. The punishment of house confinement 

in verse 4:15 is changed to stoning on the basis of the unambiguous narrations and 

reports from the Prophet. The punishment of chastising in verse 4:16 is changed to 

flogging by the verse 24:2 in the chapter of nūr. 

2. How do the traditional commentators reconcile the verse that specifies 

flogging for zinā, with the reports of stoning? 
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The main approach for achieving the above has been by the use of ḥadīth and argument 

of ijmā‘. Among the studied books of tafsīr, some sunnī scholars consider this to be 

abrogation, some consider it to be specification while shī‘ah considers it to be 

clarification.  

3. In the selected books of tafsīr, to what extent is the alleged verse of stoning 

being discussed to reason for the ruling of stoning? 

There are no, or very brief, references to the above verse. None of the selected books 

of tafsīr have used this narration as the basis of the argument for stoning. Discussion 

on this narration, and benefiting from it in deriving the rule, seems to take place mostly 

in the books of fiqh as discussed later in this chapter. 

2.3.2 A Brief on Fiqh and Stoning 

In this section a very brief outline of the view of the traditional sunnī and shī‘ī jurists 

on stoning is provided. Like the section on the books of tafsīrs, the aim is not to provide 

a descriptive review of the views of the jurists on the subject. The aim is to find the 

bases of the rulings and possible disputes and inconsistencies. 

2.3.2.1. The Alleged Verse of Stoning As the Basis for the Ruling  

Muḥammad Ibn Aḥmad Ibn Rushd (d. 1198) the famous jurist, who was very much 

under the influence of the Mālikī school of thought, argues that the alleged verse was 

not in fact a verse of the Qur’ān, otherwise it would have been included in the Qur’ān, 

and that if it had been abrogated, then ‘Umar would have not wanted to write it down. 

He concludes that this was in fact a revelation out of the Qur’ān to the Prophet to 

clarify the directive of the Qur’ān on stoning. He refers to verses four and eight of the 

chapter of nūr as those verses that implicitly refer to stoning, for which the revelation 

(as narrated by ‘Umar) clarified the entire meaning. He further writes: 

So ‘Umar Ibn al-Khaṭṭāb wanted to write it (i.e. the revelation on stoning) 

on the side of the Qur’ān as a revelation and elaboration of what was 
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implicit in the book of God, not as part of the Qur’ān. Then he did not do 

that fearing that ignorant might think it was part of the Qur’ān.280  

There is another interesting view about the alleged verse of stoning, that is, it was in 

fact a verse from the Old Testament which the Prophet held to still be valid. Ibn Jarīr 

Ṭabarī writes: 

So the Jewish scholar came and the Prophet asked him by God and the 

Torāh what was revealed to Moses on the day of Tur Sina so he said ‘Oh 

Aba al-Qasim, (it is), ‘old man and old woman, when they commit zinā 

stone them certainly’.281 

Among the shī‘ī scholars there seems to be two different views about the possibility 

of a verse of the Qur’ān being abrogated only in recitation, while still being valid in 

terms of its instruction. The earlier scholars seemed to be in agreement in principle 

with the idea (and even referring to the alleged verse of stoning as an example),282 

however the latter scholars strongly disagree with this.283 

It is interesting that in the two most reliable sources of sunnī ḥadīth, Bukhāri and 

Muslim, there is a reference to the alleged verse of stoning in the Qur’ān but the verse 

itself is not quoted.284 One of the reasons for this can be the inconsistent wording of 

the alleged verse of stoning in sources. Ahmad Ghabel reports this inconsistency with 

quoting more than 20 different versions of the verse in his online article.285 It needs to 

be appreciated that this was supposed to be a verse of the Qur’ān, not just a narration 

from the Prophet. While such variation of wording for a simple narration might be 

                                                           
280 Muḥammad Ibn Aḥmad Ibn Rushd, al-Bayān Wa'l-Taḥsīl Wa'l-Sharḥ Wa'l-Tawjīḥ Wa'l-Ta‘Līl Li-
Masā’il al-Mustakhrajah (Beirut Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī 1988), vol. 3, 243. 
281 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, vol. 6, 331. 
282 See for instance Muḥammad Ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭūsī, ‘Iddah al-Usūl (Qom: Setareh, 1417 AH), vol. 
2,514.  
283 See for instance al-Khū’ī, al-Bayān Fī al-Tafsīr al-Qur’ān, 205. 
284 Look at Muḥammad Ibn Ismā‘īl al-Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī (Beirut: Dār Ṭuwq al-Najāh, 1422 AH), 
no. 6830. and Muslim Ibn al-Ḥujjāj al-Nayshābūrī, Ṣaḥīḥ al-Mūslim (Beirut Dār Iḥyā al-Turāth al-‘Arabī, 
1374 AH), no. 1691.  
285 Ahmad Ghabel, "Barresye Hokme Rajm (Investigating the Ruling of Stoning)," Sharī’at ‘Aqlānī, 
http://www.ghabel.net/shariat/1390/03/17/892. Last accessed: 12.10.14  
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tolerated by scholars, it seems to be very difficult to rely on such inconsistent narration 

for something that is supposed to be part of the Qur’ān.286  

2.3.2.2. Ḥadīths and Reports on Stoning  

As explained above, the main basis of the directive of stoning is deemed to be the 

narrations and ḥadīth about the incidents of stoning. This seems to result in differences 

of opinion on a number of details, including whether both stoning and flogging should 

be implemented in cases of adultery, or if only stoning is enough.287 

The source of this disagreement seems to come from what these schools of thought 

consider as the sunnah of the Prophet in stoning, and the way they reconcile between 

the different evidence in the sunnah. What is referred to as sunnah of the Prophet in 

stoning is in principle in two categories, ḥadīth of the Prophet, and the incidents of 

stoning at the time of the Prophet.  

As for the ḥadīth, the most cited ḥadīth is the ḥadīth of ‘Ubāda Ibn al-Ṣāmit. The 

ḥadīth is as follows (it is important to quote the original Arabic text as well): 

اِمِت، قَاَل: قَاَل َرُسهُل هللاِ َصلاى هللاُ َعلَْيِه َوَسلاَم: َعْن ُعبَا ُخُذوا َعنِّي، ُخُذوا َعنِّي، قَْد »َدةَ ْبِن الصا

ْجمُ ، َوالَجَعَل هللاُ لَهُنا َسبِيًَّل، اْلبِْكُر بِاْلبِْكِر َجْلُد ِمائٍَة َونَْفُي َسنٍَة، َوالثايُِّب بِالثايِِّب َجْلُد ِمائَةٍ   288را

‘Ubāda Ibn al-Ṣāmit narrates from the Messenger of God (pbuh): Get it 

from me, get it from me, God made a way for them. For single man and 

                                                           
286 There is also another difficulty with this ‘verse’, that is, it has nothing to do with the person who 

commits the crime being married or not. The criterion that is mentioned in all variations of this alleged 
verse is being old. In other words based on this verse a married young person who commits the crime 
should not be stoned but an unmarried old person who commits it will be stoned. It is interesting that 
it is reported that ‘Amr Ibn al-‘Āṣ refers to the above mismatch (between what is known as the sunnah 
of the Prophet and what the alleged verse of stoning suggests), to justify why the verse was not written 
down as the Qur’ān. In a conversation that is reported between ‘Amr and Zayd when they were writing 
the Qur’ān and came across this sentence, we have the following interesting narration:  
‘So ‘Amr said, ‘when this was revealed to the Prophet I asked him if I should write it down but it seemed 
like he was reluctant. Then ‘Amr said: ‘don’t you see that when an old person commits zinā and is 
married, he will be flogged and stoned and when he is not married then he is flogged; and when a 
young person commits zinā and is married he is stoned?’ Muḥammad Ibn ‘Abdullāh  al-Ḥākim al-
Nayshābūrī, al-Mustadrak ‘Alā al-Ṣaḥīḥayn (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Imiyyah, 1411 AH), no. 8071. 
287 See for instance Sayyid Sābiq, Fiqh al-Sunnah (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-‘Arabī 1977), vol. 2, 406-10. 
and al-Zuḥaylī, al-Fiqh al-Islāmī Wa-Adillatuh, vol. 7, 5383-92.  
288 al-Nayshābūrī, Ṣaḥīḥ al-Mūslim, no. 1690. 
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single woman one hundred flogs and one year exile, and for married man 

and married woman one hundred flogs and stoning 

There seems to be a number of issues about the above narration: 

a. The most accepted view is that this ḥadīth was narrated before the revelation of the 

verse of flogging (24:2). Abū Sahl in al-Mabsūṭ argues that if this was not the case 

then the Prophet would have said ‘Get it from the Qur’ān’ rather than ‘Get it from 

me’.289 Accordingly verse 24:2 has partially abrogated this ḥadīth. This brings 

some confusion as to what the reason for the directive of this ḥadīth at the first 

place was. It sounds strange that a verse of the Qur’ān (4:15, those of your women 

who commit indecency …) promises a new directive, then the directive is given via 

the Prophet (i.e. ḥadīth of ‘Ubāda Ibn al-Ṣāmit) stating explicitly that this is that 

promise (God made a way for them), and later part of this directive is abrogated by 

the Qur’ān in the verse of flogging (24:2). 

b. The ḥadīth instructs two punishments for each case while the reported incidents of 

stoning at the time of the Prophet indicate only one punishment. One possible 

answer to this can be that in the period between the narration of this ḥadīth and 

revelation of the verse of flogging there were no incidents of zinā. This itself 

questions the need for such directive in the form of ḥadīth. 

c. It is not clear why only one part of the ḥadīth (that prescribes both flogging and 

exile for fornication) has been supposedly abrogated by the Qur’ān, and the rest of 

it is supposedly abrogated by the practice (incidents of stoning), as explained by 

some scholars. This seems to be an inconsistent procedure with no clear wisdom 

behind it. 

The interpretation of the Farāhī approach about this ḥadīth is discussed in the next 

section. 

As for the incidents of stoning at the time of the Prophet, the most commonly cited 

reports are the two events of stoning a Muslim, plus stoning of a Bedouin woman and 

stoning of two Jews. The common feature about all these reports is the different 

                                                           
289 Muḥammad Ibn Aḥmad al-Sarakhsī, al-Mabsūṭ (Beirut: Dār al-Ma’rifah ), vol. 9, 36. 
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versions, some with very vast differences, by which they are narrated which then 

results in many unclear points.290  

The above of course does not apply to shī‘ah fiqh. Shī‘ī jurists benefit from numerous 

narrations they have from shī‘ī imams which overall prescribe stoning for an adulterer. 

However most of these ḥadīths are considered weak by shī‘h standards. Mahboubeh 

Hassanzadeh, a shī‘ī expert in fiqh and Islamic law refers to the numerous narrations 

in the shī‘ah sources about stoning and comments: 

Although many of these narrations are weak or problematic in terms of 

their chain of narrators and contents, yet it is not possible to question the 

authenticity of a significant number of these narrations that approve 

stoning.291  

The above review of the fiqh of traditional approach to the subject of stoning reveals 

more uncertainties with regard to the evidence of stoning in Islam. The review of the 

Farāhī approach follows. 

2.4. Introducing the Farāhī Approach to ‘Stoning’ 

In this section the stance of the scholars of the Farāhī approach on the subject of 

stoning is explained and discussed. The sources that are provided here are of two types: 

there are those that are already published, and those that are collected during my 

interviews with Jāved Ahmad Ghamidi, the current leading scholar of this approach. 

The views of the Farāhī scholars are provided, at the first stance, with no comments 

from the author to make sure they are presented clearly. This is then followed by 

critical analysis of their view. The chapter is then ended by some concluding remarks 

on comparison of the traditional approach to stoning with the Farāhī approach.  

 

                                                           
290 Look at Amir Hossein Torkashvand, "Naskhe Sangsar Tawassute Islam (Abrogation of Stoning by 
Islam)," 
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxiYXpuZWdhcml8Z3g
6NTY4NjczNDZlNWYxMTNjOQ. Last accessed: 07.02.15. 
291 Mahboube Hasanzadeh, "Shia Darbareye Sangsar Che Migooyad (What Does Shia Say About 
Stoning)." Last accessed: 07.02.15. 
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2.4.1. The views of the Farāhī Approach about the Basis of Stoning 

As discussed in Chapter one, according to the scholars of the Farāhī approach, ḥadīth 

being single or numerous cannot and does not abrogate or add anything to or specify 

any of the instructions of the Qur’ān, and it is also not a necessary tool to understand 

the Qur’ān. Ghamidi, the student of Islahi writes: 

… the issue of abrogation or limiting of the Qur’ān by the ḥadīth has 

arisen out of a lack of proper understanding and enough deliberation. In 

reality, no ḥadīth has abrogated a Qur’ānic verse or limited its scope of 

application and thus there arises no doubt from this angle on the status of 

the Qur’ān as the furqān and the mīzān.292 

This is the foundation, on the basis of which the scholars of the Farāhī approach 

attempt to reinterpret any reliable ḥadīth that seems to be changing or adding to the 

Qur’ān, aiming to make it in line with what they try to derive directly from the Qur’ān. 

It is on this basis that Islahi, the student of Hamiduddin Farahi, strongly criticises the 

view that the instruction for stoning came by ḥadīth in the way of abrogation.  

Islahi first makes his view clear about the issue of married or unmarried zānī in the 

Qur’ān. He emphasises that the verses of zinā in the Qur’ān are general and do not 

differentiate between married and unmarried zānī.  

On the subject of abrogation of the Qur’ān by ḥadīth, Islahi appears to be strongly 

against the idea. He is not even prepared to accept the argument that suggests that this 

was specification rather than abrogation. He writes: 

This (i.e. what some traditional scholars say) is not an instance of 

specification. It is rather a clear and explicit example of abrogation. We 

have already seen that no sunnah or ḥadīth can abrogate the Qur’ān.293 

Not only do the scholars of the Farāhī approach not consider ḥadīth to be needed for 

clarifying the Qur’ān, they in fact consider this reliance relationship to be reverse. 

Ghamidi counts a number of issues in Islamic fiqh including stoning, which according 

                                                           
292 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 39.Ghamidi J.A. 2009, Mizān (translated by S. 
Saleem), Al-Mawrid Publications, Lahore p. 39 
293 Amin Ahsan Islahi, "Interrealtion between the Qur'an, the Sunnah and the Hadith," Renaissance: A 
Monthly Islamic Journal  (July, 2010): 37.   
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to him, are totally misunderstood by the traditional jurists and have created lot of 

confusion. He argues that the problem is that jurists have tried to derive rules from 

certain ḥadīths, but have totally misunderstood these ḥadīths because they have not 

been understood by relating them to their basis in the Qur’ān.294 Ghamidi argues that 

rather than the Qur’ān being interpreted by ḥadīth, it is ḥadīth that needs to be 

interpreted by the Qur’ān. 

However, perhaps the main criticism of the scholars of the Farāhī approach to the 

punishment of death for adultery per se, is that in their understanding based on the 

following verse of the Qur’ān, the punishment of death can only apply in the cases of 

murder and creating anarchy in the land: 

لَِك َكتَْبنَا َعلَٰى بَنِي إِْسَرائِ  يَل أَناهُ َمْن قَتََل نَْفًسا بَِغْيِر نَْفٍس أَْو فََساٍد فِي اْْلَْرِض فََكأَناَما قَتََل ِمْن أَْجِل َذٰ

ًرا ِمْنهُْم ما إِنا َكثِيالنااَس َجِميًعا َوَمْن أَْحيَاَُا فََكأَناَما أَْحيَا النااَس َجِميًعا ۚ َولَقَْد َجاَءْتهُْم ُرُسلُنَا بِاْلبَيِّنَاِت ثُ 

لَِك فِي اْْلَْرِض لَُمْسِرفُهنَ بَْعَد   َذٰ

That was why we laid it down for the Israelites that he who killed a 

human being without the latter being guilty of killing another or of 

spreading anarchy in the land should be looked upon as if he killed all 

mankind, and he who saved one life should be looked upon as if he saved 

all mankind. (5:32)  

Explaining the verse, Ghamidi writes: 

It is evident from the above mentioned directive that the life of a human 

being can only be taken in two circumstances: when a person has killed 

someone or when a person while rebelling against the collective system 

goes after the life, wealth or honour of others. The words “spreading 

anarchy in the land” refer to this latter practice. Apart from these two 

circumstances, every killing is an unjustified act the punishment of which 

is eternal Hell according to the Qur’ān (25:68-69).295  

He also explains in his interpretation of the Qur’ān, Bayān, that the above rule is not 

exclusive to Jews, and that it is a general rule that always was part of the sharī‘ah of 

the prophets.296  

                                                           
294 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 67. 
295 Ibid., 219. 
296 "Surah Ma'idah (32-63)," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (October, 2012): 5. 
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Therefore there are two principles that the Farāhī approach holds to be true in their 

context, and these are the ones that form their opinion about the subject of stoning and 

its basis: 

- Principle one (a methodological principle): No ḥadīth can abrogate, specify 

or add a necessary clarification to the Qur’ān. It is the Qur’ān that clarifies 

ḥadīth. 

- Principle two (a textual principle): No one can be put to death by the law 

unless he/she has committed murder or has spread anarchy at the land. 

On the basis of the above two principles, the scholars of the Farāhī approach have 

attempted to offer a new understanding of the reports of stoning based on their 

understanding of the Qur’ān.  

Accordingly when agreeing that the Prophet of God has in fact instructed to execute 

some adulterers by stoning, then based on the above two principles (in particular 

principle two), given that the adulterer is not a murderer, the only logical explanation 

that remains is that the stoning was in fact not because of adultery itself, but because 

of spreading anarchy in the land.  

This is exactly how the scholars of the Farāhī approach have arrived on their 

drastically different understanding of the issue of stoning. To analyse this, their 

attention has been diverted to another verse of the Qur’ān which according to them is 

the basis for the directives of stoning,297 and clarifies the confusions about the 

relationship between the verses of stoning and the ḥadīths of stoning. This is verse 33 

of the chapter of mā’idah that follows the above discussed verse on the issue of murder 

and spreading anarchy at the land: 

َع اُء الاِذيَن يَُحاِربُهَن هللا َوَرُسهلَهُ َويَْسَعْهَن فِي اْْلَْرِض فََساًدا أَْن يُقَتالُها أَْو يَُصلابُها أَْو تُقَطا إِناَما َجزَ 

ْنيَا ۖ َولَهُْم فِي ا لَِك لَهُْم ِخْزٌي فِي الدُّ ِخَرِة َعَذا ٌٌ ْْل أَْيِديِهْم َوأَْرُجلُهُْم ِمْن ِخََّلٍف أَْو يُْنفَْها ِمَن اْْلَْرِض ۚ َذٰ

  َعِظيمٌ 

                                                           
297 And many other issues like the reports of some harsh punishments taken place at the time of the 
Prophet. 
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The punishments of those who wage war against God and His Prophet 

and strive to spread anarchy in the land are to execute them in a severe 

way298 or to crucify them or to amputate their hands and feet from 

opposite sides or to banish them from the land. (5:33) 

In explaining the above verse, Ghamidi writes: 

… all those criminals who take to prostitution, become notorious for their 

ill-ways and vulgarity, commit rape, become a threat to honourable 

people because of their immoral and dissolute practices, openly disgrace 

women because of their social status, cause destruction, are a source of 

terror and intimidation for people, are guilty of murder, robbery and 

hijacking, or create a law and order situation for the government by 

committing other similar crimes should be severely dealt with. They 

should be administered the punishments specifically prescribed in 

chapter of Maidah.299 

The above understanding has prompted the scholars of the Farāhī approach to 

categorise crimes into two broad categories: 

- Those that are done on a basic level: The form and the motivation of these 

crimes are such that they only affect the victim and his/her immediate 

surrounding (e.g. a man who steals occasionally from houses).  

- Those that are done on a wide level: The form and the motivation of these 

crimes are such that they affect the safety and the order of the land and the 

society due to its anarchic nature (e.g. a man who steals from others by 

extreme force and creating panic).    

Explaining the second category, Ghamidi writes: 

when murder becomes terrorism, fornication becomes rape and theft 

assumes the form of robbery or people take to prostitution, become 

notorious for their ill-ways and vulgarity, become a threat to honourable 

people because of their immoral and dissolute practices, or rise against 

the government in rebellion, or create a law and order situation for the 

government by indulging in hijacking, vandalism and intimidation and 

                                                           
298 According to the Farāhī scholars, this is the implication of the form yuqattalū from the root of qatl 
in the verse. 
299 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "The Penal Law of Islam - Part 1," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal: 
10. 
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by committing other similar crimes, then such people are criminals of 

spreading anarchy in the society.300 

According to these scholars, the punishments for the first type of the crime where no 

leniency applies, are those that are mentioned specifically for these crimes in the 

Qur’ān.301 However the punishments for the second type of crimes are what the verse 

of fasād (5:33) has prescribed,  where the punishment may be one of the following 

four: 

- execute them in an exemplary way 

- crucify them  

- amputate their hands and feet from opposite sides 

- banish them from the land 

The first three are the harshest punishments aiming to make the death of the criminal 

very painful, or (in case of the third one) to make his/her life severely difficult and 

handicapped. This is while the last is the lesser punishment for those who deserve 

leniency.  

After clarifying the above principle (as per the Farāhī approach), it is now possible to 

explain the application of it for the case of adultery according to this school of thought. 

Islahi explains that the word yuqattalū comes from the form of taf‘īl which implies the 

severity of the verb, here meaning severity of execution. He explains that this is done 

to make the execution a lesson for others and to uphold the sanctity of law and order. 

Then, as an example he refers to stoning. He explains that in instances where zinā was 

associated with creating disorder in the land (fasād), in instances of rape or systematic 

prostitution, then the crime would come under the category that is covered in verse 

5:33. In these instances, at times the Prophet executed the instruction of the verse to 

implement severe punishment, and this severe punishment was stoning. He writes that 

                                                           
300 "Surah Ma'idah (32-63)," 6. 
301 Here Ghamidi specifically names the only four crimes that the Qur’an has specified a punishment 
for: these are ‘injury and murder’, ‘theft’, ‘fornication’ and ‘falsely accusing a chaste person of zinā’.  
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unlike the popular opinion of jurists, this punishment had nothing to do with being 

married or single.302 

In further explaining this Ghamidi writes: 

His (i.e. the Prophet – pbuh) view was that since such women (i.e. 

prostitutes) were not merely guilty of fornication but were also guilty of 

spreading anarchy and nuisance in the society as they had adopted 

profligacy as a way of life, … those among them who did not deserve 

any leniency, should be stoned to death according to the directive of taqtīl 

of the same verse of chapter of Mā’idah (i.e. 5:33). This directive of the 

Prophet (sws), it is evident, does not in any way change the purpose of 

the Qur’ān.303 

So according to the above understanding, the issue of being married or not is not the 

criterion for stoning, rather the issue is whether the committed crime belongs to the 

first (i.e. basic crime), or the second (i.e. amounting to anarchy) type of crimes, as 

explained above.  

Explaining the issue of being or not being married vis a vis stoning, Ghamidi writes: 

The Prophet’s inquiry regarding the marital status of criminals guilty of 

fornication and profligacy was also based on the pretext of whether the 

criminal deserved any leniency. Our jurists have erroneously inferred 

from the Prophet’s inquiry that the marital status of a person was actually 

the basis of the punishment … Actually, the Prophet (sws) while deciding 

the fate of such criminals asked many questions to see whether they 

deserved any mitigation. The question of an offender’s marital status was 

one such question, but our jurists concluded that it was the only question 

asked and, hence, made it the basis of the punishment. They, thereby, 

incorporated in the penal code of Islam a totally baseless addition, which 

is against the Qur’ān as well as the norms of sense and reason.304 

Islahi writes an interesting point in his Tadabbur, that is, even imam Bukhārī (d. 870) 

has mentioned the ḥadīth of stoning in the book of muḥāribīn (those who violently 

revolt against the system) in his collection of ḥadīth.305 

                                                           
302 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān, vol. 2, 506. 
303 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 44. 
304 Ibid., 572. 
305 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān, vol. 5, 369. 
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In his book Burhān, Ghamidi brings up further evidence to support the view that being 

married is not the criterion for stoning. He argues that verse 24:8306 is obviously about 

married woman. He then invites the attention of the reader to the word al‘azāb (the 

punishment), and argues that the al at the start of the word makes it a Known noun 

(‘ahd) and this means the punishment mentioned here is referring back to an earlier 

mentioned punishment, that is flogging in 24:2.307 

To make sure that the above pieces of information do justice to the view of the Farāhī 

approach on the subject of stoning, I summarise their stance as follows:  

In principle, the punishment of zinā is flogging, as instructed in verse 24:2. 

However if the crime of zinā is done not just as a private indecent act between two 

people but in a such arrogant way that it creates anarchy and nuisance in the society 

then one of the punishments listed in the chapter of ma’idah, verse 33,  applies. 

The Prophet sometimes applied the punishment of ‘execution in an exemplary 

way’ (as listed in the verse of ma’idah) in this situation. In these cases the form of 

this execution was stoning. Reports suggest that in these cases, the criminal was 

married, however this does not mean that being married was the main condition 

for stoning. 

As for the verses of 4:15 and 4:16, the current thinking of the scholars of the Farāhī 

approach is that verse 4:15 (those of your women who commit indecency …) is in fact 

related to the case of prostitution, which within the context of the society at the time 

is a case of creating anarchy in the land. The fact that only women are mentioned in 

this verse is used as an evidence for this understanding. The verse of fasād (5:33) 

provides that other way that the verse 4:15 is referring to. According to these scholars 

verse 4:16 (those two people who commit it …) refers to the case of ‘simple’ zinā and 

verse of flogging (24:2) gives a further instruction on the form of chastising mentioned 

in verse 4:16, that is flogging.308 

                                                           
ُه لَِمَن اْلَكاِذِبين 306 ِ  إِنَّ   َو َيْدَرُؤْا َعنْها اْلَعَذابَ  أَن َتشْهَد أَْرَبَع شَهاَداِت  ِباَّللَّ
“And it shall avert the punishment from her if she testify four times, bearing God to witness that he – 
her husband -  is most surely one of the liars – in accusing her of adultery” (24:8) 
307 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, Burhan (Lahore: Al-Mawrid, 2009), 92, 93. 
308 "Sura Nisa' (15-34)," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (February, 2012): 4. 
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 2.4.2. Reaction of the Farāhī School of Thought to the Reports of Stoning 

- Ḥadīth of ‘Ubāda Ibn al-Ṣāmit 

Islahi and his student Ghamidi both explain this ḥadīth in a very different way from 

the way the traditional scholars see it but also quite different from each other.     

Islahi explains the ḥadīth of ‘Ubāda Ibn al-Ṣāmit in a very simple way. He blames the 

traditional scholars for overlooking rules of classical Arabic language and writes that 

in the ḥadīth of Ibāda, ‘wa’ (و) indicates ‘Or’ not ‘And’. In other words, he believes 

that the following is a wrong interpretation of the ḥadīth: 

for single man and single woman one hundred flogs and one year exile, 

and for married man and married woman one hundred flogs and stoning 

... 

According to Islahi the correct interpretation should be: 

for single man and single woman one hundred flogs or one year exile, 

and for married man and married woman one hundred flogs or stoning 

… 

In explaining the above Islahi writes that the Prophet was simply applying the two 

verses of flogging (24:2) and fasād (5:33) to the cases in his time. He was saying that 

if the person commits zinā and he/she was single, then if this was merely zinā apply 

flogging (based on verse 24:2) but if it was in the category of creating anarchy then 

send him/her into exile (based on verse 5:33). In case the person was married then 

again flogging (24:2) if the crime was merely zinā and stoning (5:33), if the crime was 

in the category of creating anarchy in the land.309 In other words, in choosing the given 

punishments for the case of creating anarchy in the land, the Prophet prescribed the 

lightest punishment (exile) for the singles and a severe punishment (execution in an 

exemplary way, i.e. stoning) for the married.  

                                                           
309 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān, vol. 5, 374. 
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Ghamidi, defending the crux of the argument of his mentor, answers an objection by a 

Pakistani scholar, Abū Shu‘ayb Ṣafdar Alī. Ṣafdar Alī’s objection is mainly on the 

interpretation of Islahi on the ḥadīth of Ibāda, and specifically on his interpretation of 

the word ‘wa’. Ṣafdar Alī disagrees with Islahi’s interpretation, and as a further proof 

refers to another version of the ḥadīth of Ibāda where instead of the word ‘wa’ (و), the 

word ‘thumma’ (ثم) has been used. Ghamidi answers this objection by reminding the 

critic that the Arabic words need to be understood according to the usage of the Arab. 

He then refers to verse 4:34 where three measures in reaction towards rebellious wife 

are prescribed. These three measures are separated by the word ‘wa’, and Ghamidi 

argues that it is obvious that the word ‘wa’ here does not mean that all the measures 

should be applied. He then quotes from Kashshāf who explains verse 4:34 and 

interestingly enough uses the word ‘thumma’ instead of ‘wa’.310 Ghamidī’s conclusion 

is that the word ‘thumma’ too implies carrying out one of the possible measures and 

not all of them. 

However Ghamidi himself, while defending the linguistic point made by his teacher, 

differs with him in applying the point to this particular ḥadīth. He offers a different 

explanation for the ḥadīth of Ibāda. His explanation is of course still very different 

from the explanation of the traditional scholars. 

According to Ghamidi, the Prophet was describing the total punishment of zinā and 

creating anarchy at the land for the criminal who was guilty of both. Accordingly, the 

ḥadīth says if the zānī was single, then he/she has to be flogged for the crime of zinā 

and then has to be exiled for the crime of creating anarchy in the land. If the zānī is 

married, then he/she (in principle) has to be flogged for the crime of zinā and has to be 

stoned for the crime of creating anarchy in the land. In other words, the Prophet had 

shown leniency to the single person who had created anarchy in the land by giving 

him/her a lighter punishment from among those that are prescribed in the verse 5:33. 

Ghamidi then explains: 

A hundred stripes are mentioned with rajm (stoning to death) merely to 

explain the law. Aḥādith verify that the Prophet (sws) mentioned this 

punishment of a hundred stripes with rajm but never actually 

                                                           
310 Ghamidi, Burhan, 121-4. 
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administered them. The reason is that adding any other punishment to the 

punishment of death is against legal ethics.311 

- Events of stoning 

Islahi in Tadabbur, and Ghamidi in burhān, have elaborated on a number of ḥadīths 

of stoning.312 Where it was possible for them to show from the evidence that the real 

criterion was the level of the crime, and not marital status, they have explained this. 

Where this was not possible, they argue that the available information about these 

incidents is too limited and sometimes contradictory, and therefore it will be very 

difficult to understand what exactly happened.  

Practically what Islahi and Ghamidi have done is that they have dismissed those 

narrations that do not match with the principle that they have derived from the Qur’ān, 

as they do not consider them as accurate and reliable reports. On the other hand, where 

it was possible, using the available evidence, they have explained other incidents of 

stoning based on their principle. Methodologically this means that they have attempted 

to verify and understand ḥādiths in the light of what can be derived from the 

appearance of the Qur’ān.  

An example of explaining an incident of stoning based on the principle derived from 

the Qur’ān is included in the report of the interview with Ghamidi in section 2.4.4. 

2.4.3. Farāhī School of Thought and the Alleged Verse of Stoning 

Islahi harshly criticises the narration on the verse of stoning and rejects the possibility 

of such statement coming from ‘Umar. He is not even prepared to accept this as a 

statement from the Prophet:  

If you ponder over this tradition, it seems from every angle the fabrication 

of a hypocrite. Its purpose is to cast doubt upon the authenticity of the 

Qur’ān, and to create suspicion in unsuspecting hearts that some verses 

have been excluded from the Qur’ān. Consider first of all its language. 

Can anyone with a good taste accept it as Qur’ānic verse? It is impossible 

for anyone with sound taste to even attribute it to the prophet let alone 
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consider it a Qur’ānic verse. Where will you insert this patchwork of jute 

into the velvet of the Qur’ān? There is no link whatsoever between the 

divine language of the Qur’ān as well as the most eloquent speech Arab 

and non-Arab, and the statement.313  

Overall the whole idea of abrogation of reading (naskh al-tilāwah), as put by the 

traditional scholars, is not acceptable by the scholars of the Farāhī approach. Shehzad 

Saleem, a student of Ghamidi writes:  

Only a Qur’ānic verse can abrogate another verse. Consequently, both the 

abrogating and the abrogated verses exist in the Qur’ān. For example: 58:13 

abrogates 58:12; similarly 4:11 abrogates 2:180-2. In other words, no 

abrogated verse of the Qur’ān is found outside the Qur’ān … 314 

2.4.4. Interviewing Javed Ahmad Ghamidi on the Subject of Stoning  

While the view of the Farāhī approach to stoning seems to have provided an 

alternative explanation for the ruling of stoning that avoids solutions like ‘abrogation 

by ḥadīth’, it can be questioned on the basis of a number of critical questions as well. 

I did not find any explanations in the writings of the scholars of the Farāhī approach 

to provide answer to any of these questions. This is why an interview was carried out 

with the current leading scholar of the Farāhī approach, Jāved Ahmad Ghamidi, to 

demand explanation for the above objections and questions. 

The questions that I thought were worth pursuing follow with additional explanation 

to provide the background of the question where needed, plus the answers provided by 

Ghamidi. The answers are narrated with the author’s own words for the sake of brevity 

but where appropriate, quotes are added from the exact words of Ghamidi (when he 

speaks English) or the interpreter (whose translation is verified by Ghamidi). The 

answers are critically discussed. 

My first question relates to the concept of two categories of sin as the Farāhī scholars 

explain. This is an interesting concept that opens a new dimension to the basis of ruling 

of stoning. Yet, it seems odd that there are absolutely no ḥadīths from the Prophet to 
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314 Shehzad Saleem, "Collection and Transmission of the Qur’an," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic 
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simply explain this and to justify the ruling of stoning accordingly. This leads to the 

first question that I asked Ghamidi: 

1. Why there is absolutely no narrative from the Prophet or the companions to 

explain this rather complicated issue by pointing out that stoning is actually the 

punishment of creating anarchy in the land rather than zinā per se? It seems quite 

strange that no such explanation is given by any divine or ‘directly related to 

divine’ sources. 

In answering this Ghamidi explains that the Prophet’s style was that if a question was 

not asked he would not normally provide explanation. Even when people asked a 

question the Prophet’s method was to answer the questions of the public, but to give 

only hints to the close companions, encouraging them to deliberate and reflect. He 

narrates the example of the incident when ‘Umar asks the Prophet about the meaning 

of kalālah. As it is narrated, the Prophet does not give ‘Umar a direct answer but says 

that the last verse of the chapter of nisā is enough for him, in other words directs him 

to deliberate on the verse. Ghamidi argues that this was to teach the companions how 

to deliberate on the Qur’ān, as instructed in verses like 4:82.  

He (the Prophet) wanted to teach them how to do tadabbur315 and that 

would only happen if they do it themselves and reflect.  

(Translation from Ghamidi’s responses, 26.09.12, Klang, Malaysia) 

The above view is in sharp contrast with the view held by the majority of traditional 

scholars, suggesting that explaining the verses of the Qur’ān was one of the 

responsibilities of the Prophet. A common understanding of verses like 3:164 and 

16:44 is that the Prophet is also the teacher of the Qur’ān. Verse 3:164 uses the word 

yu‘allimuhum which can be translated as ‘teaching them’, implying that the Prophet 

was responsible for teaching the content of the Qur’ān. Verse 16:44 uses the word 

litubayyina that can be translated as ‘to explain’, implying that the Prophet had the 

responsibility of explaining the meaning of the verses of the Qur’ān. Shī‘ī author and 

expert in the Qur’ān, Muhammad Ali Mahdavi Rad (b. 1955), in his writing for the 

                                                           
315 This is deliberation on the Qur’ān, as instructed in verses like 4:82. 
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entry ‘Tafsīr’ in “Encyclopaedia of the World of Islam”, provides arguments and 

evidence to support the above view as the view of the majority of shī‘ah and sunnī 

scholars. In particular he refers to Ibn Taymiyyah as a sunnī scholar who used the verse 

16:44 to argue that the Prophet was also the teacher of the Qur’ān.316  

Ghamidi and his students however provide a different meaning for the words 

Y‘allimuhum and litubayyina: they interpret both to imply ‘informing what is 

revealed’, rather than ‘explaining what is revealed’. 317 What in particular makes this 

argument a difficult one, is that here it relates to penal law. One would expect the 

Prophet to give special attention to such a sensitive issue that (in the view of the Farāhī 

scholars), could be this easily misunderstood. The fact remains that there are no 

narrations from the Prophet, or his companions, or the follower of the companions, to 

justify the punishment of stoning on the basis of the verse 5:33 (the verse of fasād fil-

arḍ).  

Following from this, another expectation from the text is to specify the punishment of 

stoning. Given the heavy investment of the Farāhī scholars on the wordings of the 

Qur’ān, it does not seem to be too much to expect a reference to stoning as an example 

of exemplary execution (taqtīl). Ghamidi considers crucifying (taṣlīb) to be a form of 

taqtīl, so the question can be raised that why the Qur’ān has not also added stoning as 

another example here: 

2. If stoning is such a popular example of exemplary executing (taqtīl), then why is 

it not mentioned in the verse of fasād (5:33) in the same way that crucifying 

(taṣlīb), which seems to be a form of exemplary execution, is mentioned?  

The response was that the primary objective of the verse in mā’idah is to mention the 

punishment for creating anarchy. If the objective was to mention the punishment for 

                                                           
316 Muhammad Ali  Mahdavi Rad, "Qur'anic Exegeses by the Prophet," in Tafsir, Quranic Exegesis, an 
Entry from Encyclopedia of the World of Islam, ed. Gholamali Haddad Adel, Mohammad Jafar Elmi, 
and Hassan Taromi-Rad (London: EWI Press Ltd., 2012), 28. 
317 For explanation of the word yu‘allimuhum in 3:164 look at Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "Surah al-
Baqarah (122-135)," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (October 2004). For explanation of 
litubayyina in 16:44 look at Moiz Amjad’s answer at: http://www.understanding-islam.com/q-and-
a/sources-of-islam/when-did-the-prophet-explain-the-qur-an-the-meaning-of-al-nahl-16-44-6448. 
Last accessed: 10.01.16.  
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zinā then possibly the punishment of stoning would have been mentioned. Ghamidi 

further explains that taṣlīb is different from taqtīl. He argues that taṣlīb has an 

additional element to it, which is prolonging the process of dying. In the case of taqtīl 

dying happens in a very short span of time. 

taqtīl is not a proper word for taṣlīb, it does not include taṣlīb, which is 

why it is mentioned separately.  

(Ghamidi, 26.09.12, Klang, Malaysia) 

It should be noted that Ghamidi’s (and Islahi’s) heavy emphasis on the word yuqattalū 

in verse 5:33 is not shared by the books of tafsīr that have been studied in this work. 

None of the authors of these tafsīrs consider the word to imply severe execution. 

Zuḥaylī explains that the word is in the form of taf‘īl, to imply definite execution  (i.e. 

once it is decided by the judge, it cannot be discounted by the family of the victims).  

The point about the difference between taslīb and taqtīl may be open to debate. 

However, hearing this and similar arguments throughout the interviews, I could not 

help but noticing that Ghamidi was thinking and formulating his views while 

answering me. This is not to suggest that he would simply make up views for the sake 

of responding, it was clear that his views were firmly established within the framework 

of his mind. It seemed to me that it was in fact his sharp and analytical thinking that 

would prompt him to formulate his views about a new inquiry on the spot. On a number 

of occasions, the translator, Shehzad Saleem, who himself is a Farāhī scholar, and 

very close to Ghamidi, made it clear that some of the answers of his teacher were new 

and also unknown to him. With my questions I in fact felt that I was also contributing 

to the Farāhī school of thought: the more I asked, the more dimensions were developed 

in Ghamidi’s responses, and most of these dimensions were not covered in any of his 

previous writings or talks. This indicates the importance and the role of the audience 

in taking Ghamidi’s (and subsequently his students’) thoughts to a deeper analytical 

level, and in bringing their ideas and thoughts to the surface. The type of the audience 

that the Farāhī scholars are addressing can have a strong impact on their strength and 

depth of reasoning. This point is discussed further in the Conclusion Chapter.  
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The lack of explicit textual instruction is not the only counter argument that can be 

made against the Farāhī’s view on the subject of stoning. There even seems to be 

evidence that is not in line with this view. 

Given that to the Farāhī scholars, the reason for stoning was not just the crime of zinā 

but the crime of anarchy, it is odd that according to some reports, people would come 

to the Prophet confessing and insisting to be punished. The following comment intends 

to seek some explanation on this issue: 

3. Some of the ḥadīths of stoning indicate that the adulterer himself went to the 

Prophet a number of times to confess to adultery and demand punishment, and that 

eventually the Prophet reluctantly gave ruling to stone him. It can be appreciated 

that there are different versions of these ḥadīths, however one cannot help but notice 

that the overall picture given is hardly referring to a case of anarchy in the land.  

Ghamidi brought up the incident of Mā‘iz as an example. He admits that generally 

people consider the incident to be the simple case of zinā, but he questions this 

understanding by pointing to the fact that the woman who was involved was never 

punished.  

Had it been a case of simple zinā both parties should have been punished 

because then she was an equal criminal in that (i.e. in the act of zinā). 

However the Prophet brought her up, questioned her, and just let her go. 

(Translation from Ghamidi’s responses, 26.09.12, Klang, Malaysia) 

He points out that in the narrations the name of the woman is mentioned (i.e. 

Muḥayrah), and that she was questioned by the Prophet, and the Prophet even patted 

on her shoulder to comfort her. This means the woman was known by the narrators 

and therefore if she was punished, this was also known. Ghamidi concludes that since 

the woman was never punished this was therefore a case of rape not simple zinā. He 

supports this view by referring to those narrations of the story of Mā‘iz that quote from 

Mā‘iz himself, that he was after the woman for a while. He also refers to the narrations 

that quote the Prophet, talking after the afternoon prayer, criticising cases like this by 

saying that what is the matter by some men who go after our women when we are in 
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the battlefield. It is narrated that at the end of the talk the Prophet threatens other ill 

hearted people that if they commit the same crime he will teach them a lesson. This all 

shows that this was a case of creating anarchy in the land and not just a simple case of 

zin’ā. 

At this point I asked Ghamidi whether according to him, rape always amounts to 

creating anarchy in the land. His answer was positive, but he added that the punishment 

does not need to be necessarily stoning, since the verse in the chapter of mā’idah has 

given a number of options, the lightest one being exile, which at our time can also take 

the form of prison. 

Upon my request Ghamidi then brought up the incident of the pregnant woman who 

was stoned after delivering and feeding the child, i.e. Ghāmidyah. Ghamidi indicated 

that unlike the narration of Mā‘iz where it was very clear that the case was rape, the 

narrations about the pregnant woman involved much contradiction, and many 

questions remained unanswered about it.318 Therefore the truth about this particular 

story is not known. Ghamidi also refers to another narration of an incident of stoning 

where a servant commits zinā with his mistress and makes the same argument here, 

i.e. there are unknown facts about this incident as well.   

So there are two types of the narrations on stoning. There are those that 

are clear about what happened and these are in line with the principle 

(that we understand) and there are those that are not very clear and result 

in many questions about the incident.  

(Translation from Ghamidi’s responses, 26.09.12, Klang, Malaysia) 

In a follow up online interview, Ghamidi added that, based on the verse of fasād (5:33), 

one of the cases that can amount to creating anarchy in the land is when people at the 

time of the Prophet, disobey the directives of God or the Prophet in a rebellious 

manner. This is normally the case when the disobedience is towards a crucial specific 

directive that is given for a specific sensitive situation. According to Ghamidi this can 

be considered as creating anarchy in the land and therefore the punishment of stoning 

                                                           
318 As indicated earlier in section 2.3.2.2 all the reports of stoning, including the one related to Mā’iz 
are inconsistent. It seems like Ghamidi, perhaps based on the ruling that he has deducted about 
stoning, has concluded based on the totality of these narrations that the case of Mā’iz was rape.    
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or other prescribed punishments for creating anarchy apply here too. Although he 

thinks that due to limited and contradicting information we cannot be sure, he believes 

it is possible that the above two cases (the pregnant woman and the servant) were of 

this category of creating anarchy, that is, knowingly disobeying the Prophet on a matter 

(here, his instructions to not commit zinā). Ghamidi made it clear that this case of 

creating anarchy does not apply at our time (i.e. in the absence of a prophet). 

To understand Ghamidi’s style of thinking as the current leader of the Farāhī school 

of thought, some deliberation on the above is needed; the deliberation here is not on 

the content of what Ghamidi has said, but on Ghamidi himself. As suggested above, 

some of the narrations of stoning do not seem to fit with the Farāhī’s view on the 

subject. During the first interview Ghamidi offered an explanation for these narrations; 

the overall explanation was that due to the lack of clear and complete information 

about those incidents, not much can be argued based on them. It seems like Ghamidi 

himself was not entirely satisfied with this rather indefinite answer. Only a few months 

later, in a follow up online session Ghamidi offers a new and in fact different answer 

by adding another dimension to the concept of fasād, as explained above. This new 

dimension was not documented by him before, and I was perhaps the first one to hear 

it from him. 

The above is only one example of how the thinking of the current Farahī scholars 

evolves over time. Much of the interaction between the Farāhī scholars and their 

audience is in the form of question and answer sessions. Ghamidi himself seldom gives 

lectures, and most of his public events are based on question and answer sessions with 

the audience. This is related to the point made in discussing the last question and 

answer about analysing at the spot. Challenging questions sometimes result in the 

development of new concepts and formulations in particular in Ghamidi’s subsequent 

works, and the works of his students accordingly. The amalgamation of these newly 

developed ideas is then documented and published by Al-Mawrid.  

Despite the above newly developed dimension the argument of questioning the 

accuracy of reports still remains, according to Ghamidi. In particular he ruled out the 

reliability of the narrations that report stoning only on the basis of the criminal being 
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married at the time of the ruling of the first four khalifs. He refers to a narration 

attributed to ‘Alī. According to this narration ‘Ali flogged a woman from Kūfah on 

Thursday, and stoned her to death on Friday, and said: “I flog her according to the 

Book of God and I stone her according to the sunnah of the Messenger of God”. 

Ghamidi argues that how it is possible that ‘Alī does something different than the 

Prophet when he has learned it all from him, and concludes that these narrations must 

have been misreported. 

4. Verse 4:15 promises another way for those who were to be confined to houses as 

punishment for zinā. The promise is not given to those who are implementing the 

punishment but is given to those who are punished. It seems reasonable to expect 

that this ‘other way’ will be a more lenient one for these criminals. Why the other 

way is stoning, which is a much harsher punishment than being confined in the 

house? 

As explained in the review of the traditional sources, one of the criticisms of those 

against stoning (like some of mu‘tazilah) was why the solution that God has promised 

in verse 4:15 is a punishment that is even harsher than what 4:15 describes. It was 

interesting to see whether Ghamidi considers this to be an issue. His answer on this 

question was very brief. 

Ghamidi explains here that the ‘other way’ simply means a way different from 

confinement in houses. He argues that this does not necessarily mean an easier way. 

The word implies that the final command will become clear.319 

5. The meaning of ‘spreading anarchy’ is different for every nation and every 

society. In particular in our time the meaning of this concept might be totally 

different from its meaning 1400 years ago in Arabian Peninsula. Is it an absolute 

concept or a relative one?  

                                                           
319 One argument can be that given that the punishment mentioned in the chapter of nūr ranges from 
exemplary execution to simply sending to exile, therefore practically an easier command is given when 
compared to keeping the woman in the house till her death. 
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I was in particular ‘worried’ about the implication of what the Farāhī scholars consider 

as ‘fasād’ (anarchy). It seems to me that while they have found another justification 

for stoning, at the same time they have made the definition of this term so broad that 

it can easily include any instances of objection to the law or the law maker. Ghamidi’s 

answer to this was again very brief.  

He argues that there is a principle, and then there is the application of that principle. 

In principle fasād fi al-arḍ means challenging the law by anarchy and creating 

nuisance. However the application of this principle, that is, what is anarchy and 

nuisance, can vary based on society.320  

What seems to be a frequently used argument by Ghamidi and his students is exactly 

the above mentioned, that is, differentiating between the derived principles, and 

possible difficulties or mishandling in the implementation of those principles. This is 

an answer that is often given when facing questions that inquire about the practicality, 

or the logic of some of the religious rules. This is one of the aspects of the Farāhī 

scholars’ approach that is different from some of the modern views on sharī‘ah. 

Impracticality, or perceived immorality, in implementing some of the religious rules 

has prompted some of the modern scholars of Islam to argue for changing the form of 

the rules to suit the requirements of the time. This is not a door that would be open for 

Farāhī scholars: once they are convinced that a rule is part of sharī‘ah, any evidence 

of mismatch between the rule, and social conditions prompt them to devise exceptional 

treatment for the case in hand, rather than revising or reformulating the rule itself.  

6. Verse 5:32, by interpretation of the Farāhī approach, forbids killing of individuals 

unless they are guilty of murder or creating anarchy. The verse makes it clear that 

this rule was also applied to Bani Israel. The question is why Bani Israel (Jews) 

used to implement the punishment of stoning for zinā as well? Where does 

                                                           
320 I have found through my other conversations with Ghamidi and other scholars of the Farāhi 
approach, that they make a clear separation in between the law itself, and the problems of applying 
and implementing it. They do not allow the second to change their views on the first, and argue that 
the second can be dealt with on a case by case basis. 
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Ghamidi think they went wrong in their understanding, or is he of the opinion that 

the ruling was changed only for Muslims?  

The above question emerged later when I reviewed the explanation of Ghamidi and 

Islahi for the subject of stoning and looked at the Jewish law for stoning as well. I 

therefore asked this question later in an online interview.  

He explains that the law for taking lives is the same for all nations as far as the sharī‘ah 

goes. Accordingly, only a murderer or the one who creates anarchy in the land can be 

executed. As explained in answering question three, at the time of a prophet of God, 

rebelliously disobeying specific situational directives of God or His Prophets is also 

the case of creating anarchy. Ghamidi is of the opinion that it was these cases of 

anarchy that Jews later became confused about. He thinks that since at the time of their 

prophets, Jews could see many cases of zānī being stoned, they by mistake thought 

that this was a general rule that was applicable at all times. They did not realise that 

these cases of zinā were treated as creating anarchy in the land due to their direct 

rebellious nature against specific directives of God and the Prophets at the time. 

Ghamidi does not offer any tangible evidence from the Torāh to further support this. 

In fact, there have been a number of similar arguments, where Hamiduddin Farahi, 

Islahi or Ghamidi would refer to a rule or a concept as one that applies to all nations, 

and then argue that this was changed by the Jews or Christians. Hamiduddin Farahi 

occasionally refers to verses in the Torāh to further support his argument. However, 

there are far less or no such references in the works of Islahi and Ghamidi to support 

their arguments about changes made by past nations.  

This again points to another attribute in the thinking of the Farahī scholars, in 

particular Ghamidi and his students. Once they are convinced about their 

understanding of a rule or a concept in the Qur’ān, no other evidence can change their 

mind. Instead, they question the clarity or the authenticity of that evidence, whether it 

is biblical literature or ḥadīth literature. 
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Ghamidi argues that, like in the case of Jewish scholars, the same mistake has been 

committed by Muslim scholars, but only because they are relying on ḥadīths to 

understand the rule of stoning.  

If Muslims rely on the Qur’ān, ‘the eloquence of the Quran’ resolves this 

mistake and leads them to the correct understanding. The only solution 

is to understand both the ḥadīth and the Torāh in the light of the Qurān. 

(Translation from Ghamidi’s responses, 18.02.13, Skype Meeting) 

The Farāhī scholars often argue that looking at the Qur’ān, as the primary textual 

source of understanding Islam, should be enough to lead a scholar to the same 

conclusions as that of the Farāhī scholars. 

In the Chapters of ḥijāb and Return of Jesus, the credibility of the above argument is 

discussed. 

***** 

At the end of reviewing the Farāhī approach to stoning, the same three questions that 

were raised about the traditional approach are raised again and are answered, this 

time, from the Farāhī school of thought: 

- How are the verses related to punishment for zinā linked to each other in 

view of the Farāhī school of thought? 

This is how the scholars of the Farāhī approach explain and arrange this evidence: 

Verse 4:15 (those of your women who commit indecency …) prescribed house 

confinement for prostitutes as people who created anarchy in the land. The verse 

also indicated that another rule for this case will be revealed. Verse of fasād (5:33) 

was that other rule which was revealed later. The verse 4:16 (those two people who 

commit it …) prescribed chastising (without specifying it) for those who commit 

zinā but are not in the category of creating anarchy. Then verse of flogging (24:2) 

clarified what the form of chastising, mentioned in 4:16, should be (i.e. flogging).  
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- How have the Farāhī scholars reconciled the verse that specifies flogging 

for zinā with the reports of stoning? 

As mentioned above, Farāhī scholars consider stoning to be the punishment for 

creating anarchy in the land and not for zinā per se. Accordingly they see stoning to 

be an application of verse of fasād (5:33). Based on this verse the Prophet punished, 

or instructed to punish, those who created anarchy in the form of zinā, by either 

stoning (that is execution in an exemplary way as mentioned in the verse 5:33), or by 

exiling (that is the lightest punishment in the verse of fasād - 5:33). The Prophet used 

to show leniency to those criminals in this category who were single by applying the 

latter punishment (exile), but adopted one of the severe punishments mentioned in 

the verse for the married criminals. 

- In the writings of Farāhī scholars to what extent is the alleged verse of 

stoning being discussed to reason for the ruling of stoning? 

Farāhī scholars fully reject the idea of text abrogation (naskh al-tilāwah), and 

therefore do not consider the alleged verse of stoning to be authentic. They also 

criticise the wording of the alleged verse to be in much lower level of elegance when 

compared with the wording of the Qur’ān. 

2.5. Comparative Analysis 

Overall the reports of stoning at the time of the Prophet appear to be not very 

consistent. This inconsistency has resulted in scepticisms raised by those who do not 

accept the directive of stoning at all. The traditional scholars have tried to shed some 

light on this apparently inconsistent evidence, however their reliance on ḥadīth, has 

resulted in not very straightforward justification and explanation of this evidence.  

There are altogether five piece of puzzle that one faces here. These are: 

- Verses 4:15, 4:16 (those of your women who commit indecency … ; 

those two people who commit it …) 

- Verse of flogging (24:2) 
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- The ḥadīth of ‘Ubāda Ibn al-Ṣāmit that prescribed flogging and exile for 

fornication and flogging and stoning for adultery 

- The incidents of stoning where the criminal was only stoned (without 

flogging) 

- The alleged verse of stoning that is about old males and females 

Looking from the perspective of the traditional scholars, there is not an agreed upon 

mechanism to put this puzzle together in order to create one full and self-consistent 

picture. While some argue that this evolving process was on the basis of abrogation, 

others like some shī‘ī scholars argue that it was on the basis of clarification. The 

different implications of the ḥadīth of ‘Ubāda Ibn al-Ṣāmit, incidents of stoning, the 

alleged verse of stoning and the verse of flogging (24:2) have resulted in different ways 

of explaining this evidence, and accordingly, deriving different juristic views on the 

basis of stoning and its specifications. At the same time, there does not seem to be any 

questions amongst the traditional sunnī and shi‘ah scholars about the apparently 

different punishment of zinā mentioned in the Qur’ān. Their reliance on ḥadīth as a 

stand-alone source of deriving rules allows them to dismiss any reservation in this 

regard.   

One way of explaining and placing the evidence of stoning by traditional scholars is 

as follows:321 

Verses 4:15,16 (those of your women who commit indecency …; those 

two people who commit it …) prescribed initial punishment, respectively, 

for adultery (i.e. house confinement) and fornication (i.e. chastising). 

Both directives were then abrogated by the directive of the Prophet in the 

ḥadīth of ‘Ubāda Ibn al-Ṣāmit. This directive was then further abrogated 

by the practice of the Prophet, as well as verse 24:2 on flogging and the 

alleged verse of stoning.  

It is evident from the above explanation that a single ḥadīth has been given enough 

credit to abrogate a verse of the Qur’ān. The conflict between the reported incidents of 

                                                           
321 This is based on the way that Abi Sahl al-Sarakhsī (d. 1096) explains this process in al-Mabsūṭ, al-
Sarakhsī, al-Mabsūṭ vol. 9, 36. and is also in accordance to the explanation given by al-Zuḥaylī as the 
view of the mass body of the sunnī scholars (Jumhūr al-’Ulamā) al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr, vol. 4, 
290, vol. 18, 127. 
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stoning and the ḥadīth of ‘Ubāda Ibn al-Ṣāmit has resulted in suggesting two 

abrogating phases for the punishment of zinā.  

As stated in section 2.3.2., it is also not very clear why two abrogating instances needed 

to be in place, and why part of the ḥadīth had to be abrogated by the Qur’ān and the 

other part (that is more sensitive, being about killing) had to be abrogated by the 

practice of the Prophet.  

Furthermore, the relationship between the last three abrogating parts of evidence (verse 

of flogging (24:2), incidents of stoning and the alleged verse of stoning) is not clear. 

Also there is nothing in verse 24:2 that could indicate that the verse is not giving the 

whole directive for punishment. This is while the reliability of the alleged verse of 

stoning is under serious question and in terms of the content the alleged verse is not at 

all in line with the traditional view on the punishment of stoning.  

The shī‘ī scholars too have relied on ḥadīth to derive the ruling of stoning, however  

based on their principles of fiqh they typically are not in favour of considering this 

abrogation. They prefer to refer to this as tabyīn (clarification) or takhsīs 

(specification). Due to the numerous narrations they have from the shī‘ī imams, 

traditional shī‘ī scholars do not seem to have many disagreements on the basis of the 

ruling of stoning. If there are any reservations at the present time, they are in the area 

of application rather than principle.   

In comparison, for the Farāhī scholars, dismissing ḥādīth as a source of deriving rules 

beside the Qur’ān, and attempting to understand ḥadīth in the light of the Qur’ān, has 

resulted in a totally different arrangement and explanation of the evidence of stoning. 

By bringing a different verse of the Qur’ān (5:33) and relating that to stoning, they 

have in a way managed to release their thinking from the chains of abrogation that the 

traditional scholars have been dealing with. The incidents of stoning to them are simply 

application of this verse and were punishment of fasād rather than zinā per se. As for 

the ḥadīth of Ibādah Ibn Ṣāmit, they interpret this as a mere explanation of the total 

ruling based on the above understanding (although Islahi and Ghamidi have explained 

this in two different ways).  
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In this way the Farāhī scholars have provided an explanation that in comparison seems 

to be devoid from inconsistent interpretations and is based primarily on the verses of 

the Qur’ān. 

Explaining this Moiz Amjad, a student of Ghamidi, writes that this understanding has 

two advantages: 

- It does not result in the alteration of the implication of the Qur’ānic 

directive, on the basis of ḥadīth. … 

- The punishment administered by the Prophet becomes one which is 

substantiated by the Qur’ān. … 

He further argues:  

If the criminals that were subjected to the punishment of stoning to death, were not 

considered to be in the category of fasād fi al-arḍ,322then the punishment is in 

contradiction to the stated directive of the Qur’ān.323 

This view, as far as my research reveals, is unique among the non-shī‘ī scholars. 

Among the shī‘ī scholars the only person who has expressed the same view, although 

with less elaboration and certainty, and without setting any theoretical foundations for 

it, is the contemporary scholar, Ahmad Ghabel. Ghabel however expresses this view 

as a possible response to a question and does not express it as his definite view. 

However interestingly enough the question is exactly what Islahi raises in that, how it 

is possible that zinā can be punished by death when according to the verse of fasād 

(5:32), the only crimes that can result in death punishment are murder and spreading 

anarchy in the land. Ghabel appears to be a very insightful Isalmic scholar, but it is 

very well possible that he has learned this view from the writings of the Farāhī 

scholars, although at the time of writing, there are no means to investigate and verify 

this.   

                                                           
322 Spreading anarchy in the land. 
323 Moiz Amjad, "Punishment of Rajam (I.E. Stoning to Death in Case of Adultery)," 
http://www.understanding-islam.com/q-and-a/penal-law/punishment-of-rajam-i-e-stoning-to-
death-in-case-of-adultery-5121. Last accessed: 07.02.15 
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It is also interesting to notice that a very similar view is attributed to the Jewish law. 

Alasti reports: 

In Jewish law stoning was used mainly for crimes that affected the 

wellbeing of the whole community.324 

The interview with Ghamidi revealed his persistence on the principles of his approach. 

Once, based on the Farāhī approach, he derives a ruling, no apparently conflicting 

evidence from what the approach considers as not-primary source325 (e.g. ḥadīth, 

history) changes his mind. He questions either the reliability of the not-primary source 

or its interpretation. He also appears to be well aware of the information brought from 

not-primary sources. He tends to favour those versions of the information or those 

interpretations of it that are in line with what the Farāhī approach has derived from 

the Qur’ān. It also seems like Ghamidi’s thinking (as the current leading scholar of the 

approach) is still evolving on subjects like this. His view on disobeying specific 

directives of God or the Prophet being a case of anarchy in the land was only revealed 

during a follow up interview with him. This point very clearly shows the extent that 

Ghamidi (or the Farāhī school of thought) goes to in order to remain loyal to the 

approach. It also reveals the importance of being challenged by the audience in 

formulating his views. 

The Farāhī approach to stoning however raises its own critical issues. It sounds strange 

that there are absolutely no reports from the Prophet or the companions to explicitly 

support the above view. Ghamidi’s explanation that this was the Prophet’s style to only 

explain when being asked, needs further research and elaboration to see whether for 

other equally crucial legal issues the same ‘silence’ can be observed. Also, this only 

justifies the silence of the Prophet about this. It is still curious that no dialogue from 

the companions has been reported to support this. 

Farāhī scholars have clearly not yet (January, 2016) analysed all reports of stoning in 

detail. They can of course conveniently dismiss or interpret these reports based on their 

                                                           
324 Alasti, "Comparative Study of Stoning Punishment in the Religions of Islam and Judaism," 28. 
325 As discussed in chapter one, the Farāhī approach considers the Qurān and the Sunnah (with its 
specific definition that makes it different from ḥadīth) as the only independat sources of understaidng 
Islam. Therefore ḥadīth or history are not considered as independent source.  
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approach, however from an academic point of view, not having a detailed technical 

analysis of these reports can be seen as an unfinished work.326    

In comparison, on the above two particular points, the traditional scholars seem to have 

answers better prepared. They simply explain the incidents of stoning on the basis of 

the criteria for stoning as believed by the traditional scholars, that is marital status. The 

incidents of stoning, despite their different variations in reports, seem to be overall 

clearly matching the criterion. This also matches well with the practice and sayings of 

some of the companions of the Prophet.  

The definition of fasād (anarchy) also needs more investigation. The principle that 

Islahi and Ghamidi explain seems to be clear, but the borderline and specifications on 

how and when to consider a crime to be amounting to anarchy is vague. The principle 

can very easily led to injustice in the hands of the rulers. Despite the insistence of the 

Farāhī scholars on separating principles from the problems of applying those 

principles, one may argue that a serious problem in application may be an indication 

of a problem in the principle.    

Summary  

‘The dominating view among the traditional scholars is that an adulterer is to 

be stoned. The Farāhī scholars consider stoning to be a punishment for a 

different crime and consider flogging to be the only punishment for the crime 

of adultery or fornication per se.’   

The main objective of this chapter was to explore any differences between the 

traditional and the Farāhī approaches by comparing their approach to the subject of 

stoning. 

The contested areas on the punishment of stoning and its basis in Islamic resources 

were discussed. The fact that the Qur’ān, as we know it, does not include such directive 

has created speculations about the legitimacy of this punishment among researchers. 

                                                           
326 There are some analysis of some of these reports in Tadabbur of Islahi and Burhān of Ghamidi 
however a systematic analysis of all these reports has not yet been done. This may be one of the tasks 
that are included in Ghamidi’s ḥadīth project, as explained in chapter 1. 
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A number of authors have attributed the origins of this punishment to the Jewish law, 

and have questioned its validity in Islam. 

The challenges that the traditional scholars were facing included the absence of the 

directive in the Qur’ān and the inconsistent information in ḥadīth. This has resulted in 

different ways of justification of the rule of stoning among these scholars. What seems 

to be in common among them is the agreement that ḥadīth can add law to what the 

Qur’ān instructs. Sunnī scholars mostly refer to this as a form of abrogation while shī‘ī 

scholars prefer to call it clarification and addition.  Shī‘ī also benefits from their 

numerous Ḥadīths from imams about stoning. The sunnī scholars also use their 

concept of ‘abrogation by recitation’ to further support their understanding of the 

ruling of stoning.  

The Farāhī approach on the other hand has tried to derive the ruling from the Qur’ān 

only, and to interpret and explain ḥādīths accordingly. In doing this the scholars of the 

Farāhī approach have derived principles from the Qur’ān that direct them to certain 

conclusions about the conditions of punishment by execution, and implications of this 

in the case of zinā. They have then explained and interpreted any ḥadīth related to 

stoning on the basis of these principles. This at times has resulted in questioning the 

accuracy of some of the reported incidents of stoning at the time of the Prophet.  

The advantages and challenges of each of the above two approaches were discussed in 

this chapter. Overall when considering the Qur’ān as the base of deriving the rule, the 

Farāhī approach provides a more robust and consistent argument. The traditional 

approach needs to provide justifications on the apparent silence of the Qur’ān about 

the ruling of stoning. However the traditional approach faces less challenges when 

analysing the reports of stoning. 
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Chapter 3: The Case Study of Apostasy  

‘The dominating view among the traditional scholars is that in principle an 

apostate is punishable in this world. The view of the Farāhī scholars is that 

there is no worldly punishment for apostate in Islam.’ 

3.1. Introducing the case study 

Riddah (that is normally translated as apostasy) literally means ‘turning back’. In 

Islamic law the murtad (apostate) is defined as ‘the person who had earlier witnessed 

to the unity of God and to the veracity of Muhammad’s prophet hood, but chose later 

to renege on Islam to revert back to the paths of eternal perdition while under no duress 

of coercion to do so.’327 According to the traditional view in Islam, in principle 

apostasy is punishable by death.328 This is the penal law of apostasy. There is also a 

civil law for apostasy that relates to issues of right to own property, inheritance, and 

marriage contract.329  

In the latter half of the 19th century the punishment for apostasy fell into desuetude 

although it was never formally abolished.330 Like the case of stoning, punishment of 

apostasy too seems to be happening on very rare occasions in the recent century. 

Similar to the case of stoning, this too seems to be due to the forces of political and 

international relations.331  

The scope of apostasy often stretches in definition to include those who may not openly 

leave their faith but have denounced some of those elements of faith that are perceived 

as crucial in Islam. In his book Majma‘ al-Anhār,332 the Ḥanafī  scholar, Shaykhī Zādih 

                                                           
327 Oliver Leaman, The Qur’ān, an Encyclopaedia, (London: Routledge, 2006), 548. 
328 See for instance Muḥammad Ibn Aḥmad  Ibn Rushd, Bidāyah al-Mujtahid Wa'l-Nahāyah al-
Muqtaṣid (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth 2004), 304., ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Jazīrī, Kitāb al-Fiqh ‘Ala Madhāhib al-
Arba’ah (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-‘Ilmīyah, 2003), vol. 6, 186.  
329 Rudolph Peters and Gert J. J.  De Vries, "Apostasy in Islam " Die Welt des Islams, New Series 17, no. 
1/4: 2,3. 
330 Ibid., 10-12. 
331 Peters and Vries count a number of instances of executing apostates in the 19th century, one of 
which (beheading an Armenian youth in Istanbul in 1843) resulted in the sultan of the Ottoman empire 
at the time to give in to the campaign by the western powers, led by Britain, and offer a pledge to 
safeguard Christian apostatesibid., 13.  
332 ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Ibn Muḥammad  Shaykhī Zādih, Majma’ al-Anhur Fī Sharḥi Multaqī al-Abḥur 
(Lebanon Dār Iḥyā al-Turāth al-‘Arabī), vol.1, 691-8. 
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(d. 1667), categorises this ‘denouncement’ in four groups of regarding God, Prophet 

and angels, the Qur’ān and divine supplications and prayers, the scholarship of 

Islam.333 In fact according to Sayyīd Quṭb, anyone who does not put his faith in 

practice by not obeying God’s rule can qualify him/herself as an apostate. Long before 

Sayyīd Quṭb, Muḥammad Ibn ‘Abdulwahhāb in his famous book, The Ten Voiders of 

Islam,334 listed ten actions that each can make a person an apostate. According to 

Wiktorowicz , these two scholars were influential in expanding the scope of apostasy 

in the modern era, and their arguments are being used by the modern so called 

‘jihadists’.335  

In this chapter however, only the penal law of apostasy is looked at, and there too only 

the core concept of apostasy is considered: that is, to leave the religion of Islam. 

Nevertheless many of the arguments that are presented in this chapter are equally 

applicable to the civil law of apostasy, as well as to a wider scope of apostasy.  

Also in its technical scope, this chapter is limited to the main Arabic word for apostasy, 

that is, irtidād, and does not extend the discussion to other words like mulḥid and 

zandīq that are often associated with the word irtidād but with slightly different 

meanings and implications.336 Since the objective of the chapter is to compare the 

approaches, this focus of scope and definitions does not affect the findings and is 

required to reach the sought after conclusions.  

This case study is particularly important in this research work as it reveals one of the 

main premises of the Farāhī approach with regard to the sunnah of God. It reveals 

how the Farāhī scholars extract principles and categorisations from the Qur’ān in order 

to explain some of the incidents that are reported to take place at the time of the 

Prophet.     

                                                           
333 He explains that this last category includes ridiculing scholars, rejecting Sharī‘ah courts, to prefer 
an ignorant ascetic (zāhid al-jāhil) to a sinful scholar. Ibid., 1:696. 
334 The original title: Nawāqiḍ al-Islām al-‘Asharah 
335 Quintan Wiktorowicz, "A Genealogy of Radical Islam " Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 28 (2005): 
78, 79.  
336 Thomas P Hughes, Dictionary of Islam (London: W.H. Allen and Co., 1895), 259. 
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3.2. Contested Areas of the Subject of Apostasy 

For many centuries in the history of Islamic scholarship, the concept of the death 

penalty for the apostate was seen as an unquestionable concept among Muslims. Ṭāhā 

Jābir al-‘Alwānī (b. 1935)337 argues that the claim of consensus (ijmā’) was the 

strongest factor in closing the door of debate among Muslims on this subject. This is 

a claim, that in the words of al-‘Alwānī is far from the truth. He argues that there were 

no agreements on such ruling during the early days of Islam.338 

The trend however has changed throughout the last couple of centuries. Peters and 

Vriesconsider the emergence of Aḥmadiyyah and bahāīs as the start of problems in the 

Muslim scholarship with regard to the definition of apostasy and its implications. None 

of these groups denounce the religion of Islam. Aḥmadiyyah community has been 

announced as unbelievers by the mass of Muslims.339 The issue is clearer when it 

comes to Bahā’īs as they consider themselves to be the followers of a new prophet. 

The authors also add the emergence of communists and socialists from among 

Muslims as to what added to the complexity of the issue of apostasy. They cite a 

number of sources to illustrate the treatment of these groups by Muslim scholars, most 

of which was to consider them as apostates.340   

Abdullah Saeed (b. 1960)341 and Hassan Saeed (b. 1970)342 consider the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth Centuries as the eras when the ruling of apostasy was questioned 

from within the Islamic scholarship, while gradually in the twentieth Century several 

thinkers of more liberal persuasion began to discuss the problematic nature of the rule. 

                                                           
337 al-‘alwānī is a graduate of al-Azhar university and holds the Imām al-Shāfi‘ī chair in the Islamic 
Legal Theory at the Gradute School of Islamic and Social Sciences at Cordoba University.   
338 Taha Jabit al-Alwani, Apostasy in Islam, a Historical and Scriptural Analysis, trans. Nancy Roberts ( 
London: The International Institute of Islamic Thought, 2011), 7. 
339 For a list of the Muslim authoritis or sources who have issues this fatwa look at 
http://irshad.org/exposed/fatwas.php, last accessed: 07.2.15. 
340 Peters and De Vries, "Apostasy in Islam " 10, 11. 
341 Abdullah Saeed is an Australian academic writing mostly on the subject of interpretation of the 
text and negotiation of text and context. 
342 Hassan Saeed was attorney-general of the Maldives and an Islamic scholar advocating liberal 
Islam.  
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According to them by the end of twentieth Century some leading scholars of Islam 

joined the call for rethinking the law of apostasy.343  

Peters and Vries refer to two Egyptian Islamic scholars and reformists, Muḥammad 

'Abduh (d. 1905) and Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā (d. 1935) as modernists at the time, and 

bring up their arguments that not only there are no verses of the Qur’ān about 

punishment for apostasy, but in fact there are verses that refer to the natural death of 

an apostate344 and that instruction to kill is only for aggressive apostates.345 Their other 

quoted argument is that verses like 4:89, 90 have allowed only the killing of aggressive 

dangerous apostates. Their further argument is that capital punishment is only found 

in two ḥadīths and that these ḥadīths are āḥād and it is questionable whether they can 

abrogate the Qur’ān. Peters and Vries also share the argument of these scholars that 

killing of apostates at the time of the Prophet could be simply due to the custom of the 

time, when those who did not have protection could be killed, or it could simply be an 

application of the martial law at the time.346  

Professor 'Abd al-Muta'ālī al-Sa'īdīi, one of the most progressive Egyptian scholars of 

the 20th Century (d. 1966) gives a different explanation for the issue of apostasy, and 

argues that based on a less known view of a classical Islamic scholar, Ibrāhīm al-

Nakha‘ī, the apostate is not supposed to be killed, but is supposed to be encouraged to 

repent and to return to Islam for the rest of his/her life. This, he explains, does not 

mean that the apostate should be kept in jail till he/she repents, rather, he/she should 

be treated in the same way that a born non-Muslim is treated.347 

The title of his book alone is enough to point to his strong view against the subject of 

apostasy. He writes in al-Ḥurrīyat al-Dīnīyah fī al-Islām (Religious Freedom in 

Islam): 

                                                           
343 Abdullah Saeed and Hassan Saeed, Freedom of Religion, Apostasy and Islam (Hants: Ashgate 
Publishing ltd, 2004), 2.  
344 They refer to verse 2:218 and 3:86-97. 
345 This refers to verse 4:89, 90. 
346 Peters and De Vries, "Apostasy in Islam " 15. 
347 'Abd al-Muta'ālī al-Sa'īdī, al-Ḥurriyyah al-Dīniyyah Fi al-Lslām (Cairo: Maktabah al-Iskandarīyah, 
2011), 179. 
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Just as it is not correct to force someone to accept the religion of Islam, 

because the Islam that will be resulted from this will be corrupted (due 

to being imposed), it is also not correct to force someone to keep the 

religion of Islam.348  

Despite the above rather moderate approaches to apostasy in the more recent times, 

there have been still strong appeals to bring the laws of executing the apostate into the 

modern world. One of the strongest contemporary voices in support of this has been 

Maududi. He writes in his famous book, ‘The Punishment of Apostate in Islam’: 

In our domain we neither allow any Muslim to change his religion nor 

allow any other religion to propagate its faith.349 … There are only two 

methods of dealing with an apostate. Either make him an outlaw by 

depriving him of his citizenship and allowing him mere existence, or end 

his life. The first method is definitely more severe than the second, 

because he exists in a state in which ‘he neither lives nor dies.’ Killing 

him is preferable. That way both his agony and the agony of society are 

ended simultaneously.350 

Sayyid Quṭb refers to God’s party versus Satan’s party to argue that the leaders of 

states who do not follow God’s law are in fact following Ignorance (jāhiliyyah) and 

should be taken out.351 The notion of ‘Ignorance’ that Quṭb refers to, according to 

Zimmerman, is only a careful choice of a word for the concept of apostasy.352    

According to Peters and Vries the most common argument in support of death penalty 

for apostasy in the modern time is based on the argument that Islam is not only a 

religion but also a social and political order.353  

It is in fact this separation of political implication of apostasy beyond its religious 

implications that seems to be presented as the wisdom and logic behind the rule of 

death penalty. Ghazzālī writes: 

                                                           
348 Ibid., 106. 
349 Abul A'la Maududi, Murtad Ki Saza Islami Qanun Mein (What Is the Rule of Islam for an Apostate) 
(Lahore: Lahore Islamic Publications 1981), 32.  
350 Ibid., 51 
351 Christopher Heffelfinger, Radical Islam in America, Salafism’s Journey from Arabia to the West 
(Washington D.C.: Potomac Books, 2011), ch. 3. 
352 John C. Zimmerman, "Sayyid Qutb’s Influence on the 11 September Attacks," Terrorism and Political 
Violence 16, no. 2 (2004): 235. 
353 Peters and De Vries, "Apostasy in Islam " 16. 
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Apostasy seldom is a matter that only concerns one's inner self alone. If 

that would be the case, nobody would notice it. In most instances 

apostasy is a psycho-logical pretext for rebellion against worship, 

traditions and laws, even against the foundations of the state itself and 

against its stand towards its external enemies. Therefore apostasy is often 

synonymous with the crime of high treason.354 

Similarly, ‘Abdulqādir Kurdī, professor of Qur’ān and sunnah at Ummulqurā 

University, Mecca, uses the political argument and compares apostasy with the man-

made law of treason. Referring to the possibility of repenting, he considers this to be 

a more merciful law compared to the unforgivable law of executing for the crime of 

treason, as implemented by some secular states.355  

Nevertheless, the observation of political motives in punishing an apostate has also 

resulted in questioning the religious basis of the rule. Saeed and Saeed call the law of 

apostasy as largely a religio-political tool. Presenting the diversity of opinions among 

scholars of the past about the mechanism of this rule, they point to what they call the 

ambiguous nature of this ruling and its principles and that not only it is untenable in 

the modern world, but it is also against the Qur’ān.356 

Similarly David Jordan argues that the Prophet never punished an apostate for apostasy 

per se and that all the cases of punishing apostate were due to the person committing 

some sort of political or military betrayal.357 This is also what Lebanese scholar, Subḥī 

al-Maḥmaṣānī (d. 1986), asserts in his book, (translation) ‘The Principles of the 

Human Rights’.358 Referring to the same argument, Alnayrak writes that the ruling of 

death for apostasy is in fact enforced as a safety precaution to avoid apostasy becoming 

a mechanism of public disobedience and disorder (fitna).359 

                                                           
354 Cited in ibid., 17, 18. 
355 ‘Abdulraḥmān Abdulqādir Kurdī, The Islamic State: A Study Based on the Islamic Holy Constitution 
(London: Mansell Publishing Limited, 1984), 52, 53. 
356 Saeed and Saeed, Freedom of Religion, Apostasy and Islam 99.  
357 David Jordan, "The Dark Ages of Islam: Ijtihad, Apostasy, and Human Rights in Contemporary Islamic 
Jurisprudence," Washington and Lee Journal of Civil Rights and Social Justice 9, no. 1 (2003): 61.  
358 Ṣubḥī al-Maḥmaṣānī, Arkān al-Huqūq al-Insān (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm lil-Malāīn, 1979), 123-4.  
359 Leaman, The Qur’ān, an Encyclopaedia,, 526.  
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Mirzā Ṭāhir Aḥmad (d. 2003) the former leader of the Aḥmadīya360 movement made a 

lecture in 1986 to condemn punishing apostate. The lecture was later translated and 

made into the form of a book titled ‘The Truth about the Alleged Punishment for 

Apostasy in Islam’. Many of the arguments in this book are in fact in response to 

Maududi’s book on apostasy. He criticises the way that Maududi and other traditional 

scholars define the concept of irtidād and also the way that they use some of the verses 

of the Qur’ān and ḥadīths to argue for execution of apostates. Some of these arguments 

are presented and discussed later in this chapter.361  

Those scholars who argue against the ruling of death penalty for apostasy often refer 

to verse 2:256 (there is no compulsion in religion) as their support. On the other hand, 

among those who argue for the rule of apostasy there are counter arguments that 

consider this verse as an abrogated verse.362 This comes from a general view among 

these scholars who apply the argument of abrogation for many Meccan verses that 

advise patience, forgiveness and giving freedom. They consider these verses to be 

abrogated by later madanī verses,363 which advise of a harsher attitude towards 

rejecters.364  

Wael Hallaq, a scholar of Islamic law and Islamic intellectual history in Columbia 

University, New York, approaches the concept of death for apostasy with a higher 

level of speculation. Noticing the silence of the Qur’ān about any worldly punishment 

for apostasy he elaborates on the battles that took place after the demise of the Prophet 

which are known as battles of apostasy (ḥurūb al-riddah).365He then makes the 

following speculation:  

                                                           
360 Aḥmadiyyah movement can be considered one of the most significant groups originating from 
Muslims that in recent decades have been affected by different views on the definition of apostasy 
and its ruling. 
361 Mirzā Ṭahir Aḥmad, "The Truth About the Alleged Punishment for Apostasy in Islam," in Annual 
Conference (Tilford, UK: Islam International Publications Limited, 27th July, 1986). 
362 Among them is Ibn Ḥazm (d. 1064), as quoted and discussed by Muhammad Salim El-Awa, 
Punishment in Islamic Law: A Comparative Study (Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1982), 50.  
363 In particular verses 9:5 (known as The Verse of Sword) and 9:29 (known as The Verse of War) 
364 Khalīl 'Abd al-Karīm, al-Islām Bayn al-Dawlah al-Dīniyyah Wa'l-Dawlah al-Madaniyyah (Cairo1995), 
99. 
365 He argues that out of so many battles that are all categorised as battles of apostasy, only the battle 
of Najd technically qualifies to be categorised as such. The tribes of Najd, according to Hallaq, were 
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It is highly probable that the events making up the so-called wars 

of apostasy, together with their fundamental impact upon the collective 

Muslim psyche, generated a new element in the attitude toward apostasy. 

Being largely a reflection of the post-Prophetic experience, ḥadīth …  

stipulate, at variance with the Qurʾān, that the apostate should be 

punished by death.366 

In other words, according to Hallaq, the ḥadīths of death penalty for apostasy are likely 

to be forged and projected only after the death of the Prophet and to justify the actions 

of the companions, Abū Bakr in particular. 

Likewise Zakī Badawī, former president of the Muslim College in London, argues that 

death penalty was only formulated at the time of Bani Umayyah and Bani ‘Abbās  and 

from there was established in all the schools of Islamic law.367 Zwemer has a similar 

speculation where he argues that early Islamic law and practice regarding apostasy 

were probably less rigid and less severe than those that were codified after Islam had 

spread beyond Arabia. He writes:  

Many of the “traditions” regarding apostates were manufactured to 

express later tendencies for which Divine authority and the Prophet’s 

example were needed.368 

Friedmann notices the effect of long centuries of Muslim political domination on the 

rulings that were developed in treating non-Muslims in general and apostasy in 

particular. He considers the most distinctive characteristic of Muslim encounter with 

non-Muslims during this long period of political domination to be the position of ‘a 

ruling power’ and ‘unmistakable superiority’.369  

                                                           
the only ones (among those who were involved in revolts at the time of Abū Bakr) who had signed a 
treaty with the Prophet to adopt Islam. 
366 Cited in McAuliffe, "Apostasy," 120. 
367 Cited in Patrick Sookhdeo, Freedom to Believe : Challenging Islam’s Apostasy Law ( Carlisle: Isaac 
Publishing, 2009), 122. 
368 Samuel M. Zwemer, The Law of Apostasy in Islam (Edinburgh: Marshall Brothers, 2009  ), 35. 
369 Yohanan Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam: Interfaith Relations in the Muslim Tradition 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 1.  
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Among the contemporary shī‘ī scholars and Islamic researchers, Ahmad Ghabel370 

elaborates on the last revised view of his teacher, a leading shī‘ī scholar, Hussain Ali 

Muntazeri (d. 2009) who writes: 

The criterion of the ruling (of death penalty) for the apostate is not the 

change in belief, because belief is an outcome of its own preconditions 

and is out of the control of the person. Rather the criteria are creating 

anarchy with oppressing intentions and objectives.371  

Muḥammad Ali Ayazi, a researcher in the Qur’ān and another student of Muntazeri 

elaborates more by making this argument on the basis of the literal meaning of the 

word ‘murtad’ in the Qur’ān. He explains that the word literally means to return from 

a path. He then argues that it if a person leaves Islam due to not fully understanding its 

truth this cannot be called ‘return from a path’, because the person was not on the path 

in the first place. He concludes that only a person who leaves the path of Islam while 

still appreciating its truth can be called murtad. He then elaborates on this and explains 

that even in this case it is only those among them who aggressively go against Islam 

who can be punished. He explains that all the cases of punishing apostates at the time 

of the Prophet were for people who joined the enemies in fighting Muslims.372  

***** 

Overall there have been reservations about perceived lack of clear instruction in the 

Qur’ān for any punishment for apostasy. A number of authors consider this to be a 

more of a political rather than religious nature. Among them there are those who 

consider the political nature of the punishment to be a general rule, while others count 

it as a specific requirement at the time of the Prophet. 

Attention has been given to verse 2:256 (there is no compulsion in religion …) against 

the punishment of apostasy. One view of those who hold the punishment as a valid 

                                                           
370 Ahmad Ghabel, "Ertedad Hukme Syasi Ya Dini (Apostasy, a Political or a Religious Rule?) " Radio 
Zamaneh, http://zamaaneh.com/idea/2007/11/post_206.html. Last accessed: 10.12.14 
371 Husayn Ali Muntazeri, Islam Dine Fetrat (Islam the Religion of Human Nature) (Tehran: Sayeh, 
1385), 692. 
372 Muhammad Ali Ayyazi, "Azadi Wa Ertedad (Freedom and Apostasy)," Meisami, December 2002 
http://www.meisami.net/ch18/71-81.htm. Last accessed: 14.02.15 
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Islamic rule is that this verse was abrogated by later madanī verses. More 

interpretations about this verse are discussed in the next section. 

Among contemporary authors there have also been those who speculated the 

legitimacy of punishment of apostasy by associating it to the political and dominating 

requirements of the states after the demise of the Prophet. 

Similar arguments about the political nature of the ruling of apostasy is expressed 

within the shī‘ah scholarship.  

Based on the above review, a number of questions can be raised to be studied in the 

next section, where the traditional approach to apostasy is reviewed. The following 

questions are formulated for this purpose: 

1. Are there any attempts in the selected books of tafsīr to derive, from the Qur’ān, 

the ruling pertaining to execution of the apostate by these commentators? 

2. What is the real crime of the apostate, as understood by the selected 

commentators? 

3. What is the view of the selected commentators on the generality and timeline 

effect of the verse ‘there is no compulsion in religion’?  

3.3. Critical Review of the Traditional Approach to ‘Apostasy’  

3.3.1. Punishment of Apostasy in the Qur’ān 

In the case of stoning, as referred to in Chapter two, there was overall agreement 

among the traditional scholars about the verses that related to the subject. This is far 

from true in the case of apostasy. On the subject of apostasy in the Qur’ān not only is 

there no agreement on what the relevant verses are, there is also little agreement on 

what an apparently relevant verse implies.  

Sookhdeo brings up 13 verses of the Qur’ān that may relate to the subject of apostasy 

and presents the views of a variety of Muslim scholars to illustrate the above point.373 

al-‘Alwānī too has done a similar study of a number of often quoted verses of the 

                                                           
373 Sookhdeo, Freedom to Believe : Challenging Islam’s Apostasy Law, 20-33.  
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Qur'ān on the subject of apostasy and concludes that none have mentioned any 

punishment in this world.374 In his PhD thesis, Lamarti Samuel Hosain asserts that 

derivatives of the word riddah have not even been used as a noun or adjective in the 

Qur’ān and that these only emerged later in the books of fiqh.375   

The objective of this case study is to explore the approaches to understanding the law 

of apostasy. Therefore instead of attempting to cover all possible verses that may be 

related to apostasy, a number of more cited verses on the subject are chosen to form a 

suitable framework for this study. Three sources that have extensively looked at the 

concept of apostasy in the Qur’ān are selected and the common verses between at least 

two of them are chosen for this section. These sources are: Sookhdeo (2009), Leaman 

(2006) and al-Alwānī (2011). Maududi has invested a lot on verses 9:11-12 in his book, 

‘The Punishment of Apostate in Islam’, which has generated lots of debate and 

discussions in later writings on apostasy. Although only Sookhdeo includes verses 

9:11-12 in his list, it was decided to add these two verses to the study as well. 

Maududi’s view on these verses and some of the counter arguments are discussed in 

this section. Therefore the verses to look at in this section are: 2:217, 3:86-91, 4:137, 

9:11, 12 and 16:106. Verse 2:256 (there is no compulsion in religion) is also covered 

as the main verse that opposition to the ruling of apostasy widely refers to. 

Since the views of the selected sunnī and shī‘ī commentators on this subject overall 

are very similar, they are presented in the same section. 

***** 

                                                           
374 al-Alwani, Apostasy in Islam, a Historical and Scriptural Analysis, 25-7.al-alwānī (2011), pp. 25-27.  
375 Lamarti Samuel Hosain, "The Development of Apostasy and Punishment Law in Islam 11 Ah/632 Ad 
– 157 Ah/774 Ad" (University of Glasgow, PhD Thesis, 2002), 76. 
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Verse 2:217 

The part of the verse that is often referred to when discussing the concept of apostasy 

is as follows: 

ْنيَا َواْْلِخَرِة ۖ َوَمْن يَْرتَِدْد ِمنْ   … ئَِك َحبِطَْت أَْعَمالُهُْم فِي الدُّ ُكْم َعْن ِدينِِه فَيَُمْت َوَُُه َكافٌِر فَأُولَٰ

ئَِك أَْصَحا ٌُ النااِر ۖ ُُْم فِيهَا َخالُِدونَ   َوأُولَٰ

… And whoever of you reverts from his religion and dies while he is a 

disbeliever, for those, their deeds have become worthless in this world 

and the Hereafter, and those are the companions of the fire, they will 

abide therein eternally. (2:217) 

In explaining this verse none of the selected sunnī and shī‘ī commentators have made 

any references to worldly punishment for the apostate. Rāzī376 and Zuḥaylī 377both go 

into length to discuss the possibility of repentance for the apostate. This however is 

only to explain whether death is the condition for the punishment of hell for the 

apostate.  

The verse is so far from the concept of worldly punishment for apostasy, that Knust 

Rassekh Afshar provides it as an example to argue that apostasy in the Qur’ān is not 

described as a crime.378 Nickel notes that in the above verse the two concepts of 

apostasy and remaining as a disbeliever are combined, and that some Muslim scholars 

refer to verses like this to argue that there is no worldly punishment for apostasy. 

Winkler quotes Sachedina who use verses like 2:217 to argue: 

apostates will ultimately be dealt with by God in the afterlife, taking the 

punishment outside the realm of the temporal and making it an issue for 

Him alone.379   

                                                           
376 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, vol. 6, 392. 
377 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr, vol. 2, 267. 
378 Mandana  Knust Rassekh Afshar, "The Case of an Afghan Apostate - the Right to a Fair Trial between 
Islamic Law and Human Rights in the Afghan Constitution," in Max Planck Yearbook of United Nations 
Law Online (Netherlands: Koninklijke Brill N.V., 2006), 597. 
379 Lewis E. Winkler, Contemporary Muslim and Christian Responses to Religious Plurality: Wolfhart 

Pannenberg in Dialogue with Abdulaziz Sachedina (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2008), 302. He 
however also make it clear that Sachedina’s argument is only about the religious aspect of apostasy 
and that he still believes that from political perspective an apostate may be punished. 
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Verses 3:86-91 

ُسهَل َحقٌّ َوَجاَءُُُم اْلبَيِّنَاُت ۚ َوهللا َكْيَف يَْهِدي هللا  ََل يَْهِدي اْلقَْهَم الظاالِِمينَ  قَْهًما َكفَُروا بَْعَد إِيَمانِِهْم َوَشِهُدوا أَنا الرا

ئَِك َجَزاُؤُُْم أَنا َعلَْيِهْم لَْعنَةَ هللا   َواْلَمََّلئَِكِة َوالنااِس أَْجَمِعينَ  أُولَٰ

  َخالِِديَن فِيهَا ََل يَُخفاُف َعْنهُُم اْلَعَذا ٌُ َوََل ُُْم يُْنظَُرونَ 

لَِك َوأَْصلَُحها فَإِنا هللا   َغفُهٌر َرِحيمٌ  إَِلا الاِذيَن تَابُها ِمْن بَْعِد َذٰ

الُّهنَ إِنا الاِذيَن َكفَُروا بَْعَد إِيَمانِِهْم ثُما اْزَداُدوا ُكْفًرا لَْن تُْقبََل تَْهبَتُ  ئَِك ُُُم الضا   هُْم َوأُولَٰ

ُِْم ِمْلُء اْْلَْرِض َذَُبًا َولَِه اْفتََدٰى  ئَِك لَهُْم َعَذا ٌٌ أَلِيٌم َوَما إِنا الاِذيَن َكفَُروا َوَماتُها َوُُْم ُكفااٌر فَلَْن يُْقبََل ِمْن أََحِد بِِه ۗ أُولَٰ

  لَهُْم ِمْن نَاِصِرينَ 

How shall God guide a people who disbelieved after their belief and have 

witnessed that the Messenger is true and clear signs had come to them? 

And God does not guide the wrongdoing people. Those - their 

recompense will be that upon them is the curse of God and the angels 

and the people, all together, Abiding eternally therein. The punishment 

will not be lightened for them, nor will they be reprieved. Except for 

those who repent after that and correct themselves. For indeed, God is 

Forgiving and Merciful. Indeed, those who reject the message after their 

belief and then increase in disbelief - never will their (claimed) 

repentance be accepted, and they are the ones astray. Indeed, those who 

disbelieve and die while they are disbelievers - never would the (whole) 

capacity of the earth in gold be accepted from one of them if he would 

(seek to) ransom himself with it. For those there will be a painful 

punishment, and they will have no helpers. (3:86-91) 

When discussing the above verses, Ṭabarī380 and Rāzī381provide ḥadīths for two views 

about the subject. One view is that this was about a group of Muslims or a Muslim 

who left Islam. The second view is that this was in fact about the people of the book 

who knew the truth about the Prophet yet rejected it. Ṭabarī mentions that while the 

first view is more popular, the second is more in line with the appearance of these 

verses; he then argues that it is possible that the verses refer to both groups. 

                                                           
380 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, vol. 6, 572-5. 
381 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, vol. 8, 283. 
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Zuḥaylī 382 quotes from Bayḍāwī that it is the sunnah of God to make the truth clear 

for people by bringing clear evidences and removing obstacles, therefore believing in 

this clear truth and then rejecting it is not acceptable. 

In the shī‘ah side, when covering the above verses, Qumī and Ṭabarsī do not make any 

particular comments about the concept of apostasy. Ṭabāṭabāyī383 explains both 

possibilities (similar to Ṭabarī) and writes that in both cases, because of the expression 

‘have witnessed’ (shahidū), this is infidelity (kufr) after perfection of the evidnece 

(itmām al-ḥujjah). This is what Rāzī too refers to. He writes that the dislike of kufr in 

these verses is due to the fact that it happens after three things: ‘belief’, ‘witnessing 

that the Prophet is a true prophet’, and ‘availability of clear evidences’. He then argues 

that kufr after the above is the worst kufr, and it involves enmity and it implies that the 

rejection of a knowledgeable person is worse than rejection of an ignorant person.384  

The above reference to the concept of itmām al-ḥijjah (perfection of the evidence) is 

an important one to take note of, as it makes the core argument of the Farāhī scholars, 

as discussed later in this chapter. Again none of the above commentators have 

interpreted the above verses to prescribe any worldly punishments.  

Verse: 4:137 

  َسبِيًَّل لِيَْغفَِر لَهُْم َوََل لِيَْهِديَهُمْ  إِنا الاِذيَن آَمنُها ثُما َكفَُروا ثُما آَمنُها ثُما َكفَُروا ثُما اْزَداُدوا ُكْفًرا لَْم يَُكِن هللا

Indeed, those who have believed then disbelieved, then believed, then 

disbelieved, and then increased in disbelief - never will God forgive 

them, nor will He guide them to a way. (4:137) 

Ṭabarī quotes ḥadīths on three possibilities: the first is that this refers to those who 

believed in Moses then rejected him, then believed in Jesus and later rejected him and 

then increased their rejection towards the Prophet. Ṭabarī prefers this interpretation as 

he considers it to be in line with the verses before. The other possibilities are that the 

verse refers to hypocrites or to people of the book in general (not just those who 

originated from the Jewish faith). Ṭabarī further explains that some try to derive from 

                                                           
382 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr, vol. 3, 289. 
383 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān, vol. 3, 340. 
384 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, vol. 8, 284.  



 

147 
 

this verse that a person has only three chances to repent from apostasy (before being 

punished). He brings a few ḥadīths to this effect. All these ḥadīths originated from the 

companions rather than the Prophet.385 Ṭabarī rejects this view, and in this way 

engages with juristic discussion of apostasy in his tafsīr without linking it to this or 

other verses of the Qur’ān.386 Rāzī mentions similar views as Ṭabarī with no 

preferences.387 Zuḥaylī 388 emphasises that these are those who leave Islam and 

become persistent in their rejection with an attitude of enmity. 

The above cycle of repenting and rejecting has not gone unnoticed to contemporary 

writers on the subject. Sheikh Abdul Rahman (d. 1990), the chief justice of Pakistan 

(1958 – 1968) wrote a book on the subject of apostasy. There he connsiders the verse 

4:137 to be ‘a striking pronouncement and almost conclusive’ against the ruling of 

worldly punishment for apostasy.389 Similarly, Aḥmad al-Na‘īm refers to this feature 

of the verse to argue that the verse contradicts the idea of death penalty for apostate.  

He writes:  

This verse clearly confirms that the Qur’ān envisions the apostate 

continuing to live among Muslims, even to engage in repeated apostasy, 

and still face no consequences in this life.390  

As a representative of the shī‘ah view point, Qumī has looked at these verses very 

much from the specific shī‘ah theology. Using ḥadīth from shī‘ah sources he relates 

the verse to those who denied Alī’s authority (as believed by shī‘ī) after the Prophet.391 

However Ṭabarsī raises similar possibilities as Ṭabarī and prefers the interpretation 

that ascribes these verses to hypocrites due to verse 4:138.392 Ṭabāṭabāyī393 explains 

that if the verse is looked at in isolation then it refers to repeating apostasy. He then 

                                                           
385 i.e. mau’qūf ḥadīth 
386 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, vol. 9, 316-8. 
387 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, vol. 11, 244-6. 
388 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr, vol. 5, 320. 
389 Sheikh Abdul Rahman, Punishment of Apostasy in Islam (Petaling Jaya: The Other Press, 2006), 28. 
390 Abdullahi Ahmed An-Naʻim, Islam and the Secular State, Negotiating the Future of Shari‘A 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008), 119. 
391 al-Qumī, Tafsīr al-Qumī, vol. 1, 156. 
392 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān, vol. 3, 193. 
393 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān, vol. 5, 113-4.  
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argues that the verse needs to be looked at along with the verses before and after. He 

strongly believes that the verse before and after this verse that are about hypocrites 

have also determined the subject of this verse. He concludes that the verse refers to the 

state of the heart of hypocrites who under the influence of infidels are not able to hold 

tight to their belief. He then relates this to verse 4:139.394 

Verses: 9:11-12 

ُل اْْليَاِت لِقَْهٍم يَْعلَ  يِن ۗ َونُفَصِّ َكاةَ فَإِْخَهانُُكْم فِي الدِّ ََّلةَ َوآتَُها الزا   ُمهنَ فَإِْن تَابُها َوأَقَاُمها الصا

ةَ اْلُكْفِر ۙ إِناهُمْ  ُِْم َوطََعنُها فِي ِدينُِكْم فَقَاتِلُها أَئِما  ََل أَْيَماَن لَهُْم لََعلاهُْم يَْنتَهُهنَ  َوإِْن نََكثُها أَْيَمانَهُْم ِمْن بَْعِد َعْهِد

If they repent and establish prayer and give the poor-rate, then they are 

your brethren-in-faith. And we detail the revelations unto a people who 

know. And if they violate their oaths after their covenant and revile your 

religion, fight those leaders of infidelity-verily no oaths will hold in their 

case that haply they may desist. (9:11, 12) 

The main point of discussion about these verses is the meaning of ‘violating oaths’. 

Ṭabarī writes that the main disagreement here is about who exactly the leaders of 

infidelity are. As for the meaning of oath, he implies that there is an agreement that it 

means the oath to not engage in fighting believers and helping their enemies.395 Rāzī 

explains that there are two views on what oath here means: the first is that it means the 

agreement with the Prophet; the second means rejecting faith. Rāzī explains that some 

of those who hold the second view read the word ‘Aymān’ (oath) as Imān (belief). He 

then explains that this is not the popular reading of this verse, and therefore the first 

view is preferred. He also indicates that the verse as a whole is expressing the situation 

of breaking an oath (rather than returning from a belief).396 Zuḥaylī explains ‘violating 

oaths’ here to mean returning to the attitude of mocking the Qur’ān and the Prophet, 

and making fun of the believers. He places emphasis on the end of verse 12 by 

                                                           
394 ‘Do those who establish friendship with the disbelievers instead of the believers seek honour? Let 

them know that all honour belongs to God.’ (4:139) 
395 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, vol. 14, 153. 
396 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, vol. 15, 534. 
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explaining that the reason for instruction of fighting with the heads of rejecters is so 

that the rejecters abandon this attitude.397 

It is indeed in interpretation of these verses (9:11-12) that Maududi has written in detail 

about the law of apostasy. In his tafsīr of the Qur’ān for verse 9:11 he writes: 

In the context, the words, oaths and compacts mean the compact of the 

acceptance of Islam. Therefore, the question of making a new compact 

with them does not arise. … As a matter of fact, this verse forestalled the 

mischief of apostasy that broke out a year and a half after its revelation 

and Hadrat Abu Bakr followed the guidance given in this verse to crush 

it. 398  

The above interpretation however seems to be specific to Maududui. Raḥmān brings 

out a long list of traditional scholars whose interpretation of the verse are different, 

and concludes that Maududi’s interpretation lacks authority.399 What Raḥmān refers 

to is clearly evident from the selected books of the tafsīr in this study, as discussed 

above.  

On the shī‘ah side there seems to be a tendency to interpret the verse based on the 

specific shī‘ah theology and the doctrine of imamah. Qumī400 writes that 9:12 was 

revealed about the people of the Battle of Jamal (camel).401 This is also one of the 

interpretations that is given by Ṭabarsī402 based on a ḥadīth from shī‘ah sources. 

Ṭabāṭabayī in the main text of his tafsīr does not relate this to the battle of jamal, 

however he mentions that this verse cannot be linked to the previous verse, as the 

previous one has practically made ‘keeping oaths’ as the assumption. He then argues 

that therefore this verse has to be about breaking oaths with the (legitimate) head of 

the Muslims’ state in general.403 Then later when he brings up the narration based 

comments, he refers to the ḥadīths that link this verse to the battle of jamal.404 

                                                           
397 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr, vol. 10, 123. 
398 Maududi, Towards Understanding the Quran, Footnote 15. 
399 Rahman, Punishment of Apostasy in Islam, 2. 
400 al-Qumī, Tafsīr al-Qumī, vol. 1, 283. 
401 These refer to the battle between the army of ‘alī and that of ‘A’ishah that took place in 656 AD in 
which ‘A’ishah was riding a camel.  
402 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān, vol. 5, 17. 
403 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān, vol. 9, 212. 
404 Ibid.,9:242 
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The above can be said to be a sample of what Raḥmān refers to as evidence for the 

lack of authority of Maududi’s interpretation of these verses. Further, the religious 

head of aḥmadīyah writes commenting on Maududi’s interpretation: 

the very verse on which he bases his argument rips it apart, because the 

verse states the purpose of it all, which is: 'So that they might desist.' But, 

if they were to be put to death then how would they ever desist?405 

Verse: 16:106 

ِكْن َمْن َشَرَح بِاْلُكْفِر َصْدًرا فَ  َمْن َكفََر بِاهلل يَماِن َولَٰ ْيِهْم َعلَ ِمْن بَْعِد إِيَمانِِه إَِلا َمْن أُْكِرهَ َوقَْلبُهُ ُمْطَمئِنٌّ بِاْْلِ

 َولَهُْم َعَذا ٌٌ َعِظيمٌ  َغَضٌب ِمَن هللا

Whosoever disbelieved in God after his belief--save him who is constrained 

and his heart is at rest with the belief -but whosoever expanded his breast to 

infidelity, upon them shall be wrath from God, and unto them shall be a torment 

mighty. (106) 

Much of the discussion of the books of tafsīr on the above verse involves explaining 

and evaluating different views on the connection of this verse with the verses before 

and after, and the connection of different elements within this verse. For example, 

Zuḥaylī 406 explains that God indicates the reason for His anger with those who 

disbelieve after having belief in the next verse.407 The reason, according to Zuḥaylī, is 

that they preferred this world to the hereafter, which indicates knowingly choosing a 

wrong path.  

This is the only verse associated to apostasy that is makkī.408 This can explain the lack 

of much discussion on possible political aspects for this verse. 

Verse 2:256 

ْشُد ِمَن اْلَغيِّ فََمْن يَْكفُْر بِالطااُغهِت َو يُْؤِمْن بِاهلل َل إِْكراهَ  يِن قَْد تَبَياَن الرُّ َك بِاْلُعْرَوِة فقد استَْمسَ  فِي الدِّ

 َسميٌع َعليم َلَ اْنفِصاَم لَها َو هللا قىاْلُهثْ 

                                                           
405 Aḥmad, "The Truth About the Alleged Punishment for Apostasy in Islam," 52. 
406 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr, vol. 14, 243. 
407 This is verse 16:107: ‘This is because they have given preference to this life over the life to come 

and God does not guide disbelieving people.’ 
408 Zabih Motahari-Khan, "Is Apostasy a Crime?,," International Research Journal of Applied and Basic 
Sciences  6, no. 3 (2013): 337. 
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There is no compulsion in religion. Certainly, right has become clearly 

distinct from wrong. Whoever rejects the devil and believes in God has 

firmly taken hold of a strong handle that never breaks. God is all-hearing 

and knowing 

This is the verse that as stated earlier, many writers who oppose the concept of 

punishment for apostasy often refer to. The particular purpose of this part is to establish 

if any of the selected books of tafsīr relate this to apostasy, and therefore argue for 

dismissing or re-interpreting its meaning.  

Ṭabarī uses what appears in the history at the time of the Prophet to support the view 

that this verse is only for the People of the Book who agreed to pay jizyah. He writes: 

All Muslims have reported from their prophet, peace be upon him, that 

he forced some people to religion and did not accept anything other than 

Islam from him, and ordered their execution if they rejected this. This 

was the case for those who worshiped idols from the Arab polytheists 

and for apostate, who turns from his religion that is the religion of truth 

to infidelity and like them. He (however) did not impose Islam on others 

after accepting jizyah from them ... and this was like people of the two 

(divine) books and those similar to them.409    

Accordingly Ṭabarī rejects the idea that this verse was abrogated and argues that there 

is no need for this assertion. Rāzī410 expresses what Ṭabarī prefers as one of the 

possible meanings, the other one being that the verse is general in meaning. He 

attributes the latter view to Abī Muslim and Qaffār as the scholars who were lenient 

towards mu‘tazilah. The other possible meaning that Rāzī refers to is that the verse 

means that those who accepted Islam after the wars did not do so reluctantly, and that 

they too were true believers. Rāzī does not explicitly favour any of the views. Zuḥaylī 

considers the verse to be evidence that Islam does not use the sword to convert people. 

He writes that the verse was revealed in the 4th year after hijrah when Muslims were 

very strong.411 

                                                           
409 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, vol. 3, 12. 
410 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, vol. 7, 15. 
411 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr, vol. 3, 21. 
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On the shī‘ah side, Qumī412 interprets the verse as ‘there is no compulsion in religion 

till after right and wrong are clearly distinct from each other’. This is while Ṭabarsī413 

refers to similar views that were referred to by Rāzī without preferring any,  

Ṭabaṭabāyī414 writes very similarly to Zuḥaylī on how this verse rejects the argument 

that Islam was promoted by the sword. He explains that the clear distinction that is 

made between right and wrong is indeed the reason why religion does not need to be 

a compulsion. He then justifies the wars at the time of the Prophet by saying that these 

wars were not to impose the religion of Islam, but where to uproot polytheism and 

establishing monotheism. When monotheism is established there is no compulsion to 

accept the religion of Islam in particular. This is why, he explains, there is no need to 

think about whether this verse was abrogated by the verses of jihad. He adds another 

reason that is evident that the verse is not abrogated is that the reason for this statement 

is given (i.e. clear distinction between right and wrong). He writes it is not right to 

believe in abrogation of a rule, but not abrogation of the reason for that rule.415   

***** 

Summary and conclusion of the study of the tafsīr books: 

Three queries were raised at the start of this section. These are now answered based 

on the above review: 

1. Are there any attempts in the selected books of tafsīr to derive, from the 

Qur’ān, the ruling pertaining to execution of the apostate by these 

commentators? 

No attempts have been seen to derive the rulings pertaining to execution of the apostate 

using any of the above verses of the Qur’ān. When Zuḥaylī refers to the chances of 

repentance for apostate under his tafsīr for verse 2:217 his argument is purely a fiqhī 

                                                           
412 al-Qumī, Tafsīr al-Qumī, vol. 1, 84. 
413 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān, vol. 2, 631. 
414 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān, vol. 2, 525. 
415 He further explains that distinction between right and wrong is not something that can be 
abrogated in Islam. The wars did not affect the clarity between the right and wrong, and therefore 
they were not able to remove the ruling that resulted from this clarity.  
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one and lacks any references to the Qur’ān. Also, overall there seems to be a wide 

range of views about the subject of many of the above verses. People of the Book in 

general, Jews in particular, hypocrites, and those who converted but then left Islam, 

are the possibilities for a number of the listed verses. None of the selected 

commentators have interpreted the word ‘Ahd in 9:12, the same way that Maududi has 

interpreted it in favour of his view on apostasy. Rāzī does quote this view, however he 

rejects it based on the appearance of the verse and its popular reading. 

2. What is the real crime of the apostate, as understood by the selected 

commentators? 

Overall there has been appreciation of the aggressive attitude of an apostate. The real 

crime of the apostate, and what makes the apostate not worthy of forgiving in the 

hereafter according to Zuḥaylī and Ṭabāṭabāyī, is that they left the religion of God 

despite the clear evidence and the completion of reasoning (itmām al-ḥujjah). Zuḥaylī 

explains that it is the attitude of enmity that encourages this. 

3. What is the view of the selected commentators on the generality and 

timeline effect of the verse ‘there is no compulsion in religion’?  

Among the selected sunnī commentators, only Zuḥaylī considers the verse of ‘no 

compulsion’ to be general and permanent, which is the same view as that of 

Ṭabāṭabāyī. The other selected sunnī commentators and the shī‘ī commentator, 

Ṭabarsī, seem to either prefer or give the possibility that the verse only refers to the 

People of the Book who pay jizyah. Qumī interprets the verse in a totally different 

way, where he considers distinction of right from wrong to be the reason, and therefore 

justification, for imposing religion.  

Appreciation of the commentators about the aggressive nature of apostasy in many of 

the studied verses, opens door to disassociation of that concept of apostasy that the 

Qur’ān refers to, and the apostasy that can be considered as an honest change of mind. 

This is discussed in more detail in the section of Farāhī approach.  
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Nevertheless, assertion of non-contemporary commentators to disassociate the verse 

of ‘no compulsion’ from the concept of apostasy prepares the way for the jurists to 

justify punishment of the apostate based on ḥadīth. It can be argued that the different 

view of the contemporary selected commentators (Ṭabāṭabāyī and Zuḥaylī) may be 

under the influence of the political and social requirements of their time, as described 

by Peters and Vries.416 

3.3.2. A brief on fiqh of Apostasy 

After a brief reference to the bases of the main schools of fiqh on the subject of 

apostasy, this section reviews some of the main pieces of evidence that are used for 

this ruling.  

The Islamic schools of fiqh have different views about a variety of subjects related to 

apostasy. These cover a number of issues ranging from allowed duration for repenting, 

to the apostasy of children and women, and their punishment.417 The basis of the law 

also differs among different schools of fiqh. Ḥanafīs do not consider the ruling of 

apostasy to be an independent divine rule. They consider this as one of the branches 

of the subject of jihad. Mālik on the other hand considers apostasy in the category of 

violations like zinā and derives the ruling from Islamic legal policy and to some extent 

ḥadīth.418   

Among the four schools of fiqh, the Shāfi‘ī is the only one who mainly derives the 

ruling from the verses of the Qur’ān. Imam Shafi‘ī uses qiyās to equalise apostate with 

that kāfir that the Qur’ān instructs fighting with. Aini criticises this view by arguing 

that if this qyās is to be valid then the same context in which the killing of a kāfir was 

instructed should apply here as well.419 In comparison, the Ḥanbalī’s main basis for 

the ruling of apostasy is the ḥadīth that reports the instruction of killing the apostate 

by the Prophet.420  

                                                           
416 Peters and De Vries, "Apostasy in Islam " 12. 
417 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Fiqh al-Islāmī Wa-Adillatuh, 5578-80. 
418 al-Alwani, Apostasy in Islam, a Historical and Scriptural Analysis, 15-6.  
419 Refleksi Noryamin Aini, "Ridda (Apostasy) and the Ambiguity of Islamic Legal Discourses," Journal 
Kajian Agama Dan Filsafat 4, no. 1 (2002): 6.  
420 al-Alwani, Apostasy in Islam, a Historical and Scriptural Analysis, 16. 
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Shī‘ī school of fiqh categorises apostates into those who were born Muslim (al-murtad 

al-fiṭrī), and those who converted to Islam before apostasy (al-murtad al-dhimmī). 

According to the majority, the first is to be executed with or without repenting, while 

the second will be given three days to repent. Both rulings only apply to men, while 

women will be jailed. The source of the ruling is mainly the ḥadīth of shī‘ah from their 

imams.421  

There are a number of ḥadīths and reports that are used by jurists in their rulings for 

apostasy. It is beyond the aim of this work to list all of them however some of the most 

popular evidences are reviewed.  

Mahmoud Ayoub (b. 1938), professor of Islam and Christian-Muslim relations, 

University of Balamand of Lebonan, writes: 

In contrast with the numerous Qur’ānic references to apostasy, there are 

only few traditions that are directly relevant to this issue, and even fewer 

Prophetic ḥadīths which contain specific legislation regarding the status 

of apostates and the penalty for apostasy.422 

One of the often quoted reports for apostasy is about the men who came to the Prophet 

for seeking help and when the Prophet sent them to his shepherd to get shelter and 

food they killed him. The Prophet ordered a harsh punishment for these men. al-

Nawawī derives from this that they were punished for the crime of apostasy but the 

appearance of the story is different as there is no references to apostasy in the story, 

and the verse that he refers to as justification of the punishment (5:33) is not about 

apostasy either. Based on the appearance of the story, the punishment was for the crime 

of robbery and violent murder.423 

Another report that is used for the justification of apostasy law, is the incident of 

Mu‘ādh in Yemen, where he immediately ordered the death penalty for a person who 

was Jewish, had converted to Islam, and had returned to Judaism. There is however no 

                                                           
421 Muḥammad Ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ṭūsī, al-Khalāf Fī Silsilah Yanābī‘ al-Fiqhiyyah (Beirut: Mu’assisah al-
Fiqh al- Shī‘ah, 1993), vol. 5, 353-5.    
422 Mahmoud Ayoub, "Religious Freedom and the Law of Apostasy in Islam," Islamiyat Masihiyat 20 

(1994): 80. 
423 For more explanation see ibid., 81-2. 
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evidence in the story to suggest that this was done due to any definite religious 

directive. This seems to be Mu‘ādh’s own ijtihād, and was opposed to ‘Umar’s view 

that an apostate should be given time to repent. According to Aini, a professor of 

Islamic Law in Syarif Hidayatullah State Islamic University of Jakarta, together, the 

two views of Mu‘ādh and ‘Umar make one thing clear and that is, in the absence of 

any divine directives, they were both based on ijtihād.424  

Apart from the above two reports, there is also a numerously quoted ḥadīth narrated 

from the Prophet that says ‘He who changes his religion, kill him’.425 Aini argues that 

even the traditional jurists were not certain among themselves as to what exactly the 

meaning and the implication of this ḥadīth is. He quotes what he considers as the 

cautious comment of Imam Mālik about the ḥadīth, and concludes: 

This caution no doubt demonstrates the confusion, at least doubt, 

which this tradition and its variant created at this early stage of the 

development of the Islamic law of ridda. Therefore, the law of ridda 

is not only controversial, but it also is its very basis much confusing.426 

Aini and Mirzā Ṭāhir Aḥmad427 also speculate the meaning of the word faqtulūh (فاقتلهه) 

in this ḥadīth. While the popular translation of the word is ‘kill him’, they bring 

evidence that the word can also mean humiliate him or make him weak and that this 

meaning is more in line with the verses of the Qur’ān about apostasy.428 Further, 

Aḥmad argues that the ḥadīth is technically gharīb and that one of the narrators (i.e. 

‘Akramah) was a khārijī therefore it has to be treated by cautious.429  

Aḥmad also questions a number of other incidents that are often quoted as justification 

for killing an apostate, either on the basis of authenticity430, or the nature of the crime. 

                                                           
424 Noryamin Aini, "Ridda (Apostasy) and the Ambiguity of Islamic Legal Discourses," 9. 
425 al-Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, no. 3017. 
426 Noryamin Aini, "Ridda (Apostasy) and the Ambiguity of Islamic Legal Discourses," 10. 
427 Mīrzā Ṭahir Aḥmad is the former leader of Aḥmadiyyah Muslims. The group has been one of the 
victims of the ruling of apostasy in Pakistan and they have been persecuted as apostates. It is not 
therefore strange to see that they have many writings condemning and refuting the basis of apostasy 
in Islam. 
428 Aḥmad, "The Truth About the Alleged Punishment for Apostasy in Islam," 127-33. 
429 Ibid., 116-31 
430 This relates to ḥadīth about killing of Ummi Marwān. Aḥmad quotes from Nīl al-Auṭār that the 
ḥadīth is weak. 
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The story of Abū Bakr and the wars of riddah in particular is often referred to. Aḥmad 

argues that the wars of riddah started due to the military danger of those who opposed 

the first khalifah of Muslims, and not due to apostasy. He writes: 

Hadrat Abu Bakrra only fought against those who refused to pay zakat 

because they stopped zakat through the sword and made war against 

the Muslims." 431 

A similar view is raised by al-Alwānī who considers the wars of riddah to be aimed at 

returning a group of people to the boundaries of citizenship rather than boundaries of 

faith.432 Aini considers the argument in between ‘Umar and Abū Bakr to be evidence 

that the wars of riddah were not based on any clear religious directives.433 

I end the above sections on the traditional approach to apostasy with a quote by al-

‘Alwānī:  

Muslim jurists who affirmed the death penalty for apostasy generally did 

so based on the fact that, in the ages in which they lived, apostasy in the 

sense of a change in personal beliefs was frequently the result of a 

comprehensive shift away from allegiance to the Muslim community and 

rejection of its associated systems, laws and culture.434 

3.4. The Farāhī Approach to ‘Apostasy’ 

The subject of apostasy opens up one of the most distinguished features of the Farāhī 

school of thought and that is their ‘investment’ in the concept of shahādah (witnessing) 

and itmām al-ḥujjah as principles that relate to the role of a rasūl (messenger). 

Knowing their viewpoint on this subject will be a key to understanding their approach 

to the subject of apostasy. This concept is by no means a new concept and it has been 

referred to by traditional scholars as well. In the above review of the traditional 

approach, there were references to Rāzī, Zuḥaylī and Ṭabaṭabāyī who directly or 

indirectly referred to the same concept when commenting on some of the quoted 

verses. However none of these traditional scholars seem to be viewing and using this 

                                                           
431 Aḥmad, "The Truth About the Alleged Punishment for Apostasy in Islam," 97. 
432 al-Alwani, Apostasy in Islam, a Historical and Scriptural Analysis, 100.  
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concept in the scope and the scale that the Farāhī school of thought is using it. This is 

why there was a stress on the word ‘investment’. 

3.4.1. The Concepts of Itmām al-Ḥujjah and Shahādah 

The emphasis on the concept of shahādah and its counterpart, itmām al-ḥujjah 

(perfection of the evidence) in the Farāhī school of thought was started by 

Hamiduddin Farahi himself. This was then explained further by his student Amin 

Ahsan Islahi but was extensively developed and applied by the student of Islahi, Javed 

Aḥmad Ghamidī. 

In order to understand the concept better, it is explained here on the basis of its 

chronological development with more elaboration given to Ghamidī’s development 

phase.  

Hamiduddin Farahi refers to the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah in his introduction to the 

book niẓām al-Qur’ān. He writes:  

He (the Prophet) was not allowed to wage war until he had explained his 

message fully and had established the veracity of the religion of God to 

the extent that no one was left with a valid excuse to reject it. It was only 

when the Prophet (sws) had fulfilled this duty of preaching and 

explaining the religion of God that he was commanded to liberate the 

house of God, the Ka‘bah, from the hold of the polytheists, and to revive 

the religion of Abraham in peninsular Arabia.435 

What Hamiduddin Farahi writes in principle is not much different from what many 

other commentators of the Qur’ān have written. As explained in section 3.3.1, some of 

the traditional sunnī and shī’ah commentators of the Qur’ān, like Zuḥaylī and 

Ṭabāṭabāyī, also refer to the same concept. In fact the term itmām al-ḥujjah has been 

used extensively by traditional scholars in the past. However Hamiduddin Farahi has 

opened a window in the above short passage that became a flourishing source for his 

disciples. In the above passage, Hamiduddin Farahi has explicitly conditioned any 

                                                           
435 Hamiduddin Farahi, Exordium to Coherence in the Qur’an [Muqaddamah Niẓām al-Qur’ān], trans. 
Tariq Hashmi (Lahore: Al-Mawrid, 2013), 65.  
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aggressive attitude towards the non-believers to itmām al-ḥujjah, and considers this 

itmām al-ḥujjah to be one of the main phases of the mission of the Prophet. 

He further excludes the people of the book from this itmām al-ḥujjah, and limits it only 

to Ishmaelites: 

The People of the Book, and with them other nations, were given the 

choice to adopt any religion they preferred. They were free to follow any 

other religion but they had to pay jizyah (tax). The Ishmaelites were, 

however, not left with any such choice. They had to choose between 

embracing the religion of God and death.436  

Islahi in his tafsīr of the Qur’ān takes this to a higher level of theorisation. In explaining 

verse 58:21 he differentiates between the titles of rasūl (messenger) and nabī 

(prophet). He then defines a very specific role for the rasūl: 

Every messenger (rasūl) (as opposed to nabī (prophet)) sent by God to 

his people is a symbol of divine justice. He necessarily decides their fate 

in this world. If collectively these people denied their messenger, the 

Almighty destroyed them through some natural calamity after taking out 

the messenger and those who professed faith in him. In case the believers 

were in substantial numbers, then after conclusive communication of the 

truth to the people, the believers were asked to wage war against them 

and shatter their power so that the world is cleansed of their mischief. It 

is evident from the history of messengers presented by the Qur’ān that 

most messengers encountered the first of the above-mentioned situation: 

after migration of the messenger and companions, a torment befell the 

people. It was only in the case of Muḥammad (pbuh) that the second 

situation arose.437   

What Islahi has done here is bringing a new definition to the concept of rasūl and its 

difference with nabī.  

By categorising the destroying of nations in the two categories of natural calamity and 

war with believers, Islahi has in fact justified the wars at the time of the Prophet by 

making them identical to the punishments of the nations like the nations of Noah and 

                                                           
436 Ibid., 66. 
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Lot. The main purpose of this punishment, as described by Islahi, is to clean the world 

from the mischief of the unbelievers. 

Islahi’s student, Ghamidi, further explains this: 

In the first situation, divine punishment descends upon those who have 

rejected the rusul in the form of raging storms, cyclones and other 

calamities, which completely destroy them. It is evident from the Qur’ān 

that the people of Noah (sws), Lot (sws), Salih_ (sws) and Shu‘ayb (sws) 

besides others met with this dreadful fate. … In the second situation, a 

rasul and his companions subdue their nation by force.438 

 

Ghamidi however takes this concept to a much elaborated level and expands its scope 

extensively, by adding new dimensions into it. These are discussed below in turn: 

 The Theme of the Qur’ān is Inzār (Warning) 

Ghamidi applies the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah to the whole Qur’ān and considers the 

main theme of the Qur’ān to be inzār (warning) about the consequences of not 

believing. This inzār is taking shape by reminding the direct addressees of the Qur’ān 

(Quraysh and people of the book in the Arabian Peninsula at the time) of the destiny 

of other nations who were warned and were punished after itmām al-ḥujjah. This, 

according to him, is the main reason why there are numerous narrations of the stories 

of the past nations in the Qur’ān. 

In fact Ghamidi adds this inzār theme to the seven groups of the Qurān that his teacher 

Islahi had introduced in his introduction to the Tadabbur-i-Qur’ān.439 In this way he 

argues that the first group of chapters of the Qur’ān (chapters 1-5) are for warning Bani 

Israel, groups three to seven (covering chapters 10 to 114), each with a different central 

theme, are for warning Quraysh and the polytheists in the Arabian Peninsula, and 

group two (chapters 6 – 9) communicates the last warning for itmām al-ḥujjah for both 
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161 
 

polytheists and people of the book, and describes the punishment of those among them 

who do not accept the message of truth while knowing is as the truth.440  

The Process of Inzār is a Predefined Sunnah of God 

Ghamidi explains the process of inzār in a very systematic way and brings verses of 

the Qur’ān to substantiate his theory. According to him, it is the sunnah of God for 

every rasūl that he starts with warning on a one to one basis (inzāri khās).441 then 

expands this to the open warning of the public (inzārī ‘ām).442 He emphasises that 

warning here is related to two punishments, a punishment in this world and the 

punishment in the hereafter. The third stage is the stage of itmām al-ḥujjah. By this 

stage, according to Ghamidi, the truth has become so evident to the addressees that 

they do not have any excuse except stubbornness to deny it.443 Following this is the 

ḥijrah and barā'ah (migration and acquittal)444 stage where the rasūl is given glad 

tidings about prosperity for him and his followers and is instructed to migrate and leave 

his nation in preparation for the worldly punishment that is about to come. The last 

stage is the stage of reward and punishment (daynūnah).445 In this final stage a 

‘miniature day of judgement’ is taking place where believers will be rewarded by 

victories and rejecters will be harshly punished.446 

The Punishment of Nations is Not Just to Remove Their Mischief 

The above expression of ‘miniature day of judgement’ is a very important one. What 

Ghamidi means by this is that the punishment for infidels of Quraysh is not just to 

clean the world from them, but to use this as a further tool for itmām al-ḥujjah for the 

other groups and nations, just as the punishment of the past nations were used for 

itmām al-ḥujjah for the Quraysh. 

                                                           
440 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 57-9. 
441 He refers to verses 54:43, 68:33 and 42:7 as evidence. 
442 Verses that are used here are 73:5, 74:1-7, 10:15, 10:104, 105, 51:54, 55, 80:1-16 
443 Verses 105:1-5, 106:1-4 
444 Related verse are 107:1-7, 108:1-3, 109:1-6, 110:1-3, 11:74-76, 37:139-148 
445 Related verse are 58:20, 21, 24:55 and numerous other verses in the 9th chapter 
446 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 501-7.Ghamidi goes into very detailed length here 
to categorise the rejecters and the followers of a rasūl according to the Qur’ān.  
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People of the Book Are Included in the Punishment but with a Degree of Condonation   

One major difference between Ghamidi’s view and that of Amin Ahsan Islahi and 

Hamiduddin Farahi is about the people of the book, as Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi 

exclude them from the consequences of itmām al-ḥujjah. They consider jizyah to 

simply be payment for protection. Referring to the defeated people of the book, Islahi 

writes: 

This type of dhimmīs is subjected to the payment of a certain kind of tax 

called jizyah, corresponding to the guarantee given to them regarding 

their life and property ... We know that jizyah is a tax imposed on the 

minorities against their right of protection of life and property.447 

However Ghamidi includes the people of the book, who were the direct addressee of 

the Prophet, in this punishment. He considers payment of jizyah while being 

subordinate (ṣāghirūn) to be their discounted punishment. This, according to Ghamidi, 

is due to the fact that they are originally monotheist.448 In the explaining verse 9:29 

Ghamidi writes: 

The punishment mentioned in these verses was in fact a show of great 

lenience to them because of the fact that they were originally adherents 

to monotheism. In reality, they had become worthy of death and 

destruction after deliberately denying the truth.449 

One implication of this is that while according to Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi jizyah 

still applies to those people of the book who are defeated by Muslims, according to 

Ghamidi, due to the lack of itmām al-ḥujjah, jizyah no longer applies.   

The Role of Shahādah for Bani Ishmael Compared to That of the Prophet and the 

Companions 

Ghamidi differentiates between what he refers to as ihtimām bi-itmām al-ḥujjah 

(attention and attempt for itmām al-ḥujjah) and itmām al-ḥujjah itself. In a reported 

                                                           
447 Amin Ahsan Islahi, The Islamic State [Islāmī Riyāsat], trans. Tariq Hashmi (Lahore: Al-Mawrid, 
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interview with one of his students he explains his view that while the Prophet, the 

companions and all Bani Ishmael after them had and have the position of shahādah,450 

it is only the Prophet who could do itmām al-ḥujjah by the divine support. The 

companions on their own (i.e. without direct support of the Prophet), and the rest of 

Bani Ishmael after them can only attempt itmām al-ḥujjah.451 This has a very important 

implication. Referring to the destiny of the rejecters among the direct addressees of a 

messenger Shehzad Saleem, one of the students of Ghamidi, writes: 

In the case when this humiliation takes place through the messengers and 

their followers, they act as nothing but divine weapons. As such, this 

divine practice must not be undertaken by human beings on their own. It 

is God’s retribution carried out by God Himself.452 

In other words, the scholars of the Farāhī approach do not consider the rulings 

pertaining to punishing rejecters at the time of the messengers to be part of the 

sharī‘ah. They consider it as part of the sunnah of God and therefore not at all 

applicable or relevant to the era after the Prophet. One of the implications of the above 

is in attributing the title kāfir (infidel) to others. In this regard, one of the students of 

Ghamidi writes: 

… at the time of the advent of a messenger of God, there is a live link 

between humankind - through the selected prophet of God - and God. As 

a result, at such times there can be a few aspects of God's knowledge 

which are brought into the open, which under other circumstances remain 

hidden from ordinary human beings like us. Whether or not a person has 

rejected something after having fully recognized it as God's truth is only 

known to the All-Knowing God. No one other than God can decide about 

this phenomenon, which is clearly internal to every man. ... labelling a 

                                                           
450 This according to the Farāhī scholars refers to the same concept that the Qur’ān refers to in verses 
2:43 and 22:78. Explaining this, they argue that the verses indicate that just as the Prophet was shāhid 
(witness to the truth) for the Bani Ishmael. Bani Ishmael too are shāhid (and witness to the truth) for 
the rest of the nations. This also means that according to Ghamidi, the Arab in Arabian Peninsula, in 
particular the Quraysh, were from Bani Ishmael. It is interesting that including Bani Ishmael as shuhadā 
(witnesses to the truth) was due to Ghamidi’s revision of the concept. Islahi only considered the 
companions to be included in this.  
451 Abdullah Rahim, "Revisiting the Jihad of the Companions after the Demise of Prophet Muhammad 
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particular individual or group 'kafir', due to its adherence to what they 

consider to be 'kufr', is beyond human jurisdiction.453 

What the above means is that according to the Farāhī scholars, that title of kāfir that 

is associated with punishment of the person, was only applicable for the direct 

addressees of a messenger. In our era only God knows who deserves this title and 

therefore punishments that were applicable at the era of messengers are not applicable 

today.  

3.4.2. Implications for the Ruling of Apostasy 

It is now possible to explain the view of the Farāhī approach to the subject of apostasy. 

To start with: the scholars of the Farāhī approach appreciate that there is no directive 

on any worldly punishment for apostasy in the Qur’ān, and consider any such 

punishment to be against the directives of the Qur’ān. Moiz Amjād writes: 

We know that the Qur’ān  has referred to the issue of apostasy at more 

than one place (for example see al-Baqarah 2: 217, al-Baqarah2: 

108, Aal Imraan 3: 90, al-Nisaa 4: 137 and al-Nahl 16: 106). But at none 

of these instances does the Qur’ān mention the punishment of death for 

such people, who change their religion. … moreover, the Qur’ān  clearly 

mentions in al-Baqarah 2: 256 that: There is absolutely no compulsion 

in religion … Furthermore, the Qur’ān  has strictly disallowed the 

imposition of the death penalty except in two specific cases. … 

Obviously, apostasy can neither be termed as "murder" nor "creating 

unrest in the land".454 

The last sentence in the above quote refers to the same concept that was discussed in 

the chapter of stoning that explains, according to these scholars, death penalty can only 

be given for the crimes of murder and creating anarchy in the land (fasād). Amjad is 

using the same principle to argue that it will be against the Qur’ān to execute an 

apostate for apostasy per se.  

                                                           
453 Moiz Amjad, "What Constitutes Kufr," Understanding Islam, http://www.understanding-
islam.com/q-and-a/overview-of-islam/what-constitutes-kufr-6071.Amjad, Moiz, Understanding Islam 
website, available at http://www.understanding-islam.com/q-and-a/overview-of-islam/what-
constitutes-kufr-6071, Last accesses: 15.02.15  
454 "Punishment for Apostasy," Understanding Islam, http://www.understanding-islam.com/q-and-

a/islamic-beliefs/punishment-for-apostasy-5019. Last accessed: 15.02.15  
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According to the current thinking of the Farāhī approach, the apostates at the time of 

the Prophet were punished not for leaving the religion of Islam, but due to the same 

sunnah of God that was explained in the last section. By leaving Islam they entered 

again into the category of those infidels for whom itmām al-ḥujjah was already done, 

and were destined to be punished like the rest of the rejecters at the time. In other 

words, according to these scholars, the same reason that justified fighting and killing 

the polytheists at the time of the Prophet, also justifies the killing of apostates at that 

time.455 This then means that for the same reason, according to Farāhī scholars, at our 

time no one can be executed because of his belief, consequently no one can be executed 

because of leaving Islam.  

Ghamidi refers to the ḥadīths that relate to the subject and in particular the ḥadīth that 

says who changed his religion kill him. He then explains that the word ‘who’ (من( in 

this ḥadīth does not have a general scope, rather it means the same group that in the 

Qur’ān are called Ummīyīn (اميين(, who are the polytheists in Arabia at the time who 

were among the direct addressees of the Prophet.456  

Apart from contribution of such punishment in further itmām al-ḥujjah, as explained 

in the last section, in explaining why this sunnah involves death Ghamidi also refers 

to the concept of test. He explains that the purpose of life for people is to be tested, 

whether they accept and uphold the truth when it comes to them. Since at the time of 

messengers the truth is unveiled for the direct addressees in its purest form, then if they 

deny it, there will be no point for them to stay in this world anymore because the 

purpose of their staying in this world is fulfilled.457  

In this way the scholars of the Farāhī approach also explain all the ḥadīths that relate 

to the concept of apostasy.458 

                                                           
455 In fact they consider this to be the same reason for which the past nations like the people of Noah 
or Lot were punished. 
456 He further explains that the word ‘people’ (nās) in the ḥadīth ‘I am ordered to fight people till they 
believe’ too is specific to ummīyīn and that this ḥadīth too is based on the same sunnah of God. 
457 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "Punishment for Apostasy," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (June, 
1991): 12. 
458 In deed they also use the same argument (i.e. sunnah of God instead of Sharī‘ah) to explain any 
ḥadīth that is considered authentic and points to aggressive behaviour to infidels. It is interesting that 
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This also applies to the era of the companions as according to Farāhī scholars; the 

itmām al-ḥujjah of the Prophet in Arabian Peninsula was extended to their time as 

well. Saleem explains the incident of killing apostates at the time of Abū Bakr by the 

same reasoning. He explains that since avoiding zakāh legally takes a person out of 

the fold of Islam,459 therefore those who denied zakāh were in fact reverting to their 

state of disbelief. So Abū Bakr was merely administrating the punishment of death 

upon them based on the sunnah of God about the direct addresses of His messengers.460 

Saleem in his writing does not explain the reported debates among the companions at 

the time and also the reports that indicate a number of people who denied zakāh, were 

not punished. 

In March 2013 Ghamidi issued a letter about the Ṭālibān in which he condemned their 

justification of their actions in Pakistan and Afghanistan. In this letter too he states that 

no human being can punish another human being for apostasy and that this is only the 

right of God alone.461 

It is perhaps appropriate to end this section with the following quote from Ghamidi: 

Instead of interpreting the tradition (of apostasy) in light of the 

relationship between the Qur’ān and sunnah they have interpreted it in 

the absolute sense, totally against the context of the Qur’ān. 

Consequently, in their opinion the verdict pronounced in the tradition has 

a general and an unconditional application. They have thereby 

incorporated in the Islamic Penal Code a punishment that has no basis in 

the sharī‘ah.462 

3.4.3 Interviewing Javed Ahmad Ghamidi on the Subject of Apostasy 

The development and evolution of the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah has added a new 

dimension to the subject of apostasy that helps the scholars of the Farāhī approach to 

                                                           
Ghamidi also justifies the attacks to Persia at the time of ‘Umar with the same argument, but with 
much more detailed and complex mechanism. 
459 The Farāhī school of thought considers establishing prayers and paying zakah to be the two 
essentials of considering a person Muslim. They argue for this based on verse 9:11. 
460 Saleem, Playing God, Misreading a Divine Practice, 46. 
461Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "The Taliban's Line of Reasoning,"  
http://www.javedahmadGhamidi.com/editorials/view/talibans-line-of-reasoning. Last accessed: 
15.02.15 
462 "Punishment for Apostasy," 13. 
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explain and justify almost any incidents or narratives of harsh treatment of non-

Muslins in the era of the Prophet and the companions. The concept of apostasy is only 

one of these.  

One of the specific methodological features that results from applying this concept is 

its effect on reducing (in scope) what often is seen as general statements of the Qur’ān 

to very specific ones. On the basis of this approach words like kāfir (infidel), mushrik 

(polytheist), ahl al-kitāb (people of the book), alladhīna āmanū (those who believe), 

munāfiq (hypocrite), etc. in many verses of the Qur’ān are referring to very specific 

groups of people at a certain time and a certain location. This then means that many of 

the instructions about these groups were also exclusively associated with them. 

In the absence of any robust theoretical basis for deriving the law of apostasy from the 

Qur’ān among the traditional scholars, the theory of itmām al-ḥujjah, and the specific 

role of a messenger in this theory sounds like a robust one, at least in comparison.  

There are however certain points that require some clarifications. These are the points 

that have been made into questions to direct to Ghamidi in interviewing him. The 

questions and Ghamidi’s answers follow: 

1. Do you believe there could be also political reasons for the ruling of killing an 

apostate as the apostate could become a sworn enemy of Islam? 

Ghamidi strongly opposes this view. His answer to this question was short and direct:  

There is absolutely no place for this. (Ghamidi) 

He argues that the Qur’ān is very clear about the rules of punishment. He refers to the 

rulings for qiṣāṣ (retaliation) as well as rulings for fasād (creating anarchy) and says 

that none of these apply to an apostate at the time of the Prophet and there is no other 

directive in the Qur’ān that would instruct killing an apostate due to him joining the 

enemies of Islam. 

Such strict analysis of the Qur’ān is one of the main features of the Farāhī scholars 

which are elaborated on more in Chapter Six. It is interesting that Ghamidi does not 
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even consider other textual evidence (history, ḥadīth,) in his scope of analysis. He is 

keen to derive strict and authoritative rules and principles from the Qur’ān and does 

not hesitate to reject any alternative explanations that may come from other sources. 

2. Have you studied the ḥadīths related to apostasy before forming your view 

about it?  

The Farāhī scholars do not consider ḥadīth to be an independent source of 

understanding Islam. This, at least theoretically, means that they may arrive at an 

understanding of a ruling without even studying the ḥadīths related to that ruling. 

However Ghamidi states very strictly: 

I never form an opinion without looking at ahadith and doing takhrīj and 

looking at rijāl. Without that I never form an opinion. (translator) 

At this point the ḥadīth of Mu‘ādh was raised. According to this ḥadīth that is narrated 

by Abū Mūsā Ash‘arī, when Mu‘ādh was in Yemen to preach, he insisted that he would 

not start unless a man who was a Jew, converted to Islam, and then again converted to 

Judaism was killed. According to the report he only started his speech when this took 

place. The problem is, according to the present day scholars of the Farāhī approach, 

the people of the book are not to be punished by death if they agree to pay jizyah. The 

question can be raised why then Mu‘āz killed for apostasy instead of requiring jizyah. 

Ghamidi explained that in his view there can be two possibilities. The first possibility 

is that this can be Mu‘ādh’s own ijtihād. The report never gives any information that 

this was approved by the Prophet. He gives the example of Shāfi‘ī who, according to 

him, makes a mistake by believing that jizyah can be collected from polytheists as 

well. This, according to Ghamidi, was due to the fact that in a ḥadīth by mistake the 

word ahli kitāb was replaced with the word mushrikīn. He uses this example to 

illustrate that even for an expert in legal issues such mistakes are inevitable. 

The other possibility which is not mutually exclusive with the first, is that there are 

more details into what actually happened that are not passed on in the report. Ghamidi 

gives example of incidents at the time of the Prophet that according to the wording of 

most reports involves the Prophet killing a person due to that person insulting him. He 
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says that when we dig into the reports we then find more information that shows that 

the real crime of the person was something different, like murder. He suggests that it 

is well possible that some of these details are not included in the reports of many 

historical incidents, including this one. 

Ghamidi also points to the fact that reports like these are not the reports of the direct 

statements of the Prophet therefore it is even more difficult to attempt to use them in 

deriving a legal rule. 

A point was made earlier in section 2.4.4 about the strict way in which Ghamidi’s 

understanding of the Qur’an would prevent him from entertaining the possibility of 

any alternative understanding that comes from other sources. Here it is evident that 

Ghamidi is in fact prepared to go a step further, that is, in re-narrating history and 

historical incidents, for them to match with what he understands from the Qur’ān.  

The above example of the incident of Mu‘ādh is only a tiny example. A major example 

would be the way in which he re-narrates the invasion of Persia after the demise of the 

Prophet to prove that this was based on itmām al-ḥujjah.463 In his re-narration of this 

mega historical incident, Ghamidi does not even once refer to any works of history or 

historians. In fact, quite to the contrary, in a private discussion that I had with him 

about the subject, he argued that it was historians who needed to revisit this incident 

and rewrite it based on the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah. He insisted at the time that he 

was sure that if this took place, historical evidence in support of his re-narration of the 

story of invasion of Persia would emerge.  

This points to one of the attributes of the Farāhī school of thought, whereby due to 

their primary reliance on the text of the Qur’ān, they seem to find a basis to easily 

justify, reject, or even reformat any conflicting sources of evidence. At the same time, 

this very attribute can be seen by contested scholars (traditional and contemporary) as 

a weakness and a way to escape more analytical debates. 

                                                           
463 Look at the way that Ghamidi explains the incidents leading to invasion of Persia and the invasion 
itself at Abdullah Rahim, "Revisiting the Jihad of the Companions after the Demise of Prophet 
Muhammad (Sws)," ibid. (May, 2014). 
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3. Why do the verses on apostasy that were revealed after itmām al-ḥujjah, as 

defined by the Farāhī scholars, not instruct about killing the apostates? 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, one of the arguments of those Muslim scholars 

who oppose the ruling of apostasy is that some of the verses of the Qur’ān that refer to 

apostates give the impression that they will live their life in full. Among these there 

are verses like 5:54 that, according to the grouping of the chapters of the Qur’ān by 

Islahi and Ghamidi, belong to the phase when itmām al-ḥujjah is done, and the divine 

worldly punishment is about to start. For the scholars of the Farāhī approach this 

seems like a two-edged sword as it is expected that in verses like this, the killing of an 

apostate should be included as part of the divine punishment.  

Ghamidi argues that the end of itmām al-ḥujjah and directives for punishing the 

rejecters are two separate but related things. He explains that when itmām al-ḥujjah 

was completed, there was a gap before revelation of the directives of punishment in 

the chapter of tawbah. The mass of registers was not punished till after this revelation. 

He further explains that only for those rejecters who had enmity with Muslims and 

were actively involved in this enmity, the punishment started immediately after itmām 

al-ḥujjah with them.   

After itmām al-ḥujjah we should divide the categories of people into 

two categories. One was the common general masses for them the 

directive came later in chapter tawbah, but immediately after itmaām 

al-ḥujjah there were certain people who were out to kill and were very 

very active promoting acts of adversaries since of course they had lost 

their right to live. For them that (punishment) was imposed right after 

itmām al-ḥujjah … however for the common masses till that directive 

in chapter tawbah was revealed, they had this relaxation. (translator) 

This is again another example of how Ghamidi re-narrates historical incidents to match 

the concepts he derives from the Qur’ān. A number of battles, a number of 

assassinations, and isolated fighting also took place at the time of the Prophet, Ghamidi 

explains most of these with the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah. However, I have not yet 

seen any documents by the Farāhī scholars to clearly separate all these incidents, and 

explain exactly which ones are associated with itmām al-ḥujjah, what stage of itmām 

al-ḥujjah they are associated with, and which ones were ignited by other motivations 
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like self-defence or curbing persecution. It is of course understandable that the school 

of thought is still in its early developmental phase and that research proposals like this 

would be taken on board in time. 

4. Why is such an important principle (specific implication of itmām al-ḥujjah 

at the era of a messenger) not spelled out in the Qur’ān, resulting in so much 

misunderstanding (according to you) about rules like apostasy? 

Ghamidi explains a few points here. He first makes it clear that it is not the style of the 

Qur’ān to spell out principles like this. The book introduced itself as a book of 

deliberation and needs to be deliberated.  

He then argues that there are so many verses of the Qur’ān about this principle and 

that in fact the whole structure and theme of the Qur’ān is based on this principle. He 

believes that this was so clear and obvious to the companions of the Prophet and most 

of the addressees of the Qur’ān that spelling it out (even if this was a style of the 

Qur’ān) would have been stating the obvious. 

What happened, according to Ghamidi, was that the era of itmām al-ḥujjah passed and 

the people who were involved with it also passed. At the same time our jurists were so 

drowned in the numerous ḥadīths available at the time that they did not pay enough 

attention to this principle in the Qur’ān. They therefore did not see the specific and 

exclusive implication of the verses due to this principle.   

While the above explanation may be seen as feasible, it does raise other questions and 

possible objections: if the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah was such a well-established and 

well-understood concept in the mind of the first few generations of Muslims at and 

after the time of the Prophet, then why is there not much reference or narration about 

this concept in the ḥadīth and the sīrah literature? The very expression of itmām al-

ḥujjah or its derivatives are quite rare in these texts, and if another expression was used 

instead, then surely the Farāhī scholars would have used that expression instead.  

This is not to question the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah as it seems to be a concept firmly 

established in the Qur’ān. The real question is about the perception of the first few 
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generations of Muslims about this concept, and whether it was actually only this 

concept that motivated them to react in the way they reacted towards non-Muslims on 

different occasions. 

While a strong reliance on the Qur’ān can be seen as an advantage of the Farāhī 

scholars, this exclusion of other sources of information from the flow of reasoning 

seems to result in a rather simplistic view on the information contained in these 

sources. It will be interesting to see as (and if) the Farāhī school of thought develops 

further in the future, whether these other sources will be engaged more in their line of 

reasoning.  

***** 

At the end of this section the same questions that were raised in reviewing traditional 

approach to apostasy are raised again, this time to see the answers from Farāhī school 

of thought. 

- Are there any attempts to derive, from the Qur’ān, the ruling pertaining to 

execution of the apostate by the Farāhī scholars? 

Farāhī scholars link the punishment for the concept of apostasy with the sunnah of 

God in the punishing of the rejecters who were among the direct addressees of a 

messenger. Therefore the evidence that they bring from the Qur’ān are about this 

sunnah as they see it rather than punishment for apostasy.  

- What is the real crime of the apostate, as understood by the Farāhī  

scholars? 

The real crime is rejecting the truth despite recognising it, after itmām al-ḥujjah. This 

only applies to the direct addressees of messengers. 

- What is the view of the Farāhī  scholars on the generality and timeline 

effect of the verse ‘there is no compulsion in religion’?  
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In his writing, ‘Is Democracy Compatible with Islam?’, when Ghamidi argues that 

God has left the choice of ruling systems to people, he mentions that even for a matter 

as important as religion, God has given human beings freedom. He quotes the above 

verse here.464 Islahi expresses the same view in his tafsīr.465 Therefore it is clear that 

according to him and to the Farāhī scholars, the implication of the verse is general and 

timeless.  

3.5 Comparative Analysis 

The weight of the reasoning of the traditional scholars in proving the ruling of apostasy 

is ḥadīth rather than the Qur’ān. With very few exceptions like Shāfi‘ī from among the 

jurists and Maududi from among the contemporary reformists, none of the leading 

figures of the main traditional schools of thought have attempted to use the Qur’ān as 

their main reason for this ruling.  

Among the selected books of tafsīr there have been references to the concept of itmām 

al-ḥujjah. Commentators like Rāzī, Zuḥaylī and Ṭabāṭabāyī have explained that the 

truth had become so clear for the apostate that his/her leaving Islam meant showing 

arrogance and mischief. These authors have not made any comments on whether this 

also applies to the time after the era of the Prophet. 

The evidences of apostasy are not all fully reliable and definite. There have been 

speculations about the authenticity of some of the ḥadīths and reports as well as 

whether the traditional understanding from these evidences is indisputable.  

The Farāhī school of thought has looked at the concept of apostasy from a different 

perspective. There are similarities and major differences as a result. Like Shāfi‘ī, these 

scholars too have generalised the concept of kāfir to derive the ruling of apostasy from 

the Qur’ān. In this way their arguments seem to be very similar to some of the 

reasoning of the traditional scholars. However the area that the Farāhī scholars have 

contributed in most is whether this also applies to our time. 

                                                           
464 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, Is Democracy Compatible with Islam. Last accessed: 15.02.15 
465 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān, vol. 1, 592. 
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By developing a theoretical framework to define the concepts of itmām al-ḥujjah, 

shahādah and daynūnah, they have formulated a new definition for the meaning of the 

word rasūl (as opposed to nabī). From here they have managed to draw a clear line 

between the direct addressees of a rasūl and the rest of the world. By associating the 

Qur’ānic instructions to kill the kuffār with the sunnah of God, they argue that the 

killing of a kuffār was not to force them into Islam, but to punish them due to not 

accepting Islam after the phase of itmām al-ḥujjah of the rasūl. They equate this with 

the punishment of those nations that the Qur’ān and Bible has narrated, like people of 

Noah or Lot. 

In this way the Farāhī scholars depart from the traditional view, and consider the 

punishment for apostasy to be irrelevant to the present time, since this is part of the 

sunnah of God when sending messengers and not part of the sharī‘ah.  

It can be argued that in essence, what the Farāhī scholars have done is the same that 

some of the contemporary scholars like 'Abduh and Rashīd Riḍā have argued for, that 

is contextualisation. As discussed in section 3.2, these scholars too believe that the 

rules of apostasy were due to the specific circumstances at the time of the Prophet. 

This comparison has some merits. However the major fundamental difference between 

the two approaches should not be overlooked. When the Farāhī scholars categorise the 

punishment for the apostasy at the time of a messenger under the sunnah of rather than 

sharī‘ah, they are changing the paradigm from a mere political and circumstantial one 

to a divine one, that (in their view) is the theme of the whole Qur’ān. It is due to this 

paradigm that, as discussed in section 3.4.3, the Farāhī scholars are even prepared to 

re-narrate history to make it in-line with the paradigm that they have derived from the 

Qur’ān.   

By the above principle and categorisation the Farāhī scholars have managed to answer 

the question as to why despite the verses on freedom of religion in the Qur’ān, there 

are reports and ḥadīth on punishment for apostasy in Islamic literature. These 

punishments according to Farāhī scholars were in fact the continuum of the 

punishment of God for those who rejected the truth while knowing it. With this 

principle the Farāhī have in fact linked many of the killings and instances of harsh 
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physical treatments at the time of the Prophet to the punishments of the nations before 

the Prophet. The common factor among all is the sunnah  of God at the time of His 

messenger with regard to the rejecters after the period of itmām al-ḥujjah. 

It seems like the explanation of the Farāhī scholars on this subject may be a solution 

for some of the practical issues of our time (i.e. no punishment for apostasy, and belief 

in religious freedom). There are however still points that can challenge some of the 

premises of their approach to this subject. 

The question can still be raised as to why despite many verses on apostasy, none of 

them give any explicit references to worldly punishment. This reservation applies to 

both the tradition, and the Farāhī scholars. As reported in the last section, when I asked 

Ghamidi that why after itmām al-ḥujjah no verses on the worldly punishment of 

apostasy were revealed, his answer was that the mass punishment only started after a 

relaxation time by the instructions of the chapter of tawbah. However the question is 

still valid as to why then such instruction was not given in the chapter of tawbah the 

same way that it was given for kuffār. 

The other issue is the treatment of the people of the book. Farāhī scholars differentiate 

the punishment for people of the book and the idolaters of the time of the Prophet. The 

former will escape from the punishment of death if they agree to pay jizyah. However 

in none of the reports where a Muslim converts to Judaism or Christianity is there a 

mention of this option. The famous story of Mu‘āz ends up with executing the Jew 

who left Islam. Ghamidi’s response to this, and similar incidents is in the form of 

complaining about the unclear nature of the reports as well as attributing this to a 

personal ijtihād. While this can be well accepted, it does keep the door of criticism 

open for those who do not subscribe to the same opinion. 

Another question that can be raised is the fact that there does not seem to be any 

discourse among the companions of the Prophet, about the above mentioned theory 

related to the sunnah of God at the time of a messenger. While Ghamidi attributes this 

to the obvious nature of the concept at the time of the Prophet, a neutral person may 

find it strange that no explicit reference to this concept and its implication for the ruling 

of apostasy can be found in ḥadīth. 
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The Farāhī scholars have written a lot to show the evidence of the concept of sunnah 

of God at the time of a messenger in the Qur’ān. I think it is fair to argue that they have 

succeeded in bringing out numerous verses of the Qur’ān to support this concept. 

However when it comes to ḥadīth they seem to be just at the start of the journey and it 

is not clear whether they can find the same level of support from the ḥadīth literature 

as they find in the Qur’ān. 

Summary 

‘The dominating view among the traditional scholars is that in principle an 

apostate is punishable in this world. The view of the Farāhī scholars is that 

there is no worldly punishment for apostate in Islam.’  

In this chapter the approach of the Farāhī scholars to the concept of apostasy was 

compared and contrasted with that of traditional scholars. This was after reviewing 

some of the contested areas of the subject by reviewing contemporary literature. The 

main reservation of the contemporary writers is what they refer to as lack of explicit 

evidence in the Qur’ān. There has also been attention to the political aspect of the 

ruling, suggesting that the issue may be more of a security and citizenship nature rather 

than a religious one. There has been some speculation on the originality of the rule, 

and whether this was projected back to produce religious evidence in order to justify 

some of the political movements of the empire of Islam. 

In the selected books of tafsīr there were no attempts to derive the ruling on the 

punishment of apostasy from the Qur’ān. Despite this, with some minor differences, 

the traditional fuqahā have agreed on the ruling of punishment for apostasy. This is 

mainly derived from ḥadīth and reports of executing an apostate, while occasionally 

verses of the Qur’ān too are referred to. Those traditional scholars who use verses of 

the Qur’ān as evidence mostly do so on the basis of generalising the instructions for 

attacking kuffār and jihad. Some of the reservations about the evidence of punishment 

of apostasy in ḥadīth were reviewed. 

Farāhī scholars consider the ruling of punishment for apostasy to be part of the sunnah 

of God in punishing rejecters after itmām al-ḥujjah, that is exclusive for the direct 
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addressees of a messenger of God. In this was they argue that the ruling does not apply 

at our time any more. A number of questions that were raised in an interview with 

Ghamidi and their answers were reported. 

The chapter ended with a critical analysis to compare the Farāhī and traditional 

approach to the concept of punishment for apostasy. The Farāhī scholars seem to have 

produced an answer based on a well explained theory for questions like freedom of 

religion, and the punishment of apostasy. Reservations were raised to discuss where 

the Farāhī scholars may be challenged on their stance on the ruling of apostasy. This 

mainly relates to lack of enough evidence in ḥadīth to support their theory.  
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Chapter 4: The Case Study of Ḥijāb  

‘According to the dominating view among the traditional scholars, covering 

hair in front of non-maḥram for women who reach puberty is an obligation. 

According to the present-day Farāhī scholars, covering hair is highly 

recommended but is not an obligation, unless it is embellished with 

ornaments.’ 

4.1. Introducing the Case Study:  

The word ḥijāb (ٌ حجا) comes from the root of ḥ-j-b (ٌ  ح ج) and literally means ‘cover, 

screen’ (ستر).466 The author of al-ʻAyn writes: 

 467)ءالحجا ٌ، اسم: ما حجبت به شيئا عن شي(

al-ḥijāb, noun: what is used to cover (stop)468 something from something 

In the Qur’ān the word and a derivative of the word has been used in eight places, all 

based on its literal meaning, that is a cover or a separation that does not allow one side 

to see or access the other side.469 From among these verses only one (33:53) refers to 

this cover as a mean (a screen) to separate female from male, and this is specific to the 

wives of the Prophet. In the ḥadīth literature too the word has been used mostly in its 

literal meaning, some referring to a screen to separate women from men or to the verse 

33:53 that gives directives about this.470    

Among Muslims and in Islamic fiqh the word is most commonly used to refer to a 

Muslim woman’s clothing that covers her body, specially her head, and is referred to 

as veil in English.  

                                                           
466 Muḥammad Ibn Mukram al-Ifrīqī, Lisān al-‘Arab (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1414), vol. 1, 298.  
467 Abū ‘Abd al-Raḥmān al-Khalīl   al-Farāhīdī, Kitāb al-‘Ayn (Beirut: Dār wa'l-Maktabah al-Hilāl, 1999), 
vol. 3. 86. 
468 In al-‘Ayn, ḥajaba is translated as stopping something from something else, thus, the insertion of 
‘stop’ in the above translation. 
469 These verses are 7:46, 17:45, 19:17, 33:53, 38:32, 41:5, 42:51, where the actual word ḥijāb is used 
and 83:15, where the derivative maḥjūbūn (those who are deprived of seeing God) is used.  
470 al-Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, no. 3294.  
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Siddiqui writes: 

ḥijāb has, however, evolved in meaning and is most commonly used to 

denote the idea of a Muslim woman's veil … synonymous with the 

various forms of clothing that a Muslim woman wears to cover either her 

hair, her hair and face or her full body when in public or when in the 

company of those outside close kinship bonds.471 

This chapter uses the word ḥijāb as a cover for hair on the head of Muslim women. 

Some of the discussions are equally related to covering the face, although this is not 

the core subject of this writing. 

All traditional schools of thought among shīʻah and sunnī consider head covering to 

be a religious obligation for adult women, with different views about the extent and 

the conditions of the cover.  

What makes the subject of ḥijāb a helpful case study for this research is the different 

interpretations of the verses of ḥijāb by scholars, and the fact that based on the 

approach to interpretation of the Qur’ān and reliance on other sources like ḥadīth, 

different conclusions can be derived from these verses. One common ground between 

the last two case studies was that the Qur’ān was not used directly by the traditional 

scholars in order to arrive to their conclusion. There seemed to be an overall 

appreciation that the Qur’ān did not have any explicit directives about the subject 

under study. The case of ḥijāb is different. Here there are indeed verses in the Qur’ān 

that are often referred to as explicit verses about ḥijāb. This case study therefore adds 

another dimension to this research work. 

Interestingly enough, even within the Farāhī approach there is a significant difference 

of opinion in interpreting the verses of ḥijāb. While the older view (led by Islahi) is 

close to the traditional view, the contemporary view (led by Ghamidi) is in total 

contrast with the traditional one. It is interesting to study what methodological factors 

resulted in emergence of different understandings within the same approach. This is 

also an appropriate case study to understand how the Farāhī approach differentiates 

                                                           
471 Mona Siddiqui, "Veil " in Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Washington 
DC: Brill Online, 2013).  



 

181 
 

between the ḥadīth and the sunnah and that what, in their view, is the relationship 

between sunnah (as they define it) and the Qur’ān. 

4.2. Contested Areas of the Subject of Ḥijāb 

As mentioned in the previous section, in this chapter the word ḥijāb means head 

covering. However it is worth noting that there are different understandings of the 

word ḥijāb among Muslims and in the works that study this concept.472 Tabassum 

Ruby writes: ‘while a Saudi woman may wear a niqāb and call it hijāb, a Canadian 

Muslim woman could use a headscarf and also identify it as a hijāb.’473 Also the words 

ḥijāb and veil are sometimes used interchangeably; this is while the latter is more 

specifically used for face covering.474 

Although the concepts like veil (face covering), exclusion and seclusion of women are 

different from the concept of ḥijāb, yet, when it comes to the origins of these concepts 

and their evolution and development over the time, they are very much related. 

Accordingly some of the writings on veiling, and the exclusion and seclusion of 

women that can also relate to ḥijāb are included in this section. The discussion in this 

chapter leads to questions that form the framework of inquiries when looking at the 

traditional approach to the subject of ḥijāb in the next section. 

The issue of ḥijāb has always been at the centre of attention and debate by Muslims 

and non-Muslims who often see it as a distinct feature of Muslim women.475  

                                                           
472 Anne-Sofie Roald, Women in Islam: The Western Experience (London: Routledge, 2001), 254.  
473 Tabassum, F. Ruby, “Listening to the Voices of Hijab”, Women’s Studies International Forum, 2006, 
29 
474 Rachel Woodlock, "Many Hijabs: Interpretive Approaches to the Questions of Islamic Female 
Dress," in Sociology of Islam: Secularism, Economy and Politics, ed. Tugrul Keskin (Reading: Ithaca Press 
2011), 395.  
475 Barbara Freyer Stowasser, Women in the Qur′An (Oxford: Oxford University Press 

1994), 127.Barbara Freyer Stowasser, Women in the Qur′an, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 
127 also look at Muslim Women’s League, "An Islamic Perspective on Women’s Dress,"  
http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/hijab.html.“An Islamic Perspective on Women’s Dress”, Muslim 
Women’s League website, December 1997, available at 

 http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/hijab.html, last accessed 23.12.14. For a brief on the current 
policies and debates in some of the Western Europe countries with regard to the ḥijāb look 
at Viviane Teitelbaum, "The European Veil Debate," Israel Journal of Foreign Affairs 1 (2011). 
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In 1928 Naẓīrah Zayn al-Dīn (d. 1977), a 22 years old Muslim from Lebanon and a 

daughter of a high ranking judge, published her controversial book on ḥijāb, al-Sufūr 

wa’l-Ḥijāb (translated as Unveiling and Veiling). The book was a criticism to the 

treatment of women (including requirement to cover top to toe) in Syria and Turkey. 

The book and the author, expectedly, were subject to much criticism and accusations. 

Zayn al-Dīn does not seem to be a scholar or an academic in the field, however some 

of the ideas that she has included in her book were unique, fresh and thought-

provoking for her time. One of the main arguments of Zayn al-Dīn was that the 

directives of the Qur’ān that appear to be limiting women were in fact suitable for the 

norms and the culture of the time and that one needs to appreciate the real wisdom 

behind these directives.476 She disassociates ḥijāb with morality and argues that there 

are in fact evidences that ḥijāb can encourage immoral behaviour. At the end of her 

book, in answering one of the objections to her arguments she starts her reasoning with 

the title: ‘A Muslim is free in clothing and the best dress is the dress of the people of 

the time.’477  

Muhammad Asad has a similar view about the wisdom and principles behind the 

verses of the Qur’ān. He argues that the vagueness of the verses of the Qur’ān about 

covering women’s body was a purposeful measure by God to allow specific 

interpretations in line with the varied requirements of the time.478 This was in fact one 

of the main themes of a 1990 meeting organised by an international solidarity network 

called Women Living Under Muslim Laws.479 The discussions under this theme were 

about distinguishing between modesty, as the requirement of the Qur’ān, and what 

constitutes a modest dress depending on the society and the situation.480  

                                                           
476 Naẓīrah  Zayn al-Dīn, "Unveiling and Veiling," in Liberal Islam: A Sourcebook, ed. Charles Kurzman 

(New York  Oxford University Press, 1998), 105. 
477 Ibid., 259.  
478 Muhammad Asad, The Message of the Qur’ān (Gibraltar: Dar al-Andalus 

1980), 503. 
479 See http://www.wluml.org, last accessed 26.10.14. 
480 WLUML, "For Ourselves: Women Reading the Qur’an," Women Living Under Muslim Laws, 

http://www.wluml.org/sites/wluml.org/files/import/english/pubs/pdf/misc/for-ourselves-
en.pdf.Last accessed: 08.01.15. 
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Noticing the lack of an independent discussion in the books of fiqh on the subject of 

ḥijāb, Ziba Mir-Hosseini (b. 1952), an Iranian anthropologist specialising in Islamic 

law, writes: 

Classical Islamic texts – at least the genre that sets out rulings (ah-kam), 

or what we can call “positive law” – contain no explicit rulings on 

women’s dress, nor on how women should appear in public. They do not 

use the term hijāb, and they use sitr (covering) to discuss the issue of 

dress for both men and women, but only in two contexts: first ruling for 

covering body during prayers, and secondly, rulings that govern a man’s 

“gaze” at a woman prior to marriage.481 

This lack of explicit directives about women’s ḥijāb has not gone unnoticed by other 

researchers and women activists. Dabbous-Sensenig, director of Institute for Women’s 

Studies in the Arab World (IWSAW) in the Lebanese American University, considers 

the Qur’ānic foundation for defining the Muslim dress code to be ambiguous. She 

refers to a number of Arab intellectuals482 who while remaining loyal to the text of the 

Qur’ān, consider ḥijāb to be not an obligatory Qur’ānic directive, while some even 

consider it un-Islamic. Moving from the Qur’ān to ḥadīth as a source, she argues that 

due to the vagueness of the Qur’ān about the concept of ḥijāb, scholars had to turn to 

ḥadīth to determine what extent of coverage was obligatory for Muslim women. This 

however did not help to arrive at an agreed-upon view and ‘seems to have added to the 

plethora of meanings surrounding the hijāb, often supporting positions that are clearly 

irreconcilable.’ 483  

Likewise, Diffendal argues that the word ḥijāb itself, when in the context of gender 

interaction, has only been used as what separates the Prophet’s household from 

strangers and in the story of Mary, as a sacred space. While in our time in history, this 

                                                           
481 Ziba Mir-Hosseini, "Hijab and Choice: Between Politics and Theology," in Innovations in Islam: 
Traditions and Contributions, ed. Mehran Kamrava (Berkeley: University of California Press 
2011), 191. 
482 Khalaf allah (1977), Shahrour (1990), Hajjaji-Jarrah (2003), Baraka (2003), Nawal al-Saadawi 
(2004). 
483 Dima Dabbous-Sensenig Dima Dabbous-Sensenig, "To Veil or Not to Veil: Gender and Religion on 
al-Jazeera’s Islamic Law and Life," Westminster Papers in Communication and Culture 3, no. 2 (2006): 
67. 
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term has a dominant meaning for a Muslim women’s dress and has even replaced non-

Arabic words for the same meaning like chador in Persian.484  

Clark has done substantial research on the origins of the directive of ḥijāb in the ḥadīth 

and finds that there is a glaring lack of canonical ḥadīth on the issue of covering the 

head and the hair. She concludes that the so called directives of ḥijāb are the products 

of forced interpretations motivated by culture rather than the religious text.485  

It is interesting to note that unlike the current era, during the time of the Umayyads 

and the Abbasids, Muslim women were not that different from non-Muslim women in 

terms of their use of clothing to cover themselves. Most non-Muslim women in the 

conquered areas had veiling and seclusion customs.486 Keddie argues that the pre-

Islamic Middle East and the East European Mediterranean had various forms of veiling 

and seclusion, especially of elite women. She notes that one of the main motivations 

for this was to differentiate between the women in the higher social classes, and those 

belonging to the lower ones, in particular the slaves. Keddie brings up this information 

to argue that ideas of the seclusion of women and women covering themselves were 

not originated from Arab culture, but were in fact the effect of the culture of the 

conquered lands after the demise of the Prophet. She asserts that women were not 

strictly covering themselves in the early times of Islam. In agreement with the 

Moroccan feminist writer and sociologist, Fatema Mernissi487 (2015), she argues that 

from the mid-eighth century in the Abbasid regime, gradually a system of law was 

established in which the verses of the Qur’ān about women were interpreted in an 

increasingly absolute fashion, which ‘reflected the practices and cultural assumptions 

of their own era more than those of Quranic times.’488 She further writes: 

                                                           
484 Chelsea Diffendal, "The Modern Hijab: Tool of Agency, Tool of Oppression," Chrestomathy: Annual 
Review of Undergraduate Research 5 (2006): 131.      
485 Lynda Clarke, "Hijab According to Hadith: Text and Interpretation," in The Muslim Veil in North 
America: Issues and Debates, ed. Sajida Sultana Alvi, Homa Hoodfar, and Sheila McDonough (Toronto: 
Women’s Press, 2003), 214-16.  
486 Nikki R. Keddie Nikki R. Keddie, Women in the Middle East, Past and Present (New Jersey  Princeton 
University Press, 2007), 31. 
487 Fatema Mernissi, Women and Islam: An Historical and Theological Enquiry (Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishers, 1991), 195.   
488 Keddie, Women in the Middle East, Past and Present, 24. 
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Under the late Umayyads and the Abbasids many conquering Arabs 

adopted the settled ways of the conquered Sasanian and Byzantine 

peoples. …  Legal rulings were in the earliest Islamic period largely ad 

hoc and often followed the laws and customs of the conquered areas. 

Once the community began to want distinctively Islamic law that went 

beyond the Quran, many local practices and laws - including Jewish, 

Roman, and the mixtures that made up provincial law - entered into 

Islamic law, often in the form of ḥadīths. The schools of Islamic law 

developed in the ninth century and reflected the restrictive view of 

women of the time. Quranic verses were interpreted as meaning strict 

veiling.489  

To substantiate her conclusions about ḥijāb, Keddie asserts that the verses that are 

interpreted as directives of ḥijāb are in fact silent about veiling.490 This has been noted 

by other authors and sources as well.491  

There are other views about the origins of the extensive attention to Muslim women’s 

dress and seclusion as well. Sechzer writes that ‘Umar was very influential in limiting 

women in their dressing, public presence and interaction with men. He cites reports 

about ‘Umar’s instructions to prevent the wives of the Prophet from doing Hajj (which 

was then lifted), excluding women from mosques despite the opposition by his own 

family, and appointing female teachers for women’.492  

Smith goes further and holds none but the Prophet and the Qur’ān to be responsible 

for seclusion of women. She argues that the seclusion of the Prophet’s wives, which 

was instructed in the Qur’ān, was naturally and understandably generalised by 

Muslims to all women.493  

                                                           
489Ibid., 31, 32. Also look at Yedida Kalfon Stillman, Arab Dress: A Short History from the Dawn of Islam 
to Modern Times (The Netherlands Brill, 2003), ch. 7. 
490 Keddie, Women in the Middle East, Past and Present, 22. She makes it clear that by veil she means 
covering hair that also often included covering the whole or part of the face. 
491 “An Islamic League, "An Islamic Perspective on Women’s Dress".Perspective on Women’s Dress”, 
Muslim Women’s League website, December 1997, available at 
http://www.mwlusa.org/topics/dress/hijab.html, last accessed 23.12.14. 
492 Jerry Altneu Sechzer, "Islam and Woman: When Tradition Meets Modernity," Sex Roles 51, no. 5/6 
(2004): 263.  
493 Jane Smith, "Women, Religion and Social Change in Early Islam," in Women, Religion and Social 
Change, ed. Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and Ellison Banks Findly (Albani: State University of New York 
Press, 1985), 19.  
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On the other hand, Mernissi, based on the reports from the early days of Islam, 

considers the Prophet himself to be an egalitarian, but one that at the end had to give 

up for the sake of communal cohesiveness and the survival of Islam.494  

Leila Ahmed (b. 1940), Egyptian American writer on Islam and Islamic feminist, 

refers to three factors that made Muslims generalise what was specific to the Prophet’s 

wives. These are: the effect of the customs in the conquered lands, the influx of wealth 

among Arabs, and the wives’ of the Prophet being seen as role models. She however 

does mention that veiling existed among some of the social classes in Arabia before 

the Prophet.495 While appreciating that many Arab Bedouin women would use a veil, 

Diffendal writes that this was optional and that this had nothing to do with covering 

face from strangers, rather, it was a symbolic tool to show the woman’s independence 

to men.496 

Another interesting observation about the scholarly writings on the women’s issue in 

general and ḥijāb in particular, is that the vast majority of these writings are by men. 

Bouthaina Shaaban (b. 1953), a Syrian politician, writes: 

There are few women interpreters in the history of Islam because 

women are seen to be the subject of the Islamic shari‘ah and not its 

legislators. Yet even the few interpreters who have appeared during 

the long history of Islam have been kept at the periphery, their views 

never allowed to influence Islamic legislation.497 

In line with this, Ziba Mir-Hosseini refers to the emerging feminist scholarship in 

Islam and their assertion that the rulings on ḥijāb have been derived from the Qur’ānic 

tafsīrs rather than the Qur’ānic prescriptions. Her other conclusion from these works 

is that the farther such rulings are from the time of revelation, the more limited they 

become in terms of the presence of women in the public. By the time when the formal 

                                                           
494 Stowasser, Women in the Qur′An, 132-4. 
495 Leila Ahmed, "Women and the Rise of Islam," in The New Voices of Islam: Reforming Politics and 

Modernity - a Reader, ed. Mehran Kamrava (California University of California Press, 2007), 191-2.  
496 Diffendal, "The Modern Hijab: Tool of Agency, Tool of Oppression," 133. 
497 Bouthaina Shaaban, "The Muted Voices of Women Interpreters," in Faith and Freedom: Women’s 

Human Rights in the Muslim World, ed. Mahnaz Afkhami (NY: Syracuse Publishers, 1995), 61.  
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schools of fiqh were formed women ‘were reduced to sexual beings and placed under 

the authority of men’.498 

Amongst the recent scholars from a very creditable and traditionally well recognised 

Islamic Institute who has questioned the obligation of ḥijāb is Muṣtafā Rāshid, a 

scholar of the al-Azhar University in Cairo.499 He rejects the deriving of the concept 

of ḥijāb from the Qur’ān, and further dismisses the ḥadīths of ḥijāb on the basis that 

they are all āḥād (narrated by very few people).500 

Khaled Abu El Fadl (b. 1963), a professor of Law at the UCLA School of Law, 

criticises jurists for applying the concept of fitna (which according to him is only used 

for non-sexual temptations in the Qur’ān) to women and their appearance. He argues 

that what makes jurists consider ḥijāb obligatory is their observation that women with 

no ḥijāb create fitna that is temptation amongst men. He asserts that this is a 

fundamentally wrong approach since this observed fitna ‘is not an inherent quality of 

women-hood, but is a projection of male promiscuities’.501 He argues that what is 

ignored in this ruling is the directive of the Qur’ān for both men and women to lower 

their gaze and to have modesty. 

In contemporary Iran, within the shī‘ah context, there have been a number of emerging 

debates and controversial views about the subject of ḥijāb.502 One of the most heated 

debates was ignited by a shī‘ī scholar, Hassan Yousefi Ashkevari, who argued on a 

number of occasions that ḥijāb was only valid for the Arab society as this was only a 

                                                           
498 Ibid., 193 
499 It is widely spread on the internet that the view of Rāshid about ḥijāb was the result of a PhD thesis 
that he was completing. In an interview that is published in a number of Arabic websites on the 
internet (like http://www.alwafd.org) Rāshid dismisses this as rumour, and says that this was in fact a 
fatwā that he included in his book al-Radd ʻalā al-Fatāwā al-Wahhābiyyah wa’l-Fikr al-Mutaṭarrif al-
Irhābī.  
500 Muṣtafā Rāshid, “al-Ḥijāb Laysa Farīḍatan Islāmiyyah”, in al-Ḥawār al-Mutamadden, 2010, no. 
2894. 
501 Khaled Abou El Fadl, Speaking in God’s Name: Islamic Law, Authority and Women (Oxford: 

Oneworld Publications, 2001), 7.  
502 Raising new views about the concept of ḥijāb within the shī’ah scholarship is not as easy as in the 
sunnī scholarship. This is due to the extensive Ḥadīths available to the Shī’a as well as the strict 
imitating discipline in the shī’ah community.   
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cultural norm in their society. He argues that if for instance the Prophet was sent to 

Greece, today there would be no concept as ḥijāb in Islam.503  

One of the first contemporary shī‘ī scholars who opened the subject with his analytical 

approach to the text was Ahmad Ghabel. On his website Sharī’ati Aqlānī (Rational 

sharī‘ah), he argues that it is not possible to derive any obligations for ḥijāb from the 

Qur’ān or shī‘ah ḥadīth. He then names a number of classical shī‘ī scholars504 whose 

writings do not give any impression that they believed in ḥijāb being an obligation.505 

Another significant work in the area of ḥijāb among the shī’ah writers is a detailed 

work by Amīr Torkashvand on 2011, ‘The Legal ḥijāb at the Era of the Prophet’. He 

delves into historical records about the way that people used to dress (or not dress) and 

attend to their daily lives at the time of the Prophet. His aim is to show that the present 

view of ḥijāb and its obligatory nature is in conflict with the primary way of life Arabs 

had at the time of the Prophet. The book was never published (till this time, that is 

2014) but is available online.506   

Another line of debate about ḥijāb was opened by Soroush Dabbagh507 (b. 1974) who 

argues that from hermeneutics point of view the text itself does not reveal its meaning 

and that understanding the text is only possible when the reader puts it within his own 

framework of thinking. He then argues that what determines and verifies the directives 

                                                           
503 Sadeq Saba, "Haft Sal Zendan Baraye Yusefiye Ashkevari (Seven Years Prison for Yusefiye 
Ashkevari)," BBC Persian, http://www.bbc.co.uk/persian/news/021014_v-sabaeshkevary.shtml.Last 
accessed 05.01.15.  
504 These are Mullā Aḥmad Narāqī, Muḥammad Bāqir Sabzevārī, Ibn Junaid, Ḥalbī, Shams al-Ddin Āmelī 
known as The First Martyr (Shaḥīd al-Awwal). 
505 www.ghabel.net/shariat, last accessed 05.01.15. 
506 Amir Hossein Torkashvand, "Hejabe Shar'i Dar Asre Payambar (Religious Hijab at the Era of the 
Prophet),"  http://www.bisheh.com/Uploaded/PostFile/634706981419981250.pdf. Last accessed: 
05.01.15 
507 Soroush Dabbagh is the son of the famour Iranian Muslim Philosopher and Theologist, Abdulkarim 
Soroush. He himself is following the same line of expertise.  
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of the Qur’ān is morality and common moral values.508 He does not consider ḥijāb to 

be included in the common moral values.509 

Another researcher from shī‘ah background, Nahid Tawassulī on the other hand calls 

for a feminine interpretation of the Qur’ān. She argues that the very fact that the Qur’ān 

introduced itself to be in the Arabic language is enough to open all the interpretative 

techniques and considerations that apply to any language.510 

It is appropriate to finish this section with reference to a work from Woodlock. 

Woodlock categorises the views on ḥijāb into four categories of: Traditionalists 

(advocates of ḥijāb as a definite directive of Islam); Secularists (opposition to ḥijāb as 

an oppressive tool against women); Fundamentalists (who, in reaction to colonialism, 

secularism and Westernisation, promote ḥijāb not as a seclusion measure, like 

traditionalists, but as a measure to allow women to appear in public); and 

Contextualists (who advocate contextual understanding of the directives of the Qur’ān 

that changes in time).  

Woodlock considers these four categories as the four orientations that are (each) 

claiming authority with regard to the concept of ḥijāb. She concludes: 

All of the various meanings attributed to ḥijāb are symptomatic of the much 

deeper debate about who may speak for Islam and Muslims, and so long as 

that question is contested, Islamic female dress will continue to be a hotly 

contested issue.511  

***** 

                                                           
508 This line of argument (on priority and leadership of moral values) is presented in great detail by 
Abulqasim Fanayi (b. 1959), a shī‘ī scholar and moral philosopher: Abulqasim Fanayi, Din Dar 
Tarazooye Akhlaq (Religion in the Scale of Morals) (Tehran: Muasesseye Farhangye Serat, 1384 HS).  
509 Soroush Dabbagh, "Mas'aleye Hijab Wa Fahme Raveshmand Az Qur'an (the Concept of Hijab and a 
Methodological Comprehension of the Qur'an)," Jaras - The Green Movement, 
http://www.rahesabz.net/story/67548/. Last accessed: 10.01.15 
510 Nahid Tawassuli, "Nyaz Be Khanesh, Tarjomeh, Tafsir Wa Ta'wile Zanane Az Qur'an (Need for a 
Feminine Reading, Translation, Interpretation and Understanding of the Qur'ān)," Jaras - The Green 
Movement, http://www.rahesabz.net/story/68981/. Last accessed: 10.01.15 
511 Woodlock, "Many Hijabs: Interpretive Approaches to the Questions of Islamic Female Dress," 20.  
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The debate on ḥijāb is an extensive one that has projected into a number of dimensions. 

There is a view that ḥijāb was only the norm of the time in Arabia and that this was 

not a religious directive. Another view, which may not be seen as necessarily 

conflicting with this one, is that obligation of ḥijāb was influenced by the invaded 

countries where women would use ḥijāb to distinguish their high social level from the 

lower levels of the society. There is an increasing trend of arguments that criticise the 

dominantly male scholarship in their treatment of the subject and argue that a matter 

that did not seem like an important one at the early days of Islam gradually became a 

tool to isolate women in society and to belittle their role. In the shī‘ah scholarship there 

is an emerging view among shī‘ī scholars that gives priority to moral values rather than 

directives, and consider directives to be ruled and verified by these moral values.   

Some authors have pointed to their observation that there is no explicit verse in the 

Qur’ān about covering hair (and face) and that it seems like ḥadīth has been used as 

the main source of deriving rulings about ḥijāb. It seems like this observation, plus the 

lack of an independent fiqhī chapter (bāb) on ḥijāb in the classical fiqhī books, have 

allowed the above multi-dimensional criticism and questioning of the subject. 

Three main points that can be derived from the above review are: the issues of 

‘generalisation’, the ‘extent of clear directives’, and the ‘role of ḥadīth’. Based on 

these, the following three questions are formulated to guide through the review of the 

traditional books of tafsīr:  

1. According to the selected traditional commentators of the Qur’ān, how 

general is the application of the directives of ḥijāb? 

2. According to the selected traditional commentators of the Qur’ān, what is the 

exact extent of coverage that is directed in the verses related to ḥijāb?  

3. What has been the approach of the selected traditional commentators of the 

Qur’ān in deriving conclusions related to the above inquiries, in particular 

with regard to the Qur’ān vis a vis ḥadīth? 

In the next section I will review the selected traditional books of tafsīr in order to 

provide answer to the above inquiries. 
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4.3. Critical Review of the Traditional Approach to Ḥijāb 

4.3.1. Ḥijāb in the Qur’ān  

In the whole Qur’ān, the issue of ḥijāb has been directly addressed in only two 

chapters. These are chapters of aḥzāb and nūr, and the main verses are as follows: 

لَِك أَْدنَٰى أَْن يُْعرَ يَا أَيُّهَا النابِيُّ قُْل ِْلَْزَواِجَك َوبَنَاتَِك َونَِساِء اْلُمْؤِمنِيَن يُْدنِيَن َعلَْيِهنا ِمْن َجََّلبِيبِِهنا ۚ  َن فَََّل فْ َذٰ

  َغفُهًرا َرِحيًما يُْؤَذْيَن ۗ َوَكاَن هللا

O Prophet! Say to your wives and your daughters and the women of the 

believers that they let down upon them their over garments (Jilbāb)512. This 

will be more proper, that they may be known, and thus they will not be given 

trouble And Allah is Forgiving, Merciful. (33:59) 

ُِنا َويَْحفَْظَن فُُروَجهُنا َوََل يُْبِديَن ِزينَتَهُنا إَِلا َما ظَهَرَ    ِمْنهَاَوقُْل لِْلُمْؤِمنَاِت يَْغُضْضَن ِمْن أَْبَصاِر

ُِنا َعلَٰى ُجيُهبِِهنا    …َوْليَْضِرْبَن بُِخُمِر

And say to the believing women that they cast down their looks and guard 

their private parts and do not display their ornaments except which are 

apparent And they should put their head coverings (khimār)513 over their 

bosoms … (24:31)514 

The directive that can be derived from the verse in the chapter of aḥzāb will be: 

- Wives and daughters of the Prophet and the wives of believers have to cover 

themselves by letting down their over garments.  

The main directives with regard to ḥijāb specifically that can be derived from the 

chapter of nūr will be: 

- Not to display ornaments except what is normally apparent 

- To let their khimār (often interpreted as head covering) to cover their bosoms 

as well 

                                                           
512 Jalābīb is plural of Jalbāb. Jalbāb refers to a long garment that would cover the whole or almost the 
whole body and women used to wear it over their other dresses (al-Ifrīqī, Lisān al-‘Arab, vol. 1, 273.) 
513 Khumur is plural of Khimār, here translated as head covering. Khimār was a coverage that the Arab 
women used to have over their head, often extended behind their head before the revelation of the 
verse of Nour (ibid., 4:257) 
514 The rest of the verse, though related to ḥijāb, is not about what this ḥijāb should be. 
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Answers to the three questions that were raised in section 4.2. are provided after 

reviewing the views of the selected commentators from among the sunnī and the 

shi‘ah sources in the following two sections:  

4.3.1.1. Books of Tafsīr of the Sunnī Scholars 

According to many authors, the founding discourse on ḥijāb can be located in the 

classical books of tafsīr such as Ṭabarī and Rāzī. Meshal argues that all the 

contemporary scholars make the point that the time and place in which the 

commentators wrote their tafsīr played a large role in his definition of modesty. She 

concludes: 

‘… al-Tabari’s work illustrates a departure from the ethos of the 

Prophet’s time and place in favour of latter-day, non-Arabian norms.’515 

Rāzī and Ṭabarī in particular have been criticised by Suraya Mahdi Hajjaji-Jarrah516 

for limiting what she refers to as ‘acceptable’ for women. She brings evidence to show 

how the interpretation of Ṭabarī and Rāzī was the product of their time, under the 

influence of the politics of the Islamic Empire and the institutionalisation of the 

practice of female slaves. She uses sources like Kitāb al-Ṭabaqāt al-Kubrā to show 

the way in which women dressed in early Muslim times, and compares it with what 

seems to be suggested in the later books of tafsīr like that of Ṭabarī and Rāzī.517       

Clarke however has a different view about Ṭabarī’s comments on ḥijāb. Referring to 

ḥadīths that existed at the time, she believes that Ṭabarī in fact was trying to choose 

explanations from the most liberal interpretations that were available to him.518 This 

seems to be a more realistic view on Ṭabarī and ḥijāb given that all that Ṭabarī did was 

                                                           
515 Reem A. Meshal, "Miniskirts and Fundamentalist Fashions: Clothing the Muslim Canadian Woman," 

in Fundamentalism and Women in World Religions, ed. Arvind Sharma and Katherine K. Young (New 
York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2008), 159. 
516 Hajjaj-Jarrah has completed her PhD (McGill University) on the subject of verses on women in the 
Qur’ān and has a number of published writings on this and related subjects. 
517 Soraya Mahdi Hajjaji-Jarrah, "Women’s Modesty in Quranic Commentaries: The Founding 
Discourse," in The Muslim Veil in North America: Issues and Debates, ed. et al Sajida Sultana Alvi 
(Toronto: Women’s Press, 2003), 186-93.  
518 Lynda Clarke, "Hijab According to Hadith: Text and Interpretation," ibid., ed. Sajida Sultana Alvi, 
Homa Hoodfar, and Sheila McDonough. 



 

193 
 

to refer to the ḥadīths that were available to him. The ḥadīths themselves however 

could be what Hajjaji-Jarrah refers to as ‘the product of their time’.519   

This section continues with the views of the selected commentators of the sunnī 

scholars on the verse 33:59 (let down upon them their over garments -Jilbāb).  

- Verse 33:59 (let down upon them their over garments –Jilbāb) 

Ṭabarī appreciates that this verse has been revealed for the specific circumstances at 

the time in Medina. He then discusses the meaning of ‘let down upon them their over 

garments’ based on ḥadīth. One group of ḥadīths that he lists suggest that this means 

covering the head and the face except one eye. Another possible meaning of the 

directive, according to Ṭabarī, is to fully cover the forehead (including the head).520 In 

all these ḥadīths there is an emphasis by the narrator that the point of the directive is 

to be recognised from slave women who have often been subjected to abusive words 

when they would walk at night; Ṭabarī does not make any comments to make it clear 

which of the above he considers to be more correct.  

As is expected from the style of his tafsīr, Ṭabarī does not make any comments on the 

extent of application of these directives. However, being a ḥadīth based work, it is 

clear that not addressing this issue is itself evidence that he believed in the universal 

application of these directives.  

This, generalising a specific situation to all times and occasions, is what Mernissi has 

strongly objected to. She considers the verse to be the result of a particularly critical 

point in the history of Islam when there were forces that were threatening the Prophet 

and his family. She argues that these forces resulted in less attention to original Islamic 

principles. 521 Abū al-Faḍl makes the same argument by pointing to the fact that slave 

women were not allowed to wear veil which indicates that this was not a directive for 

                                                           
519 Soraya Mahdi Hajjaji-Jarrah, "Women’s Modesty in Quranic Commentaries: The Founding 
Discourse," ibid., ed. et al Sajida Sultana Alvi, 191.  
520 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr., vol. 20, 324-26. 
521 Mernissi, Women and Islam: An Historical and Theological Enquiry, 25.   
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ḥijāb in general.522 Related to ‘status’ as quoted above, Siddiqui considers one of the 

functions of veiling to be ‘a marker of distinction between slavery and freedom’. She 

refers to the texts in ḥanafī books that instruct beating a slave if she covers her head.523 

Likewise, Rashīd Riḍā, the al-azhar scholar who was referred to earlier considers the 

verse to be a distinguishing measure to address a specific problem at the time.524 

Using the same argument on ‘contextualising’, Manal Hamzeh a Jordanian born 

academic and feminist with particular interest in veil and its effects on Muslim women, 

is very specific with the use of the word Jalbābībihinna in the verse. She argues that 

this refers to a specific cloak that was meant to distinguish the wives525 of the Prophet 

throughout his lifetime, not a ḥijāb to be worn by Muslim women of all time.526  

Although Rāzī does not directly explain what the verse means in terms of the extent 

of coverage, he makes a comment that implies that he considered covering the face 

(except eyes or one eye) to be the instruction of the verse. He writes: 

There will not be any hope for a woman to reveal her private parts (to 

commit zinā) when she has covered her face that is not considered as a 

private part, (this way people) will know that these women are well 

protected women and it is not possible to expect them to commit zinā.527 

Fadwa El Guindi is an example of a contemporary Muslim scholar who does not agree 

with the above interpretation. She writes that nothing in the verse implies covering the 

face or head, and reiterates that the word jalbāb itself refers to a long loose shirtdress, 

and that occasionally the Bedouins would use sleeves of jalbāb to cover their face.528   

                                                           
522 Cited in Meshal, "Miniskirts and Fundamentalist Fashions: Clothing the Muslim Canadian Woman," 
160. 
523 Mona Siddiqui, The Good Muslim: Reflections on Classical Islamic Law and Theology (Cambridge 

Cambridge University Press, 2012), 42. 
524 Muṣtafā Rāshid, "al-Ḥijāb Laysa Farīḍatan Islāmiyyah," al-Ḥawār al-Mutamadden, no. 2894 (2010). 
525 She does not refer to the believers’ wives that are also included in verse 33:59. 
526 Manal Hamzeh, Pedagogies of Deveiling: Muslim Girls and the Hijab Discourse (NC: IAP, 2012), 54.  
527 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr. vol. 25, 184. 
528 Fadwa  El-Guindi, "The Veil Becomes a Movement," in Women and Islam: Social Conditions, 

Obstacles and Prospects,, ed. Haideh Moghissi (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2005), 80. 
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Generalising the directive of the verse 59 of aḥzāb is not limited to early traditional 

scholars like Ṭabarī and Rāzī. Zuḥaylī in his tafsīr of al-Munīr writes that the verse 

implies that women should cover their face when they go out except a small part of it 

like one eye. Zuḥaylī narrate two ḥadīths under ‘the reason for revelation of the 

verse’.529 Each of the ḥadīths suggests a different reason for the revelation of this 

verse.530 Zuḥaylī however, based on the verses before, appreciates that this is about 

women avoiding being insulted and annoyed.  

- Verse 24:31 (do not display their ornaments except what is apparent thereof 

and put their head coverings – khimār - over their bosoms) 

The above directives are clearly related to what is known as ḥijāb today. For ‘do not 

display their ornaments’ Ṭabarī explains that there are hidden and not hidden 

ornaments. He then refers to ḥadīth to further suggest three different meanings for the 

ornaments that are not hidden: one possibility is ‘dress’, and the other is ‘what women 

are allowed to leave open’. In this latter meaning many of the ḥadīths that he narrate 

are specifically referring to face and hands as the body parts that are meant by 

‘apparent ornaments’. The third view is that ‘apparent ornaments’ means face and 

dress (not hands).  

Ṭabarī then makes it clear that his own preference is that ‘apparent ornament’ here 

means face and hands which then can include kuḥl, ring, bracelets and khizāb. Ṭabarī 

refers to ijmā’ (consensus) on what women can leave with no cover during prayers as 

the reason for his preference: 

and we are saying this is the best understanding in this because of 

consensus of all on the fact that every person who prays needs to cover 

his private part and that women reveal their face and hands in their 

prayers and they need to cover every other part of the body except that 

which was narrated from the Prophet (pbuh) which was fine to reveal 

                                                           
529 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr. vol. 22, 106. 
530 While one ḥadīth suggests the same that was narrated in the book of Ṭabarī (and Ibn Kathīr and 
Qurtubī), that is the issue of hypocrites; the other ḥadīth, narrated from ‘A’ishah, suggests that this 
was revealed when ‘Umar saw the wife of the Prophet, Sūdah, and recognised her and mentioned to 
her critically that he had recognised her. It is worth mentioning that Ibn Kathīr in his tafsīr (6:454) 
narrates another version of this ḥadīth from ‘A’ishah and comments that it appears that this incident 
happened after the revelation of the directive of ḥijāb.   
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that is half of her arms. … So when she can reveal those parts then it is 

clear that those parts are the exceptions that God the Almighty has 

mentioned in His words “except what is apparent thereof” since all of it 

(i.e. face and hands) are apparent from the body.531    

The above detailed elaboration by Ṭabarī has not gone unnoticed in contemporary 

research. Meshal refers to Shuhrur’s work on Tabarī’s tafsīr, and describes Ṭabarī’s 

elaboration on the word ‘ornaments’ to be expending time to derive the exception of 

face and hands from it. She writes that this is while the word ‘is generally considered 

as external to original in the Qur’ān’.532 

Like Ṭabarī, Rāzi too expresses different views about the meaning of ornament. He 

however adds another dimension to it, that is, whether ornament refers to ‘body parts’, 

or if it is in its literal meaning. Without using any ḥadīth, and using his reasoning, Rāzī 

prefers the first interpretation of ornament. He explains that if the first meaning is 

correct then ‘what is apparent thereof’ means ‘what human being usually reveals as a 

common practice’, which is face and hands for women. He explains that the verse 

directs to cover what is not needed to be revealed and allows revealing what is difficult 

to cover.533 The preferred view by Rāzī is also the one that Zuḥaylī favours for the 

same reason. Like Ṭabarī and Rāzī, Zuḥaylī too considers ‘what is apparent thereof’ 

to be face and hands. He refers to this as a popular view as explained in ḥadīths.534  

The above emphasis on the physical implications of the verse is a typical style of the 

traditional commentators of the Qur’ān. In more recent studies it is possible to find 

more attention to the non-physical implications of the verse. One example is Manal 

Hamzeh who argues that when looking at verse 24:31 along with 24:30535 it can be 

appreciated that ḥijāb is not just about women’s dress, it also includes modesty in 

                                                           
531 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, vol. 18, 94. 
532 Meshal, "Miniskirts and Fundamentalist Fashions: Clothing the Muslim Canadian Woman," 159. 
533 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr, Vol. 23, 364. Rāzī gives two reasons for this preferred view. One that many 
women do not use physical ornament so with the preferred meaning the verse applies to all. Second 
that the next part of the verse (put their head coverings – Khimār - over their bosoms) matches better 
with this part if ‘ornament’ has the general meaning of ‘appearance’, since the latter part orders to 
cover this appearance. 
534 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr.Vol. 18, 215. 
535 The translation of the verse: ‘Say to the believing men that they cast down their looks and guard 

their private parts. That is purer for them Surely allah is Aware of what they do’ (24:30). 
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behaviour among both males and females. She argues that the visual aspect of ḥijāb 

has been overgeneralised and replaced the more called spiritual ḥijāb in the Qur’ān.536 

When it comes to the part of the verse that directs ‘put their head coverings (khimār) 

over their bosoms’ Ṭabarī writes:  

The Almighty says to draw the head covering on bosoms in order to cover by 

this their hair and neck and ears.537  

Ṭabarī appears to consider this as an obvious interpretation of the verse as the ḥadīths 

that he lists afterwards are not specifically instructing that. 

Like Ṭabarī, Rāzī too does not consider ‘covering bosoms’ to be the only agenda of 

this part of the verse. He writes that Arab women at the time of Ignorance used to have 

their head cover spreading behind them while their throat and neckline was revealed: 

So (by this verse) they were directed to extend their head covering to 

their bosoms so that in this way they cover their throat and neckline and 

what will be covered by it that is hair and jewellery of ears and throat and 

between them.538 

Zuḥaylī too expresses the same view and considers this directive to be a guiding 

directive to cover some of the parts that are not among the apparent ornaments, as in 

the previous directive.539  

4.3.1.2. Comparing with the Books of Tafsīr of the Shī‘ī Scholars 

On verse 33:59 (let down upon them their over garments –jilbāb) Qumīrefers to the 

same story that Ṭabarī and Rāzī refer to, that is the disturbance caused by hypocrites 

at the time.540  Ṭabarsī narrates some of the same ḥadīths that Ṭabarī narrates to explain 

what jilbāb is. Neither elaborates much on the specifications of the directive itself.541 

                                                           
536 Hamzeh, Pedagogies of Deveiling: Muslim Girls and the Hijab Discourse, 116. 
537 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr. vol. 19, 159. 
538 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr.vol. 23, 364. 
539 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr. vol. 18, 218. 
540 al-Qumī, Tafsīr al-Qumī. vol. 2, 196. 
541 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān. vol.8, 580. 
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Ṭabāṭabāyī does not use any ḥadīths, and explains that the meaning of letting down 

their garments is to use it to cover their neck line and bosom.542  

As for the instruction of the chapter of nūr about ornaments (do not display their 

ornaments except what is apparent thereof) Qumī narrates a ḥadīth from Imam 

Mūsā543 through that says the ‘apparent ornament’ includes dress, kuḥl, ring, khiḍāb 

of hands and bracelet; and that these ornaments are fine to be seen by all.544  

Like Rāzī, Ṭabarsī545 and Ṭabāṭabāyī546 too consider ‘ornaments’ to refer to the body 

parts that wear ornaments and not the ornaments themselves. Ṭabāṭabāyī, like Zuḥaylī, 

argues that ornaments themselves cannot be forbidden to look at, therefore what this 

directive really means is the body parts that wear those ornaments. He also makes it 

clear that in the ḥadīths the apparent ornaments are considered to be face, hands and 

feet.  

Moving on to the directive ‘put their head coverings – khimār - over their bosoms’, 

Ṭabarsī considers this to mean covering both bosom and neck. He writes that some 

say that the directive was given so that the earrings, neck, and chest all get covered.547 

This is similar to the opinion of Rāzī as discussed earlier. Neither Ṭabāṭabāyī of Qumī 

offer much explanation here. 

***** 

In a very broad categorisation, the views of the scholars that were discussed so far can 

be categorised as twofold. Those that are directly derived from ḥadīths, and those that 

are rationalised by reasoning. Ṭabarī, and to some extent Zuḥaylī, among the sunnī 

scholars and Qumī, and to some extent Ṭabarsī among the shī‘ī scholars, seem to be 

from the first category, while Rāzī and Ṭabāṭabāyī are definitely from the second 

category. 

                                                           
542 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān. vol. 16, 339. 
543 This is the seventh Imam of the shī‘ī Muslims. 
544 Qumī, Ṭafsīr, 2, 101. 
545 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān. vol.7, 217. 
546 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān. vol. 15, 111. 
547 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān. vol. 7, 217. 
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When it comes to the verse in the chapter of aḥzāb, the sunnī tafsīrs that were studied 

above are unanimous that in principle, the directive is to cover the whole body except 

what necessarily needs to be uncovered, which according to them will be an eye. 

Ṭabarī and Zuḥaylī have backed up this view with ḥadīths.  

When looking at shī‘ah tafsīrs on the verse of the chapter of aḥzāb what is interesting 

is that while the background of the verse is appreciated the same way as for sunnī 

tafsīrs, there is no emphasis on covering the whole body and face except an eye. Only 

Ṭabāṭabāyī refers to covering the whole body however, even there, the main thing he 

is expressing is the meaning and the use of jilbāb.  

Another point to notice is that while all the tafsīrs that were studied above appreciate 

the background of the verse in the chapter of aḥzāb with regard to hypocrites, they all 

consider the implication of the verse to be a general and universal one, irrespective of 

the background. 

As for the directives in the chapter of nūr, a wide range of possibilities about the 

meaning of ornaments are discussed in the studied tafsīrs. It seems like the main 

disagreement here is whether the verse intends the ornaments themselves, or the body 

parts that wear those ornaments. Nevertheless, the implication of the verse in both 

meanings seems to be the same, according to these tafsīrs, that is, covering the body 

except face and hands (and feet according to some).  

On the meaning of ‘and put their head coverings – khimār - over their bosoms’ the 

sunnī tafsīrs that were studied are unanimous that the meaning is more than just 

covering the bosoms. The studied shī‘ah tafsīrs seem to be less elaborative on this 

issue although they too imply the same meaning.  

At the beginning of the section on sunnī and shī‘ah tafsīrs, three questions were raised:  

1. According to the selected traditional commentators of the Qur’ān, how 

general is the application of the directives of ḥijāb? 

2. According to the selected traditional commentators of the Qur’ān, what is the 

exact extent of coverage that is directed in the verses related to ḥijāb?  
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3. What has been the approach of the selected traditional commentators of the 

Qur’ān in deriving conclusions related to the above inquiries, in particular 

with regard to the Qur’ān vis a vis ḥadīth? 

Purely based on the tafsīrs that were studied in the previous section, the following 

answers can be derived:  

1. According to both shī‘ah and sunnī schools of thought, the directives are 

general and have universal implications, disregard of their specific and ‘time 

and location based’ background.  

2. According to sunnī tafsīrs the chapter of aḥzāb, in principle, directs covering 

the whole body except one eye, while the chapter of nūr allows revealing face 

and hands but does direct to cover the hair. According to the shī‘ah tafsīrs, 

both directives are about covering everything except face and hands. 

3. For those tafsīrs that were based on narrations, the approach was to use ḥadīths 

to understand the implication of verses. For other tafsīrs it seems like the 

approach was to rely on ‘popular view’. It seems like the tafsīrs on these verses 

are very much under the influence of jurisprudential views. In fact some of the 

authors of these tafsīrs (like Zuḥaylī and Ṭabarsī) were themselves jurists 

(faqīh).  

In the next section the views of the main four sunnī schools of fiqh, and the view of 

the shī‘ah fiqh, on the issue of ḥijāb are briefly discussed. 

4.3.2. A Brief on Fiqh and Ḥijāb 

The objective in this section is not to provide a detailed account of ḥijāb in fiqh. Only 

those issues that can add insights into this comparative study are covered.  

There does not seem to be independent and stand-alone attention to the concept of 

ḥijāb in most of the infamous books of fiqh among the classical scholarly books of 

Muslims. This means the main books of fiqh are devoid of a chapter that originally, 

and independent of other subjects, discusses the issue of ḥijāb per se. 
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As noted before, discussions on the concept of ḥijāb in classical books of fiqh do not 

have their own independent section. In most cases these are under the topic of 

necessary cover for prayers. Jurists overall take this (covering while praying) as a base 

for covering while not praying. Some consider the ḥijāb in front of the non-Maḥram 

to be the same, while others add more limitations to it. Some of those who add more 

limitations in front of the non-Maḥram do this on the basis of ḥadīth, while others do 

so on moral grounds in order to avoid any wrong (fitnah).  

What needs to be covered during prayers is ‘awrah, literally meaning ‘a defect’, 

technically referring to those parts of the body that if exposing them, is against the 

minimum required modesty (ḥayā), and therefore needs to be covered.548    

Although all schools of thought agree that head covering is an obligation during prayer 

and in front of the non-maḥram, it is helpful for methodological comparison later in 

this chapter, to review the basis of this.  

Ibn Rushd has summarised the view of the four sunnī schools of thought and the crux 

of their differences about the ‘awrah of a woman in front of the non-Maḥram as 

follows:  

The reason for differences of opinion about this is the interpretation of 

the part of the verse 24:31 that says “do not display their ornaments 

except what is apparent thereof”. Does this exception denote certain parts 

of the body or does it mean what that may become revealed 

(accidentally)? So those who accept the view that it refers to what may 

become revealed in movement say that the whole body including the face 

is ‘awrah and use the verse 33:59 “O Prophet tell to your wives and 

daughters and the wives of believers …” as a reason. Those who believe 

it refers to what normally is not covered, that is face and hands, say that 

these are not ‘awrah and use the argument that a woman does not cover 

her face in Hajj.549     

Ibn Taymīyah too has explained the difference of the opinion based on the verse of ‘do 

not display their ornaments except what is apparent thereof’. He however has referred 

to the ḥadīth as the reason for the difference: 

                                                           
548 al-Farāhīdī, Kitāb al-‘Ayn. vol.2, 237.   
549 Ibn Rushd, Bidāyah al-Mujtahid Wa'l-Nahāyah al-Muqtaṣid. vol. 1, 123. 
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The scholars of the earlier era (salaf) have been debating the meaning of 

apparent ornaments on the basis of two narration. One: Ibn Mas‘ūd and 

those who agree with him say it is the dress. Two: Ibn ‘Abbās and those 

agree with him say it is what is worn on face and hands like kuḥl or ring. 

And on this basis the jurists have disagreements on seeing the face of a 

non-Maḥram woman.550    

Ibn Taymīyah argues that the ḥadīth of Ibn Abbās relates to the era before the 

revelation of the chapter of aḥzāb, and that the ḥadīth of Ibn Mas‘ūd relates to after 

the revelation of this chapter.551 Other jurists and scholars of ḥadīth, who are in favour 

of the ḥadīth of Ibn Mas‘ūd, consider the ḥadīth of Ibn Abbās to be weak.552  

It is interesting that either as a law, or as a preferred or obligatory moral practice, the 

sunnī schools of thought seem to practically consider two levels of ‘awrah for women, 

one during prayer, and one in front of the non-Maḥram. A different group of ḥadīths 

have been used to argue for each of these situations and, as Ibn Rushd explains, 

different interpretations of the verse 24:31 about apparent ornaments has contributed 

in differences of opinion.  

Among the sunnī jurists, the point of debate on the extent of the covering for free 

women, is whether their faces need to be covered or not. Therefore the question of 

covering the head has typically not even risen in the sunnī books of fiqh. The likes of 

Muṣtafa Rāshid (as referred to previously) are among the very rare exceptions.  

The shī‘ī jurists too have used the verses of the Qur’ān in conjunction with the ḥadīths 

that are attributed to the shī‘ī imams to arrive at similar conclusions as the traditional 

sunnī jurists. However the point of debate among the shī‘ī jurists seems to be more 

fundamental.  

Until very recently (1990s) the general and popular understanding was that there were 

absolutely no disputes about the concept of ḥijāb in shī‘ī. In all the commonly known 

                                                           
550 Taqi al-Dīn Abū al-Abbās, Ibn Taymīyah, Ḥijāb al-Mar’ah Wa-Libāsuhā Fi al-Salāh (Beirut  al-Maktab 
al-Islāmī 
1985), 3. 
551 This apparently means that unlike the more popular view, Ibn Taymīyah believes that the chapter 
of aḥzāb was revealed after the chapter of nūr. 
552 Musṭafā al-‘Adawī, al-Ḥijāb, Adillah al-Mūjibīn Wa-Shubah al-Mukhālifīn (Ṭa’if: Maktabah al-
Ṭarafayn, 1410 AH), 44-5.  



 

203 
 

books of fatwa known as Toḍīḥ al-Masā’il covering the whole body for women with 

the exception of face and hands (and in some books feet) during prayer is mentioned 

as an obligation. The agreed upon understanding was that there was no difference 

between covering the body during prayers and outside prayers.  

Recently however shī‘ī scholars and jurists like Kadivar and Ghabel have not only 

attempted to question the basis of the sunnī jurists for the concept of ḥijāb, but have 

also revealed fundamental disputes about the subject among the classical shī‘ī jurists.   

Kadivar has categorized the ḥadīths (attributed to the Prophet) that sunnī jurists refer 

to into six categories553. He then quotes the ḥadīths in each category and analysis their 

reliability and implications. Out of all the categories the only one that according to 

Kadivar is relevant and can be substantiated with reliable evidence is category one, 

which is the obligation of covering the head during the prayer.554 For all the other 

categories he notes that most of the ḥadīths are unreliable and the reliable ones are not 

explicit.555 

When looking at the usage of the ḥadīths that are not originated from the Prophet, like 

those that are reported from Ibn Abbās or ‘A’ishah, Kadīvar writes: 

If there were any textual evidences about this (obligation of covering all 

the body except the face and the hands for women) in the Qur’ān or the 

practice of the Prophet then would there be any needs to refer to the 

statements from Ibn Abbās and ‘A’ishah? 556   

He notes that most of the ḥadīths of ḥijāb in shī ‘ah are attributed to the fifth, sixth, 

seventh and eighth Imam of shī‘ī. He however concludes that the main basis of the 

shī‘ī jurists for considering ḥijāb to be obligatory was ijmā‘. 

                                                           
553 These are: ‘ḥadīths about the coverage in praying’, ‘ḥadīths that refer to face and hands’, ‘General 
ḥadīths about ḥijāb’, ‘ ḥadīths about coverage in front of a blind man’, ‘permissibility of looking at the 
time of suit’ and ‘ḥadīths that say the woman is ‘awrah’. 
554 Kadīvar quotes four ḥadīths as the main ḥadīths that sunnī jurists use in this category. He explains 
that three of these are not reported by Bukhārī and Muslim and there are reservations about their 
authenticity.  
555 Mohsen Kadivar, "Tadabburi Dar Mas'aleye Hijab (a Deliberation on the Subject of Ḥijāb),"  
http://kadivar.com/?p=9449.Last accessed 07.01.15. 
556 Ibid. 



 

204 
 

Another shī‘ī jurist, Ahmad Ghabel, has issued fatwa that ḥijāb is only recommended 

and is not an obligation. He refers to a trusted (muwaththaq) ḥadīth from imam Jafar 

Ibn Muḥammad (the sixth Imam of shī‘ī) to the effect that free women are not obliged 

to cover their hair during prayers.557 He also refers to a number of classical and much 

respected (among shī‘ī) jurists558 who questioned the view that ḥijāb is absolutely 

obligatory. He concludes that despite the fact that obligation of ḥijāb is considered the 

‘popular’ (mashhūr) view among the jurists, and many jurists claim that there is ijmā’ 

on this, when looking at the classical fiqhī writings, one can easily conclude that there 

is in fact no ijmā’ on this issue. He also considers the fact that a slave woman should 

not cover her head as strong evidence that covering the head is not an obligation for a 

Muslim.559    

4.4. Introducing the Farāhī approach to Ḥijāb 

As discussed in the methodology chapter, what is meant by Farāhī Approach is ‘the 

approach that was started by Hamiduddin Farahi, applied by Islahi, and revised and 

developed by Ghamidi. Noticing this in particular is very important in this case study, 

as the view of Ghamidi on ḥijāb is different from the view of Islahi. 

4.4.1. Farāhī Approach to the verse in Chapter of Aḥzāb 

As discussed in Chapter One, one of the pillars of the Farāhī approach is recognition 

of the context of the chapters of the Qur’ān. In following this view Islahi elaborates 

on the context of the chapter of aḥzāb. According to Islahi, beginning with the first 

verse of the chapter that refers to hypocrites, the context of the whole chapter of aḥzāb, 

and its main theme throughout, is to criticise hypocrites and to give directions to 

Muslims to take measures to protect themselves against their mischief. 560 

Noticing the context, as noted earlier in this chapter, has been one of the main 

arguments of some of the contemporary writers to this particular verse. The feature of 

                                                           
557 The source of ḥadīth is Tahdhīb 2, 218 ḥadīth no. 65 and Istibṣār, 1:389, ḥadīth no. 4.  
558 For example Ibn Junayd, ‘allāmah Najafī, Muḥammad Bāqir Sabzevārī, Muḥammad ‘Amilī, Majlesī, 
Mulla Aḥmad Narāqī. 
559 Ahmad Ghabel, "Darbareye Hijab (About Ḥijāb)," Jaras - The Green Movement, 
http://www.rahesabz.net/story/44744. Last accessed: 07.01.15. 
560 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān. vol. 6, 268-9. 
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the Farāhī approach, as evident from Islahi’s tafsīr, is that it does not rely on external 

sources like ḥadīth to appreciate the context. Overall the Farāhī scholars pay less 

attention to the ḥadīths on the occasion of revelation (sha’ni nuzūl). Instead they 

attempt to understand the situational context from the Qur’ān itself.561  

Hamiduddin Farahi writes in his Muqaddamah Niẓām al-Qur’ān: 

the best way to ascertain the shān-i nuzūl is to deliberate upon the 

contents of the chapter because the chapters are always addressed while 

keeping such  circumstances in view. Just as an expert doctor identifies 

the ailment a patient is suffering from by simply analysing the medicines 

mentioned in the prescription by another doctor, in precisely the same 

manner, one can identify the shān-i nuzūl of the Qur’ānic verses by 

examining the central theme of the chapter.562 

However, although Islahi emphasizes the context of the verses on women in the 

chapter of aḥzāb, he stops here, and does not challenge the traditional understanding 

of these verses. He appears to have the same understanding about the universal and 

general application of the directives of the chapter of aḥzāb. He writes: 

No one should fall into this confusion after reading the above passage 

that this was a temporary step to safeguard Muslim women from the evil 

of the mischievous and is not required now. Firstly, all the 

instructions/Laws (of sharī‘ah) that are revealed are a result of some 

motive/cause but that does not mean that once those causes/triggers are 

not there, the instructions/Laws would become void. Secondly, can any 

sensible person claim that the circumstances today although a thousand 

times worse than they were at those times but those concepts of chastity 

and modesty that were taught by the Qur’ān are void.563 

 It is however Ghamidi who takes this view further by coming up with a totally 

different understanding of its implication with regard to ḥijāb. Appreciating the 

context of the chapter as detailed by his teacher, Ghamidi writes: 

It is evident from the words  ْيُْعَرْفَن فََّل يُْؤَذْين أَن  and their context that they 

do not contain any directive related to ḥijāb. It was a temporary measure 

                                                           
561 The most exciting outcomes of this method are those situational contexts that are found by the 
Farāhī scholars to be contrary to what the ḥadīth suggests. Tafsīr of Islahi is full of examples of this. 
562 Farahi, Exordium to Coherence in the Qur’an, 29, 31. 
563 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān. vol. 6, 269. 
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adopted to distinguish the identity of Muslim women in order to protect 

them from the evil of lecherous people and from those who indulge in 

unfounded slander.564 

In other words, according to Ghamidi and his students, the verses in chapter of aḥzāb 

have nothing to do with the directives of ḥijāb. These verses were in fact specific 

verses relating only to the time and location of revelation to address a specific issue. 

According to Ghamidi, unlike his teacher Islahi’s suggestion, if the same 

circumstances happen today (i.e. lecherous people intending to annoy chaste women), 

it will not be necessary that the same measures should be taken as solution. Rather the 

solution should be determined based on the conditions and requirements of the time 

and society.  

It is interesting that even within the context, the understanding of Ghamidi about the 

verse is different from the popular understanding, including that of his teacher. He 

does not consider the verse to mean covering the whole body in principle. I explain 

this in the next section in reporting his answer to question number five during my 

interview with him.  

Ghamidi therefore considers the directive in the chapter of nūr to be the only directive 

of the Qur’ān (and therefore according to him, sharī‘ah) about ḥijāb. This view of 

Ghamidi therefore is very similar to the view of some of the contemporary writers, 

although, as comes later, he elaborates much more on his stance on this. 

4.4.2. Farāhī Approach on ‘do not display their ornaments except what is apparent 

thereof’ 

In explaining the meaning and implication of the second part of the verse, Ghamidi 

writes that he agrees with Zamakhsharī (d. 1143) where he writes that ‘what is apparent 

thereof’ refers to ‘limbs which a person does not cover generally and instinctively and 

they are always left bare’. 565 Ghamidi therefore has the same concluding remarks as 

the traditional scholars that the ornaments worn on the face, hands and feet can be 

                                                           
564 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 439. 
565 Ibid., 435. 
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revealed. As for what exactly he considers ornaments to be, this is coming later in 

reporting the interview with Ghamidi on the subject. 

4.4.3. Farāhī Approach on ‘put their head coverings – khimār - over their bosoms’ 

This is perhaps the most vivid departure of the Farāhī approach from the traditional 

ones and more specifically the most vivid departure of Ghamidi’s conclusions from 

that of his teacher, Islahi. Ghamidi does not see this part of the verse to imply covering 

head or hair. He argues that if covering hair was an obligation then the Qur’ān should 

have explicitly mentioned it, no matter if this was already the practice of the women 

at the time. Ghamidi believes that the word khumur has only been used here because 

this was the most obvious dress that could be used for the purpose of covering bosoms. 

He therefore has the view that the use of the word was not to endorse the head 

covering, but to use a common dress at the time to cover the bosoms.566 Therefore 

according to his understanding, that is now the official understanding of the Farāhī 

approach, if ornaments are not applied on a woman’s hair, then she is not obliged to 

cover it. 

Ghamidi however considers head covering to be a highly recommended practice as he 

considers it to be closer to tazkīyah (spiritual purification) and the common practice 

of women of Abrahamic religions. 

He writes: 

Although covering the head is not mandatory yet when Muslim women 

live with a concern for religiosity and try to draw near God, they 

necessarily take this precaution, and never like to come before unknown 

men bare-headed.567 

                                                           
566 Shortly before finalising this writing in 2016, I met Ghamidi when he visited the UK. He advised 
me about his updated view on the verse of covering the bosom. His revised view is that even 
covering the bosom is only obligatory if it is embellished. In other words, he sees ‘put their head 
coverings – Khimār - over their bosoms’ to be an extension of ‘do not display their ornaments except 
what is apparent thereof’. When I asked then which verse of the Qur’ān according to him directs 
women to what to cover other than the private part he answered that there was no need for any 
verses about this since this should naturally come from human instinct. 
567 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "Head Covering for Women," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  
(November, 2009): 7. 
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According to Ghamidi, in the spirit of not showing ornaments and being very vigilant, 

Muslim women also used to cover their head, however this cannot be considered as 

sharī‘ah, but is in fact a religious culture that according to Ghamidi is very much 

commendable. Ghamidi refers to verse 60 of the chapter of nūr to illustrate this spirit 

of vigilance, where even the old women are advised that it is better for them to keep 

covering themselves, despite the fact that they were allowed to be relaxed in terms of 

covering their chest.  

As mentioned above, another important point that comes from Ghamidi’s view is that 

although covering hair is not an obligation, it will become mandatory if ornament is 

applied on the hair. Khalid Zahir, one of the students of Ghamidi writes: 

The other aspect of the verse relevant to head-covering is the requirement 

that women should cover themselves up except for what is obvious (mā 

ẓahara minhā) in case they have embellished themselves. We believe, in 

view of this requirement, that if women have done make-up or have used 

jewellery, they must cover their heads too.568 

As it was discussed in Chapter One, according to the Farāhī approach the sources of 

understanding Islam are only the Qur’ān and the sunnah (as they define it). It is for 

this reason that the present Farāhī scholars consider all those ḥadīths about ḥijāb that 

can be seen as authentic, to be either with reference to the issue of hypocrites, or to be 

about precaution and vigilance, and/or personal choices. For example, Moiz Amjad, 

another student of Ghamidi writes in his website Understanding Islam: 

… the Qur’ān has given the minimum standard, which must be followed 

under all circumstances. On the other hand, the saying ascribed to the 

Prophet (pbuh) … gives us an excellent idea of the Prophet (pbuh)'s 

teachings in this respect. This advice is neither a part of the Islamic law, 

nor does it hinder a woman from exposing any part of her body for any 

other purpose (author: i.e. other than attracting the opposite sex).569  

                                                           
568 Khalid Zaheer, "Is Covering of Head Necessary for Muslim Women? ,"  
http://www.khalidzaheer.com/qa/356.Last accessed 15.12.14  
569 Moiz Amjad, "The Etiquette of Interaction between Men & Women," Understanding Islam, 
http://www.understanding-islam.com/q-and-a/morality-and-goodness/the-etiquette-of-interaction-
between-men-and-women-5339 , Last accessed 25.12.14  
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It is interesting to note that Ghamidi’s teacher, Islahi, agrees with the view of the 

traditional scholars about this verse, and does consider covering head to be obligatory. 

In fact Islahi has the opinion that the directives of chapter of nūr are for women while 

being inside houses and that for going out, the directives of the chapter of aḥzāb 

(pertaining to full coverage) apply.570 

4.4.4. Interviewing Javed Ahmad Ghamidi on the Subject of Ḥijāb  

Although Ghamidi has explicitly explained his views on ḥijāb, his writings on this 

issue are not very extensive. There are a number of unclear points about his view on 

the subject that need to be clarified in order to fully understand his approach (and the 

Farāhī approach, as defined in this work). Like the previous chapters, at this section 

of the case study the questions that I thought were worth pursuing follow with answers 

provided by Ghamidi:  

1. On what basis should ḥijāb not be considered as sunnah, as defined by 

yourself? 

As discussed in Chapter One, Ghamidi has a specific and unique definition for the term 

sunnah. In his definition, sunnah consists of: 

that tradition of Prophet Abraham’s (sws) religion which the Prophet 

Muḥammad (sws) instituted among his followers as religion after 

reviving and reforming it and after making certain additions to it. … the 

source of the sunnah is the consensus of the ummah …571 

It seems like the consensus of ummah, as Ghamidi puts it, is that covering hair is an 

obligation. The question arises then that why not consider this to be part of the sunnah, 

based on Ghamidi’s own definition. 

In answering this question, Ghamidi explains that as he wrote in mizān, when the 

Qur’ān initiates a directive, then that cannot be classified as sunnah. For example the 

Prophet flogging people is not sunnah because he did this in compliance with the 

                                                           
570 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān. vol. 4, 67. 
571 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction. 18, 64. (I have put together two explanations for 
the Sunnah that appear at two different places of the book) 
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directive of the Qur’ān. Directive of hijāb was never presented in the Abrahamic 

tradition; it was only when the directive was revealed, that women started to cover 

themselves. So the Qur’ān started this and therefore it is not sunnah. Sunnah needs to 

be something that pre-exists the Qur’ān.    

… when the Qur’ān initiates a directive then that cannot be classified as 

sunnah … the directive of ḥijāb never existed in the Abrahamic tradition. 

ḥijāb never existed, we know that the Ummahāt al-Mumenīn never 

covered themselves for a religious purpose, the ḥadiīths make it clear that 

it was only after the revelation of the directives of the Qur’ān that they 

started covering themselves (translator) 

At this point I compared the directives of ablution with the directives of ḥijāb. Ghamidi 

includes the directive of ablution among the list of sunnah acts as defined by him; 

while this directive is also given in the Qur’ān. Ghamidi’s argument is that although 

this directive is given in the Qur’ān, it was yet part of the sunnah originating from the 

tradition of Abraham, and the Qur’ān has only clarified some confusion about it.  

Based on this, a follow up question was asked: 

You argue that ablution was part of the sunnah although it has been 

instructed in the Qur’ān. There is much more evidence for ḥijāb in the 

history of Abrahamic religions, than for ablution. So why we cannot say 

the same thing about ḥijāb and argue that like ablution it was a sunnah that 

was re-emphasized by the Qur’ān? (author) 

Ghamidi explained that in his view the sunnah with regard to the Qur’ān is of three 

kinds: 

- The sunnah that the Qur’ān is silent about it 

- The sunnah that the Qur’ān refers to it 

- The sunnah that the Qur’ān explains it 

In explaining the latter category Ghamidi says that in this category the Qur’ān will be 

the only authentic source of that sunnah. An example of the latter category is the 

directive of ablution. He then says that if for the sake of discussion we accept that ḥijāb 

is sunnah, since the Qur’ān has explained it, the Qur’ān will be the only authority to 

comment on the nature of this sunnah.  
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He then says that if ḥijāb was sunnah then we should have had this word in this 

particular meaning (dress covering for women) in the terminologies reported from the 

era of the Prophet. He argues that while the word wuḍū (ablution) had a known 

meaning and certain derivatives for people at the time of the Prophet the word ḥijāb 

was never used in such a religious meaning.  

Even if ḥijāb was established as a sunnah, even then the statement of the 

Qur’ān was its explanation, for the sake of discussion I accept for 

instance that ḥijāb is there (i.e. part of sunnah), I know it is not there but 

for instance if it is there, the explanation of the Qur’ān is the authentic 

source, same is the case for wuẓū, no sunnah can do anything with that 

ayah, for instance you cannot say that the sunnah says do it this and that 

way while the Qur’ān says differently, it cannot happen,  same for ḥijāb 

the authentic explanation is the chapter of nūr (Ghamidi) 

This is a very good example of how the Farāhī scholars, Ghamidi in particular, 

develop categorisations from their understanding of the Qur’ān to help with their 

analytical framework. Ghamidi himself has defined the sunnah, and he himself 

then categorises what he has defined as Sunnah, to be in three categories in 

relation to the Qur’ān. He then uses this categorisation to his advantage to answer 

a critical question. For an academic, the categorisation itself is the most crucial 

point of debate. However, for a layman the categorisation is considered as fact, 

and only its application may raise questions. This leads to an important 

observation that due to being less exposed to academia, and predominantly 

addressing the public, Ghamidi, and therefore the Farāhī school of thought, has 

not yet found any real opportunities to be academically challenged, and to benefit 

from this. This point is further discussed in the Conclusion Chapter.   
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2. Believing that ḥijāb is not part of religion, then why do you state that it is 

better to wear it?  

Ghamidi writes: 

… it is desirable in the sight of the Almighty that even if women have 

not adorned it in any way, even then, they should not take off their head 

coverings.572 

The above question seeks explanation and basis for the above statement. Ghamidi 

explains that it is by analogy based on verse 24:60 that he argues that covering the hair 

even when it is not embellished is better. He emphasized that this is not a question of 

piety, or the question of being a better person, he only says it is better, just as the verse 

24:60 says it is better for the old women to cover up despite the allowance that is given 

to them. 

At this point I asked that if this was not for the sake of piety or for being a better 

Muslim, then what it is better for. Ghamidi answered that it is just like non-obligatory 

worshiping, that helps with further purification (tazkīyah), but this does not mean that 

one who does not do this has less piety.  

 I further asked why this analogy had been made only for hair and not for other parts 

of body, like arms, legs, etc. Ghamidi explained that he indeed has the same argument 

for other parts of the body: 

All those places for which covering is obligatory if ornament is present, 

in absence of ornaments it is mustaḥab to cover them. (translator) 

As a side note, it is clear that Ghamidi believes in the same meaning of ornament that 

was reported from Meshal,573 that is, an external attachment to the body (not the body 

itself). 

Ghamidi’s emphasis on the wearing of the ḥijāb as being recommended may have been 

influenced by external factors as well. I was advised by Ghamidi’s students and 

                                                           
572 "Head Covering for Women," 7.  
573 Meshal, "Miniskirts and Fundamentalist Fashions: Clothing the Muslim Canadian Woman," 159. 
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associates that the attendance of women without ḥijāb, sometimes in an immodest 

fashion, had brought trouble to the scholars of the Farāhī approach, and to Ghamidi in 

particular. It seems as though some female audience members on hearing and 

appreciating that ḥijāb is not an obligation, have gone beyond what is normally 

considered as acceptable in a religious gathering. This is not to suggest that Ghamidi’s 

view on ḥijāb being recommended was made in response to this problem, however the 

emphasis on this point seems to be motivated by this problem.  

The issue is very similar to another concern that I once heard from some of Ghamidi’s 

audience, that is, that because Ghamidi did not believe in any fixed number of non-

obligatory (sunnah) prayers, this may result in some of his followers being less mindful 

about the sunnah prayers.  

This points to yet another challenge that Ghamidi faces due to his audience being 

comprised of the general public. Ghamidi explains his understanding for them with the 

view to replacing their knowledge of religion with what he considers to be the correct 

knowledge. This, however occasionally results in a less desirable side effects on some 

of his followers, in a way that is not in-line with the preaching purposes of Ghamidi 

and his students. Throughout the last few years I have seen how the Farāhī scholars 

have adopted a more cautious approach in the wordings that they use to express 

themselves. The above recommendation on wearing ḥijāb, despite it not being 

obligation, seems to be not wholly but partially influenced by this.      

3. On what basis do you state that hair needs to be covered if it is decorated? 

Why is hair not included in ‘what is apparent thereof’? 

Ghamidi explains that to answer the above question first the expression ‘اَل ما ظهر منها’ 

needs to be fully understood. He explains that from a literary perspective in principle, 

this verse has been interpreted in two ways. One is the way that some like Islahi (his 

own teacher) or Maududi have interpreted this, and that is ‘ ظهر منه شیاَل ان ي ’, meaning 

‘other than what is (accidentally) apparent’. Ghamidi believes that based on the literary 
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syntax this interpretation cannot be correct.574 He says that the correct interpretation is 

that the verse means ‘اَل الظاُر منه’ that can be translated as ‘other than what is 

(normally) apparent’. This is also the way that Zamakhsharī explains the verse when 

he writes that this refers to ‘limbs which a person does not cover generally and 

instinctively and they are always left bare’.  

Ghamidi explains that we first need to understand why face, hands and feet are 

included in the ‘what is apparent thereof’, because one may argue that feet are normally 

covered by shoes, and hands can be covered by gloves, therefore it is not correct that 

they are normally apparent. He argues that Zamakhsharī’s view that explains ‘what is 

apparent thereof’ as ‘limbs which a person does not cover generally and instinctively 

and they are always left bare’575 means those parts of the body that are normally bare 

unless an external factor (not one’s own desire)576 forces the person to cover them. 

Only the face, hand and feet are included in this criterion. Ghamidi emphasizes that 

this is the main principle on this subject.   

When man was born at the start he was naked and he only covered his 

private part, then gradually he covered more parts of his body till only 

face, hands and feet remained. He stopped there” (translator) 

Hearing the above, I asked whether the head was also included in this general coverage 

of the body. I had in my mind that if one can argue that head too was normally not 

covered, then according to Ghamidi’s explanation above, one can argue that even an 

embellished hair does not need to be covered. However Ghamidi answered in English: 

‘Even men covered their head’. 

At this point I tried a different argument and asked whether the very fact that, as he 

said, women would naturally cover their head, does not indicate that they should cover 

                                                           
574 In a follow up question and answer to explore why Ghamidi thinks this interpretation is a literary 
impossibility, he explained through the same translator that given the construction of the phrase 
where there is a ما before a verb in the past tense, the ما  in ما ظهر منها can only be  موصوله. Hence the 
phrase can only mean اَل الظاُر منه.  
575 al-Zamakhsharī, al-Kashshāf. vol. 3, 231. 
576 The phrase in the bracket refers to Ghamidi’s answer to a follow up question, where the author 
asked him whether covering feet and hands out of modesty could also be included in ‘what appears 
thereof’. His negative answer is expressed in this phrase. 
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it by sharī‘ah. Ghamidi answered that this was only a human desire, it could not be 

considered as part of the sharī‘ah without a religious directive.  

The Farāhī scholars, in particular Ghamidi and his students, do not wholly rely on the 

traditional framework, and do not primarily rely on ḥadīth either. In this way they have 

limited their textual evidence to the Qur’ān only.577 One of the side effects of this 

seems to be the use of evidence from sources outside of the sphere of religion. This 

evidence is not used to prove their views, but to support them further. The above is a 

very good example of this, in answering ‘why hair cannot be considered as what is 

normally revealed’ Ghamidi provides an argument that is less in the scope of religion, 

and more in the scope of social studies and anthropology. Obviously, being Islamic 

scholars, neither Ghamidi nor any of his students are experts in these areas of 

knowledge. I can also confirm that they have not sought the help of sociologists or 

anthropologists to help them with this subject. Perhaps in the future, views like this 

reach experts on the subject, a flow of expert comments may emerge, and they may 

not all be in favour.  

4. Have you checked the ḥadīths that suggest women need to cover their hair? 

Since, as explained in Chapter One, the Farāhī approach does not consider the ḥadīth 

to be a primary source of understanding Islam, the above question becomes relevant. 

It can be of particular importance for the contested approaches to know the answer to 

the above question. 

Ghamidi explains that he would never miss the ḥadīth as a source of information for 

his research, as he considers the Prophet to be the greatest scholar of Islam and ḥadīth 

is the reported knowledge of the Prophet. Knowledge and views of the Prophet on 

religious issues is errorless because God would correct any wrong understandings of 

the Prophet on these issues. He says that looking at ḥadīth is therefore essential for his 

ijtiḥād. He then adds: 

                                                           
577 although they also rely on Sunnah,  due to their very specific definition for this source, Sunnah 
cannot be considered as a textual evidence for them. 
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However I never accept something that appears to be in contradiction to 

the Qur’ān. (translation) 

My follow up question was whether ḥadīth could change his understanding of the 

Qur’ān given that he condemns relying on ḥadīth in understanding the Qur’ān, and 

promotes understanding of ḥadīth based on the Qur’ān. In response Ghamidi explains 

that ḥadīth is one of the sources of knowledge and just as reading a tafsīr of the Qur’ān 

can affect and change his understanding of a verse, ḥadīth too can have the similar 

effect however he makes it clear: 

But I do not change my views because of a ḥadīth, I change it because of 

the understanding that I get from the ḥadīth 

What he means here is that he does not treat ḥadīth as an absolute instruction of the 

divine. Rather, he looks at it as a source of information which, along with other sources 

of information may deliver an insight that could be influential in his understanding of 

the Qur’ān. 

An objection that a traditional scholar may raise at this point is that if a scholar is 

happy enough to look at a ḥadīth as a source of information, then why he would not 

go a step further and examine the authenticity of the ḥadīth in order to follow its 

implication if it is proved to be authentic. Here comes a very delicate point about the 

approach of the Farāhī scholars, that is, for them, only that ḥadīth may be considered 

as authentic that is in-line with their understanding of the Qur’ān. It is however 

difficult to appreciate that this understanding (or in fact any understanding of the 

Qur’ān) comes primarily from the Qur’ān. Besides cultural and social influences on 

the mind-set of The Farāhī scholars, it is undeniable that the minds of these scholars 

did not start from a blank state, rather, their general knowledge of Islam, like any other 

Muslim, was heavily on the ground of the ḥadīth literature. While this obviously 

prompted the Farāhī scholars to question some of the common understandings of 

Muslims, it can also raise the question of how much of that understanding influenced 

by the ḥadīth, and whether it is at all possible to understand Islam with no prior 

knowledge of the ḥadīth, even if much of that prior knowledge is later questioned.  

This is a point that becomes more obvious by the following question and answer: 
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5. Where do you think your own teacher (Islahi) went wrong in his approach 

to the subject of ḥijāb?  

Islahi makes two arguments to insist that despite the fact that the chapter of aḥzāb is 

about a specific situation, yet it does point to the obligatory nature of ḥijāb: 

a. That most of the religious rules came for a specific incident at 

history but this does not mean they are only for that incident. 

b. That situation today is even worse than that time 

As stated at the start of this chapter, one of the interesting aspects of the case study of 

ḥijāb is that there is an evolutional thought about it in the Farāḥī school of thought. 

The above question aims to explore this evolutionary thought. 

Ghamidi explains that in his view, there are three things in which Islahi has gone 

wrong with regard to the concept of ḥijāb.  

The first is the way that Islahi interprets verse 59 of the chapter of aḥzāb. Islahi in line 

with many other commentators of the Qur’ān interprets the expression ‘ دنين عليهن من ي

 by considering the proposition of min to imply further covering themselves ’جَّلبيبهن

with part of the jilbāb that is already been worn, which according to them means 

covering face. Ghamidi however considers that there is an ellipsis578 in this verse, and 

that the complete statement without that ellipsis would be ‘ من جَّلبيبهن (دنين عليهن )جلبا ٌي ’ 

which means to take a Jilbāb and cover themselves with it.579 I asked Ghamidi how 

he came to this linguistic conclusion and he challenged me to look up the use of the 

word danā and its derivatives in the books of Arabic literature.  

Here I need to make another important point about the writings of Ghamidi and his 

students. In their writings one can find many instances where there is an expression 

such as: ‘according to the rules of the classic Arabic language’, however, I have 

                                                           
578 Ghamidi writes in Mizān: One salient feature of the language of the Qur’an is that the meanings 

which are understood of their own accord because of the presence of other words, and indicators or 
because of some logical obviousness are not expressed in words. Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive 
Introduction, 41.  
579 Zamakhsharī has referred to both possibilities in his commentary although he writes that the verse 
instructs to cover the face. al-Zamakhsharī, al-Kashshāf. vol. 3, 560. 
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seldom seen these rules explained with any literary satisfactory examples taken from 

Arabic literature, and/or quotes from experts of classical Arabic language. The only 

exception is Hamiduddin Farahi, who in most cases offers examples from the poems 

of the time of ignorance (al-ash‘ār al-jāhiliyyah). This is not to suggest that false 

claims are made, however this seems to be a shortcoming in communicating scholarly 

reasoning. I can only assume that this is due to the fact that the main addressees of the 

Farāhī scholars at this time are the general public rather than other scholars and 

experts. The general public are not really interested in this sort of detailed literary 

discussion. In a private conversation that I had with some of Ghamidi’s students it was 

argued that this (addressing the public) was proven to be the best strategy for them to 

spread their message. It is arguable, as stated before and here, that this policy has its 

own disadvantages. There is more discussion on this point in the Conclusion Chapter.  

Continuing his views, Ghamidi explains that the way Islahi and others interpret verse 

59 of the chapter of aḥzāb, implying that the verse directs to cover the face, makes the 

directive one that is about ḥijāb, and therefore the directive can be perceived as a 

permanent one because a women’s face can always be a source of attraction. However 

the way that Ghamidi interprets the verse, the point will not be to cover an attractive 

part of the body of a decent woman, but to make a decent woman distinct from others 

by using a sign. This sign happened to be wearing a jilbāb and in different cultural 

background it could have been anything else, like putting a mark on their cloth. 

Therefore, with this interpretation this statement is not about ḥijāb at all but is simply 

about being distinct. Therefore, where the cause for being distinct is no longer there, 

the directive is also not applicable. He further argues that if he too was thinking that 

the verse in the chapter of aḥzāb was about ḥijāb then he too would have been in 

agreement with his teacher that even though the cause may not be there anymore, yet 

the directive is still valid. However, since he sees this verse to be about the distinction 

of chaste women from others, therefore to him, not only the cause is temporary, but 

also the solution to the cause is temporary.  

He further explains that it is important to distinguish those verses of the chapter of 

aḥzāb that were for the wives of the Prophet and the women of the believers (59-61) 

and those that were exclusively for the wives of the Prophet (32-34, 53). While the 
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first were to protect the sanctity of the household of the Prophet, the latter were to 

protect women from the disturbing hypocrites. He further argues that while the 

directive for the wives of the Prophet and the women of believers could be dismissed 

when that disturbance was not there anymore, the directive for the wives of the Prophet 

only, could never be dismissed due to the importance of the sanctity of the Prophet’s 

household and its effect on Muslims and Islam.  

The second thing in which Islahi went wrong according to Ghamidi, was that he did 

not deliberate on the word yu‘rafna (to be known). Ghamidi says that if due attention 

was given to this word, then it would have been clear that the verse was not a directive 

for ḥijāb. If the verse was using yuṭharna (to become clean) rather than yu’rafna (to 

be known) then the implication would have been different (i.e. more inclined towards 

the concept of ḥijāb rather than being distinct). 

If the reason was for tazkīyah then this was an eternal directive, even if it 

is merely for the protection of the household of the Prophet. However, 

when the reason is for distinction, then when there is no need for 

distinction, the directive no longer applies. (Ghamidi) 

From this it can also be understood that the verse has not directed to cover the face, 

and in fact the expression yudnīna alayhinna is not an appropriate word for this 

meaning.  

The third point is that this verse was traditionally always used to explain the directive 

of ḥijāb, and Islahi too took it that way without questioning this assumption.   

Ghamidi summarises his arguments by elaborating his views on what makes a 

directive a temporary one. He says that the directives of the verse of ḥijāb in the 

chapter of nūr and the verses specific to the wives of the Prophet in the chapter of 

aḥzāb and the verse about jilbāb in this chapter are all due to a reason (‘illah). While 

the reason for the first two never perishes, the reason for the third one (jilbāb) can 

perish, and therefore the respective directive will no longer apply.  
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Ghamidi says that Islahi was under the influence of cultural factors that existed in the 

villages in India where (Muslim) women would fully cover themselves when going 

out. 

This brings back the point that I made on Ghamidi’s answer to question four here as 

well as in discussing question six of the interview on the subject of stoning (section 

2.4.4). The Farāhī scholars argue that it is possible to arrive at a single understanding 

of the Qur’an by looking at context. Yet, Ghamidi admits that cultural influences can 

still cause bias in the mind of a Farāhī scholar. The methodology of the Farāhī 

scholars has brought an undeniable value to the scholarship of Islam, however 

understandably it is not clear or unambiguous enough to determine what comes from 

external influences, and what comes from the text itself. By appreciating the influence 

of cultural factors on his teacher, Ghamidi in fact opens the door to arguments that 

could place his own understanding under question. It is however fair to appreciate that 

Ghamidi himself has never denied the possibility of error and mistake in some of his 

views, as he himself points out in part of his answer to the following question:  

6. If as you say there is no reliable evidence on covering the hair being an 

obligation, then from where did this idea which prompted Muslim women 

in general to cover their hair as an obligation originate?  

This points to one of the main reasons as to why traditional scholars have considered 

covering the hair to be ijmā’. Ghamidi explains that in his view a number of factors 

caused this: 

Firstly, for many centuries after the demise of the Prophet, women used to extensively 

use many ornaments on their head and their body. This means that according to the 

verse of the chapter of nūr they were obliged to cover their head. So they were simply 

following the directive of the Qur’ān. It is only in the recent centuries that women have 

stopped extensively using ornaments and instead only use precious ornaments in a 

limited way. It was therefore understandable that for many centuries, covering the head 

was in fact an obligation. It was this practice that entered into the era where women 

would not wear many ornaments. This therefore developed the general understanding 

that covering the head is an unconditional obligation. 
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Secondly, the directive of the verse of Jilbāb had a strong effect on the mind of 

Muslims, and they would use it as a strong evidence for thoroughly covering 

themselves without even thinking whether the cause of this directive still existed.   

Thirdly, women were always looking up to the wives of the Prophet, and since they 

were almost fully covering themselves due to the directives of the chapter of aḥzāb, 

other women also liked to do the same. 

He added that understandably once something becomes a dominant long time practice 

in a society, it will be very difficult to analyse it and open-mindedly evaluate it.  

Ghamidi then made the following criticism on the approach of the traditional jurists to 

the concept of ḥijāb: 

Sixty or seventy years after these traditions came to play at the time of 

tabi‘īn, this whole surge and strong momentum was coming, … the 

jurists, who had just emerged, instead of relating the Qur’ān to this 

tradition of the society and trying to clarify and determine that there are 

certain things that are temporary, there are certain things that are eternal, 

they made the tradition, law itself, so without relating it to the Qur’ān the 

tradition itself was further strengthen by jurists. Because this was so 

dominating and prevailing they thought it was already related to the 

Qur’ān and just embraced it and made it into the law. This is not just 

about ḥijāb but applies to the views of jurists about many of the directives 

of the Qur’ān … and it is not limited to jurists but applies to the 

commentators of the Qur’ān as well.  (translation)   

He added that other factors like the influence of Persia etc. were only partial factors.  

This is another example of further justifying an understanding with the use of sources 

outside of the limitations of Islamic scholarship, as pointed out in discussion of 

question three of this interview. Here again Ghamidi develops a theory on why, despite 

ḥijāb not being obligatory (in his view), it has always been seen as such throughout 

the centuries by almost all Muslims. Whether Arab women really used to decorate 

their hair, or if on the contrary, as some researchers like Torkashvand580 has suggested, 

many of them did not even have enough money to use a proper cloth to cover 

                                                           
580 Torkashvand, "Hejabe Shar'i Dar Asre Payambar (Religious Hijab at the Era of the Prophet)". See 
the discussion on effect of poverty on the clothing of Arab women at the time of the Prophet. 
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themselves, it is an issue that only a historian or an anthropologist can determine. As 

discussed earlier in this chapter, a number of researchers have considered it to be 

external factors that gradually made the ḥijāb an obligation. Ghamidi does not 

consider these to be the main factors, and has his own theory on why Muslims thought 

that the ḥijāb was obligatory. However, I have not seen any analytical and evidence 

based work with him to prove this theory. Ghamidi has understandably been a very 

busy scholar. He simply does not have the time to document all his views with detailed 

analysis and evidence. It seems like this has been left to his students to complete. 

However, one side effect of this arrangement appears to be that, unintentionally, it 

preoccupies the minds of his students mostly with elaborating on his views rather than 

and less with deliberating on them with an open mind. Ghamidi himself has had a 

deliberating rather than simply elaborating approach to the views of his teacher, Islahi. 

It will be interesting to see whether among Ghamidi students such a critical 

deliberating approach may emerge in the future. 

At this point Ghamidi made a general comment about changing a traditional 

understanding. He says that we all start our thinking from the traditional framework 

that is dominating. This applies to Hamiduddin Farahi as well. Hamiduddin Farahi 

however, was such an outstanding intellectual that he managed to rise above the 

traditional framework, and revise some of the understandings. However even for 

someone with his high calibre it was impossible to analyse and revise the whole 

traditional understanding. It had to be continued by Islahi and it is now continuing by 

him (Ghamidi) and it needs to be followed up by people after him till the whole 

methodology can be revised and established again. 

The above points to one of the specific features of Ghamidi himself, that is, he is not 

just after scholarly contributions and discussions, he is in fact trying to lead a ground-

breaking movement that is not only aimed at scholars but also at the public. He 

genuinely believes that Islam has been hugely misunderstood by Muslims due to 

traditional understanding, and sees it as his responsibility to change this. He is leading 

a systematic procedure through the use of his organisation, Al-Mawrid, to correct what 

he considers to be misunderstandings for that Muslims may have about Islam, on a 

global level.  
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***** 

At the end of this section the same three questions that were raised at the beginning of 

this chapter about the traditional approach to ḥijāb are formulated and answered with 

regard to the Farāhī approach to the subject: 

- According to the Farāhī school of thought, how general is the application of 

the directives, i.e. are they related to a specific time and location, or are they 

related to all times and all locations? 

According to the Farāhī school of thought the directives of the chapter of nūr are 

general however the directives in the chapter of aḥzāb are specific to the time and 

location of their revelation. Even if the same situation occurs in our time, it does not 

oblige women to adopt the same measure to resolve it. 

- According to the Farāhī school of thought, what is the exact extent of 

coverage that is directed in each of these verses? 

For the verses of the chapter of aḥzāb the coverage is not specified, for the verses of 

the chapter of nūr the coverage is for private parts and bosoms. Coverage of the head 

is not part of the directive unless it is embellished, although it is a commendable 

religious culture to cover it any way. 

- What has been the approach of the Farāhī school of thought in deriving 

conclusions related to the above inquiries, in particular with regard to the 

Qur’ān vis a vis ḥadīth? 

The approach was based on recognising and appreciating the context of the chapter 

as well as interpreting the verses without using ḥadīths. Another important basis of 

the aforementioned conclusions is to expect the Qur’ān to be explicit and direct in its 

religious rules. There has also been detailed emphasis on the meanings of the words 

of the relevant verses and their implications.  
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 4.5. Comparative Analysis 

On the argument of ḥijāb the strength of the traditional school of thought lies with the 

existing ḥadīth, and the extensive and long and well established practice of Muslim 

women in wearing ḥijāb. There is plenty of evidence that exist which make the 

argument for ḥijāb a very sensible argument. However due to lack of explicit 

(undeniable) relevant evidence in the Qur’ān and the perceived dismissing of the 

context of the some of the verses, contested views from both Muslim scholars and 

non-Muslim researchers have been emerging. There are examples of evidence in  

history that cause doubts in the reliability of the approach of the traditional scholars to 

this subject, some of which were referred to earlier in this chapter.  

The fact that despite its apparent crucial importance, there has not been enough 

attention to this subject during the era of the Prophet is curious. Due to lack of enough 

reports on obligation of ḥijāb in general (not just during prayers), there is no 

independent section on this subject in most of the main books of fiqh. This makes any 

curious researcher become suspicious about the whole image that is given to the 

importance of ḥijāb in Islam. In shī‘ah scholarship in particular voices have emerged 

that question whether all classical shī‘ī scholars considered covering the hair for 

women to be an obligation. 

 On the other hand, the present-day Farāhī scholars have invested all their arguments 

on the Qur’ān for this subject. They appear to be trying to avoid presumptions about 

the subject and to look at it from a less subjective perspective. In this way they have 

straightforwardly dismissed the powerful verses of the chapter of aḥzāb (that are often 

seen as verses of ḥijāb) due to appreciation of their specific context. When looking at 

the verses in the chapter of nūr they have tried not to impose any meaning other than 

the literal meanings of the words in the verses, therefore they naturally do not arrive 

at the conclusion that covering hair per se is an obligation. 

Conclusions of the present-day Farāhī scholars are very close (although not exactly 

the same) to that of many contemporary writers as reported earlier in this chapter. 

However, even within the context, Ghamidi interprets verse 59 of the chapter of aḥzāb 

differently. He also emphasises the obligation of covering hair when ornaments are 
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used on it, which is absent from the reported contemporary thoughts. Also compared 

to many of the contemporary writers on the subject who are interested in the history 

of evolvement of the concept of ḥijāb, the approach of the Farāhī scholars (in 

particular the present-day ones) seems much more text based.  

There is certainly a departure point within the Farāhī school of thought in this subject 

as Ghamidi differs fundamentally with his mentor, Islahi, on this. The thinking process 

of Ghamidi on this subject, especially when he is challenged about it, goes beyond the 

textual evidence. He shares his views of what is natural clothing for human being, and 

what parts of the body were normally and naturally covered before the modern era. He 

uses his understanding of this to further explain the wisdom and specifications of the 

verse in the chapter of nūr. His specific definition of sunnah allows him to consider 

the issue of ḥijāb to be out of the sphere of sunnah, and he uses his own reasoning to 

argue what is and what is not included in ‘what is apparent thereof’. All this reasoning 

can be seen as both fascinating and subjective in the mind of a neutral observer.  

The treatment of the present-day Farāhī scholars for the ḥadīths on ḥijāb is a 

convenient one. They simply provide one of the three arguments of ‘weakness in 

sanad’, ‘being about ornaments’, or ‘being a recommendation’. To this day the Farāhī 

scholars have not yet provided devoted research on ḥadīth to specify which argument 

applies to which ḥadīths. This certainly can be seen as a point of criticism against their 

arguments, although they can always provide the counter argument that in their view 

ḥadīth is not an independent source of understanding Islam any way. 

As it is clear from the content of the interview, much of Ghamidi’s argument of why 

head (hair) cannot be considered as ‘what is apparent thereof’, is based on his analysis 

of the common culture of human beings. Ghamidi is not known as an anthropologist 

or a sociologist. An interesting question that may arise is, that ‘if we did not have this 

general understanding based on ḥadīth that hair is not included in ‘what is apparent 

thereof’, would Ghamidi still arrive at the same conclusion about hair with the use of 

his analysis of the common culture of human beings?’. In other words, the question is, 

whether Ghamidi’s thinking, as the current leader of the Farāhī school of thought, has 

remained fully unaffected by presumptions that are inherited in the minds of Muslims. 
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It seems like the argument of Ghamidi about using of head covering in the societies 

needs to be critically studied by the experts in the field. 

Disagreement of Ghamidi (and consequently present-day Farāhī scholars) with his 

teacher Islahi, in particular on interpreting verse 59 of the chapter of aḥzāb as 

discussed above,  cannot be ignored. It is of course fully understandable that a teacher 

and a student may develop different understandings on a subject. However, one of the 

arguments of the Farāhī scholars is that interpreting the verses of the Qur’ān based on 

context and coherence leads the reader to arrive on a single interpretation of the verses. 

It is interesting that on a legal subject like ḥijāb, and for apparently not very complex 

wording of the related verses, there is such a vivid difference of interpretation among 

two generations of what this writing refers to as Farāhī scholars. It is also interesting 

to seek the reflection of other students of Islahi on Ghamidi’s departure from his views 

on the verses of ḥijāb.  

Summary 

‘According to the dominating view among the traditional scholars, covering hair 

in front of non-maḥram for women who reach puberty is an obligation. 

According to the present-day Farāhī scholars, covering hair is highly 

recommended but is not an obligation, unless it is embellished with ornaments.’  

In this chapter after defining the literal meaning of ḥijāb and its meaning in this case 

study, the contested areas of the subject were discussed. The key critical point on the 

subject is lack of explicit directives in the Qur’ān and ignoring the context of 

directives, specifically the directives in the chapter of aḥzāb. Arguments are raised 

that point to evidence that the practice of obliging women to wear hijab and stay in 

isolation were added to the corpus of Islam only in the latter stages and that there is 

no evidence of such issues in the earlier time of Islam.  

The selected traditional commentators overall consider the directives related to ḥijāb 

(covering hair in particular) to be universal and general. The main bases were ḥadīth 

and popular belief that is sometimes referred to as ījmā and at times, quli mashhūr. 
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This was followed by a brief on fiqh of ḥijāb which revealed some of the major 

differences of opinions among the fuqahā on the specifications of ḥijāb.  

The discussion then led to exploring the Farāhī approach on the subject. Present day 

Farahī scholars appreciate the context of 33:59 although not through external sources 

but by acknowledging their perceived context of the chapter. Here there is a stark 

disagreement between Islahi and his student, Ghamidi. While the first sees the verse 

as a verse on ḥijāb that has general application, the latter sees it as a verse on making 

the status known to avoid being insulted and considers it to be very specific in 

application. 

For verse 24:31 the present Farāhī scholars do not allow themselves to go beyond 

what the verse is literally saying, which means, the directive of the verse that they see 

referring specifically to a body part, is the directive of covering bosom. Accordingly 

they argue that covering hair is not obligatory unless it is embellished by ornament, 

which is an external attachment.  

At the end of the case study a comparative discussion between the traditional and the 

Farāhī approaches to the concept of ḥijāb took place. While the traditional scholars 

benefit from numerous ḥadīths in support of ḥijāb, they lack explicit relevant 

directives from the Qur’ān. There are also historical examples of evidence that seem 

to be questioning the authenticity of the concept of obligatory ḥijāb. On the other hand 

in dealing with ḥadīths of ḥijāb in principle the present-day Farāhī scholars justify 

them or reject them based on their understanding of the Qur’ān; however they have 

not yet provided a detailed study of ḥadīths in this regard.  
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Chapter 5: The Case Study of the Return of Jesus 

‘The dominating traditional belief is that Jesus is alive and will return 

before the end of the world, the view of the present-day Farāhī scholars 

is that Jesus was given death by God and that there is no reliable evidence 

that he is supposed to return to this world.’ 

5.1. Introduction to the Case Study: 

Reynolds quotes from Burton’s account of pilgrimage to Medina where he finds a 

space next to the Prophet’s grave reserved for Jesus. He concludes that the idea of 

Jesus not being dead, being ascended to heaven alive and returning later was so rooted 

among Muslims that even the mosque of Medina was designed on that basis.581  

Belief in the Return of Jesus before the end of the world is a popular belief among the 

vast majority of Muslims and is held strongly by what this thesis refers to as the 

traditional scholars of Islam. It is a belief which, disregarding the specifics, is also 

shared by mainstream Christian theology. Based on both traditional sunnī and shī‘ah 

narrative, Jesus did not die and was ascended to heaven, and will return before the end 

of the world as a Muslim who prays behind mahdī and contributes in upholding the 

message of monotheism in the world. 

As Warren Larson puts it, this is the most important aspect of Islamic eschatology.582 

Warren Larson seems to be stating this in the context of sunnī Islam only. In the context 

of shī‘ah Islam, belief in the return of Jesus is an offshoot or an extension of what can 

be considered as their most important aspect of eschatology and that is the coming of, 

or to be more accurate, the reappearance of mahdī. Gabriel Said Reynolds considers 

the belief in Jesus being alive and returning before the end of the world to be a 

                                                           
581 Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?," 237. At the time of submitting this writing I was not 
able to verify at what point at time this grave was made and whether it was originally intended for 
Jesus or if this was an understanding that was developed later in the history of Muslims. 
582 Warren Larson, "Jesus in Islam and Christianity: Discussing the Similarities and the Differences," 

Missiology: An International Review 36, no. 3 (2008): 7. 
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‘shibboleth of orthodoxy’ which made one of the main accusations against the 

Aḥmadiyyah movement.583  

Due to the many other subjects that are associated with the concept of the return of 

Jesus, in line with focusing on understanding the Farāhī methodology rather than fully 

exploring the subjects of the case studies, this case study benefits from limiting the 

scope and focusing on the core subject. Therefore associated concepts like apocalypse 

and its signs including the concept of dajjāl, the speculations on the story of 

crucifixion, and the concept of mahdī in the shī‘ah or sunnī theology are not included 

in this study, although where needed some are referred to in the discussions. One of 

the subjects that has to be included in this case study is the subject of ‘the death’ of 

Jesus, since this can directly affect the view on the return of Jesus, as is discussed later 

in this chapter.  

What make this case study interesting and also worthy of inclusion in this research 

project are two points. First, the previous three case studies were predominantly within 

the legal sphere of Islam; it is interesting to look at a case study that is rooted only 

within the matter of belief, where again the Farāhī scholars have a major difference of 

understanding when compared to the traditional scholars. Second, like the case study 

of ḥijāb here too, there is a difference of opinion between the present-day scholars of 

the Fārahī school of thought and their mentor, Amīn Ahsan Islahi. It is interesting to 

have another opportunity to explore what may have caused such difference of opinion, 

this time on a matter of belief.  

5.2. Contested Areas of the Subject of the Return of Jesus 

It is interesting that unlike the previously discussed case studies, not many Muslim 

researchers have challenged the concept of the return of Jesus. Most of the contested 

debates on the subject are by western non-Muslim scholars who have tried to find a 

connection between this belief and Christian theology. Nevertheless those few Muslim 

writers who have challenged the concept are coming from very traditional scholarship 

                                                           
583 Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?," 237. Aḥmadiyyah movement, the 
majority, hold that Jesus was crucified but survived crucifixion, migrated to Kashmir in 
India, and died at the age of 120. 
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of Islam and hold a very high scholarly status in the eyes of many Muslims. This can 

be due to the fact that unlike the subjects of stoning, apostasy, and ḥijāb, the subject 

of the return of Jesus does not have much of a practical implication for Muslims today. 

Another interesting point is that many of the contested arguments on this subject are 

directly and technically dealing with the relevant verses of the Qur’ān.  

Among the non-Muslim western scholars, there seems to be three main views on the 

motivational origins of the dominating view among Muslims with regards to denying 

the death of Jesus and believing in his return: 

One view is that this was due to the influence of a particular denomination of 

Christianity that were influential in the thinking of the person of the Prophet himself, 

or Muslim scholars in general. According to this view, like denying the divinity of 

Jesus, denying his crucifixion was also influenced by this sect of Christianity, and from 

there the concepts of Jesus escaping death and his return to the face of the earth were 

also entered into the narratives of Muslims.  

Reynolds refers to Henri Gregoire as another example but one that considers not the 

Muslim scholars but the Prophet himself to be under the influence of a sectarian 

Christian theology. He believes that the Prophet was under the influence of the debate 

during his era which was between those Christians who believed in Jesus having 

normal human flesh584 and those who believed that his flesh was heavenly.585  

Other authors who have similar theories with different specifications are Karl Ahrens 

who believed that the Prophet was under the influence of Nestorians, and Denise 

Masson586 and Neal Robinson who refer to early gnostic Christian texts as the 

influential source. Robinson adds to this the possibility of influence of shī‘ah on the 

basis of their views on the fate of the imams.587 

                                                           
584 These were the Severians, the followers of Severus of Antioch, d. 538.  
585 These were the Julianists, the followers of Julian of Halikarnass, d. after 527. Reynolds, "The Muslim 
Jesus: Dead or Alive?," 252. 
586 Ibid, 252 
587 Neal Robinson, "Jesus " in Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Washington 
DC: Brill Online, 2015). 
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Reynolds criticises the above view on the influence of Christian heresiography. He 

argues that these writers have relied too much on the Muslim exegetical tradition 

without questioning its contextualisation and they have therefore spent their time on 

‘a never-ending hunt for a particular Christian sect that might have both reached that 

context and held docetic views’.588 

The second view is that the whole idea of Jesus escaping death and returning later was 

the production of the Prophet’s own mind due to his belief that God would not allow 

his prophets to go through such suffering and death. Reynolds refers to Wilhelm 

Rudolph, Richard Bell and Joseph Henninger as examples of such authors.589 

Here too Reynolds denies this explanation by referring to the verse 4:155, only two 

verses before the reference to crucifixion, where the Qur’ān refers to the prophets of 

God being killed by Jews.  

The third view is the one that Reynolds himself is its advocator. Reynolds considers 

the eschatological role that is attributed to Jesus to be the main reason why 

commentators deny the death of Jesus. He argues that in their understanding, based on 

the Qur’ān, a person cannot die twice in this world. This eschatological role of Jesus 

as a doctrine according to Reynolds is motivated by anti-Christian attitudes. He argues 

that Muslim commentators used the material of Christian eschatology but formed it 

against Christians by making one of the main reasons for the return of Jesus to be for 

compelling Christians to become Muslims.590 

Reynolds also tries to trace back the insistence on the concept of the return of Jesus to 

the debate between shiī‘ah and sunnī. He argues that the concept of the return of Jesus 

can be a sunnī answer to the concept of mahdī as illustrated by shī‘ī. He refers to sunnī 

scholars who believed that mahdī was (is) in fact no one but Jesus himself.   

The above two reasons according to Reynolds were the main motivations of classical 

commentators of the Qur’ān to deny the death of Jesus. Modern commentators who 

                                                           
588 Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?."Reynolds, 252. 
589 Ibid., 252. 
590 Ibid., 250. 
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have the same view, according to Reynolds are simply following the footpaths of the 

classical commentators: 

Indeed it has long been a standard line in critical scholarship that the 

Quran denies the death of Jesus. Scholarly consensus on this opinion, it 

seems to me, is in part due to the prevalent method of studying Quranic 

verses in isolation. This method, a sort of exegetical atomism, is largely 

inherited from the classical tafsirs of Islamic tradition itself. … Yet more 

importantly scholarly consensus on this question emerges from the 

prevalent method of reading the Quran through the lens of tafsīr. As 

Lawson puts it, “The point is that tafsîr, not the Qur’ân, denies the 

Crucifixion”.591    

Central to the concept of the return of Jesus is the question of his end days on the face 

of the earth; the inquiry is simply about whether Jesus died or not. If Jesus was not 

given death then it may make sense that he will return sometime in future. However if 

he indeed was given death then the idea of his returning will be seen as less likely.  

Lawson considers the possibility that the Qur’ān may not really be rejecting the idea 

that Jesus actually died on the cross. He refers to the distinction between the scripture 

and its interpretation, and argues that this tends to be overlooked by those who hold 

that the Qur’ān denies crucifixion. He refers to this as Doctrine of Denial and writes 

that the Qur’ān itself is neutral about crucifixion. He also notes that the Qur’ān only 

asserts that Jews did not crucify Jesus, and does not say that Jesus was not crucified at 

all. Lawson argues that, most probably under the influence of heretical teachings of 

Docetism, Muslim commentators developed the interpretation of the Qur’ān based on 

the doctrine of denial to show how distinctive the new religion of Islam was.592 Similar 

views are quoted from Zaehner (1958) and Parrinder (1965) by Roelf Kuitse who 

writes that according to these researchers, what the Qur’ān really implies is that Jesus 

died on the cross however it was not Jews who did it, rather God caused Jesus to die 

on the cross.593  

                                                           
591 Ibid., 251 
592 Mustafa Shah, "'Review Article of Todd Lawson, 'the Crucifixion and the Qur’an: A Study in the 

History of Muslim Thought'," Journal of Qur’anic Studies 12, no. 1-2 (2010). 
593 Roelf S. Kuitse, "Christology in the Qur'an," Missiology: An International Review XX, no. 3 (1992): 

360. 
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Reynolds argues that classical Muslim commentators have used various often 

contradictory ḥadīths, mainly originated from the books of tafsīr, to argue for rejecting 

the death of Jesus when looking at the relevant verses in the Qur’ān, and then 

accordingly have translated literal references to the death of Jesus in the Qur’ān to 

meanings other than death, or have interpreted it to mean death after Jesus’ second 

appearance on earth.594  

When looking at the Qur’ān itself, there does not seem to be any explicit denial of 

Jesus’ death. Ayoub notes that the Qur’ān only rejects the idea of Jesus dying on the 

cross and does not say anything about Jesus' actual death.595 Like Reynolds he is 

suspicious about ḥadīths that deny Jesus’ death. The most popular version of this 

category of ḥadīths according to Lawson is on the authority of a converted Muslim, 

Wahb Ibn Munabbih (d. 114/732). Lawson notes that despite the poor reputation of 

Munabbih he seemed to be considered as a source for knowing the Biblical materials 

that the commentators would consider when trying to make sense of the verses of the 

Qur’ān about Jesus. Lawson, based on his study of tafsīr in the first three centuries of 

the Islamic tradition, concludes that the materials on the substitution theory (i.e. 

another person being crucified instead of Jesus) and the denial of the crucifixion, were 

originally of a non-Islamic provenance.596  

From the writers who are originally coming from a Muslim tradition the most detailed 

and serious criticism to the popular belief of Muslims about Jesus being alive and 

returning in future comes from the Aḥmadiyyah community. The general belief among 

the Aḥmadiyyah community is that Jesus escaped crucifixion, headed towards the East 

and Asia; eventually he died in Kashmir, and was buried in Sri Nagar. There is a tomb 

in the place that the locals and Aḥmadiyyah community believe belongs to Jesus. 

Further they argue that the promise of the second coming of Jesus should not be taken 

                                                           
594 Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?," 239-40. 
595 Mahmoud Ayoub, "Towards an Islamic Christology, Ii: The Death of Jesus, Reality or Delusion 

" The Muslim World 71, no. 2 (1980): 96. 
596 Todd Lawson, The Crucifixion and the Qur'an: A Study in the History of Muslim Thought (Oxford: 
Oneworld Publications, 2009), 43-67. 



 

235 
 

literally, and that the promise meant the second coming of a person who is similar to 

Jesus.597 

An Aḥmadiyyah scholar and historian, Dost Muhammad Shahid, claims that the 

companions of the Prophet had consensus that Jesus had died.598 The basis of his 

argument is that when Abū Bakr reminds ‘Umar about verse 3:144599 to make him 

appreciate that the Prophet is dead, no one argues back by referring to Jesus as a 

prophet that is still alive.600 

Hafiz Sher Mohammad (d. 1990), another Aḥmadiyyah scholar but one that belongs to 

the denomination of Lahore Aḥmadiyyah,601 has written in detail to bring evidence 

from the Qur’ān, ḥadīth, reports from the companions, and writings of some of the 

classical scholars to argue against the concept of Jesus being alive. In his view 

believing that Jesus did not die can lead to associating God with physical attributes, 

associating Jesus with divine attributes, and rejecting the finality of the Prophet.602 He 

quotes ten ḥadīths to support his arguments. Out of the ten, two are explicitly 

informing about the death of Jesus603 while the rest are interpreted by the author to that 

effect.604 

                                                           
597 For details of this narrative look at Muhammad Ali, The Second Coming of Jesus, trans. S. 
Muhammad Tufail (New Delhi: Maulana Tufail Memorial Library Trust, 2002). 
598 Dost Muhammad Shahid, "Death of Jesus and the Renaissance of Islam," The Muslim Herald 20, no. 
7 (July/August 1980): 11-2. 
599 ‘And Muhammad is no more than a messenger; the messengers have already passed away before 

him" If then he dies or is killed, will you turn back upon your heels?’ (3:144). 
600 Ibid., 20. 
601 Lahore Aḥmadīyah followers are the minority among Aḥmadīs whose main difference with the 
majority is that they do consider Mirza Ghulam Ahmad the founder of the Aḥmadīyah movement as 
only a reformist rather than a prophet that follows the sharī‘ah of prophet Muhammad.   
602 Hafiz Sher Mohammad, The Death of Jesus, trans. Zahid Aziz (Ohio: Aḥmadiyyah Anjuman Isha‘at 
Islam Lahore, 2003), 9-10.  
 
603 The extracts from the two ḥadīths in support of the death of Jesus, along with references given by 

the author, are as follows: 
“In his illness in which he died, the Prophet said: ‘…he (Gabriel) has told me that Jesus lived a hundred 
and twenty years, and I see that I am about to leave this world at sixty’.” (Hujjaj al-Kirāmah, p. 428; 
Kanz al-‘Ummāl, vol. 6, p. 160, from Hazrat Fatima; and Mawāhib al-Ladinya, vol. 1, p. 42). 
“… The Prophet said (to people of Najrān): Do you not know that our Lord lives forever while Jesus 
perished.” (Asbab an-nuzul, by Imam Abu-l-Hasan ali Ibn Ahmad al-Wahidi of Neshapur, published 
Egypt, p. 53) 
604 Mohammad, The Death of Jesus, ch. 2, 3. 
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Perhaps the most cited example of famous Muslim scholars who have denied or 

questioned the idea of the return of Jesus is the prominent Egyptian scholar and 

reformist, Muḥammad Shaltūt (d. 1963) of al-Azhar University. In answering a 

question by an Aḥmadī Muslim about the issue which inquires as what his view is 

about a Muslim who does not believe in the return of Jesus, he writes:  

There is no evidence in the Qur’ān and the pious Sunnah  to develop with 

confidence the belief that Jesus was raised in his body to the sky and that 

he is alive there till now and that he will return to earth at the end of the 

world. … One who denies (this) … has not denied something that is 

proven with definite reasons, and therefore has not gone out of his Islam 

and belief and it is not correct to consider him apostate, rather he is a 

believing Muslim.605  

Shaltūt does not openly reject the concept but makes it clear that in his view the verses 

of the Qur’ān do not clearly inform us about Jesus being alive and returning in the 

future. The above answer was published first in the magazine al-Risālah. This resulted 

in a number of objections from those who Shaltūt referred to as ‘people who are stuck 

to the past’ ( قهم جمدوا علی القديم) . In answering them Shaltūt elaborates as to why he does 

not consider the verses of the Qur’ān to be definite about the subject (some of these 

are referred to later), and also dismisses the ḥadīths in favour of the return of Jesus due 

to these ḥadīths being weak and single narrated (āḥād).  

In answering the argument of ijmā‘ Shaltūt brings two counter arguments: One that 

ijmā‘ can only be on fiqhī issues and not on the news of the future that belongs to  

hidden knowledge (‘ilm al-ghayb); second that this ijmā‘ never materialised on the 

subject of the return of Jesus. He refers to Ibn Ḥazm in Marātib al-Ijmā‘, Qāzi Ayyāz 

in Shraḥ Muslim and Sa‘d al-Dīn al-Taftāzānī in Sharḥ al-Maqāsid who raise the same 

views about the uncertainty of the subject. For the same reason, he also refers to well-

known contemporary scholars like Muḥammad ‘Abduh, Rashīd Riḍā and Muṣṭafā al-

Marāghī (d. 1945).606 Some of the arguments of these scholars are cited in the section 

on traditional tafsīr.  

                                                           
605 Muḥammad Shaltūt, al-Fatāwā, Dirāsah Limushkilāt al-Muslim al-Mu‘Āsir Fī Ḥayātihī al-

Yaumiyyat al-‘Ᾱmmah (Cairo: Dar al-Shurūq, 2004), 56. 
606 Ibid., 68, 69. 
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Oddbjørn Leirvik considers the debate that was started by Shaltūt’s response as 

something more than an internal debate amongst Muslims. He relates this to possible 

ambivalence in modern Muslim theology about reclaiming Jesus or leaving him for 

Christians.607 This goes back to what was mentioned earlier about Reynolds’ view that 

claiming Jesus against Christianity could be one of the motivations for developing the 

concept of the return of Jesus.   

As stated earlier, belief in the return of Jesus seems to be even more fundamental 

within the context of shī‘ah theology. Riffat Hassan (b. 1943), Pakistani-American 

theologian and an Islamic feminist scholar of the Qur'an, argues that while it can be 

said that messianism has no place in Islam amongst most sunnī Muslims, it is certainly 

considered as an essential part of Islam by shī‘ī Muslims.608  Fazlur Rahman argues 

that the idea of messianism first entered to shī‘ah and Sufism before entering sunnī 

Islam.609  The messianism that shī‘ah believes in is not just a promise of justice but 

also a promise of retuning to true Islam.610 Whilst mahdī according to shī‘ah has the 

leading and the central role in this, Jesus is seen as one of his main aids, and one that 

is influential in converting Christians to Islam. While this belief is shared between both 

shī‘ah and sunnī Muslims, the scope and the divine aspect of the belief is in a totally 

different level within shī‘ah theology. 

It should be noted that in shī‘ah theology, the return of past prophets is not limited to 

Jesus. Based on the concept of raj‘ah (رجعت) in shī‘ah a number of evil and pious 

personalities will rise from death and appear at the era of mahdī. Based on some 

ḥadīths in shī‘ah sources this includes a number of prophets who will return to rule the 

world for a period of time after justice has been prevailed in the hands of mahdī.611 

The return of Jesus cannot be technically called raj‘ah since according to shī‘ah he is 

not rising from death. However the whole concept of mahdī of shī‘ah and raj‘ah shows 

                                                           
607 Oddbjørn Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam (London: Continuum International Publishing 
Group, 2010), 148. 
608 Riffat Hassan, "Messianism and Islam," Journal of Ecumenical Studies 22 (Spring, 1985): 262. 
609 Cited in ibid., 280.  
610 Hayrettin Yücesoy, Messianic Beliefs & Imperial Politics in Medieval Islam, the ‘Abbasīd Caliphate in 
the Early Ninth Century (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2009), 48. 
611 Askari Islampour Karimi, "Falsafeye Ruj'at Dar Nezame Shia (the Philosophy of Ruj'at in the Shia 
System) - Part 3," Pasdare Islam, no. 318 (1387 HS): 40. 
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how deeply integrated is the idea of the return of Jesus in the theology of shī‘ah. While 

for sunnīs this is simply news from the future, for shī‘ah it is an inseparable element 

of a whole system of belief related to messianism that is in the core part of shī‘ah 

theology at the time of occultation of mahdī.   

***** 

Most of the contested views on the concept of the return of Jesus are from non-Muslim 

researchers. Their main agenda has been to find the source that gave Jesus a role in 

Islamic eschatology. Views vary in between considering this to be the influence of 

rationalistic theology of certain Christian sects on the Muslims, or the Prophet himself; 

attributing this to the Prophet’s mind-set that a messenger of God would not go through 

such torture and violent death that is narrated about Jesus, and attributing this to the 

Muslim scholars as their guarding attitude towards both Christians and shī‘ī Muslims.  

Researchers have noted that the Qur’ān does not explicitly state that Jesus is alive and 

that the traditional commentators have mostly used ḥadīṭh to argue for this. It has been 

noted that the ḥadīths originated from Wahb Ibn Munabbih, a not very strong narrator 

who converted from Judaism, are often quoted in the books of tafsīr. This is briefly 

revisited in section 5.3.2. 

The argument of ijmā‘ on the return of Jesus is questioned by then imam of al-Azhar 

who first denies the relevance of ijmā‘ to this non legal subject and then names a 

number of classical as well as contemporary scholars who have raised doubts about 

the concept. 

Among shī‘ah due their divinely oriented view of mahdī, the concept of the return of 

Jesus is considered as one of the main elements of their narration of the return of 

mahdī.  

Based on the above review of contested areas in the subject of the return of Jesus, the 

following questions are formulated: 
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1. In deriving conclusions about the questions of Jesus being dead or alive 

and his return, to what extent are the selected traditional commentators 

relying on the Qur’ān itself? 

2. In deriving their conclusions on the issues of Jesus being dead or alive and 

his return, what verse/s seem/s to be the most challenging one/s for the 

selected traditional commentators?  

3. Which verse/s are those that have been frequently used by the traditional 

scholars, in favour of their views? 

In the next section answers to the above questions are sought through studying the 

selected books of tafsīr.  

5.3. Review of the Traditional Approach to ‘the Return of Jesus’  

Like previous case studies in this section the selected books of tafsīr, and where 

appropriate comments of contemporary writers on the relevant verses, are reviewed. 

This is followed by a brief reminder of issues related to ḥadīth on the subject.  

5.3.1. ‘Return of Jesus’ in the Qur’ān 

Altogether, the name Jesus or masīḥ have been mentioned in 31 verses of the Qur’ān. 

Chapters three (Āl imrān), four (Nisā), five (Ma’idah) and nineteen (Maryam) contain 

the most narrations of the life of Jesus. As explained at the start of this chapter, the 

objectives of this research work only demands focusing on the core subject of this case 

study, that is, the return of Jesus. Among many branches of this subject the one that 

seems to be determining on this core subject is whether Jesus died at the end of his 

mission on the face of earth.  
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Accordingly five verses or partial verses that seem to be directly related to the above 

subjects are selected for this review. These are verses 3:46, 3:55, 4:159, 5:117, 

43:61.612 

The verses or relevant part of the verses are as follows. Since there can be many 

variations in translating some of these verses, to remain neutral and consistent, the 

translation of Arthur John Arberry is used:613 

 …إِْذ قَاَل هللاُ يَا ِعيَسٰى إِنِّي ُمتََهفِّيَك َوَرافُِعَك إِلَيا 

When God said," Jesus, I will take you to Me and will raise you to Me 

… (3:55) 

For easiness of reference, henceforth this verse is called the verse of 

‘rise’.  

قِيَب َعلَْيِهْم  … ا تََهفاْيتَنِي ُكْنَت أَْنَت الرا  فَلَما

…  when You took me to Yourself, You were Yourself the watcher 

over them (5:117) 

For easiness of reference, henceforth this verse is called the verse of 

‘witness’. 

الِِحينَ    َويَُكلُِّم النااَس فِي اْلَمْهِد َوَكْهًَّل َوِمَن الصا

He shall speak to men in the cradle, and of age, and righteous he shall 

be (3:46) 

                                                           
612 One of the often quoted verses is verse 4:157 which states that Jesus was not killed or crucified by 

Jews, and that the whole thing was matter of confusion. Although the verse does refer to what 
happened to Jesus it is not however directly related to whether Jesus died or whether he will return. 
For the specific purposes of this study, other selected verses cover these two subjects in a more explicit 
way. Most of the comments in tafsīr about this verse are focussed on explaining exactly what 
‘confusion’ means here rather than whether Jesus died at the end. There are also speculations by 
some contemporary writers like Reynolds and Ayoub who suggest that the wording of 4:157 only 
implies that Jesus was not crucified and killed by the plotting of Jews, it does not deny the possibility 
that all this happened as what God wanted. While an interesting theory, this too does not serve the 
objective of this study that aims to compare the Farāhī thought with that of traditional ones on this 
subject.  
613 To keep the text fluent archaic expressions like thou, wast, thyself are replaced by the commonly 
used expressions. Also to avoid bias parenthetical explanations of the translator are omitted.  
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For easiness of reference, henceforth this verse is called the verse of 

‘aged’. 

 ُْ  ِل اْلِكتَا ٌِ إَِلا لَيُْؤِمنَنا بِِه قَْبَل َمْهتِِه ۖ َويَْهَم اْلقِيَاَمِة يَُكهُن َعلَْيِهْم َشِهيًداَوإِْن ِمْن أَ

There is not one of the People of the Book but will assuredly believe in 

him before his death and on the Resurrection Day he will be a witness 

against them (4:159) 

For easiness of reference, henceforth this verse is called the verse of 

‘belief before death’.  

َذا ِصَراطٌ ُمْستَقِيمٌ    َوإِناهُ لَِعْلٌم لِلسااَعِة فَََّل تَْمتَُرنا بِهَا َواتابُِعهِن ۚ َُٰ

It is knowledge of the Hour; doubt not concerning it, and follow me (43:61) 

For easiness of reference, henceforth this verse is called the verse of 

‘knowledge of the hour’. 

From the above five verses, the first two are more related to discussions about death 

of Jesus while the latter three are more related to discussions on the return of Jesus. 

A review of the above verses are presented based on this category. 

5.3.1.1. Verses Related to Discussions about the Death of Jesus 

These are verses of ‘rise’ (3:55) and ‘witness’ (5:117). The main issue in both verses 

is the use of derivatives of the word tawaffā. Both verses are selected here but it is 

understandable that the commentators write in detail for the first appearance of a 

derivative of the word, which is in 3:55, and do not repeat themselves when it comes 

to 5:117. 

Arberry’s translation of the word in 3:55 is ‘take you’. This is a typical translation of 

the word in many other translations of the Qur’ān, that is in line with the dominating 

view, implying that it does not necessarily mean death. This is while in most other 

places in the Qur’ān the word has been used for this meaning. Reynolds writes: 

Tawaffā appears in twenty-five passages in the Quran, and twice in 

relation to Jesus … For twenty-three of those passages the Muslim 

commentators generally follow the standard definition of this term, 
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namely God’s act of separating the soul from the body, or making 

someone die.614 

-  Selected Sunni Books of Tafsīr 

When Ṭabarī looks at the verse of ‘rise’ (3:55) he offers four interpretations for the 

word mutawaffīk. Based on different ḥadīths, the possibilities are ‘causing sleep’, 

‘taking from the face of earth’, ‘death before rising’ and ‘death after returning at the 

end of the world’. 

In the meaning of death Ṭabarī narrates three ḥadīths, two of which indicate that Jesus’ 

death was only for a few hours. Only one ḥadīth originated from Ibn Abbās indicates 

that this means death, without limiting it to any short period. 

In the fourth meaning, that is the death of Jesus after returning to earth, the implication 

is that the order of events are given in reverse in this verse.615 

Ṭabarī then concludes that for him the best view is the one that says the word means 

taking from the face of earth. His basis for this preference is what he refers to as 

numerous narrations (akhbār al-mutiwātirah) that inform of the return of Jesus before 

the Day of Judgment. In other words, despite ḥadīths that Ṭabarī himself narrates about 

Jesus not being dead, it is really belief in his return that prompts Ṭabarī to prefer the 

view that the word mutawaffīk does not mean death here. He writes: 

It is clear that if God the Almighty had caused him death, with this death, 

another death could have not been the case as then two deaths would have 

applied to him, because God the Almighty has informed His servants that 

He creates them, then causes them death and then give them life. 

Rāzī counts the same interpretations as Ṭabarī offers while giving slightly different 

versions of the meaning pertaining to ‘taking from earth’. He adds three more 

possibilities. These are death from desires, similar experience as death due to being 

                                                           
614 Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?," 239. 
615 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr. vol. 6, 458. 
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raised to sky and also completion of Jesus’s deeds. Rāzi does not prioritise any of these 

views.616  

Ayoub considers Rāzī’s inclusion of death in the meaning of dying of desires to be an 

influence of the Sufi view. He further explains that Rāzī does not carry this further to 

reveal the full Sufi understanding of the story. He explains that to Sufis Jesus 

represents the journey of human beings from material world to where God alone is. 

For them therefore the question of death of Jesus is not a historical question but a 

spiritual one.617  

To a number of contemporary authors interpretation of death for the word mutawaffīk 

in the verse is rather obvious.  Robinson refers to the use of the word for referring to 

death of the Prophet and its meaning of death in verse 193 of the same chapter where 

the verse under discussion appears. He concludes ‘there is a prima facie case for 

construing God's words to Jesus to mean that he was going to cause him to die and 

raise him into his presence’.618 

Zuḥaylī does not offer any new interpretations, he however gives priority to the view 

that the order of words in the verse are reversed and therefore the word mutawaffīk 

means death after returning to earth. He considers this to be the view of the majority 

of scholars.619 

This view is strongly criticised by researchers like Reynolds. Quoting the same view 

from Ibn Kathīr, he writes rather sarcastically: 

To Ibn Kathīr the ḥadīth which place the death of Jesus after his 

eschatological return to earth are revelation no less than the Quran. 

Accordingly they are a reliable guide to interpreting the Qur’ān, and can 

even justify reading the Quran backwards.620 

                                                           
616 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr. vol. 8,237-9.  
617 Ayoub, "Towards an Islamic Christology, Ii: The Death of Jesus, Reality or Delusion " 108. 
618 Robinson, "Jesus ". 
619 al-Zuḥaylī, al-Tafsīr al-Munīr. vol. 3, 243 
620 Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?," 247. 
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Among more recent Islamic scholars, Rashīd Riḍā too criticises this view and states 

that while linguistically the order can be reversed, there should however be a reason 

for the occurrence of this linguistic twist, and there is no reason here. He interprets the 

verse to mean giving death to Jesus and raising his soul and writes: ‘this is what a 

reader whose mind is devoid from narrations and opinions will understand’. He further 

writes that the commentators have changed the apparent meaning of the verse only to 

make it fit with narrations.621  

All of the above commentators have almost skipped the appearance of the derivative 

of the same word (tawaffaytanī) that appears in the verse of ‘witness’ (5:117) with a 

very brief comment to match the word with the word mutawaffīk in the verse of ‘rise’ 

(3:55). 

According to Samir Khalil Samir (b. 1938), an Egyptian Jesuit priest and Islamic 

scholar, verse 5:117 when interpreted according to the belief in the return of Jesus, will 

be an echo of the Christian theology which states that Jesus will come at the end of the 

time ‘to judge the living and the dead’.622 

- Comparison with the Selected Shī‘ī Books of Tafsīr 

Qumi bases his interpretation on a ḥadīth by the fifth imam of shī‘ah that basically 

repeats the similar story that can be found in sunnī sources indicating that Jesus was 

raised to God alive.623 

Ṭabarsī counts the same interpretations as Ṭabarī does and it seems like he prefers the 

one that considers the events in the verse to be reversed in order, meaning mutawaffīk 

refers to the death of Jesus after his return.624 

                                                           
621 Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā, Tafsīr al-Manār (Cairo: al-Hiy’ah al-Miṣriyyah al-‘Ammah lil-Kitāb, 1990), 
vol.3, 260. 
622  Samir Khalil Samir, "The Theological Christian Influence on the Qur’ān, a Reflection," in The Qur’ān 
in Its Historical Context, ed. Gabriel Said Reynolds (Oxon: Routledge 
2008), 153. 
623 al-Qumī, Tafsīr al-Qumī., vol. 1, 104 
624 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān. vol. 2,759 
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Ṭabāṭabāyī in al-Mīzān makes his view about the word mutawaffīk clear by looking at 

its root. He argues that the word does not mean death, rather, it simply means to take 

something in full. Its use for the meaning of death, he explains, is only as an application 

of this root meaning. He gives the example of verse 39:42625 where the derivative of 

the word tawaffā is not used for the meaning of death. He argues that the reason the 

word is used for the meaning of death is to make it clear that the soul of people does 

not perish at the time of their death; rather, it is collected by God to be returned to them 

in the hereafter. He then states that where this objective in meaning is not the case, 

derivatives of the word maut are used. One example he gives for this is verse 3:144 

where it refers to death of the Prophet with the word māta and not any derivatives of 

the word tawaffā.626  

None of the above shī‘ī authors offer any particular explanation for the word 

tawaffaytanī in the verse of ‘witness’ (5:117), other than associating it with the 

derivative of the same word in the verse of ‘rise’ (3:55). 

It is enlightening at the end of this discussion of the word mutawaffīk to observe an 

apparent pattern in translating this word into English. In a few books of translation of 

the Qur’ān, the word is translated into meanings other than death. Surprisingly these 

are the most popular and easily available translations: Marmaduke Picktall (d. 1936), 

Muhammad Habib Shakir (1939), Abdullah Yusuf Ali (d. 1953), Arthur John Arberry 

(d. 1969) and Muhammad Abd al-Haleem.627 

On the other hand, many translations in which the word is translated as death are not 

that popular, for instance George Sale (d. 1726), Edward Henry Palmer (d. 1882), John 

Medows Rodwell (d. 1900), Wahiduddin Khan (b. 1925), Shabbir Ahmad (b. 1947), 

Abdul Majid Daryabadi (1977), Muhammad Asad (d. 1992), and Muhammad and 

Samira Ahmad (better known as Muhammad and Samira translation).  

                                                           
625 The verse is: ‘God takes (yatawaffā) the souls at the time of their death, and those that did not die 
during their sleep; then He withholds those on whom He has passed the decree of death and sends 
the others back till an appointed term; most surely there are signs in this for a people who reflect.’ 
(39:42) 
626 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān.vol. 3,323-4 
627 At the time of this writing Abd al-Haleem is a professor of SOAS, University of London.  
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Interestingly, in the first edition of the translation by Wahiduddin Khan, published in 

2009, the word is translated as ‘I shall cause you to die’,628 however in the second 

edition which was published in 2013 the word was translated as ‘I shall take you to 

me’.629 According to the author of an online article, ‘Study of the Word, Mu-ta-waf-

fi-ka’, when Wahiduddin Khan was asked about the change he said that it was due to 

being pressured into changing this.630  

5.3.1.2. Verses Related to Discussions about the Return of Jesus 

These are verses of ‘aged’ (3:46), ‘belief before death’ (4:159) and ‘knowledge of 

hour’ (43:61). Discussion of the view of the selected commentators on these three 

verses follows:  

Selected Sunni Books of Tafsīr 

Verse 3:46 ‘aged’ uses the word kahlā which can be translated as old age. The point 

is that many historical narrations indicate that at end of Jesus’ time on earth he was 

only about 33 years old.631 Therefore if kahlā in this verse means old age, this can only 

mean that Jesus should return to reach that age. 

Ṭabarī narrates a number of ḥadīths that indicate that kahlā simply means adulthood; 

he also narrates one ḥadīth that indicates that kahlā refers to Jesus in his old age when 

he returns.632 Ṭabarī remains brief here and does not make any preferences.  

                                                           
628 Wahiduddin Khan, The Qur’an (Birmingham: Goodword Books, 2009), 40.  
629 The Qur'an, 2nd Ed. (Birmingham: Goodword Books, 2013), 41. 
630 Study of the Word, “Mu-Ta-Waf-Fi-Ka"," 

  http://www.movements.net/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/Study-of-the-Arabic-Word-

Mutuwaffika.pdf, Last accessed: 26.01.15. The same source, which does not mention the name of the 

author, claims a similar change, this time in the commentary note written by Yusuf ali: ‘In Surah 19, 

Maryam, verse 33, Jesus allegedly said shortly after his birth: 'So Peace is on me the day I was born, 

the day that I die, and the day that I shall be raised up to life (again)' A. Yusuf ali wrote in the footnote 

number 2485 of his translation of the Holy Quran (1975): '...those who believe that he (Jesus) never 

died should ponder over this verse.' However, such revealing remarks made by this highly respected 

Muslim scholar were quickly expunged and replaced with the explanatory words 'Jesus was not 

crucified (4:157)' by the editorial board of the new edition of 'The Meaning of the Holy Qur'an!' 

(Amana Publications, Beltsville, U.S.A., 1989)’. 
631 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr., vol. 8,225 
632 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr.vol. 6,419-20 
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Rāzī first explains the literal meaning of kahl, stating that it only means reaching 

adulthood. Based on this, he concludes that there is no conflict between Jesus living 

for only 33 years and being referred to as kahlā. As an alternative explanation however, 

he brings ḥadīths that state that this refers to the time when Jesus returns.633 Zuḥaylī 

does not refer to the return of Jesus based on this verse and simply interprets it to mean 

talking at adulthood.634 

***** 

Verse 4:159 ‘belief before death’ is one of the most complicated verses of the Qur’ān 

due to its unclear pronouns. The verse states that all people of the book will ‘believe 

in him before his death’. It is not clear what ‘him’ and ‘his’ refer to in this verse. 

However many commentators consider this to be news of a future when Jesus returns. 

The verse is repeated here to appreciate this point: 

ُِْل اْلِكتَا ٌِ إَِلا لَيُْؤِمنَنا بِِه قَْبَل َمْهتِِه ۖ َويَْهَم اْلقِيَاَمِة يَُكهُن َعلَْيِهْم َشِهيًدا  َوإِْن ِمْن أَ

There is not one of the People of the Book but will assuredly believe in 

him before his death and on the Resurrection Day he will be a witness 

against them (4:159) 

The above underlined pronouns are subject to interpretation.  

Ṭabarī brings numerous ḥadīths in support of three views. The first is that all people 

of the book at the time of the return of Jesus will actually believe in him before his 

(i.e. Jesus’) death. The second explanation is that all people of the book (Jews in 

particular), will realise the truth in believing in Jesus before their death. The third view 

is that the first pronoun refers to the Prophet, and therefore the verse says that all people 

of the book will believe in the Prophet before dying. 

Ṭabarī prefers the first view that confirms the return of Jesus. He rejects the second 

view (i.e. the follower of the Book having belief in Jesus before their own death) by a 

legal argument. He argues that if people of the book really believe in Jesus before their 

                                                           
633 al-Rāzī, al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr.vol. 8, 225 
634 al-Zuḥaylī, Tafsīr al-Munīr. vol. 3, 231 
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death, than that means they will die as Muslims, because certainly a true belief in Jesus 

leads to belief in the Prophet as well. This, according to Ṭabarī will have a number of 

legal implications for ceremonial procedures and activities after someone’s death, in 

terms of reading prayers over their body, their inheritance, etc. which obviously cannot 

be the case.  

Ṭabarī also rejects the third view (the follower of the Book having a belief in the 

Prophet before their own death), on the basis of the same argument above, and also by 

reasoning that there is no evidence in the verses to allow changing the subject from 

Jesus to the Prophet.635  

Rāzī quotes the first two views, however adds an argument for the second one that can 

be seen as a response to the above reservation by Ṭabarī. He argues, quoting Kashshāf 

that belief here only means knowing the truth of the message of Jesus, and that it does 

not benefit the person as it won’t qualify him as a true believer. 636  

Zuḥaylī prefers the second view by Ṭabarī, that is, all people of the book (Jews in 

particular), will realise the truth in believing in Jesus before their death. 637  

Robinson argues that based on syntactical grounds only ‘his death’ fits better if it 

relates to death of the individual Jew or Christian, but:  

Owing to the influence of the ḥadīths about Jesus’ future descent, 

however, the view that the verse referred to Jesus’ death gained 

widespread support.638 

Due to the possibility of interpreting the verse in a number of ways, Reynolds 

considers this as a very ambiguous evidence for the return of Jesus.639 

***** 

                                                           
635 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr.vol. 9,379-89. 
636 al-Rāzī, Tafsīr al-Kabīr. vol. 11, 263 
637 Ibid., vol. 6, 22 
638 Robinson, "Jesus ". 
639 Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?.", 248. 
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As for the verse of ‘knowledge of the hour’ (43:61), Ṭabarī presents two possible 

interpretations that the verse refers to, that is: either the return of Jesus as a sign of the 

day of Judgment, or the Qur’ān as the informer for that day. Although he does not 

explicitly express any preferences he does imply his preference for the first meaning 

(the return of Jesus), as the second one in his view will require a less popular reading 

of the verse.640  

Rāzī641 and Zuḥaylī642  both only describe the first view (the return of Jesus) based on 

ḥadīth. 

Robinson’s view is an example of looking at the above verse without relying on ḥadīth 

and based on other verses of the Qur’āns. He does not see any need to consider a 

specific role for Jesus based on this verse. He writes that this is in line with other verses 

of the Qur’ān that inform that God will raise a witness against every community.643 

Another example is Reynolds, who writes that despite common understanding in the 

books of tafsīr, this verse has nothing to do with the end times; rather it is about the 

final judgement day. He adds: 

Indeed none of the events which Jesus is said by the exegetes to 

accomplish in the eschaton – killing al-Dajjāl, leading believers in 

prayer, breaking Crosses, killing swine (and Christians), etc. – are 

mentioned in the Quran.644 

- Comparing with the Selected Shī‘ī Books of Tafsīr 

Qumī does not provide any explanation for the word kahl in this verse or for its other 

occurrence in the Qur’ān which is in verse 5:110. Ṭabarsī only quotes the two views 

about kahl with no elaboration. He however states that the reason kahl is mentioned is 

to negate the association of divinity to Jesus, as growing old is not an attribute of a 

                                                           
640 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān.vol. 21, 633. 
641 al-Rāzī, Tafsīr al-Kabīr., vol. 27, 640. 
642 al-Zuḥaylī, Tafsīr al-Munīr. vol. 25, 176. 
643 Robinson, "Jesus ". 
644 Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?.", 250. 
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divine being. According to this explanation there will be no need to consider ‘giving 

news of the return of Jesus’ to be the objective of this part of the verse.645  

Ṭabāṭabāyī explains the word kahl in verse 3:46 in the same way as Rāzī. In answering 

objections of those who believe kahl refers to old age, he first quotes an opinion that 

despite the information that is in the Bible, Jesus lived for 64 years before leaving the 

earth. However his own explanation is different. He argues that based on the wording 

of the verse, the two ends of time frames in which Jesus will be talking to people are 

mentioned, one being at his infancy and the other being at the very start of his 

adulthood.646 

***** 

For the verse of ‘belief before death’ (4:159), Qumī narrates two ḥadīths, one implying 

that belief here means belief in the Prophet when he returns at the end of the world 

(that is the concept of ruj‘ah). The second is the same ḥadīth that is used by Rāzī that 

implies that this means belief of people of the book at the time of their own death.647 

Ṭabarsī explains the same possibilities as in the book of Ṭabarī and quotes arguments 

from Ṭabarī in support of the verse being about the time of the return of Jesus.648  

 

Ṭabāṭabāyī has made a detailed elaboration on this verse. He does consider that the 

verse is referring to belief in Jesus as he later argues like Ṭabarī, that the explanation 

that interprets the verse to mean ‘belief in the Prophet’ is out of place.  

As for the second pronoun that determines whose death the verse is referring to, 

Ṭabāṭabāyī considers the only possibility to be the death of the person who will 

believe. He writes that if this was meant to refer to the death of Jesus himself then, in 

line with information from ḥadīth, the verse would have been limited to the time of 

                                                           
645 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān. vol. 4, 75. 
646 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān.vol. 3, 306. 
647 al-Qumī, Tafsīr al-Qumī., vol. 1, 158. 
648 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān, vol. 3, 211. 
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the return of Jesus. This is whilst, according to Ṭabāṭabāyī, there is nothing in the verse 

that can be used to specify and limit these people.  

He further argues that the end of the verse that informs that Jesus will be a witness to 

the people of the book at the day of judgement refers to all people of the book, and 

therefore this part of the verse too has to be about all. He concludes that this verse too 

is implying that Jesus is alive.649  

The variety of arguments that Ṭabāṭabāyī brings, mixed with him quoting different 

views from other books of tafsīr, makes it difficult to understand what his final 

conclusion about this verse is. He however does mention at one point that belief in 

Jesus can be belief in him at the time of death for those who do not witness him, and 

belief in him in person for those who will see him when he returns.650 Therefore it 

seems like by his analysis Ṭabāṭabāyī has arrived on a view that integrates the two 

most common interpretations of the verse.  

***** 

Qumī does not offer any particular explanations for the verse ‘knowledge of the hour’ 

(43:61). Ṭabarsī uses ḥadiṭḥ to explain the verse within the context of the return of 

Jesus.651 Ṭabāṭabāyī explains that the verse means Jesus is the sign for the day of 

judgement because he was born without a father and also resurrected from death. He 

quotes the view that the verse refers to the return of Jesus however negates it on the 

basis of the part of the verse that says ‘do not be doubtful about it’. He argues that such 

interpretation of the verse does not justify this conclusion. He does not offer any 

further explanation to clarify his point but what he seems to be implying is that it does 

not fit in when considering ‘do not be doubtful about it’ to be referring to the return of 

Jesus.652 

                                                           
649 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān.vol.  5, 219-224. 
650 Ibid., vol. 5, 220. 
651 Ṭabarsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān. Vol. 22, 255. 
652 Ṭabāṭabāyī, al-Mīzān.vol. 18, 176. 
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5.3.2. A Brief Note on Ḥadīths of the Return of Jesus 

At this point in the last three case studies a brief on fiqhī aspects of the subject has 

been given. Obviously this is irrelevant to the subject of the return of Jesus; however, 

instead, it is beneficial to have a quick note at this point about the ḥadīths related to 

the concept of Jesus being alive and his return. It is beyond the scope of this study to 

provide an analysis of these ḥadīths, however it is not difficult to notice from the above 

review of contested views and traditional commentators the important role of ḥadīth 

in understanding this subject.  

Reynolds’ concerns were discussed earlier that the origins of some of these ḥadīths 

seem to be the books of tafsīr themselves. It is also interesting that many of these 

ḥadīths, as pointed out by Ayoub, are from either Jewish converts like Wahb Ibn 

Munabbih or of unnamed Christian converts as narrated by Ibn Isḥāq.653 These 

narrations are trusted as the only available source of information without much 

attention being given to their technical reliability. 

Looking at the books of tafsīr it is also interesting that almost all these ḥadīths are 

originated from companions or the followers and only very few are narrated from the 

Prophet. It is interesting that commentators of the tafsīr of Ṭabarī, like Muḥammad 

Shākir, time and again point to the weakness of some of the ḥadīths that are used by 

Ṭabarī.  

For instance when interpreting the verse of ‘rise’ (3:55), Ṭabarī quotes a ḥadīṭh 

narrated by Ka‘b al-Aḥbār that refers to the nation of Muslims as ones who have the 

Prophet at the start and Jesus at the end. Shākir notes that the ḥadīth is weak in 

particular due to the person of Ka‘b al-Ahbār.654 Also of the two ḥadīths that Ṭabari 

narrates for return of Jesus, one is considered as seriously weak by Shākir.655  

Obviously for every group of ḥadīths that Ṭabarī brings in support of relating a verse 

to the return of Jesus, he also brings a group of ḥadīths that offer a different 

                                                           
653 Ayoub, "Towards an Islamic Christology, Ii: The Death of Jesus, Reality or Delusion " 96-8. 
654 al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr.vol. 6, 457, footnote 1. 
655 Ibid., vol. 6, 459, footnote: 1 
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explanation. Apart from this, as mentioned earlier when referring to Sher 

Mohammad’s analysis, there are also ḥadīths that are directly in conflict with the idea 

of Jesus being alive.  

In answering to his critics about his view on return of Jesus, Shaltūt very strongly 

criticises those who have given credit to what he refers to as weak narrators and 

problematic texts of these ḥadīths. He writes: 

In this way they have covered this (subject in ḥadīth) with a corrupted 

dressing of holiness, with no inclination to knowledge and no sense of 

truth, but with arrogance and enmity and insistence in misguiding and to 

be called by laymen that they are narrators and memorisers of ḥadīth.656  

***** 

Overall the selected traditional scholars seem to have treated the verses on the basis of 

ḥadīths that they have. Even Rāzī who is normally less reliant on ḥadīth appears to use 

ḥadīth here to explain the studied verses. Interestingly enough, on this particular 

subject, Ṭabarī, while still relying on ḥadīth also relies on reasoning. Shī‘ī 

commentators do not go far from the view of the above sunnī commentators in 

interpreting the studies of the verses. The interpretations of these scholars overall have 

been subject to much criticism by contemporary writers, in particular non-Muslim 

Western researchers. There has been serious reservations about the authenticity of 

some of the ḥadīths that are used as the basis of Jesus being alive and returning near 

the end of the world. 

Three questions were raised at the start of this review. Answers to each are presented 

as follows: 

1. In deriving conclusions about the questions of Jesus being dead or alive 

and his return, to what extent are the selected traditional commentators 

relying on the Qur’ān itself? 

                                                           
656 Shaltūt, al-Fatāwā, Dirāsah Limushkilāt al-Muslim al-Mu‘Āsir Fī Ḥayātihī al-Yaumiyyat al-‘Ᾱmmah, 
66. 
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The selected scholars are heavily relying on ḥadīth rather than the Qur’ān. Even 

when other verses of the Qur’ān are presented as evidence this is only after 

establishing a meaning based on ḥadīth. 

2. In deriving their conclusions on the issues of Jesus being dead or alive 

and his return, what verse/s seem/s to be the most challenging one/s for 

the selected traditional commentators?  

It seems like among the studied verses, verse of ‘rise’ (3:55) was the one that has 

been most elaborated by the selected commentators in order to prove that the word 

mutawaffīk has a meaning other than death.  

3. Which verse/s are those that have been frequently used by the traditional 

scholars, in favour of their views? 

Despite the unclear meaning of the verse of ‘belief before death’ (4:159), this seems 

to be the one that the selected commentators have easily used to support their 

argument by considering Jesus to be the subject of both pronouns in the verse. 

5.4. Introducing the Farāhī Approach to ‘the Return of Jesus’ 

As stated at the start of this chapter, like the chapter of ḥijāb, one of the interesting 

aspects of this case study is the evolvement of the view on the return of Jesus within 

the Farāhī school of thought, since Islahi had agreed with the dominant view about 

Jesus being alive and questioning it only started with Ghamidi. In this section the view 

of Islahi and then the different view of Ghamidi and his students about the subject are 

discussed in detail.  

Before directly addressing the subject by looking at the way in which these scholars 

have interpreted the related verses of the Qur’ān, it is important to first appreciate one 

of the important premises that the scholars of the Farāhī approach, including Islahi, 

hold with regards to what can be titled God’s mechanism of guidance through 

messengers and nations. From here it will become clear as to how the Farāhī scholars 

view Jesus and his role, which helps when looking at their views about any worldly 

roles for Jesus in future.  
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What is presented in the next section is almost equally held by both Islahi and Ghamidi 

as well as the rest of the present-day Farāhī scholars. Since Ghamidi has written more 

categorically and explicitly about this, his writings are used as reference and his name 

is mentioned repeatedly. This does not mean that this line of thinking was started by 

Ghamidi, rather, it was Islahi who explained this through his tafsīr of Tadabbur-i-

Qur’ān.  

5.4.1. Progeny of Israel, Progeny of Ishmael and the Role of Jesus  

ِ َحقا ِجهَاِدِه ۚ َُُه اْجتَبَاُكْم َومَ  ُُِدوا فِي هللاا ُِيَم ۚ َُُه َوَجا يِن ِمْن َحَرٍج ۚ ِملاةَ أَبِيُكْم إِْبَرا ا َجَعَل َعلَْيُكْم فِي الدِّ

ُسهُل َشِهيًدا َعلَْيُكْم َوتَُكهنُها ُشهََداَء َعلَى النا  َذا لِيَُكهَن الرا اُكُم اْلُمْسلِِميَن ِمْن قَْبُل َوفِي َُٰ اِس ۚ فَأَقِيُمها َسما

َكا ََّلةَ َوآتُها الزا ِ َُُه َمْهََلُكْم ۖ فَنِْعَم اْلَمْهلَٰى َونِْعَم الناِصيرُ الصا  ةَ َواْعتَِصُمها بِاهللا

And strive hard in (the way of) God, a striving as is due to Him; He has 

chosen you and has not laid upon you an hardship in religion; the faith 

of your father Ibrahim; He named you Muslims before and in this, that 

the Messenger may be a bearer of witness to you, and you may be bearers 

of witness to the people; therefore keep up prayer and pay the poor-rate 

and hold fast by God; He is your Guardian; how excellent the Guardian 

and how excellent the Helper. (22:78) 

ُِيَم َوآَل ِعْمَراَن َعلَى اْلَعالَِمينَ  َ اْصطَفَٰى آَدَم َونُهًحا َوآَل إِْبَرا   إِنا هللاا

God chose Adam and Noah, Abraham’s progeny and the progeny of 

‘Imran above the people of the world. (3:33) 

By quoting the above two verses, Islahi and Ghamidi argue that just as the messengers 

of God were witnesses of truth to the rest of nations, the progeny of Abraham, the 

children of Israel and Ishmael too have the same responsibility. 

The first verse relates to the progeny of Ishmael, whilst the second relates to both 

progenies of Ishmael and Israel. 

In interpreting a similar verse (2:143), Islahi writes: 

The words ‘that you might be witnessed over the people and the 

messenger a witness over you’ clearly indicate that after him the 

responsiobility of the prophet as a witness before the people has passed 

on to his ummah or community. It is now the duty of his followers to bear 
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witness to the truth of Allāh’s religion before all people in every age, 

country and language.657 

Ghamidi takes this further by arguing that the position of being witness (shahādah) 

was only for messengers of God, until the time of Abraham. It was then bestowed upon 

both messengers of God and nations from the progeny of Abraham. 

Ghamidi does not bring any evidence from the Qur’ān to support this assumed change 

of mechanism of guidance of God from the Qur’ān. It seems like this is his own 

deduction based on the history of messengers in the Qur’ān.658 

From here Ghamidi then explains that this position of being witness brings 

responsibility to the witnessing nation. He writes: 

It is because of this status of the progeny of Abraham (sws) that if it 

adheres to the truth in its collective capacity, and keeps presenting it to 

other peoples of this world with full certainty and while maintaining full 

integrity of its contents, the Almighty will grant them dominance over 

their addressees who reject them. If the progeny of Abraham (sws) does 

not adhere to the truth in its collective capacity, then the Almighty 

through these very addressees will mete out the punishment of 

humiliation and subjugation to the progeny of Abraham (sws).659 

The above relates to the process of itmām al-ḥujjah which was discussed earlier in the 

case study of Apostasy. What the above means is that the position of being witness to 

the other nations holds the witnessing nation responsible for their actions, and the 

consequences of their deeds will be materialised in this very world in the form of 

worldly rewards and worldly mishaps.660  

This is almost what is referred to as covenant in the Old Testament and the blessings 

for obedience and curses for disobedience. For example in Deuteronomy 28 (1-64) it 

reads: 

                                                           
657 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān, vol. 1, 364. 
658 Based on the same premise, the scholars of the Farāhī approach consider the verse of the Qur’ān 
that says every nation has a messenger (10:47) to be specifically about the era before Abraham. 
659 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 515. 
660 Ghamidi argues that both the reward and the punishment of the chosen nation serve as further 
proof for the truth for other nations and therefore keeps contributing in itmām al-ḥujjah. 
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If you fully obey the LORD your God and carefully follow all his 

commands I give you today, the LORD your God will set you high above 

all the nations on earth. All these blessings will come upon you and 

accompany you if you obey the LORD your God … However, if you do 

not obey the LORD your God and do not carefully follow all his 

commands and decrees I am giving you today, all these curses will come 

upon you and overtake you …   

Basically Ghamidi applies the above to both lines of nations from Abraham (the 

progeny of Israel, and the progeny of Ishamel), albeit for the latter, the above was 

initiated by the coming of the Prophet. In numerous places in the Qur’ān where the 

word ‘ahd is used, Ghamidi (and Islahi  ) interpret it to mean the same covenant, 

although he does not bring in any verses of the Qur’ān that would clearly mention the 

covenant in detail as it was mentioned in the Bible.661 

The pinnacle of this premise then is where Ghamidi holds that both progenies of 

Abraham have failed in carrying the above responsibility: ‘Currently, both the 

Israelites and the Ishmaelites are facing this punishment.’662 

In other words, for Ghamidi, disregarding materialistic factors, the divine reason for 

the difficulties that both the progeny of Israel and the progeny of Ishmael as collective 

nations are going through (or have gone through in the history), is that they collectively 

failed to remain loyal to the covenant that God had with them as chosen nations. 

***** 

The above is the outline of the principle held by the Farāhī scholars, which can be 

titled the principle of shahādah. What relates this principle to the subject of this case 

study, that is, the return of Jesus, is the pivotal role of Jesus in the above scenario. 

Being the last messenger from the progeny of Israel, Ghamidi considers that Jesus was 

the last chance for that nation (Jews in particular), a chance that, according to Ghamidi 

was not taken. Therefore the punishment of Jews, according to Ghamidi, continued in 

                                                           
661 Ghamidi’s argument here is that this practice of God was known to the companions of the Prophet, 
and was implicitly referred to numerous times in the Qur’ān and therefore did not need to be clarified 
by any explanation.  
662 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 515. 
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the form of subjugation to the followers of Jesus663 till the day of judgement, as the 

verse 2:40 states.664 The nation, according to Ghamidi was not punished by death, due 

to their adherence to monotheism in principle.665  

Therefore for the Farāhī scholars the arrival and ascension of Jesus was a turning point 

in the chapter of the progeny of Israel in the book of guidance of God, and the starting 

point of the chapter of the progeny of Ishmael. One witnessing nation (progeny of 

Israel) is reaching their lowest level in breaking the covenant, as another nation 

(progeny of Ishmael) is about to start the covenant and take over the responsibility of 

being witness to the other nations. It is particularly due to this that, according to the 

Farāhī scholars, as the Qur’ān states in 61:6,666 giving the news of coming of the 

Prophet was one of the primary objectives of the advent of Jesus.667  

The point here is that based on the above understanding, with switching the 

responsibility of being witness to other nations from the progeny of Israel to the 

progeny of Ishmael, there is no justification or necessity for the notion of return of 

Jesus. Firstly, the principle of shahādah as held by the Farāhi scholars does not require 

that there should necessarily be a messenger to guide nations. The chosen nations are 

supposed to carry out the responsibility of guiding other nations. Secondly, with the 

new covenant with the progeny of Ishmael, there won’t be any need for a messenger 

from the progeny of Ishmael to come again for the guidance of his nation. 

Therefore, disregarding differences of view between Islahi on one hand, and Ghamidi 

and his students on the other hand, the fact remains that with the above system of 

thinking about the concept of shahādah, the notion of the return of Jesus cannot be 

considered as an essential part of God’s guidance. 

                                                           
663 Ghamidi explains in his interpretation of the verse that followers of Jesus here means any group 
who consider themselves as his followers (Christians) no matter if they are his true followers or not. 
664 ‘… (I) shall grant your followers supremacy over these disbelievers till the Day of Judgement …’ 
(2:40) 
665 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 508. 
666 ‘And when Jesus Mary's son said: You Israel's sons and daughters, that I am God's messenger to 

you, confirming to what (is) between my hands from the Torah, and an announcer of good news with 
a messenger (that) comes from after me, his name (is) Ahmad. …’ (61:6) 
667 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 131. 
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The above was to understand the mind-set of the Farāhī scholars about the role of 

Jesus. In the next section, there is a review of their views on the return of Jesus based 

on the verses of the Qur’ān.  

5.4.2. The Farāhī Scholars and the Verses of the Qur’ān on Jesus 

Ghamidi raises three reasons to question and rather gently reject the concept of return 

of Jesus. He first expresses his amazement as to how it is even possible to hold such 

belief when the Qur’ān is totally silent about it. This is the same view that was 

mentioned earlier in this chapter as the main concern of many western researchers like 

Reynolds and Robinson, as well as those contemporary scholars like ‘Abduh, Rashīd 

Riḍā and Shaltut. The point that is added by Ghamidi though is that the Qur’ān has 

been elaborative for both subjects of the end of the world and Jesus. He finds it strange 

that despite this, news that integrate the two subjects is not given in the Qur’ān. In 

other words, he does not suggest that any such news should be given in the Qur’ān as 

well, rather, his argument is that if this news is real then given that the Qur’ān has 

covered the subject in detail, it is as if the Book has missed such an important piece of 

the information: 

The advent of a celebrated prophet of God from the heavens is no small 

an incident. In spite of the fact that there were many instances in which 

this incident could have been mentioned, we find that there is not a single 

place in which it is mentioned in the Qur’ān. Can human knowledge and 

intellect be satisfied with this silence? One does find this hard to 

digest.668 

Ghamidi’s second argument is by referring to the verse of ‘witness’ (5:117). He raises 

a point that none of the selected traditional scholars seem to have covered and dealt 

with in their tafsīr. The verse is as follows: 

َ َربِّي َوَرباُكْم ۚ َما قُْلُت لَهُْم إَِلا َما أََمْرتَنِي بِِه أَِن ا ا ْعبُُدوا هللاا َوُكْنُت َعلَْيِهْم َشِهيًدا َما ُدْمُت فِيِهْم ۖ فَلَما

قِيَب َعلَْيِهمْ     َوأَْنَت َعلَٰى ُكلِّ َشْيٍء َشِهيدٌ  ۚتََهفاْيتَنِي ُكْنَت أَْنَت الرا

I spoke unto them only that which You commanded me, (saying): 

Worship God, my Lord and your Lord. I was a witness of them while I 

                                                           
668 "The Signs and Events of the Day of Judgement," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (May, 
2008): 5. 
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was among them, and when You took me (or caused me death 

according to the contested view) You were the watcher over them. You 

are witness over all things. (5:117) 

The verse is a report of a dialogue between God and Jesus where God asks Jesus 

whether He ordered his followers to worship him and his mother. In response Jesus  

denies this and then explains that as long as he was among them he was witness to 

them and when he was taken (or caused dead) by God, then God was witness to them. 

The underlined sections make the material for Ghamidi’s argument. He explains that 

the above verse only refers to two periods, that is, when Jesus was on the face of earth, 

and when he was not. He argues that if it was supposed that Jesus would come back, 

then there should have been another part in the verse quoted from Jesus to the effect 

that ‘he had gone to a little earlier warn them of their grievous faults.’669  

The third argument of Ghamidi in questioning the notion of the return of Jesus is 

with reference to verse 3:55: 

ُ يَا ِعيَسٰى إِنِّي ُمتََهفِّيَك َوَرافُِعَك إِلَيا َوُمطَهُِّرَك ِمَن الاِذيَن َكفَُروا َوَجاِعُل الاذِ   يَن اتابَُعهكَ إِْذ قَاَل هللاا

 ما إِلَيا َمْرِجُعُكْم فَأَْحُكُم بَْينَُكْم فِيَما ُكْنتُْم فِيِه تَْختَلِفُهنَ فَْهَق الاِذيَن َكفَُروا إِلَٰى يَْهِم اْلقِيَاَمِة ۖ ثُ 

When God said: O Jesus! I am gathering (or causing death, based on the 

alternative view) you and causing you to ascend unto Me, and am 

cleansing you of those who disbelieve and am setting those who follow 

you above those who disbelieve until the Day of Resurrection. Then unto 

Me you will (all) return, and I shall judge between you as to that wherein 

you used to differ. (3:55) 

Ghamidi argues here that the verse has given news of what will happen to Jesus and 

his followers in the future (underlined). He then questions why the important news of 

the return of Jesus is not given here. This argument is in fact an offshoot of the first 

argument, but also a more specific one. 

On top of the above three arguments Ghamidi is also adamant that Jesus died before 

being raised to God. As stated earlier in this chapter, belief in the return of Jesus is on 

the basis of the assumption that Jesus is still alive. As reviewed in section 5.3. even 

those who believed that Jesus was given death, considered that to be a temporary death 

                                                           
669 Ibid., 6. 
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of no more than a few hours. Questioning the concept of Jesus being alive is in fact 

questioning his return. 

Ghamidi is amongst those scholars who translates the word ‘mutawaffīk’ in 3:55 as 

‘cause you death’. He then translates the next part of the verse as ‘lift you up to me’. 

In explaining this he writes: 

The implication is that the Almighty after claiming Jesus’ soul will also 

lift his body to Him so that these evil-doers are not able to desecrate it. 

Jesus (sws) was a Messenger of God and about Messengers of God as 

per a law stated by the Qur’ān, the Almighty protects them and until their 

mission is accomplished none of their enemies is able to harm them in 

any way. Similarly, the Almighty does not tolerate people showing 

disrespect to them and people who are bent upon this are given respite to 

some extent and then He necessarily shields these Messengers from their 

evil.670 

What Ghamidi means by ‘law stated by the Qur’ān’ is verse 2:40 that states ‘definitely 

I and My messengers prevail’. 

This is where there is a stark disagreement between Ghamidi and his teacher Islahi. 

Unlike Ghamidi, Islahi agrees with traditional scholars that mutawaffīk here means 

taking Jesus rather than causing him death.  

Islahi brings out three arguments in support of his view about the word mutawaffīk. 

The first reason is that in the context of this verse (3:55) the objective is to give glad 

tidings to Jesus and followers, but giving death to Jesus makes his enemies glad. The 

second reason is that if death was the meaning here, then the part that says ‘causing 

you to ascend unto Me’ would be redundant since due to the preposition ‘ila’ this part 

cannot mean ‘raising Jesus’ level’.671 The third reason is that in another verse, 4:158, 

the ascension of Jesus is mentioned without the use of the word mutawaffīk which 

implies that the main news was about ascending Jesus not causing him death.672 

                                                           
670 "Sūrah Āl-I ‘Imrān (42-63)," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (January, 2009): 6. 
671 This was an alternative explanation that Islahi refutes in this way. According to this explanation the 
expression ‘raise you’ simply means spiritual promotion. 
672 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān, vol. 2, 103, 04. 
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It is interesting that although the conclusion of Islahi on this issue is the same as the 

dominating view among the traditional scholars, his approach still remains different 

from theirs, and more in line with the approach of Farāhī scholars.  As evident from 

the above, Islahi puts forward his arguments only on the basis of the Qur’ān and with 

no use of ḥadīth as evidence.  

Despite his view about Jesus being alive, Islahi does not use any of the verses of the 

Qur’ān to argue for the return of Jesus. Although his view on Jesus not being dead can 

be interpreted as affirmation of the follow-up view about the return of Jesus, Islahi 

appears to be silent about this in his tafsīr. Therefore his views about other related 

verses are not in support of any particular side of this debate. Ghamidi’s answers to 

Islahi’s arguments are included in the interview with him that is reported in the next 

section. 

As for the verse of ‘belief’ (4:159), Islahi and Ghamidi have the same view that is 

different from the dominant view of the traditional scholars. Although the few verses 

before 4:159 are about the story of Jesus, according to these scholars of the Farāhī 

approach the totality of these verses are in fact within the context of the arguments of 

the people of the book against the Prophet. They therefore consider this verse to be a 

return to the main subject which is the belief of people of the book in the Qur’ān. Their 

translation of this verse therefore is very similar with only a slight difference. The 

following is Ghamidi’s version that includes his parenthesis notes as well: 

[This is a list of their crimes; so if they are now demanding that a book 

other than the Qur’ān be directly revealed to them, just ignore them. O 

Prophet!] There is none among these People of the Book but will believe 

in [this Qur’ān] before his death; and on the Day of Judgement it will 

bear witness against them.673 

Islahi has a similar translation, but instead of ‘before his death’ he writes ‘before the 

death of the Prophet’.674 In other words while Ghamidi states that the verse says all 

people of the book at the time of the Prophet will believe in the Qur’ān before dying, 

                                                           
673 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "Surah Nisa’ (153-176)," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (August, 
2012): 6. 
674 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān. vol. 2, 422. 
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Islahi says they believe in the Qur’ān before the prophet dies. They both consider this 

belief to mean ‘deep down, knowing the truth of the message’ and not necessarily 

becoming a believer.675  

Practically there is not much difference between these two interpretations; they both 

imply that the subject is the people of the book at the time of the Prophet. This means 

that neither sees this to have anything to do with the people of the book of other eras, 

and therefore neither leave any room to use this verse for the return of Jesus. 

Again for the verse of ‘knowledge of the hour’ (43:61) both Islahi and Ghamidi provide 

the same explanation. Islahi argues that Jesus is the proof of day of judgement for three 

reasons: he was born without the norm of having a father; his miracles would remind 

people of resurrection; and he used to propagate the kingdom of heaven and 

everlasting life after death.676 As it appears, Islahi does not use the verse to argue for 

the return of Jesus.  

Islahi and Ghamidi offer two different interpretations for the verse ‘aged’ (3:46) 

however again in practice their interpretation is not to the benefit of the concept of the 

return of Jesus. Ghamidi translates ‘kahlā’ as adulthood.677 Islahi translates it as old 

but then instead of using this for the benefit of the concept of the return of Jesus, he 

argues that the age of Jesus in the Bible is misreported, and that he must have reached 

his fifties before ascending towards God.678  

5.4.3. Interviewing Javed Ahmad Ghamidi on the Subject of the Return of Jesus 

Ghamidi’s and his students’ approach to the subject of the return of Jesus fulfils the 

concerns of those recent Muslim scholars who had reservations about too much 

reliance of classical commentators of the Qur’ān on ḥadīth when it comes to this 

subject. Like the other case studies, however, there are certain points in the view of 

                                                           
675 As noted in the last section, this is the same way that Rāzī explained the verse when he interpreted 
it in the meaning of belief in Jesus. 
676 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān., vol. 7, 244. 
677 Ghamidi’s translation of the verse is not yet published so I asked his student, Shehzad Saleem, to 
send me the unpublished translation.  
678 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān. Vol. 2, 93. 
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the present days Farāhī scholars, Ghamidi to be specific, that need further 

clarification. 

These points form the interview with Ghamidi about this subject. The questions 

and explanation of their importance plus Ghamidi’s answers are presented 

here. 

1. Tawaffā has a literal meaning that is ‘fully taking’ (al-akhdh bi’l-itmām) 

and it has been used in this meaning in the Qur’ān. Why can this not be 

case in the verse of ‘rise’ (3:55)? 

Although the issues are explained by his students, I was interested to hear from 

Ghamidi himself the way that he explains this word.  

Ghamidi explains there are two types of words: those that are reserved for their original 

meaning, and those that have a metaphorical meaning that is assumed to be its meaning 

by default. There needs to be evidence (qarīnah) to return to the other meaning: this is 

the case for the word tawaffā. He further explains that what matters is the convention. 

It does not matter what metaphorical or original meaning can be associated with the 

word; here Ghamidi gives examples from the Urdu and Arabic languages. 

He then explains that there is no evidence in the verse that changes its metaphorical 

conventional meaning of ‘death’ to its original meaning of ‘taking’. He concludes that 

the onus therefore is on those who interpret the word to other than ‘death’, to provide 

evidence. 

2. It seems like rāfi‘uka refers to a living person not a dead body. In the 

Qur’ān when a dead body is the subject it has been clarified. For instance 

verse 2:40 states that God saves the body of Pharaoh with the words 

nunjīka bi-badanīka (we save your body). How can we argue that in the 

verse of ‘rise’ (3:55) rāfi‘uka is about the dead body of Jesus?  

Ghamidi explains that the only reason that body (badan) is used in verse 2:40 is 

because of the use of the expression ‘we save’ (nunajjīk). This is to make it clear that 

it was only the body of Pharaoh that was saved; otherwise it could have meant that 
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Pharaoh was saved from hell fire. Here in the verse of ‘rise’ (3:55) since mutawaffīk 

has already made it clear that the soul is taken away, only the body remains as the 

subject for rāfi‘uka. 

Ghamidi has not memorised the Qur’ān (ḥāfiẓ), yet his ability to utilise arguments on 

the spot based on the wordings of Quranic verses is undeniable. At the time of writing, 

the point he made about the reason for not mentioning ‘body’ in verse 3:55 has not yet 

been documented in any of the Farāhī scholars’ writings. Ghamidi appears to simply 

analyse the issues and respond immediately on demand, this is one of the key qualities 

and abilities he possesses and successfully makes use of in question and answer 

sessions. This is in fact a skill that is essential for Ghamidi and his students. Within 

their framework of thinking, traditional scholars, can always find benefit from ḥadīth 

and what they consider to be ijmā‘. The Farāhī scholars based on their framework of 

thinking do not have this privilege. They therefore need a replacing measure, and that 

seems to be applying what they consider to be logical analysis to the text of the Qur’ān. 

In one of the private conversations with a student of Ghamidi, the point was raised by 

the student that sometimes they are criticised for applying logic and not ḥadīth to the 

Qur’ān. This also has a downside for the Farāhī scholars. The general public does not 

normally find it easy to digest and appreciate a reasoning based on ‘logical’ arguments, 

they usually find it easier to accept a viewpoint that is simply coming from either the  

ḥadīth or ijmā‘.679 I am aware that during the last few years one of the important 

agendas of the Ghamidi’s students has been to express their reasoning to the public in 

as easy a format as possible. 

3. What is the reason to take the body up? I already know about the argument 

that Jesus’ body would have been mutilated, but why would God care about 

mutilation of a dead body to the extent that He would raise that body to 

save it? Also, where has the body gone?  

I had read in the writings of Ghamidi‘s students that God took the body of Jesus to 

save it from mutilation and disrespect. However, I did not find this to be a very strong 

                                                           
679 One of Ghamidi’s students once narrated to me his disappointment when he had explained a 
verse of the Qur’ān to a member of the public; the reaction was that it all sounded logical but still 
couldn’t be accepted because it was different from what Ṭabarī had written in his tafsīr.  
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argument, as one may argue that once the soul is taken out, it does not really matter 

what happens to the body. 

Ghamidi here explains that the latter part of the verse 3:55 that says ‘I shall purify you 

from those who have disbelieved’ explains the reason for giving Jesus death and 

raising his body. God wanted to save Jesus from any kind of torture and humiliation 

in the hands of his enemies. 

At this point I insisted on my stance on why God should care about the dead body of 

Jesus, when we know from the Bible that there have been other prophets who have 

been treated with humiliation and were killed severely and violently. 

Ghamidi then brought up the concept of difference between messengers and prophets 

according to the Farāhī school of thought. This is the same concept that was explained 

in detail in the case study of apostasy. He uses this concept to argue that a messenger 

who leaves his nation cannot be killed, and his body cannot be attacked as this will be 

against the sunnah of God about his messengers. When a messenger leaves his nation, 

the sunnah of God is to protect him and his followers and to bring punishment to those 

rejecters that he left. If the body of Jesus was left to be humiliated then this sunnah 

would not have been fulfilled. 

Ghamidi’s assertion that a messenger who leaves his nation cannot be killed seems to 

be derived from verse 58:21 where it says, ‘verily I and my messengers prevail’. It is 

clear that in Ghamidi’s thinking, being killed by enemies is against the promise of this 

verse; the problem with this argument however is that verses 2:87, 3:183, and 5:75 

clearly refer to people killing the messengers. I knew Ghamidi’s answer to this 

objection due to the discussions that I had had with his students. The answer is that in 

these instances the word ‘messenger’ is used in its general meaning which implies 

prophets (anbīyā), and not the conventional meaning that would exclude prophets. 

This seems to me to be a convenient answer, but one that can easily be questioned 

again as there is no clear line to determine when ‘exceptional usage of a word’ can no 

longer be an argument, and the theory itself should be revised. It is almost as if 

Ghamidi’s analytical strength allows him to delve into such detailed analysis, to the 

extent that sometimes it becomes too subjective. One may keep asking ‘But why do 
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you think like this?’ and Ghamidi would definitely keep bringing in reason after 

reason. However, it sometimes comes to the point where the reasons become so 

intricate, and at the same time conditional on so many presumptions, that for a neutral 

academic audience they start to be perceived as too subjective. 

Ghamidi continues with his analysis by raising another point. The expression ‘I shall 

purify you’ (muṭahiruka) implies total separation of Jesus from his enemies. Therefore, 

if his body had remained, this promise of God would have not been fulfilled. He says 

that this is the same concept that is also given in the verse 10:46680 and explains the 

law. 

The main law which expresses the status of a messengers is this, that 

either the Almighty will show them what He has promised them about 

their nation (Ghamidi here interrupted the translator and added: ‘in this 

case he will migrate’), or He will give them death before the punishment 

comes. These two (in the case of Jesus) would not have been fulfilled 

had the body been left with the enemies. (translator) 

I wasn’t able to fully understand how the above explanation answered my question. 

There seemed to be a confusion about Jesus being killed by his enemies vis a vis 

Jesus’s dead body being in the hands of his enemies. I asked again that if based on 

10:46, the messenger dies and his body stays with his nation, why then is Jesus an 

exception? Ghamidi answered it was due to the possibility of being humiliated, and 

again stressed the meaning of the expression ‘I shall purify you’ (muṭahiruka).  

This line of question and answer seemed like going in a repeated circle, I therefore 

decided to move on to the next part of the question that was about the location of the 

body of Jesus.  

Ghamidi said that it was his own personal opinion that Jesus’ body was pulled out 

from among his enemies and was then buried somewhere safe on the face of earth. He 

made it clear that he had not expressed this opinion to anyone before. 

                                                           
680 ‘And either We show you some of which that We promise them, or We make you die, so to Us their 

return, then God is witnessing on what they  do’ (10:46) 
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I pointed out to the theory of Aḥmadīs that Jesus is buried in Kashmir. However 

Ghamidi did not appreciate this and mentioned that the story was made by Aḥmadīs 

only to substantiate their view that Jesus had died, implying it was not to be trusted. 

I further inquired that the verse says ‘I will raise you to myself’, so in what way we 

can interpret it to mean ‘I will pull you out and put you somewhere else’? Ghamidi 

explained that ‘I will raise you to myself’ simply means I will protect you: it does not 

say how this protection took place. Here again Ghamidi appears to interpret a verse of 

the Qur’ān based on his own presumption and theory that a messenger of God, alive 

or dead, should not be harmed by his enemies. It is of course true that this assumption 

itself is based on the Qur’ān from Ghamidi’s point of view. However, as stated before, 

as these understood concepts become more specific and each leads to another, they can 

also be perceived as more subjective. As a result, interpreting other verses based on 

these concepts will become even more subjective. This is where a traditional scholar 

may argue that the traditional stance, although based on ḥadīth, is less subjective. 

Here Ghamidi stressed that most of the things that he is saying in answering my 

questions about this subject are a product of his own analysis, since Hamiduddin Farahi 

has not touched on these issues, and Islahi also differs. 

Ghamidi ended this part of his answer with the following statement: 

If you simply read what the verse says, your first interpretation of the 

verse will be the same as he has done. It is only because people have this 

notion that Jesus has been lifted alive before they approach and read the 

Qur’ān that they arrive on the interpretation that they have. This is like 

being influenced by external ideas. (translator) 

As stated earlier in this section, Islahi brings forward a number of arguments from the 

Qur’ān to support his view that the word tawaffā means death. In the next question I 

wanted Ghamidi to comment on his teacher’s arguments. 

4. What are your answers to the arguments of Islahi, in particular his two points: 

one that the aim of the statement in the verse was to give good news to Jesus 

so it could not be about giving him death; the other point is that in verse 

4:158, only raising to God is mentioned and tawaffā has not been mentioned, 
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which indicates (according to Islahi) that death was not an issue otherwise it 

would have been mentioned here as well. 

Ghamidi explains that he agrees about the intention to give good news, however the 

question is what this good news was. He then states that the good news was ‘I shall 

purify you’ (muṭahiruka). He explains that for a messenger the good news (bishārah) 

is separation (ṭathīr) from the people who rejected him, which is also the completion 

of his mission as a messenger, implying that the truth is now fully clear for his 

addressees (itmām al-ḥujjah). In other words, the good news for messengers is the 

news of them being saved, and the rejecters being destroyed. Ghamidi refers back to 

the above mentioned verse of 10:46 and states that the good news that the verse of 

‘rise’ 3:55 is referring to is the same as that which is in verse 10:46. 

Ghamidi then raises an interesting point about where he thinks his teacher Islahi went 

wrong. He explains that with that argument Islahi has gone against one of his own 

principles of tafsīr, which is that ‘the comprehensive narration always explains the 

concise one in the Qur’ān’. Ghamidi further explains that verse 3:55 which states that 

God will cause Jesus to die and raise him to Himself is the comprehensive narration, 

and therefore verse 4:158 which only mentions ‘raising to God’ should be understood 

in the light of 3:55, not the other way round (as Islahi did in this instance). 

He further made it clear that apart from the above, the word ‘rafa‘ah’ when the object 

is God always means giving death. So even without the verse 3:55 which contains the 

word mutawaffīk, he would still understand the same meaning from ‘rafa‘ah’ alone in 

verse 4:158. However, what verse 3:55 has done is that it has elaborated on how this 

death was, by making it clear that Jesus’ soul was taken, and his body was also taken, 

and in this way he was purified from his enemies. 

This last point was not very clear to me. It seems to be contradicting what was earlier 

stated, that ‘rafa‘ah’ means lifting from his nation. Also I was not clear that if ‘rafa‘ah’ 

meant giving death, then what was the need for the word mutawaffīk in verse 3:55. 

Ghamidi explained that due to the popular notion at the time that Jesus was lifted alive; 

in order to negate any such understanding, the word mutawaffīk was also placed in the 

verse. 
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This is one of the other interesting approaches of Ghamidi, and Farāhī scholars in 

general, that they often justify a word or an expression in the Qur’ān by referring to 

‘the requirement of the specific addressee at the time’. While the Farāhī scholars often 

appreciate the link between some of the expressions of the Qur’ān and requirements 

of the time, unlike some of the moderate Muslim thinkers, they do not allow 

themselves to go a step further and question the suitability of the sharī‘ah of the Qur’ān 

for all time.  

The last question in this interview directly relates to the subject of this case study:  

5. First, after believing that Jesus is dead, do you see any reason for discussing 

the possibility of his return? Second, in your talks and writings you have 

sometimes raised your counter arguments about the return of Jesus as 

questions that need to be answered, and sometimes as conclusive statements 

- Which one is your position at this time? 

Ghamidi first explained that Jesus being dead per se does not form his argument 

against the concept of return of Jesus, as God can do anything He wants.  

In answering the second part of the question Ghamidi stated that for the public he raises 

it as questions and only approaches it academically, however in private he makes it 

clear that these questions actually mean that the concept of the return of Jesus cannot 

be true.681 

Ghamidi is not normally cautious when it comes to communicating his views to the 

public, for example the concept of ḥijāb seems to be quite a sensitive issue, but he 

never hesitated to express his view about it. It seems that one of the reasons for 

Ghamidi being cautious on the subject of the return of Jesus, are the accusations he 

has faced whereby it was claimed that he was associated with different groups who 

Muslims generally consider as heretics. One such group is the Aḥmadiyyah who also 

believe in Jesus being dead and not returning.   

                                                           
681 I asked Ghamidi whether he would mind if I include this answer in my thesis and he said he didn’t 
mind.  
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***** 

At the end of this section, answers to the same questions that were raised for 

reviewing the traditional view of the subject of the return of Jesus are provided, this 

time from the present Farāhī scholars’ perspective. 

- In deriving conclusions about the questions of Jesus being dead or alive, and his 

return, to what extent are the Farāhī scholars relying on the Qur’ān itself? 

The arguments that are provided are based on their understanding of linguistics and 

also benefit from their own deductive reasoning, however the platform for their 

discussion is the Qur’ān and they do not use other textual evidences like ḥadīth. 

-  In deriving their conclusions on the issues of Jesus being dead or alive and his 

return, what verse/s seem/s to be the most challenging one/s for the Farāhī scholars?  

Based on the above review and the interview with Ghamidi, two verses are candidates 

as answers to this question. The first is the verse of ‘belief before death’ (4:159); 

although interpreting the verse to be referring to the Qur’ān and to the Prophet, makes 

the meaning flow without any difficult implications, it is not easy to see in what way 

the context of this group of verses allow such a sudden change of the subject from 

Jesus to the Prophet. The other candidate is verse 3:55, only the part that says ‘will 

raise you to Me’. Overall I did not find Ghamidi’s answers to the questions raised on 

this part to be fully clear and consistent with his previous comments. 

- Which verse/s are those that have been used more easily by the Farāhī scholars, in 

favour of their views? 

The verse of ‘witness’ (5:117) has been used to argue against the idea of the return of 

Jesus. This argument sounds like a strong one, and I have not seen it being addressed 

by the selected traditional scholars. Also the verse of ‘rise’ (3:55), with the exception 

of  the ‘will raise you to Me’ part, as discussed above, is explained well and concerns 

of contemporary Muslim and non-Muslim scholars about the meaning of the word 

mutawaffīk are fulfilled. 
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5.5. Comparative Analysis 

Unlike the previous case studies, it is not going to be very accurate here to argue that 

ḥadīth seems to be the strong point of the traditional school of thought when it comes 

to the subject of the return of Jesus. When reviewing the traditional books of tafsīr it 

does seem the case that, as Reynolds puts it, traditional scholars simply repeated the 

interpretations of classical commentators like Ṭabarī, who in turn approached the 

verses about Jesus under the influence of ḥadīṭhs that are often inconsistent and very 

weak. The effect of Christian beliefs on this whole process seems to be undeniable, no 

matter what exactly the mechanism of this effect has been. 

Compared to the traditional approach to the concept of the return of Jesus, the Farāhī 

approach seems to be more defendable. It is devoid of those criticisms that many 

contemporary western scholars like Robinson, Reynolds, and Lawson have raised, and 

are also shared by very famous contemporary scholars of Islam like ‘Abduh, Rashīd 

Riḍā and Shaltūt. The main reservation of these critics is that the traditional scholars 

appear to have changed the apparent meaning of the Qur’ānic verses based on not very 

reliable and consistent ḥadīth. 

This is exactly what the Farāhī scholars have tried to avoid. Interestingly enough, even 

Islahi who does believe in Jesus being alive has tried to prove his view by the use of 

the Qur’ān only. In this way, while this case study reveals a difference in the 

conclusions of Islahi and Ghamidi, it still presents, in principle, the same approach 

being taken by these two scholars.  

What the present Farāhī scholars argue is in principle the same that the above 

mentioned scholars say. It is all on the basis of the understanding that the Qur’ān is 

silent about the subject, and that a single (aḥād) ḥadīths does not have that authority 

to add the concept of the return of Jesus to the corpus of religion of Islam. The present-

day Farāhī scholars, Ghamidi to be more specific, have however elaborated on this 

and have merged it with their own premises like the concept of shahādah.  

Despite the above strengths, there are elements of the narration of the Farāhī scholars 

on the subject that seem complicated or at least, not yet clearly established by reasons. 
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The issue of raising the dead body of Jesus is a difficult one. Ghamidi offered a number 

of explanations for this in the interview and not all of them seemed to be consistent 

with each other. An alternative explanation that Jesus died and only his soul or his 

status was raised has not been entertained by the Farāhī scholars. Another difficulty 

is the verse that states all will believe in him. The verse itself is not very clear and the 

explanation of the traditional scholars seems to be under the influence of their 

assumption that Jesus is alive and will return. However the way that the Farāhī 

scholars, including Islahi, interpret the verse is also not very straightforward. While 

based on the technique of iltifāt682 such a sharp change of subject is fully acceptable, 

still it needs justification with the use of a context. The argument about what the 

context here is, seems to be a very subjective one and a contested view may easily 

suggest a different context. Ghamidi offered quite a detailed explanation for his 

understanding about what happened to Jesus. A point was made that the chain of 

reasoning offered by Ghamidi, being heavily based on his own logic, may be perceived 

by a neutral reviewer to be too subjective.  

Overall while in principle the Farāhī approach to the subject of the return of Jesus 

seems to have some strength in terms of the basis of the argument, it still seems to 

need more deliberation and perhaps revision when it comes to details. These details 

include the question of raising the body, and the verse about people of the book 

believing in ‘him’ or ‘it’ before ‘his’ or ‘their’ death. 

Summary 

‘The dominating traditional belief is that Jesus is alive and will return 

before the end of the world, the view of the present-day Farāhī scholars 

is that Jesus was given death by God and that there is no reliable evidence 

that he is supposed to return to this world.’ 

In this chapter the subject of the return of Jesus and its associated topic of Jesus 

being dead or alive was studied. The subject understandably has attracted many 

Western and Christian researchers who have tried to find the original source of 

                                                           
682 Muhammad  Abdel Haleem, Understanding the Qur'an: Themes and Style (London: I B Tauris & Co 
Ltd, 2010), , look at chapter 13 that is devoted to the subject of iltifāt. 
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the concept among Muslims. They have in particular noticed the lack of any 

explicit verse in the Qur’ān about Jesus being alive and returning at the end of 

the world. This has prompted them to look closer to ḥadīth and to develop a 

number of theories about how this concept entered Islam. These theories range 

from the theological preferences of the person of Muhammad himself, to the 

reaction of Muslim scholars and sunnī Muslim scholars towards Christianity on 

one hand, and shī‘ah theology on the other. Among these theories is also the 

speculation that Christian theology might have been influential in injecting the 

idea into Islamic scholarship.  

Unlike the other three case studies, not many Muslim scholars have challenged 

the dominating view here. However those who have done this are amongst the 

most credited scholars of Islam, to name one, the Imam of al-Azhar at the time, 

Sheikh Shaltūt. The reservations of these scholars are about two main 

dimensions: one being the silence of the Qur’ān about the subject, and the other 

one is the reliance on a not very strong base of ḥadīth. 

The above points are also the concerns of the Farāhī scholars who have 

elaborated in detail about the interpretation of the verses of the Qur’ān without 

looking at ḥadīth. While, with the use of the same approach, Islahi has arrived 

at the same conclusion about Jesus being alive (whilst remaining silent about his 

return), the new generation of Farāhī scholars, led by Ghamidi, have concluded 

that Jesus indeed died, and there are no reliable promises for his return. 

While the present-day Farāhī scholars have managed to provide their reasons 

from the Qur’ān, when it comes to some details like the reason for raising the 

body of Jesus, their arguments seem to be less obvious and robust.   
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Chapter 6: The Methodological Features of the Farāhī School of 
Thought 

As explained in the Introduction Chapter, it is easy to acknowledge the principles of 

the Farāhī approach. These are explained in good detail in a number of writings of the 

scholars of this approach, in particular in mizān by Ghamidi, and are briefly introduced 

at the start of this thesis. What remains to be explored are the implications of these 

principles in the form of what can be called the methodological features of the 

approach. This is something that has not been documented in a systematic way by the 

scholars of the Farāhī school of thought or those who have reviewed their work. This 

has also created many misunderstandings and misconceptions about the approach of 

this school of thought. 

Four case studies were carried out to explore and understand the specific 

methodological features of the Farāhī school of thought.  Each of these case studies 

reveals a number of methodological features of the Farāhī school of thought that in 

concept or application are different from those related to the traditional school. Some 

of these methodological features can be seen in more than one case study while others 

are only observed in one of the case studies.   The main objective of this chapter is to 

draw final conclusions from the case studies by extracting these methodological 

features. The methodological features are introduced and further substantiated by other 

writings of the Farāhī scholars in section 6.1. After exploring these methodological 

features I found that all of them had played a role in forming the understanding of the 

Farāhī scholars about the concept of jihad in Islam. Therefore in order to illustrate 

how all these methodological features form a process or an algorithm of thinking for 

the Farāhī scholars, their application on approaching the concept of jihad is explained 

at the end of this section. 

In section 6.2 the Farāhī approach is critically evaluated by looking at these 

methodological features. Section 6.3 provides an insight into the evolving history of 

the approach of Farāhī and their current thinking. This section is helped by the answers 

of one of the main figures of the younger generation of this school of thought to my 

questions. 
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 6.1. Extracting of Methodological Features from the Case Studies 

A brief title is given to each methodological feature for ease of future reference in this 

and any follow up research work. Since there are frequent references to the scholars of 

the Farāhī school of thought in this chapter, to avoid repeating long expression, they 

are referred to as Farāhīs. For the same reason, the term ‘methodological features’ is 

changed to ‘features’ in this chapter. 

a. Self-Contained Scope: Considering the Qur’ān to cover the whole scope of the 

subject that it has addressed.  

In the case study of ḥijāb it was evident that one of the main issues that Farāhīs had 

with the idea of ḥijāb was that in the verses where covering a body part is addressed, 

there are no explicit references to ḥijāb (in the meaning of head covering). It is clear 

that Farāhīs expect that when the Qur’ān gives a directive, it gives it in whole. The 

whole here does not mean detail, it means whole in terms of scope.  

To illustrate this, the concept of zakāh for instance is given in the Qur’ān, however the 

details about rates are not included. The Farāhīs are happy to consider the sunnah 

(with their own definition) to be the source of deriving the rates. This is also true about 

details of how to pray. However when it comes to the scope of a Qur’ānic directive, it 

is expected that the scope is given in whole by the Qur’ān. Anything beyond the 

specific scope that the Qur’ān has given is considered as beyond sharī‘ah by Farāhīs.  

Moiz Amjad in answering a question about what other than the bosom needs to be 

covered as a corollary of the directive of spreading khimār on the bosom writes: 

because the Qur’ān has not specified the limits of this 'spreading', it 

implies that these limits are to be decided by the individual.683  

It is not difficult to appreciate the major difference between this feature of Farāhīs 

approach and that of traditional scholars. When comparing the answer in the above 

website that belongs to the Farāhī approach to an answer to a similar question in a 

                                                           
683 Moiz Amjad, "Regarding Hijab," Understanding Islam, http://www.understanding-islam.com/q-
and-a/social-issues/regarding-hijab-5750. Last accessed: 10.02.15. 
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website that represents the traditional approach the difference is undeniable. For 

instance in the IslamQA website, that represents one of the traditional schools of 

thought, the similar question is answered. The answer quotes the verse of the Qur’ān 

and simply adds in brackets what the responding scholar considers to be a clear 

implication of the directive of the Qur’ān (underlined by the author): 

And tell the believing women … to draw their veils all over Juyoobihinna (i.e. 

their bodies, faces, necks and bosoms) … 684 

The above is because, as discussed, the traditional approach considers the underline to 

be part of the sharī‘ah that comes from ḥadīth. 

A similar approach was adopted when looking at the description of Jesus’s life in the 

Qur’ān. There too, one of the arguments of the Farāhīs was that an important piece of 

information like the return of Jesus surely should be included in the stories of Jesus in 

the Qur’ān. This is also true for the case of stoning. Farāhīs do not accept that half of 

the directive about zānī is given in ḥadīth, simply because the Qur’ān has addressed 

this subject. 

It is important to note that it is only when the Qur’ān addresses a subject that Farāhīs 

expect to see the whole scope. If the Qur’ān has not addressed a subject, and it is a 

subject related to practice, then Farāhīs are happy to rely on their definition of sunnah 

to understand that subject. For instance they derive celebration of eids or eating with 

right hand from their definition of sunnah, while admitting that this is not covered in 

the Qur’ān. 

b. Context: Prior attention given to the context  

Attention to context is not a specific feature for Farāhīs, it seems fair to consider that 

any scholars of Islam pays attention to the context. However giving absolute priority 

to this can be considered as the specific feature of the Farāhī scholars. When looking 

at the case study of ḥijāb it was clear that Ghamidi did not even consider the directives 

of the chapter of aḥzāb to be about ḥījāb. This was due to his attention to the context 

                                                           
684 Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ al-Munajjid, "Verses and Hadeeth About Hijab," Islam Question and Answer, 
http://islamqa.info/en/13998. Last accessed: 10.02.15. 
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of this chapter (which was about the treatment of hypocrites). While this context has 

been appreciated by many traditional scholars, they have not allowed this to change 

their understanding of the verses that refer to the clothing of the wives of believers. 

Interestingly enough, as explained in the chapter of ḥijāb, even Ghamidi’s teacher, 

Islahi, did not appreciate this. Ghamidi, it is fair to say, has gone one step further here 

in giving priority to the context. 

This priority to context feature is such a vivid attitude in Farāhīs that has resulted in 

offering a completely different meaning for a number of verses of the Qur’ān. As an 

example, verse 2:106685 is often used by traditional scholars to argue for abrogation in 

the Qur’ān. To them this seems like a very clear verse on the subject.686 However 

Farāhīs interpret the verse as follows: 

[They object: ‘Why do We alter the sharī‘ah mentioned in the Torah’. 

Tell them:] Whatever verse [of this book] We abrogate or cause to be 

forgotten, We replace it [in the Qur’ān] by a better one or one similar.687 

As it is clear from the above, to Farāhīs the verse has nothing to do with abrogation 

within the Qur’ān, rather, it refers to the directives in the Old Testament that are 

abrogated (or caused to be forgotten and replaced) by the directives of the Qur’ān. The 

reason Farāhīs offer this drastically different explanation is due to the context. The 

verses before and after are referring to the jealousy and ill feeling of people of the 

book, in particular Jews, and this has established the context that Farāhīs are looking 

for. 

Ghamidi has recently (October 2014) completed his tafsīr translation of the Qur’ān 

(bayān). One of the unique features of this translation is the way that he attempts to 

connect apparently irrelevant verses that are coming in sequence, together. It is clear 

that he does this based on his understanding of the context of the whole chapter and 

the group of verses under study. 

                                                           
685 ‘For any verse that We abrogate or remove from memories, We bring another which is better than 

it, or similar to it …’ (2:106). 
686 See for instance Ṭabarī’s or Ibn Kathīr’s commentaries on the verse. 
687 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "Surah al-Baqarah (101-121)," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  
(September, 2004).  
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Comparing this with traditional scholars, it is easy to see that while attention to context 

definitely also exists among them, they do not go as far as Farāhīs to explore and apply 

the context. When Ṭabarī or other well referenced traditional commentators of the 

Qur’ān explain the above verse (2:106) for instance, they do not see it necessary to 

connect it with the verses before or after.  

Among the traditional scholars who have been referred to in this writing, Ṭabāṭabāyī 

is the closest to Farāhīs in terms of using the context for interpreting verses. He 

explains this in detail in the introduction of his tafsīr. However even Ṭabāṭabāyī draws 

red lines on the extent to which the context should be used. When he arrives at some 

verses that do not give the meanings within context, that he considers to be correct, 

Ṭabāṭabāyī does not hesitate to argue that either the verse is isolated from the general 

context of the place it appears in, or that it has been misplaced in that context.688    

One of the most outstanding examples of applying this feature in the Farāhī 

scholarship is in the interpretation of the chapter of ‘alaq. While almost every other 

scholar considers this to be the first chapter of the Qur’ān, Islahi and Ghamidi  

questions this and refuse to accept it due to recognising a context that to them cannot 

belong to the early stages of revelation of the Qur’ān.689  

c. Appearance: Following the appearance (ẓuhūr) of the verses of the Qur’ān  

This is again one of the features of the Farāhīs approach that per se is not unique to 

them; however their emphasis on this is much stronger than the traditional scholars. In 

looking at the subject of Jesus, the emphasis of Farāhīs on the word mutawaffīk was 

explained. No amount of ḥadīth allowed the present scholars of this approach to 

translate this word differently from what they consider to be its apparent meaning.  

                                                           
688 Look for instance at the Ṭabāṭabāyī’s interpretation of the end of the verse 33:33 or the statement 
about completing the religion in verse 5:3.   
689 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān.vol. 9, 459-60. Instead of the chapter of ‘alaq, Ghamidi considers the 
chapter of Najm to be more suitable to be considered as the narration of the first revelations of the 
Qur’ān. In a private meeting, Ghamidi explained to the author that in his view the only reason chapter 
of ‘alaq is considered as narration of first revelations is the ḥadīth of ‘Ayishah, who (in his words) at 
the time of revelation was not even born. 
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Another example of this feature is in their explanation of verse 65:4.690 Here they argue 

that the use of word ‘lam’ instead of ‘mā’ indicates strong negation, which in this case 

refers to the situation where menstruation has not started although it was expected to 

start. In this way they do not agree that this verse refers to marriage with minors. Such 

detailed attention to the appearance of verses can also be seen in the works like 

Kashshāf, however the main difference is that Zamakhsharī seldom uses such 

arguments to reject information that is considered as part of sharī‘ah due to ḥadīth or 

the concept of ijmā’.691  

It was shown that the traditional scholars do not find it difficult to interpret the word 

zānī as fornicator, while the Arabic meaning of the word does not differentiate between 

fornicator and adulterer. As stated in the case study of stoning, even Zamakhsharī 

seems to be giving in to the dominating view by simply accepting that the word zānī 

can be specific, without offering much further reasoning from the Qur’ān itself. 

d. Themes: Considering the effect of an evolved theme on the meaning of the verses 

For Farāhīs this is one of the main bases for explaining the issue of apostasy the way 

that they do. Due to their theory of themes of the groups of the Qur’ān, they expect all 

chapters in what they consider to be group two of the chapters of the Qur’ān to be 

centrally about punishments after itmām al-ḥujjah. This, accompanied by the general 

theme of inzār that they recognise in the Qur’ān, allows them no hesitation to consider 

the issue of apostasy to be one related to God’s punishment after itmām al-ḥujjah. 

It is possible to see the same use of this feature in other views of Farāḥīs. When 

commenting on the chapter of muzzammil, Ghamidi explains692 that the ‘weighty 

word’ that is promised in this chapter refers to the directive for the Prophet to publicise 

his inzār, and that is what is revealed in the chapter of muddaththir.693 When 

                                                           
690 ‘And those of your women who have ceased menstruating and those women whose menstrual 
courses have not begun, their waiting period is three months as well.’ (65:4) 
691 See for instance his explanation of the word mutawaffīk that is in line with the ḥadīths that the 
traditional scholars also rely on.  
692 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "Surahs Muzzammil and Muddaththir," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic 
Journal  (April, 2014): 6. 
693 It is beyond the scope of this work; however to complete the explanation here, another aspect of 
themes in the Qur’ān according to Farāhīs is the concept of pairs. According to them almost all the 
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comparing this with the tafsīr of Ṭabarī for instance there is no sign of such 

interpretation. Ṭabarī uses ḥadīth to elaborate on possibilities in the meaning of this 

verse and none are the same. 

e. Robustness: Not keen on abrogation 

When looking at the case study of stoning it was revealed that traditional scholars do 

not hesitate in considering a verse of the Qur’ān to be abrogated (by another verse, and 

according to some, by ḥadīth). On the particular issue of stoning a series of abrogation, 

as believed by some of the traditional scholars, were explained and illustrated. There 

is no agreement among traditional scholars about the total number of abrogated verses 

in the Qur’ān. The number goes as high as 247 (as believes by Ibn al-Jūzī) to 20 (as 

believed by Suyūtī).694 The sunnī scholars also consider the possibility of abrogation 

of recitation.  

As explained in Chapter One, Farāhīs do not accept abrogation of a Qur’ānic directive 

by ḥadīth (or sunnah, as they define it) and do not agree with the concept of abrogation 

of recitation. They do appreciate abrogation of the Qur’ān by Qur’ān however they see 

this in a very limited form. The total number of abrogation that they believe in is not 

more than three or four instances695 and they believe that in most of these cases the 

abrogating and abrogated verses are next to each other.696 Islahi in Tadabbur-i-Qur’ān 

criticises the two views that pertain to belief in no abrogation, or belief in many 

instances of abrogation in the Qur’ān. He expresses his stance that there are instances 

of abrogation in the Qur’ān, but these are all on legal injunctions and they are only a 

few. This is comparable with the discussion on verse 2:256 (no compulsion in religion) 

                                                           
chapters of the Qur’ān are in pairs. A chapter is normally in pair with the one before or after it and 
together they are completing the delivery of meaning. Farāhīs believe that verse 15:87 that refers to 
seven pairs is actually referring to the chapters of the Qur’an that are in pairs and are in seven groups.  
694 Abd al-Raḥmān al-Shahrī, al-Mansūkh Min Ᾱyāt al-Qur’ān al-Karīm. Abriged version is available 
online at http://vb.tafsir.net/tafsir849/#.VPlepPmsWdA, last accessed: 10.02.15.  
695 The doubt here is due to the fact that despite referring to abrogated verses in different writings, 
Farāhīs have not yet written an academic article to explain all of verses that they consider to be 
abrogated. 
696 Refer to Moiz Amjad, "Some Questions Regarding the Concept of Abrogation in the Qur'an," 
Understanding Islam, http://www.understanding-islam.com/q-and-a/sources-of-islam/some-
questions-regarding-the-concept-of-abrogation-in-the-qur-an-5707. Last accessed: 10.02.15. 
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in the case study of apostasy, where the possibility of this verse (that is not a legal 

injunction) being abrogated was discussed among the traditional scholars.  

In criticising the popular view that ascribes abrogation to many verses of the Qur’ān, 

Islahi writes:  

the reason they say that large-scale abrogation has taken place in the 

divine book is because they assign a specific meaning to the word naskh. 

They hold that curtailing the sphere of a general commandment and 

explaining a commandment, which possesses brevity, are also instances 

of abrogation. This viewpoint’s weakness is so pronounced that it doesn’t 

need any rebuttal. All such verses can be reconciled very easily. 697 

It is exactly the above ‘reconciling’ attitude that is labelled as ‘robustness’ here. 

Linking the verses on fighting with kuffār with the concept of ītmām al-ḥujjah 

and therefore reconciling them with the verse of ‘no compulsion in religion’ is 

an example of this robustness. This is in sharp contrast with what Reynolds refers 

to as an ‘exegetical atomism’.698  

f. Categorisation: Seeking categories of Qur’ānic items 

When looking at the case study of stoning, it was illustrated how Farāhīs seek to arrive 

at a categorisation of a subject based on the Qur’ān. In looking at verse 5:33, and 

comparing it with other directives of punishment in the Qur’ān they arrived at 

understanding that there were two types of punishments by sharī‘ah as directed by the 

Qur’ān; those that relate to normal crimes and those that relate to creating anarchy in 

the land (fasād). The whole analysis of the ḥadīths of stoning by Farāhīs was based 

on this categorisation. 

Again when looking at the case study of apostasy, categorisation of different phases 

of a mission of rasūl was briefly referred to. These are indhār, indhari ‘ām, itmām al-

ḥujjah, hijrah and barā’ah and daynūna. All of this has been derived by looking at the 

story of messengers, in particular the Prophet, in the Qur’ān. 

                                                           
697 Tariq Hashmi, "Abrogation in the Qur'an (Adapted from Amin Ahsan Islahi’s Tadabbur-I-Qur’ān)," 
Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (July, 2002): 11. 
698 Reynolds, "The Muslim Jesus: Dead or Alive?," 251. 
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To bring an example other than the ones in the case studies, in mizān, when Ghamidi 

explains the sharī‘ah of preaching, he uses verses of the Qur’ān to categorise different 

levels of responsibilities for preaching (that belong to prophets, Abraham progeny, 

scholars, rulers, individuals). This is very much equivalent to the categorisations that 

the traditional scholars have in their fiqhi debates (e.g. wajib, sunnah, mustaḥabb, 

makrūh, ḥarām or different categories of divorce). It is interesting that while both 

groups seek categorisations; their source for this logical approach is different. In the 

documentations of Farāhīs for instance one does not find any use of terms like 

mustaḥab or makrūh in their technical meaning. 

g. Principles: Deriving strict principles (not just law) from the Qur’ān 

This is also very similar to the categorisation feature, here however Principles are 

replacing Categories. Among the case studies that were carried out the best example 

is the stoning case study. Apart from the fact that stoning is not included in the Qur’ān, 

another factor that convinces Farāhīs that one cannot be stoned merely for the crime 

of adultery is the principle that they derive from verse 5:32. According to their 

understanding of this verse, the Qur’ān does not approve killing a person unless this is 

for retaliation (qiṣāṣ) or to punish one who creates anarchy in the land (fasād).699 

Farāhīs refer to the same principle to argue against killing an apostate only for the 

crime of apostasy.  

The equivalent of this in the traditional school of thought is deriving principles based 

on ḥadīth. Therefore, like the feature of Categorisation, again this is a similar attitude 

but related to two totally different sources: the Qur’ān for Farāhīs, and ḥadīth for the 

traditional scholars. Just as a traditional scholar concludes straightforwardly from the 

ḥadīth of ‘Ibādah that adultery is punishable by stoning and doing so equals to 

implementing the sharī‘ah, a Farāhī scholar concludes straightforwardly from verse 

5:32 that adultery is not punishable by stoning and doing so equals to murder.  

Browsing through the works of Farāhīs exposes the reader to plenty of similar 

instances where a principle is derived from a single verse of the Qur’ān with a wide 

                                                           
699 Both being the responsibility of the state rather than the individual. 



 

284 
 

scope of application. Another good example is the verse 9:122.700 The verse is being 

referred to by many traditional scholars to encourage capable individuals to gain 

knowledge of religion. The author has not seen any of them deriving from this verse 

that when a scholar finishes his studies he needs to get back to his own nation (rather 

than any other nation) to preach. This is exactly what Farāhīs derive as a principle 

from this verse and consider it an obligation for a scholar unless in exceptional 

circumstances.701 

Another example which has a very technical nature is the verse 8:66.702 Farāhīs 

conclude from this verse that a Muslim state is allowed to engage in jihad only if their 

military power is at least half of the military power of the enemy. To the knowledge 

of this author, no traditional scholar, and in fact no other scholar (other than Farāhīs), 

has derived such rigid principle from this verse of the Qur’ān. 

In the traditional approach where a verse of the Qur’ān is used to derive a principle, 

firstly this is a verse that is explicitly setting a legal principle, and, secondly even then 

any deriving of principles is normally heavily supported by ḥadīth and the argument 

of ijmā’. A browse through the book bidāyat al-mujtahīd can easily illustrate this 

where even the most explicit legal Qur’ānic principles are accompanied by ḥadīth not 

just for further explanation but to further establish the principle.703  

h. Controlling Ḥadīth: Straightforward dealing with ḥadīth based on the Qur’ān 

All four case studies pointed to this feature of the Farāhī school of thought. Ghamidi 

made it clear in the interviews that indeed he spent due time to study ḥadīth when 

                                                           
700 ‘And it was not possible for all the believers to undertake this. So why did not a few from every 

group among them come forward to gain sound knowledge in religion and warn the people 
of  their nations, when they returned to them that they may also take heed.’ (9:122) 
701 The author is informally aware that Ghamidi for many years was not interested in spreading his 
word beyond Pakistan and the Pakistani nation. It was only later that mostly through his students the 
word started to get systematically spread internationally. The author has this unconfirmed impression 
that this is also one of the reasons that Ghamidi avoids preaching in English, despite being able to. 
702 ‘Now that God has eased your burden, He has found you to be weak. A hundred of your steadfast 

men would defeat two hundred of theirs and a thousand of yours would defeat two thousand of the 
unbelievers, by the will of God. God is with those who have patience.’ (8:66) 
703 Look for instance at the explanation of the rulings of divorce in Bidāyat al-Mujtahid. Ibn Rushd, 
Bidāyah al-Mujtahid Wa'l-Nahāyah al-Muqtaṣid, vol. 3, 83-117. 
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deriving his understandings from the Qur’ān. It is however undeniable that the 

treatment of ḥadīth by Farāhīs is a very straightforward one, and compared to the 

processes that the traditional scholars go through, a much simpler one as well. The 

main emphasis of the study of ḥadīth by Farāhīs is on the content (dirāyah). On this 

subject, what they are really after is whether the ḥadīth under study is in line with the 

Qur’ān. By being in line with the Qur’ān they are looking for more than ‘not being 

against the Qur’ān’.704 Being in line with the Qur’ān, for them, means that a ḥadīth 

should be justifiable by the Qur’ān. In other words it should be possible to explain the 

ḥadīth by the principles and knowledge that is independently derived from the Qur’ān.  

This is clearly explained by Moiz Amjad in answering a question with regard to the 

ḥadīths about apostasy: 

… the narrative ascribed to the Prophet (pbuh) should either be explained 

in the light of the directive of the Qur’ān or, if that is not possible, to 

reject the narrative as being wrongly ascribed to the Prophet (pbuh).705 

One of the common methods of traditional scholars that were evident in all four case 

studies in this research work was to use ḥadīth to explain and specify a Qur’ānic 

directive or information. It is by this method that the verse of flogging is specified for 

unmarried zānī, the ruling for killing an apostate is derived, specifications of covering 

head for women are established, and ‘Jesus being alive and returning in future’ is 

considered as one of the matters of belief. 

Ghamidi writes: 

… most topics covered in the Hādīth are related to the Qur’ān the way a 

branch is related to a stem or the way an explanation is related to the text 

it explains. Without recourse to the original text, it is obvious that its 

corollaries and explanations cannot be understood. If all the mistakes in 

interpreting the Hādīth are minutely analysed, this situation becomes 

                                                           
704 Which according to Sunni traditional scholars, may not be a problem, due to the possibility of 
abrogation. 
705 Moiz Amjad, "Discussion on the Punishment of Apostasy," Understanding Islam, 

http://www.understanding-islam.com/discussions/islamic-beliefs/discussion-on-the-punishment-
for-apostasy. Last accessed: 10.02.15. 
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abundantly clear. … In short, if this principle is kept in consideration, a 

lot of perplexities are resolved in understanding the Hādīth.706 

This is while among traditional scholars, Sunnah, that is practically same as ḥadīth, is 

the main source of understanding the Qur’ān. Further they believe this source can also 

specify the rulings of the Qur’ān. Khatīb al-Baghdādī, under the section ‘Sunnah 

specifying the definite ruling of the Qur’ān’, writes:  

Makḥūl says: the Qur’ān is in more need to sunnah than sunnah to the 

Qur’ān. … and Yaḥyā Ibn abī Kathīr says: The sunnah rules on the Book 

but the Book does not rule on the sunnah.707  

i. Exclusive with the Content of Sharī‘ah: Cautious view in accepting a rule as a 

sharī‘ah 

The case study of ḥijāb revealed another feature of the Farāhī school of thought. The 

argument that ‘Arab women use to wear hijāb using khimār and since the Qur’ān uses 

the same word therefore it has approved hijāb as well’ is not taken as a reliable 

argument by Farāhīs. They demand an explicit ruling on this and do not allow such 

deductions to add anything to the corpus of sharī‘ah.  

Farāhīs are very cautious in titling a religious act as sharī‘ah. To them for a religious 

verdict to be part of the sharī‘ah, explicit verses of the Qur’ān or clear practice of the 

sunnah (as they define it) is needed.   

Understanding the meaning of sharī‘ah versus fiqh between Farāhīs and traditional 

scholars is the same in principle. Sharī‘ah is the divine rule, while fiqh is the 

understanding of human beings based on divine rules, when for a specific subject no 

explicit rule is found.708 However Farāhīs have taken this concept to the point that the 

total number of sharī‘ah rules according to them has become extremely less than what 

traditional scholars introduce. The book Islām is an abridged version of mīzān in which 

                                                           
706 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 67. 
707 Abūbakr Aḥmad Ibn ‘Alī  al-Khatīb al-Baghdādī, al-Kifāyah Fi ‘Ilm al-Riwāyah (Medina: al-Maktabah 
al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1426 AH). vol. 1, 14. 
708 For Farāhī view look at the translator’s introduction to Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive 
Introduction, 12. For the traditional view, look at the explanation in Frank E. Vogel, "Islamic Law and 
the Legal System of Saudí," Studies of Saudi Arabia  (2000): 4-5. 
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the reasoning and analysis is removed and only the sharī‘ah is explained. The total 

number of pages in which the whole sharī‘ah of Islam is (not listed but) explained is 

47 pages, 16 of which is for the sharī‘ah of worship.709 Within these pages the total 

number of rules that are explained as the rules of sharī‘ah are very limited in 

number.710 

When being asked about the halāl and harām of some of the new issues that Muslims 

are facing, a common answer by many Farāhīs is that shārī‘ah is silent about this 

matter.711 Even on the matters for which it can be argued that there are some evidences 

in the Islamic sources, unless these evidences are explicit verses of the Qur’ān, or 

established practices of sunnah (as defined by Farāhīs), they are not considered as part 

of sharī‘ah. A good example is the non-obligatory prayers. While traditional scholars 

typically analyse textual evidences to derive rules on the number of non-obligatory 

prayers (while dividing them into sunnah and nafl), Farāhīs do not allow these 

inquiries to open their tight scope of sharī‘ah. Moiz Amjad writes in answering 

questions about supererogatory acts of worship including fasting and prayers: 

supererogatory acts of worship, such as supererogatory fasts of the 

Prophet (pbuh) should be placed in the uswah e hasanah of the Prophet 

(pbuh), rather than in his sunnah.712   

Another example is the ruling on paying interest. Farāhīs are of the view that since 

the Qur’ān has prohibited receiving interest but is silent about paying interest, 

                                                           
709 Compare this for instance with a 296 pages book that only contains what the author considers to 
be the sharī‘ah rules related to mosques: Ibrāhīm  Ibn Ṣāliḥ al-Khuẓayrī, Aḥkām al-Masjid (Medina: 
Wizārah al-Shu’ūn al-Islāmiyyah, 2002).  
710 In a private conversation with the author, when the author asked why the sharī‘ah of Islam does 
not need revision just as sharī‘ah of Bani Israel needed it, Ghamidi responded by saying that ‘the 
sharī‘ah of Islam has been intentionally made so minimal and small that it does not interfere with 
modern developments’. The author narrates this not to emphasise on Ghamidi’s view about sharī‘ah 
and modern developments, but to stress on the expression of minimal and small sharī‘ah.   
711 For instance look at answers about tattoos, punishment for homosexuality, masturbation, 
attending Halloween, etc. in Understanding Islam website that is one of the platforms of answering 
questions on Islam according to the Farāhī school of thought. 
712 Moiz Amjad, "Should the Prophet's Supererogatory Acts of Worship Be Included in His Sunnah," 
Understanding Islam, http://www.understanding-islam.com/q-and-a/sources-of-islam/should-the-
prophet-s-supererogatory-acts-of-worship-be-included-in-his-sunnah-5671. Last accessed: 10.02.15. 
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therefore it is not possible to hold that according to sharī‘ah paying interest is ḥarām. 

No ḥadīṭh, no matter how strict in wording, changes their mind about this.  

Yet another example is the verse 2:282 on asking for two female witnesses to replace 

one male witness. While the traditional scholars generalise this directive and conclude 

that in general, two female witnesses equals one male witness, Farāhīs are not keen to 

extend this directive beyond the very specific context of verse 2:282 and consider this 

ruling to be specific to witnessing a document: 

… the verse has nothing to do with the bearing of witness over an 

incident. It explicitly relates to testifying over a document. It is very 

evident that in the second case witnesses are selected by an external 

agency, while in the first case the presence of a witness at the site of an 

incidence is an accidental affair.713 

Even certain rulings of Islam that all Muslims are agreed upon as compulsory rulings 

may be seen as not part of the sharī‘ah by Farāhīs. When referring to the forbiddance 

of eating certain animals like carnivorous wild animals, Ghamidi writes: 

… a study of human behaviour shows that a great majority of people do 

not generally falter in this matter. It is for this reason that the sharī‘ah 

has not given any original guidance on this matter.714 

In other words although Farāhīs do consider it disallowed to eat from the meat of 

carnivorous animals, they do not attribute this forbiddance to belong to sharī‘ah and 

consider it as part of human instinct.    

j. Converging Directives: attempt to find an original shar‘ī statement for a group of 

directives 

Studying the case studies of apostasy and stoning both revealed an interesting feature 

of Farāhīs, that is, relating a group of directives together and to an original directive 

so to converge them together and to a point of reference.  

In the case of apostasy, Farāhīs considered all directives related to jizyah, executing 

an apostate and killing kuffār at the time of the Prophet to be related to each other, and 

                                                           
713 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 481. 
714 Ibid., 40.  
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all of them to be originated from the directive of punishment of kuffār after itmām al-

ḥujjah at the time of a Messenger. These were then also related to the punishments of 

the previous nations who were the direct addressees of a messenger. In other words all 

these directives were converged together with the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah as the 

point of reference. 

Similarly, in the case of stoning, the reports about the Prophet’s inquiries about the 

marital status, and other conditions of the zānī, were related to the ruling of fasād as 

described in verse 5:33. Therefore the ruling of stoning was converged with the ruling 

of fasād as the point of reference.  

The traditional approach to all the above directives, in comparison, is more of a 

Diverging approach. The above rules (jizyah, killing kuffār, apostasy and fasād, 

stoning) are all generally seen as separate and effectively non-related directives. 

There are many examples of this approach of Farāhīs where a directive originated 

from the Prophet is linked to a Qur’ānic directive and is dealt with as an extension of 

that directive. For example, Ghamidi does not consider the instruction narrated from 

the Prophet that says ‘the leaders are from Quraysh’715 to be a general instruction for 

all times. According to him this is only a corollary of the instruction of the Qur’ān 

about basing the affairs on consultation.716 Ghamidi sees following the majority view 

to be the core implication of this Qur’ānic instruction. Consequently, according to him, 

since the majority of Arabs at the time followed the lead of Quraysh, the Prophet gave 

this instruction to have leaders from Quraysh. In this way, an apparently isolated 

instruction of the Prophet is converged and linked to an instruction in the Qur’ān. The 

result of this is that the directive to follow Quraysh’s lead is not the core directive, it 

is simply an application of a more general directive (following majority vote) that can 

be cancelled when the times and circumstances change. 

 

                                                           
 Aḥmad Ibn Muḥammad  Ibn Ḥanbal, Musnad Aḥmad ,(The leaders are from Quraysh) اْلئمة من قريش 715
(Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadīth 1995), no. 12307. 
716 This relates to part of the verse 42:38: و امرهم شوري بينهم (and their affair is based on consultation 
among them). 
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k. Sunnah of God: Differentiating between sharī‘ah and sunnah of God 

In studying the case study of apostasy the concept of sunnah of God vis a vis sharī‘ah 

in the Farāhī approach was evident. This is a very important and influential feature of 

Farāhīs that does not have such an influential function in the traditional school of 

thought. The Farāhīs’ idea that executing an apostate was due to the sunnah of God 

and was not part of the sharī‘ah, is not shared by any traditional school of thought. 

Referring to the methodology of the book of Mizān, Saleem writes: 

The sunnatullāh (dealings and practices of God) have been separated 

from the sharī‘ah. These dealings and practices emanate from God 

Himself and as such must not be undertaken by human beings in any 

way. In this regard, the most important of these divine practices: worldly 

punishment of the direct and immediate addressees of messengers of God 

who deliberately deny the truth is distinctly reflected in the contents of 

the book. Its specific nature is highlighted so that it is not confused as a 

directive of the sharī‘ah.717 

On the basis of the same feature and referring to the same sunnah of God, Farāhīs 

have developed an understanding about non-Muslims that is totally different from the 

traditional understanding. Again, it is very easy to compare the two approaches by 

looking at their answers to similar questions. In answering a question about whether 

non-Muslims can go to heaven, Muḥammad Ṣālih al-Munajjid, one of the scholars of 

the IslamQA website refers to the Qur’ān and ḥadīth to conclude that non-Muslims 

will indeed go to hell. To show how obvious the answer is, he writes: 

The answer to this question is presumably quite clear to all Muslims, 

because it is one of the obvious matters of aqeedah (belief).718 

In contrast, in answering a similar question, Khalid Zaheer, a Farāhī scholar and a 

student of Ghamidi, writes: 

… in case of faith and conduct God will look at the circumstances of the 

individual before deciding whether he/she performed properly or not. An 

                                                           
717 Shehzad Saleem, "An Introduction to Ghamidi’s Mizan," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  
(August, 2013): 7. 
718 Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ al-Munajjid, "Can a Non-Muslim Go to Heaven?," Islam Question and Answer, 
www.islamqa.info/en/727. Last accessed 10.02.15. 
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individual is going to be considered a criminal for not becoming a 

Muslim only if he didn't convert because of his vested interests. If he 

didn't realize that Islam was God's message, he wasn't even a criminal 

and therefore won't be punished. And only God can tell if a person knew 

or didn't know if Islam was His message.719 

The underlying principle behind the above rather controversial answer is that the harsh 

treatment of the Qur’ān against the non-Muslims at the time in Arabia was due to a 

specific sunnah of God at the time of His messengers, rather than implying a general 

directive on how to deal with non-Muslims.  

In the same way and using the application of the same feature, Farāhīs are of the view 

that punishment of grave, jizyah, forbiddance to be friends with non-Muslims, not 

giving inheritance to non-Muslim, and many other reports or directives that are 

normally seen as apparently harsh treatment of Non-Muslims, are specific and 

exclusive to the direct addressee of the Prophet since these are part of the sunnah of 

God and not part of sharī‘ah. 720 

l. Limiting the Addressees: Leaning towards considering very specific addressees for 

verses of the Qur’ān where possible 

All scholars of Islam try to understand who the addressee of a verse is. Farāhīs do the 

same however with more of a tendency to limit the addressees of a verse to a very 

specific group or person. 

In understanding the meaning and the extent of application of the rule of itmām al-

ḥujjah when looking at the case study of apostasy, it was evident that Farāhīs consider 

very specific addressees and therefore very specific meanings for some of the verses 

of the Qur’ān. Ghamidi may be the only scholar of Islam who considers the word insān 

(human being) in verses like 103:2, 100:6, 96:2,5,6, 95:4, 90:4 to refer specifically to 

the leaders of the Quraysh tribe. Even his own teacher (Islahi) did not have such an 

exclusive view to these verses. Similarly when looking at verse 94:5, while Islahi 

                                                           
719 Khalid Zaheer, "Are All Religious Crimes of Non-Muslims Going to Lead Them to Hell? ,"  
http://www.khalidzaheer.com/qa/1013. Last accessed 10.02.15. 
720 For detailed explanation refer to Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, ch. 5. 
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similar to the popular interpretation of the traditional scholars,721 interprets the verse 

in a general sense (i.e. with every difficulty there is relief),722 Ghamidi interprets it very 

specifically as a statement that exclusively relates to the Prophet (with this difficulty 

[which you are now facing O Prophet!] there is a great ease [which awaits you]).723 

In fact it is more accurate to say that this feature has become stronger among Farāhīs 

due to the thinking of their current academic leader, Ghamidi.  

***** 

To look at all the above features together and in practice, it is interesting to bring up a 

subject for which Farāhīs use almost all the above features in their analysis. This is 

the subject of jihad that is briefly explained here from the Farāhīs’ point of view in 

order to see almost all the above features in action. The corresponding label for each 

feature is noted when that feature is in play in the following explanation: 

Farāhīs divide (f) jihad into two kinds: Those that relate to all times and those 

that relate to the time of the messenger (l). The one that relates to the time of 

the messenger only is based on the sunnah of God (k) that relates (j) to the 

principle of itmām al-ḥujjah (g). Therefore it does not have any implications 

in terms of sharī‘ah requirements for today (i). These verses are all revealed at 

the phase close to punishment stage of the law of itmām al-ḥujjah and are 

placed in the chapters of the Qur’ān that relate to this particular theme (d). 

These are not abrogating the earlier revealed verses (e) where there is more 

lenience and flexibility towards non-Muslims. The ḥadīths relating to killing 

kuffār are all related to this kind of jihad (h). 

                                                           
721 Traditional scholars like Ṭabarī in sunnī and Ṭabāṭabāyī in shī‘ah school of thought also agree that 
this verse is specifically referring to the Prophet however they do not see the implication of the verse 
to be exclusive to the Prophet. 
722 Amin Ahsan Islahi, "Sūrah Alam Nashrah," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (June, 1999): 
8.Islahi, Sūrah alam Nashrah, Monthly Journal of Renaissance, June 1999.  
723 Javed Ahmad Ghamidi, "Sūrahs Dhuhā – Alam Nashrah (93 – 94)," ibid. (May, 1995): 6. 
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The other kind of jihad relates to all times. This is jihad to curb persecution 

(fitnah)724 (c). These verses are placed within a context that implies that jihad 

can only be initiated by a state (b). 

Apart from the above two kinds of jihad (one of which is only exclusive to the 

era of the Prophet), no Muslim has the right to fight a nation in the name of 

jihad otherwise it would have been listed in the Qur’ān (a).725 

It should be noted that the author does not claim that all the above twelve features are 

unique to Farāhīs. As explained above, some of these features already exist in the 

traditional school of thought. These are ‘b. Context’, ‘c. Appearance’, ‘f. 

Categorisation’, ‘g. Principles’, ‘j. Converging Directives’, ‘k. sunnah of God’ and ‘l. 

Limiting the Addressees’. However Farāhīs have taken the application and scope of 

these common features to an entirely new level (as explained above) in a way that they 

can technically be labelled with a new title when compared to their use in the 

traditional school. The features that can be seen as rather unique features of Farāhīs 

when compared to the traditional school of thought are: ‘a. Self-Contained Scope’, ‘d. 

Themes’, ‘h. Controlling ḥadīth’, ‘i. Exclusive with the content of sharī‘ah’ and (to 

much extent) ‘e. Robustness’.  

The above is true for both traditional shī‘ah and sunnī schools of thought. Only two 

additional points need to be raised to make this observation more accurate: 

The feature ‘e. Robustness’ has the most difference with the traditional sunnī school 

of thought. This is because the shī‘ah school of thought does not believe in abrogation 

of recitation.  

One of the selected shī‘ah books of tafsīr, al-Mīzān by Ṭabaṭabayī, shows features that 

are closer to two of the above features, when compared to the traditional sunnī and the 

rest of the traditional shī‘ah books of tafsīr. Ṭabaṭabayī too appears to be less keen on 

the concept of abrogation and tries a lot to use the context to arrive at a reasonable and 

                                                           
724 One of the common interpretations in the traditional sources for the word fitnah is polytheism. 
Farāhīs remain loyal to usage of the word in its common meaning. 
725 Derived from Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, ch. 6. 
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relevant meaning for a verse. However, as explained earlier, even he does not apply 

these features in the extent and scope that Farāhīs do.   

6.2. A Critical Discussion of the Features of the Farāhī School of 

Thought  

Four case studies were looked at in order to fully understand the features of the Farāhī 

approach and its differences with the traditional approach. Twelve features were 

derived as the result of these case studies. Each of the twelve features seems to have 

their own strengths and potential problems: 

The ‘a. self-contained scope’ feature is about expecting the Qur’ān to be 

comprehensive on a subject that it starts. It is based on this feature that the Farāhīs 

expect to see the return of Jesus in the Qur’ān. While this feature appears to provide 

Farāhīs with a strong response against the traditional scholars, it may at times work 

like a two-edged sword as well. One may also argue that the principle of itmām al-

ḥujjah, that according to Farāhīs is included in the Qur’ān, could have included the 

claim that this is only specific to the time of messengers, and that after the Prophet’s 

era this principle is not applicable any more. At present the Farāhīs reach this 

statement by deduction rather than any clear and explicit verses of the Qur’ān.  

Also for an observer separating ‘detail’ from ‘scope’ may not be very clear. Rates of 

zakāah are not included in the Qur’ān just as covering the hair is not explicitly 

included. The Farāhī scholars consider the first to be a detail that is included in the 

context of the sunnah, as they define it. This is while they consider covering (non-

embellished) hair to go beyond the scope of addressing the issue in the Qur’ān and 

therefore not being part of the sharī‘ah. For an observer, such distinction may be 

confusing.   

The ‘b. context’ feature of the Farāhīs is again a very powerful feature. On the surface 

an argument based on the context of the verse seems to be a persuasive one. The 

difficulty with this feature however, is that it is based on the assumption that all verses 

of a chapter are directly related to the context of that chapter, or that all verses in one 

group of verses are related to the context of that group of verses. The possibility that a 
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verse may have a meaning that is irrelevant to the context in which it is placed is not 

considered in this approach. When looking at the translation of Ghamidi in the book 

bayān one sees that there is a rather exaggerated attempt to link all verses together 

with a phrase that appears in brackets. At times it sounds difficult to appreciate how 

some of these linking phrases have been formulated. For example, in the chapter of 

baqarah, Ghamidi attempts to link between verses 61 and 62. Verse 61 narrates the 

story of Bani Israel who asked Moses for better food. Verse 62 is the one that states 

that those among believers, Jews, Nasārā and Sabaeans who truly believe will have 

nothing to fear about and nothing to be sad about. Ghamidi uses this phrase to link 

these two verses: ‘It is evident from this that the law of retribution is absolutely 

unbiased. Therefore …’.726 While this phrase can indeed link the two verses, it may be 

seen as one of many possibilities. Equally, one may argue that this phrase is not needed 

because the two verses (61 and 62) are not related to each other. Also, the whole 

concept is based on the commonly held assumption that all verses of the Qur’ān are in 

their divinely arranged position. 

The feature ‘c. Appearance’ is not one that only Farāhīs are using, however, as 

explained before, Farāhīs invest in this feature extensively. This appears to be a strong 

tool when compared with the traditional approach. However this feature is based on 

the assumption that the Qur’ān is preserved word by word and letter by letter. As 

explained before in this chapter, this may be an assumption that is not shared by some 

of the modern Muslim scholars, in particular among shī‘ī.  

The fourth feature, ‘d. Themes’ is the one that can be considered as the most useful 

tool for Farāhīs but at the same time, the most difficult one when presenting it to the 

contesting scholars. This is purely for the fact that the groups and the themes that are 

introduced by Farāhīs seem to be reached in a very subjective way. The difficulties of 

recognising the themes of the chapters of the Qur’ān and groups of verses are not 

hidden from those who study the work of Islahi. Mir for instance discusses in length 

the challenges that Islahi must have had when he was trying to find the themes of the 

madanī chapters of the Qur’ān, in particular due to the fact that his teacher Hamiduddin 

                                                           
726 "Surah al-Baqarah (61-82)," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic Journal  (July, 2004): 4.  
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Farahi had not had time to cover these chapters in full in his writings.727 Mir refers to 

other authors who have attempted to find themes and coherence in the Qur’ān with 

totally different approaches, although he seems to consider Islahi’s work to be superior 

to them in terms of coverage and methodology.728 Zahniser points to the differences 

of views in between three researchers who attempted to find central themes and groups 

of verses as a unit in the Qur’ān with almost a similar methodology. These are Islahi, 

Neal Robinson and himself (Zahniser). It should be noted though that the agreements 

and common findings that he refers to are much more than the disagreements.729 As 

Richard Bell writes: ‘The distinctness of the separate pieces … is more obvious than 

their unity.’730  

The feature ‘e. robustness’ is perhaps one of the most interesting features of the Farāhī 

approach. The differences of opinion about abrogated and abrogating verses plus the 

idea of abrogation by recitation (naskh al-qirā’ah) has created much debate in 

academia on whether the number of abrogated verses is as many as some traditional 

scholars hold, and if the idea of abrogation of recitation has any basis. The approach 

of the Farāhī scholars in considering possibility of abrogation as a last resort brings a 

breath of fresh air to this academic discussion. 

Features ‘f. Categorisation’ and ‘g. Principles’ are like the main sources of deriving 

arguments and reaching results for the Farāhīs. They use these Qur’ān based 

categories and principles like mathematical formulas that help them find their way in 

the mass of information that is available in Islamic sources. In comparison traditional 

approach uses categories and principles that are mostly derived from (sometimes 

conflicting) ḥadīth and are therefore not linked to the Qur’ān. The basis of the Farāhī 

scholars is therefore only one book and one that is considered as criteria by all Muslim 

scholars, while the basis of traditional scholars comprises of sets of ḥadīths that are 

not always in agreement and contain ḥadīths that may be considered as not strong by 

                                                           
727 Mir, Coherence in the Qur’an, a Study of Islahi’s Concept of Naẓm in Tadabbur-I Qur’ān 45-6.  
728 Ibid., 15-24 
729 A. H. Matthias Zahniser, "Major Transitions and Thematic Borders in Two Long Suras: al-Baqara and 
al-Nisa'," in Literacy Structures of Religious Meaning in the Qur’ān, ed. Issa J. Boullata (New York: 
Routledge, 2000), ch. 2. 
730 William Montgomery Watt, "The Dating of the Qur'ān: A Review of Richard Bell's Theories," The 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland 1, no. 2 (1957 ). 
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some scholars. This results in more robust and structured categories and principles on 

the Farāhī side, and more dispersed and disorganised categories and principles in the 

traditional side.  

Nevertheless these features of the Farāhī approach do not seem to be flawless either. 

It appears to the author that some of the categories and principles that are introduced 

by the Farāhī scholars are derived on the basis of a method that may be in conflict 

with other features of this approach. For example using verse 8:66,731 Farāhīs argue 

that jihad is not allowed if the power of the Muslim state is less than half of the enemy. 

This is while based on features ‘b. Context’ and ‘l. Limiting the Addressees’ it can be 

argued that this verse is only related to the companions of the Prophet and does not 

draw any directives for our time. It is also possible to argue that the word ‘khaffafa’ 

refers to a discount which is optional and not an obligation. This relates to feature ‘c. 

Appearance’.  Similar objection can be made with regard to verse 5:33 where the 

wording of the verse implies specific context (referring to fighting God and his 

Messenger) but the Farāhīs derive a general rule about anarchy (fasād) from the 

verse.732 Another example is categorisation of jihad into the two categories of that 

which is related to the time of the Prophet as the sunnah of God, and that which is for 

all the times, relating to persecution.  One of the verses that are used as evidence is 

verse 2:193.733 However when looking at the verse (c. Appearance) it is difficult to 

separate the two motives of ‘removing persecution’ and ‘God’s religion become 

supreme’. A simple reading of the verse gives an impression that these two motives 

are not independent. 

                                                           

731 ‘Now God has lightened things for you; He knows how much weakness exists among you. If there 

are a hundred patient men among you, they will overcome two hundred, while if there are a thousand 
of you, they will overcome two thousand with God's permission. God stands alongside the disciplined’ 
(8:66) 

 
732 although it is possible to argue that this verse in the light of verse before it (5:32) finds a general 
meaning. 
733 Fight them until there is no more persecution and religion belongs to God. If they stop, let there 

be no hostility except towards oppressors. (2:193) 
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The feature ‘h. Controlling Ḥadīth’ is one that normally creates the most resistance 

and opposition when facing traditional scholars. The case study of stoning revealed 

how cleverly Farāhī scholars attempt to justify every ḥadīth to suit what they have 

derived from the Qur’ān (and to reject those that are not justifiable). This can be seen 

as an advantage of the Farāhīs when compared to traditional scholars. Traditional 

scholars in situations like this often have problems with ḥadīths that are not in 

agreement with each other and are not related to the Qur’ān either (like those that were 

discussed in the case study of stoning).  

Farāhīs however are not yet at a stage that they could easily justify or reject every 

ḥadīth. Their scholarship has not yet captured the area of ḥadīth, and therefore in 

commenting on many ḥadīths they have no other way than speculation, whereby they 

argue that perhaps some information is missed from a ḥadīth or the exact context is 

not known. Although this may not be seen as a problem by Farāhīs themselves, in the 

perception of traditional scholars and their followers this can be seen as a weakness. It 

is interesting to see if Farāhīs arrive on a more informative basis with regard to the 

verification and meaning of a ḥadīth after they extend their research into this area.  

As a result of the feature i. Exclusive with the content of sharī‘ah, Farahīs appear to 

be less detailed on explaining religious rules when compared to the traditional school 

of thought. While this may be seen as practically attractive by the followers of this 

approach, it can be one of the major points of criticism by traditional scholars. This 

relates back to the issue of ḥadīth. For traditional scholars ḥadīth is one of the main 

sources of understanding sharī‘ah. This is not the case for Farāhīs. Traditional 

scholars often find it difficult to accept that an explicit ḥadīth narrated from the Prophet 

does not provide enough evidence for Farāhīs to consider a directive as part of the 

sharī‘ah. For example the ḥadīth about not covering ankles makes this instruction 

become part of the sharī‘ah for many traditional scholars while for Farāhīs this is 

simply an issue related to morals that related only to the time of the Prophet.734 

                                                           
734 Moiz Amjad, "Bearing Ankles During Prayers," Understanding Islam, http://www.understanding-
islam.com/q-and-a/worship-and-fasting/baring-ankels-during-prayers. Last accessed 10.02.15. 
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The feature ‘j. Converging Directives’ is another interesting feature of the Farāhī 

school of thought. This is what makes the arguments of the Farāhīs look more 

systematic and focused than those of the traditional scholars. This feature however can 

be seen as vulnerable due to lack of explicit evidence in the textual sources (the Qur’ān 

and the ḥadīth). The Farāhīs common answer to the objection that ‘other than your 

own deduction, has this been explicitly mentioned in the Qur’ān’ is ‘the Qur’ān is a 

book for deliberation’.735 While this sounds like a very interesting answer, it can also 

be seen as a weak point by the contesting approaches.  

The feature ‘k. sunnah of God’ is a unique feature of the Farāhī scholars. The verses 

that Farāhīs are using to prove that a directive of the Qur’ān refers to the sunnah of 

God are clear and explicit and their use of some of the verses of the Old Testament to 

back up these findings leaves little to argue against.  

The last feature, ‘l. Limiting the Addressees’ is perhaps one of the most challenging 

features of the Farāhī school of thought. Although the interpretations that they offer 

based on limiting the addressees (as explained above) sound interesting and some of 

them may be seen as in line with what they refer to as sunnah of God, the basis of this 

interpretation and the methodology by which they arrive at such conclusions (in terms 

of limiting the addressees) is not very clear. This is in particular difficult to 

comprehend and appreciate when very general words like ‘insān’ are interpreted very 

specifically to mean ‘leaders of Quraysh’. The argument that in Arabic language these 

words can have very specific meanings does not point to an unknown fact, however 

the question still remains as to why the Qur’ān would use this expression instead of 

simply using the word Quraysh (as it has been used elsewhere).      

6.3. The Evolving History of the Farāhī School of Thought and the 

Current Thinking 

The Farāhī school of thought started with Hamiduddin Farahi and his theory of 

coherence of the Qur’ān (Niẓam al-Qur’ān). Hamiduddin Farahi himself discussed the 

implications of his views on the Qur’ān in detail; however he never had enough time 

to write a complete tafsīr of the Qur’ān. This was done later by his student, Amin 

                                                           
735 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 27. 
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Ahsan Islahi. Islahi in his nine volume book of Tadabbur-i-Qur’ān has applied the 

theory of the coherence of the Qur’ān to an interpretation of the Qur’ān. His main 

emphasis was to interpret the verses based on the context and the themes of the 

chapters, disregarding any ḥadīth that would suggest a meaning that he would not 

consider to be relevant to the context and the themes.  

Ghamidi however extended the view of his teacher beyond mere interpretation of the 

verses of the Qur’ān. He used the same approach to derive rulings and principles from 

the Qur’ān. In doing so he developed a detailed framework to separate sunnah from 

ḥadīth, and to reduce the content of sharī‘ah, as known by traditional scholars, to what 

he considers to be the real content of sharī‘ah. 

Of the twelve features that were discussed in the last section, three have been used 

extensively by Ghamidi. These are Categorisation (f) and Principles (g) and (l) 

Limiting the Addressees. The book Mīzān by Ghamidi is full of categorising concepts, 

presenting principles and specifying the addressees of some of the verses of the 

Qur’ān, on the basis of which matters of belief and rules of sharī‘ah are defined and 

specified.  

Yet, compared to Islahi, Ghamidi seems to be more accommodating of ḥadīth. This 

can simply be due to the fact that his departure point was Islahi’s Tadabbur. For 

instance when looking at Tadabbur,736 the part where Islahi looks at the ḥadīths of 

stoning, it is easy to recognise that Islahi   is frustrated by the different versions of 

narrations of stoning. Ghamidi however takes his time to look at these narrations in 

detail and to find a way to accommodate them within his understanding of the ruling 

of stoning.737   

Ghamidi also appears to be less associated with some of the well-established views 

under the influence of the traditional scholars. Islahi for instance does not even start to 

consider whether ḥijāb is obligatory or not. Similarly when looking at the story of 

Jesus in the Qur’ān he does not hesitate to use his Arabic language skills to support 

                                                           
736 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān. vol. 5. 360-6. 
737 Ghamidi, Burhan, 57-87. 
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the traditional view about Jesus being alive. Ghamidi however appears to apply the 

Farāhī approach to these subjects disregard of its implications in terms of degree of 

deviation from some of the well-established traditional views. 

Overall Ghamidi appears to have moved towards a more systematic process of deriving 

understandings from the Qur’ān and being less influenced by the well-established 

findings of the traditional approach. If this trend continues to move in the same 

direction by the students of Farāhī after him, then more controversial and opposing 

views are expected to come. This is unless the influence of Ghamidi, the loyalty of his 

students and lack of an influential figure among the next generation of the Farāhī 

scholars do not allow critical and creative thinking after him, in which case, it may be  

the end of development phase and start of the purely spreading and preaching phase of 

the Farāhī approach. 

***** 

In order to gain some more insights into the current thinking of the Farāhī scholars, in 

particular from their younger generation, the author sent four questions to one of the 

students of Ghamidi. This is Shehzad Saleem who is the closest student to Ghamidi 

and the one who has translated much of his works into English. The questions were 

designed in a way to generate direct answers to queries about the thinking inside of the 

Farāhī circle of scholars. The questions were sent by e-mail and the respondent 

(Shehzad Saleem) was asked to provide brief answer to each. The questions and 

answers with my comments are as follows: 

1. Ghamidi has so far completed his work on the sharī‘ah of Islam (Mizān) and on 

interpreting the Qur’ān (Bayān). What is his next project and how is that going to 

benefit the scholarship of Islam? 

His next project is to prepare a critical anthology of hadith literature. It 

consists of two parts. One part will consist of rejection of certain 

narratives after evaluating their spurious nature, and the other part will 

consist of placing all acceptable narratives in the following three 

categories: 'Ilm al-Nabi, fiqh al-Nabi, Seerah al-Nabi. 
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The main benefit of this work would be that spurious narratives will be 

cleansed from our ḥadīth corpus as far as possible (later/other scholars 

can obviously add to this content by continuing the process of critical 

evaluation) and the authentic narratives will be arranged according to 

capacities of the Prophet (sws). The first two of the above categories 

signify his explanation about the content of religion and the last one of 

how he followed religion in an exemplary manner. 

The above task should not be confused with what Muḥammad Naṣir al-Dīn al-Ᾱlbānī 

did in the 1990s.738 The work of Ᾱlbānī was mainly based on retesting the narrators 

(rijāl) while Ghamidi’s main agenda in his new project, is to look at ḥadīth in terms 

of its content (dirāyah), to evaluate it by his understanding of the Qur’ān, while also 

looking at the narrators. Beside the fact that this sounds like a huge project, it is also 

going to be a controversial one. Ᾱlbānī’s work was less subjective and controversial, 

yet it generated reservations and criticisms among some of the traditional scholars. 

Ghamidi’s work is going to involve interpreting or rejecting ḥadīth based on his 

understanding of principles of Islam through studying the Qur’ān. Obviously not all 

these principles are agreed upon by the rest of Muslim scholars. While Ᾱlbānī relied 

on established and agreed upon books of narrators (rijāl) for his work, the reliance of 

Ghamidi will be on his own works of Mizān and Bayān. This lack of common base 

can generate a lot of criticism and rejection.  

2. Would you consider Farāhī school of thought as a school of fiqh (besides ḥanafī, 

ḥanbalī, etc.,) or a school of theology (beside Ash‘arī, Mu‘tazilī, Matūrīdī), or a 

religious sect (beside shī‘ī, sunnī, Aḥmadīs)? Why? 

The Farahi School cannot be classified in either of these categories. This 

is because all these schools have specific backgrounds and limitations: It 

is not a school of fiqh, because fiqh schools deal only with legal 

injunctions of religion and do not cover aspects like morality and beliefs. 

It is not a school of theology, because theology schools deal with a 

particular approach in interpreting beliefs (‘aqaa’id) and do not deal with 

legal aspects of religion. It is not a sect, because sects are generally based 

on the principle of taqleed (blind following) and no sect is willing to let 

go of certain ‘distinctive features’ it holds as eternally correct. 

                                                           
738 This is a reference to al-Ᾱlbānī’s work on ḥadīth that resulted in producing a series of works to list 
what he found to be authentic (ṣaḥīḥ) and weak (ḍa‘īf) ḥadīths in the ḥadīth literature. 
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In contrast, the Farahi school encompasses deliberation on all the 

contents of religion and considers that all its conclusions can be 

challenged by any person who offers convincing arguments against these 

conclusions. 

The above can be seen as the way that Farāhī scholars wish to be seen. Whether in 

practice this will be observed by their followers and critics is a question that can only 

be answered in the future. To a more critical thinker, some of the (not conclusions but) 

‘distinctive features’ of the Farāhī approach may be questionable. Their strong 

emphasis on the words of the Qur’ān may be seen as not justified by those Muslim 

historians who do not believe that the Qur’ān was preserved in that degree of accuracy 

(i.e. word by word). Their stress on intentionality of text may be challenged by those 

Muslim scholars who are interested in the hermeneutics of the Qur’ān. Even for a more 

traditional scholarship of Islam some of the aspects of the Farāhī school of thought 

could be seen as sectarian. The strict and different definition of sunnah and not 

considering ḥadīth as a primary and independent source of understanding Islam may 

be seen by an observer as those ‘distinctive features’ that are held ‘eternally correct’.  

3. Academically, in terms of Islamic scholarship, what do you think are the main, 

current or near future challenges of the Farāhī scholars and why? 

The two greatest challenges faced by the Farahi school today or in the 

near future are the following two approaches of traditional scholars:  

i. Taqlīd, blind following (by both the common man and a scholar) of the 

verdict of a jurist 

ii. Ijma‘ (consensus of the Muslims) 

The consequence of both the above approaches is that certain things 

cannot be challenged, and should not be challenged. For want of space it 

can be shown that both of the above approaches not only do not have any 

basis in religion but are in fact detrimental to it. 

Our religious scholars in particular need to be convincing to at least give 

a thought to issues the Farahi school has re-evaluated. These re-evaluated 

issues need to be judged on the basis of reasoning they offer. If this 

reasoning is convincing then they should accept it and not reject it 

because some past authority of their sect did not hold this opinion. 

Scholars need to be told that interpretation of a text is a human endeavour 
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and hence cannot be error free. It needs continuous critical evaluation 

and this should never stop. 

It was interesting to see that Saleem did not think of any internal challenges for the 

Farāhī school of thought. This (the internal challenges) was in fact what I meant when 

I formulated this question. While what Saleem writes does make sense, it is interesting 

to see whether Farāhī school of thought itself will suffer from the above factors from 

inside. The question is whether there are any attitudes of taqlīd among the followers 

and fans of the Farāhī approach. Also, whether subconsciously the scholars of this 

approach follow a thinking without questioning it simply because it is believed to be 

correct by all the scholars of this approach (an internal ijmā‘). Overall it is interesting 

to see which challenge will be a tougher one for Farāhī scholars, the external or the 

internal challenge.   

4. There have been revisions of thinking in between Hamiduddin Farahi and Islahi and 

in between Islahi and Ghamidi. Which direction do you think this thinking will be 

going after Ghamidi? What areas do you think will need more research which may 

lead to revisions of Ghamidi’s views? 

In all cases of revision between Farahi, Islahi  and Ghamidi, the 

nature of revision or differences is in application only – and this is but 

natural. The principles followed by all three are the same. As for people 

who come after them and follow the very principles outlined by 

them, there is bound to be further revisions because while agreeing on 

principles, individuals apply them differently and come up with different 

conclusions. This application depends on the competence of a scholar, to 

the data available to him, to how consistent and sharp he is at the 

time of application and to a host of other factors.                                       

As for the second part of the question, revision is and should never be 

the purpose per se. What happens is that a person critically reads the 

views of a previous authority for the basic purpose of understanding that 

authority’s interpretation. At times, these views satisfy him and at times 

they do not. If they satisfy him, nothing happens. If they do not satisfy 

him, his further critical analysis at times leads him to a revision of the 

previous view since he is able to develop more convincing arguments for 

this revisionist view. So, revision is a natural process wherever and 

whenever it occurs and is never “pre-planned”. 
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The one common principle among the main three religious scholars of the Farāhī 

school of thought is their perception of the Qur’ān as the ultimate authority and 

the coherence of the Book. On areas like the definition of sunnah there seems to 

be less explicit scholarship in the time line in between Hamiduddin Farahi and 

Ghamidi. It is arguable that this concept too was an unavoidable outcome of the 

common principle with regard to the Qur’ān. However some of the scholarly 

generations of other students of Islahi who are not associated with Ghamidi may 

not fully agree with this.    

The answer to the second part of the question is interesting in that the main point 

of focus in the response is on requirement for ‘revision’. This is while the main 

focus of the question was on requirement for ‘further research’. ‘Revision’ was 

mentioned only as a possible consequence of ‘further research’. The author did 

bring this to the attention of the respondent, however the respondent made it 

clear that his answer remained the same.  

Summary 

In this chapter the findings of the four case studies were reviewed and twelve 

specific features of the Farāhī approach were extracted. Of this twelve, some 

can be argued to be unique to the Farāhī school of thought, while others apply 

to the traditional school as well, but have been applied in a unique way by the 

Farāhī scholars. Traditional and Farāhī schools of thought were compared on 

the basis of these features. Also, where applied, some of the other instances of 

applying the features by Farāhī scholars were referred to. This section ended by 

explaining the approach of the Farāhī scholars to the subject of jihad where all 

the twelve features are applied. In the next section the twelve features were 

looked at critically to point out their strengths and possible difficulties. 

Subjectivity of some of the conclusions and not-yet-complete analysis of ḥadīth 

were among the main challenging points that were identified.  

This was followed by reviewing the evolving process of the thought of the 

Farāhī school of thought from Hamiduddin Farahi to Islahi and then Ghamidi. 

It was pointed out that the current thinking of this school of thought, under the 
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leadership of Ghamidi, has stepped into a more systematic thinking in particular 

in the area of application. There also seems to be a move towards more detailed 

analysis of ḥadīth. 

The last section reported an interview with one of the main students of Ghamidi 

as a representative of the young generation of Farāhī scholars. Responses to the 

interview questions were critically reviewed.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

7.1. Summary of the findings 

In this research work I used a case study approach to compare what I defined as the 

Farāhī school of thought, henceforth named the Farāhīs, with what I defined as 

traditional school of thought. The main principles of the Farāhīs are already known 

through the literature that is published by their own scholars as well as writings of 

other researchers about this school of thought. This work aimed to contribute towards 

an understanding of the approach of the Farāhīs by moving beyond the principles of 

their approach, and identifying those methodological features that are the result of 

these principles. The case study approach and the comparative method allowed for the 

identifying and analysing of these features in action and provided an appropriate 

platform to discuss their strengths and challenging aspects. The case studies were 

chosen carefully so that they could each provide insights into the approach of the 

Farāhīs. Each case study started with a review of contested views to diagnose the 

uncertain aspects of the subject. This then led to answering a number of research 

inquiries through the studying of selected books of tafsīr in sunnī and shī‘ī. The 

Farāhīs approach to the subject was then discussed, including a report of interviews 

with the current leading figure of the approach. This was then followed by a 

comparative analysis in between the Farāhīs and the traditional scholars.  

The first case study was on stoning. The one word that can be used here to describe 

the approach of the traditional scholars to the subject is ‘complexity’. It seems like the 

traditional approach has over-elaborated the subject due to a number of contradicting 

pieces of evidence that they have put their trust into. In comparison, the approach of 

Farāhīs seems much more straightforward here. Relating the instances of stoning to 

the crime of fasād rather than zinā has saved the Farāhī scholars from falling into the 

same trap as the traditional scholars. Having said that, all is not clear. There is a stark 

lack of explicit narration about this understanding in the reports and ḥadīths that makes 

one wonder whether the Farāhī scholars have noted a rule that apparently even the 

companions of the Prophet seem to be unaware of.    
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The second case study revealed the degree to which the traditional approach is 

prepared to rely on ḥadīth rather than the Qur’ān for supporting a dominating view. In 

the absence of any verse about killing an apostate and in fact in the presence of many 

verses that seem to suggest that an apostate can live, relying on ḥadīth seemed to be 

the only way forward to uphold the popularly held view with regard to apostasy. The 

Farāhī scholars have not dismissed these ḥadīths but have developed a principle based 

on the concept of itmām al-ḥujjah to categorise the punishment of apostasy as 

something related to the sunnah of God at the time of His messengers rather than a 

universally applied ruling in sharī‘ah. The problem however still exists that there is 

not much dialogue and narrative from the companions of the Prophet or the Prophet 

himself to explain this principle.  

Ḥijāb in the meaning of covering hair was the subject of the third case study. Many 

speculations and doubts about the originality of ḥijāb despite its popularity among 

Muslims were raised in reviewing the contested areas. In two phrases, the difference 

of approach between the present-day Farāhīs and the traditional scholars are: ‘context’ 

and ‘apparent meaning of the verse’. Once Ghamidi recognises the chapter of aḥzāb 

has a situational context, he removes the label of ruling of ḥijāb from the often quoted 

verses of this chapter. Then by looking at the literal meaning of the verse of ḥijāb in 

the chapter of nūr he obviously does not find any references to covering the hair and 

therefore consider this to not be obligatory. Although Islahi too is following the same 

approach he appears to be dominated by the tradition and the culture of the time, as 

even after admitting the situational context of the verse in the chapter of aḥzāb he still 

claims universality for the ruling of ḥijāb in this chapter. Compared to him, who 

himself can be seen as a reformist, Ghamidi is indeed an even more unorthodox 

reformist who tried to be less dominated by his background culture and tradition.  

The case study of the return of Jesus showed how the traditional scholars approached 

verses of the Qur’ān with presumptions and therefore understood them in a specific 

way. There were a number of quotes and references from both western researchers and 

Muslim scholars who stated that a simple look at the verses relating to the subject with 

no prior knowledge from out of the Qur’ān, does not allow one to consider belief in 

the living Jesus and his return to be seen as an essential belief.  Despite the different 
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views of Islahi and Ghamidi on this subject, specifically the death of Jesus, it was 

noticed that their approach was very similar and quite different from the ḥadīth based 

approach of the traditional scholars. It was interesting for instance to see Islahi and 

Ghamidi both attempting to interpret the word tawaffā only from within the Qur’ān 

and ending up with two different interpretations.  

Each of the above case studies ended with a report of an interview that I had with 

Ghamidi. While the interviews served to clarify some of the points that were raised by 

studying the Farāhīs approach, they also revealed the dynamic mind of Ghamidi who 

seemed to be analysing his thoughts and presenting them with new dimensions on the 

spot as my questions were thrown at him. This in itself reveals the ongoing thinking 

process of the Farāhīs. 

The totality of findings from these four case studies resulted in deriving twelve 

methodological features in Chapter Six. Not all these features are unique to the Farāhīs 

but each one of them is being applied by the Farāhīs in a unique way, when compared 

to the traditional approach. The extent of the use of these features in the writings of 

the Farāhīs is so frequent that together they can be labelled as the grammar of the 

Farāhī approach.  

***** 

At the start of this research work three research questions were raised, answers to 

which would contribute into the main aim of the work, and that is the exploration of 

the above specific features of the Farāhīs. Answers to these questions have been 

provided gradually throughout this work. Here a brief overall answer is provided: 

- In deriving rules and concepts from the Qur’ān, what are the similarities and 

differences between the Farāhī approach, and the traditional approach? 

Both the Farāhī and the traditional scholars consider the Qur’ān to be fully reliable, 

the ultimate guide, and one that can only have one meaning. Practically however there 

is a vast difference. These methodologically practical differences are those that can be 

appreciated after looking at the twelve specific features that were derived from the 
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case studies in Chapter Six. The uniqueness of some of these features for the Farāhīs 

and the unique way that other non-unique features are used by the Farāhīs are indeed 

possible answers to this question, which has been elaborated in detail in Chapter Six. 

- What features of the Farāhī approach can be considered as unique features, 

compared to the traditional approach? 

From among the twelve identified features, five can be argued to be unique to the 

Farāhīs. These are ‘Self-Contained Scope’, ‘Themes’, ‘Controlling ḥadīth’, and 

‘Exclusive with the content of sharī‘ah’ and to much extent ‘Robustness’. 

- What can be considered as the strengths and challenges of the Farāhī approach 

as the result of these features?  

These have been discussed in detail in Chapter Six. Amongst the many strengths 

of these features, their ability to form a framework that reduces (or as the Farāhī 

scholars would say, eliminates) the need for ḥadīth when deriving rules and 

concepts from the Qur’ān can be named as a major strength. The framework is also 

capable of making the thought process reach  an understanding of Islam which is 

much easier and more straightforward, when compared to the traditional approach. 

As for challenges, it seems like the two main items that were repeated a number of 

times when looking at these features are a lack of categorical information in the 

Qur’ān and a degree of subjectivity. Examples are given in Chapter Six. 

***** 

7.2. Farāhī School of Thought and the Contemporary Thoughts 

The approach of this work was to understand the methodology of the Farāhī school of 

thought by comparing it with the traditional school, on the basis of case studies. 

However after formulating the features of the Farāhī approach through this research 

work, it would be a pity not to discuss the positioning of the Farāhī school of thought 

among contemporary thoughts on the Qur’ān and its interpretation. This section of the 

last chapter of this dissertation is therefore devoted to comparing the Farāhī approach 

to the Qur’ān with some of the significant contemporary thoughts on the Qur’ān. 
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The brief introduction to contemporary thought in Chapter One helps in this section to 

appreciate the variety of degrees of similarity and differences between the Farāhī 

approach, and contemporary thoughts. I find it easier to initiate and organise this 

discussion with the use of the following illustration:  

 Traditionalist 

E.g. Ṭabarī, 

Rāzī,  

Zuḥaylī, 

Qumī, 

Ṭabarsī, 

Ṭabāṭabā’ī 

 

I. Contemporary 

textualist 

E.g. Muḥammad 

‘Abduh, Rashīd 

Riḍā, Amīn al-

Khūlī, Bint al-

Shā’ṭi’, 

Hamiduddin 

Farahi, Islahi, 

Ghamidi 

 

II. Contemporary  

contextualist 

E.g. Fazlur 

Rahman, Naṣr 

Ḥāmid Abū Zayd, 

M. M. Shabestari 

 

III. Contemporary 

theorist 

E.g. M. Arkoun,  

A. Soroush 

 

 

UNTHINKABLE 

Revelation 

Text 

Tradition 

Revelation 

Text 

 

Revelation 

 

 

 

THINKABLE 

 Tradition Text 

Tradition 

Revelation 

Text 

Tradition 

Figure 1: Comparison of approaches to the Qur’an on the basis of ‘thinkable’ and 

‘unthinkable’ 

As the above figure shows, in a broad sense of categorisation it is possible to group 

different approaches to the Qur’ān by recognising what has been considered as 
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‘unthinkable’ by the interpreter (borrowing the term from the Arkoun’s 

terminology).739 

In an overall view and without denying exceptions (or near the border and not very 

definite cases), it is possible to argue that the trend of approaches to interpretation of 

the Qur’ān has been moving towards making the unthinkable become thinkable. The 

main components of this trend have been the concept of revelation, text of the Qur’ān, 

and Tradition. Tradition here refers to any narrations that can be used directly or 

indirectly to interpret the Qur’ān by the Prophet, the companions or the followers as 

well as any views of classic scholars that have become part of the traditionally accepted 

view.  

In this way in the far left of the figure, there is a group titled ‘traditionalist’ where all 

of the above components are considered as unthinkable. In the far right there is a group 

titled ‘contemporary theorist’ where none of the above three components are 

considered to be unthinkable. In between there are two middle groups of 

‘contemporary textualist’ and ‘contemporary contextualist’ both considering 

revelation to be unthinkable, and tradition to be thinkable. The latter considers the text 

to be thinkable as well, whilst the first does not. Examples of scholars in each category 

are given.  

Although Rāzī and Ṭabāṭabā’ī do not rely too much on the ḥadīth, however overall, 

their reliance on what has been traditionally reached from their particular school of 

thought is evident from their tafsīr. Ṭabāṭabā’ī may be situated more accurately just in 

the borderline between Traditionalist and Contemporary Textualist. It should also be 

noted that ‘contemporary’ in the above figures does not just refer to the era (time), it 

also refers to an approach that is distinctive from the traditional approach. Therefore 

Zuḥaylī and Ṭabāṭabāyī despite belonging to the contemporary era are still categorised 

as traditionalists. The traditional category in the above figure has been discussed in 

                                                           
739 For a brief on thinkable and unthinkable in Mohammed Arkoun’s terminology look at Chapter 
One. 
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detail throughout the case studies in this work, and has been compared and contrasted 

against the Farāhī school of thought, this is why this category is not numbered. 

The Farāhī scholars are placed in the category of ‘contemporary textualist’. This 

category is therefore discussed in more detail to allow discussion of their similarities 

and differences within this category. This is then followed by a discussion to compare 

the Farāhī scholars with the other two categories, and to discuss why they do not fit 

into those categories.  

I. Contemporary Textualist 

The contemporary textualist here refers to those approaches to the Qur’ān that relied 

less on tradition, but were still loyal to the text and therefore also loyal to the concept 

of revelation as two components that cannot be questioned. This is where I have 

positioned the main scholars of the Farāhī school of thought, along with other 

contemporary scholars like Sayyid Ahmad Khan, ‘Abduh, Rashīd Riḍā, Amīn al-

Khūlī, and Bint al-Shā’ṭī.  

This category belongs to those scholars who, like traditional scholars, have relied on 

the text of the Qur’ān as a divine one that needs to be followed literally. However, 

unlike the traditional scholars, the scholars in this category prefer to make their own 

independent deduction on what the interpretation of the verses are, and in doing so 

they do not hesitate to go against the traditional narratives if that is what they are led 

to by the Qur’ān. In tafsīr al-manār, for instance, Rashīd Riḍā, following the view of 

his mentor ‘Abduh, does not hesitate to interpret verse 3:55 contrary to the traditional 

narration, and therefore conclude that the verse may actually refer to the death of Jesus. 

From here, he considers the possibility that the ḥadīths on return of Jesus have a 

symbolic rather than a literal meaning.740 Similarly Bint al-Shāṭi’, following the 

approach of her mentor Amīn al-Khūlī, when interpreting the first few verses of the 

chapter of wa’l‘ādīyāt reviews different views about some of the more difficult words 

that are used in these verses. At the end however, she provides her own understanding, 

                                                           
740 Muḥammad Rashīd Ibn Alī Riḍā, Tafsīr al-Manār (Cairo al-Hay’ah al-Miṣriyyah al-‘Āmmah li’l-Kitāb, 
1990), vol. 3, 261. 
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based on both her literal, and cross reference analysis of the words.741 This is of course 

a continuation of Amīn al-Khūlī’s literary approach where he argues that the Qur’ān 

should be studied like any work of literature, by thorough investigation into the 

structure, meaning, and effect of the text at the time of its original composition.742 

As discussed and illustrated throughout the case studies, the Farāhī scholars too break 

away from the traditional interpretation. This is when their approach to the verses of 

the Qur’ān leads them to a different understanding. In doing so, however, like the other 

examples in this category, they do not allow themselves to question the text itself. In 

other words, they do consider the credit of the text of the Qur’ān to be among the 

Unthinkable.  

It is possible to zoom in within this category to compare and contrast the scholars of 

the Farāhī approach with the other named scholars in the category. This can be done 

from two perspectives, the approach and the style. Other than Islahi and Ghamidi, none 

of the examples in this category have completed a tafsīr of the entire Qur’ān, therefore 

definite comparing remarks from the approach perspective may not be fair. It is 

however possible to observe that among the twelve derived features of the Farāhī 

approach, there are some that can also be seen in the workings of the scholars that are 

listed in this category, while there are those that seem to be exclusive or significantly 

more applied to the Farāhī approach.  

‘Attention to context’, ‘appearance’, and ‘controlling ḥadīth’ exist in the tafsīr of 

‘Abduh and Rashīd Riḍā, they are the major features of tafsīr as promoted by Amīn al-

Khūlī and naturally it can be observed in the work of his wife and student, Bint al-

Shāṭ’ as well. For example, in tafsīr al-manār Rashīd Riḍā interprets the verse of 

tayammum in 4:43 exactly in the same way that Islahi and Ghamidi interpret it, arguing 

that based on the ‘appearance’, the state of being a traveller is enough to allow 

tayammum even if plenty of water is available. Here Rashīd Riḍā passionately 

                                                           
741 ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, al-Tafsīr al-Bayānī Li’l-Qurān al-Karīm vol.1, 101-20. 
742 Marwa Elshakry, "Exegesis of Science in 20th-Century Arabic Interpretations," in Nature and 
Scripture in the Abrahamic Religions: 1700 - Present, ed. Jitse M. Van Der Meer and Scott 
Mandelbrote (Boston: Brill, 2008), 518. 
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criticises those traditional commentators of the Qur’ān who argue that the verse is a 

difficult one simply because they find it to be not in-line with ḥadīth. He writes: 

… by God the verse is not difficult or with obstacles, and there are no 

obstacles in the Qur’ān unless for those who are taken away (maftūnīn) 

by narrations and terminologies. There are principles held by those 

who subscribe to different schools of thought (madhāhib) that 

emerged after revelation of the Qur’ān that they look at the Qur’ān on 

the basis of them. So if the Qur’ān confirms those principles easily or 

with little effort then they are happy, otherwise they count the verse 

under consideration as a difficult one with obstacles. This is while the 

famous principle … is that the Qur’ān is the first basis of religion … 

and that to find God’s directives first the Qur’ān should be looked at 

and if the directive was there then it should be taken from there and 

there won’t be any needs for any other source.743  

Compare this with Ghamidi’s comment on why the jurists have imposed the idea of 

obligatory ḥijāb to the verses of the Qur’ān, as quoted on page 219. In fact, in terms 

of rejecting traditional thought based on an understanding of the text of the Qur’ān, 

Ghamidi, as the current leading scholar of the Farāhī school of thought, appears to be 

sometimes ahead, and sometimes behind ‘Abduh and Rashīd Riḍā. For instance when 

it comes to ḥijāb, it is Ghamidi that appears to be bolder in rejecting the tradition (as 

discussed in the ḥijāb case study), whilst when it comes to marriage with the people 

of the book, ‘Abduh and Rashīd Riḍā appear to be more creative by arguing that the 

meaning of ‘people of the book’ expands when the verse is applied to areas other than 

the Arabian peninsula of the time of revelation. They argue that on this basis Hindus 

too may be considered as ‘people of the book’, and therefore marriage with them may 

also be allowed.744  

A comparison of the Farāhī approach with Bint al-Shātī on the subject of tafsīr al-

Qur’ān bi’l-Qur’ān took place in Chapter One. Here I continue to compare the two 

approaches on a wider basis, under the category of Contemporary Contextualist in 

figure one. In the tafsīr of Bint al-Shāṭi’, her interpretation of the word kabad can be 

looked at and compared with that of Islahi and Ghamidi to better understand the 

                                                           
743 Riḍā, Tafsīr al-Manār, vol.5, 97. 
744 Ibid., vol.6, 156-7. 
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differences between the approaches. Like the Farāhī scholars745 Bint al-Shāṭi’ too 

argues that there should be an appropriate connection between the subject of oath and 

the oath. On this basis she rejects the view of ‘Abduh that kabad here refers to the 

hardship of raising a new born to reach maturity. Then on the basis of the context of 

the verse, and its relationship with the oath, Bint al-Shāṭi’ concludes that kabad here 

refers to the responsibility that the human being bears in choosing between good and 

evil.746   

In a striking difference with the above interpretation, Islahi and Ghamidi consider 

kabad here to mean the difficulty that Ishmael and his progeny had in settling in a dry 

land in the middle of the desert. Just like Bint al-Shāṭi’ tries to connect her 

understanding to the first few verses of the chapter of balad, Islahi and Ghamidi too 

try to find a connection. What here separates the line of reasoning of the Farāhī 

scholars with that of Bint al-Shāṭi’, and (on a more general basis) Rashīd Riḍā and 

‘Abduh, are in fact two of the other features of the Farāhī approach, namely, ‘themes’ 

and ‘limiting the addressees’. It is due to their understanding of the general theme of 

the Qur’ān being a warning of the Ishmaelites, and Ishmaelites being the main primary 

addressee of the Qur’ān, that they have arrived on such specific understanding of what 

balad here refers to. 

It is also possible to argue that ‘principles’ and ‘categorisations’ (two of the other 

derived features of the Farāhī approach) cannot be found very much in the works of 

tafsīr of other scholars in the second category. This however may not be a fair 

assessment, given that unlike the Farāhī scholars, the others mentioned in this category 

did not have enough opportunity to complete a tafsīr of the whole Qur’ān. 

In terms of style, both ‘Abduh, and in particular Bint al-Shāṭi’ tend to include and 

discuss the main views of the past works on a verse. Bint al-Shāṭi’ in particular appears 

to provide an insight into how the interpretation of a verse evolves, and then offers her 

                                                           
745 See Mustansir Mir, "The Qur’ān Oaths : Farāhī’s Interpretation," Renaissance: A Monthly Islamic 
Journal  (July 2000). 
746 ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, al-Tafsīr al-Bayānī Li’l-Qurān al-Karīm vol.1, 176-9. For detail discussion on how 
Bint al-Shāṭi’ deliberates on the word kabad look at Naguib, "Bint al-Shāṭi'’s Approach to Tafsīr: An 
Egyptian Exegete’s Journey from Hermeneutics to Humanity," 61-9. 
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own interpretation as one that continues the journey. While she does criticise the 

traditional tafsīr where it applies, in the words of Shuruq Naguib, ‘the dialogue with 

this tradition is nevertheless fundamental to her interpretative effort’.747 In the works 

of the Farāhī scholars there does not appear to be too much attention to reviewing the 

past work. There are short references in places but overall the attitude towards the past 

work is mostly dismissive.  

Just to complete this comparison I reiterate what was mentioned in Chapter One that 

Bint al-Shāṭi’ shows much more attention to a full cross-referencing of the words and 

expressions within the Qur’ān, and also brings literary arguments with evidence from 

the sources. The works of Islahi and Ghamidi do not cover a thorough cross-

referencing, and their literary comments are typically very brief, and (unlike their 

teacher, Hamiduddin Farahi) with very limited supporting evidence. This seems to be 

partially due to the fact that unlike ‘Abduh, and Bint al-Shāṭi’, the current Farāhī 

scholars mostly write for general public rather than a more educated and demanding 

audience.   

II. Contemporary Contextualist  

The main feature of the category of Contemporary Contextualist in figure 1 is that the 

scholars in this category while holding the revelation itself as an ‘unthinkable’ subject, 

consider the credit of the text of the Qur’ān to be ‘thinkable’.  

Most of the scholars that are discussed in the Suha Taji-Farouki’s book, Modern 

Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur'an, belong to this category. These are scholars who 

while typically appreciating the role of the Prophet as the last person on the face of 

earth who received revelation, consider the text of the Qur’ān itself to not be that 

definite and fixed manifestation of revelation. These scholars consider the role of 

culture and society at the time of the Prophet to be significant factors, and therefore 

argue that many textual directives of the Qur’ān were specific only to that time, and 

                                                           
747 "Bint al-Shāṭi'’s Approach to Tafsīr: An Egyptian Exegete’s Journey from Hermeneutics to 
Humanity," 66. 
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that particular society, and that these directives need to be reformulated for new 

conditions, based on the wisdom that they are based on. 

In the Introduction Chapter, the concept of double movement as brought by Fazlur 

Rahman was briefly referred to. Fazlur Rahman explains this as follows: 

 

In building any genuine and viable Islamic set of laws ad institutions, 

there has to be a twofold movement. First one must move from the 

concrete case treatments of the Qur’an – taking the necessary and 

relevant social conditions of that time into account – to the general 

principles upon which the entire teaching converges. Second, from this 

general level there must be a movement back to specific legislation, 

taking into account the necessary and relevant conditions now 

obtaining.748   

The above statement has been said in very similar words by many other scholars who 

belong to the same category in figure 1. 

Naṣr Ḥamid Abū Zayd for instance, as referred to in the Introduction Chapter,  

expresses a very similar view on how to approach the directives of the Qur’ān by 

applying C.E. Shannon’s model of the process of communication to the Qur’ān. Here 

he uses the term ‘code’ (shifra) to refer to the form of the directives of the Qur’ān that 

would suit the Prophet and his society, and argues that the essence of the message 

conveyed by the Qur’ān to a twentieth century reader must vary from what was 

conveyed centuries earlier.749 

Similarly, the Iranian scholar and philosopher, Mohamad Mojtahed Shabestari (b. 

1936) expresses a very similar perspective to the text by considering God and the 

subjective human as two crucial entities in the message of revelation. He argues that 

human knowledge has its own credit, and that revelation is needed only when human 

reason is rejected. Therefore the text of the Qur’ān communicates that revelation that 

                                                           
748 Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1984), 20. 
749 Navid Kermani, "From Revelation to Interpretation: Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd and the I Iterary Study 
of the Qur'an," in Modern Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur'an, ed. Suha Taji-Farouki (London: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 172-73. 
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was needed at the time of the Prophet, which may be different from what is needed at 

present.750 

The reader of the four case studies in this dissertation will not need much convincing 

to appreciate that the above views, all referring to a similar concept where the 

objectivity of text is denied, are far from what the Farāhī scholars could agree with. It 

is important to appreciate that attention to ‘context’ in the Farāhī school of thought 

has a meaning that is not the same for the scholars in this category. Attention to context 

for the Farāhī scholars simply means to consider the textual context, where the verse 

under study is looked at taking into consideration its location in the text of the Qur’ān. 

For the scholars of this category, not only the textual context must be considered, but 

the historical, cultural, and social contexts must also be considered.   

Ghamidi considers the text of the Qur’ān to be definite and determining forever. In 

Mizan he writes: 

… the text of the Qur’an is univocal. The meaning conveyed by each 

word of it is definitive. Whatever it intends to say, it says with full 

certainty and there is no ambiguity about it. In no issue is it unable to 

convey what it wants to. The meanings of its words perfectly match 

the words, and the meanings do not in any way contradict what the 

words say. The only way to approach the Qur’an in order to understand 

it is through its words. With full certainty these words convey what 

they stand for and there is no question of any doubt or ambiguity in 

this regard.751 

While scholars in this category, like Abū Zayd argue that the text itself is not self-

explanatory,752 Ghamidi writes: 

… what we understand from the Qur’an is understood from its words 

and the way in which its sentences are constructed.753  

                                                           
750 Farzin Vahdat, "Post-Revolutionary Islamic Modernity in Iran: The Intersubjective Hermeneutics of 
Mohamad Mojtahed Shabestari," ibid. (2004), 205. 
751 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 30. 
752 Kermani, "From Revelation to Interpretation: Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd and the I Iterary Study of the 
Qur'an," 171-72. 
753 Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 30. 
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The notions and implications of double movement, or code, or the crucial subjective 

human being as one end of the message are therefore unacceptable to the Farāhī 

scholars.754  

While Abū Zayd strongly condemns belief in one single, precise, and valid 

interpretation of the Qur’an,755 Islahi and Ghamidi argue that attention to the language 

and coherence in the Qur’ān leads to one single interpretation, which is the correct 

one.756  

There is even a stark difference between the views of the Farāhī scholars on the 

purpose of religion and God, and human relationship, and the views of some of the 

named scholars in this category. Both Fazlur Rahman and Shabestari consider justice 

to be the objective of the Qur’ānic social directives. Ghamidi, like his teacher Islahi, 

considers the objective of religion and the Qur’anic directives (sharī‘ah) to be spiritual 

purification (tazkīyah). 757 He does not consider social justice to be the main objective, 

although he argues that spiritual purification works positively towards social justice.758 

In this way the Farāhī scholars put the most weight on the purpose of religion to be 

related to the afterlife rather than life itself. 

III. Contemporary Theorist 

This category refers to those Islamic philosophers who have attempted to develop a 

whole new paradigm not only about the text of the Qur’ān but about revelation itself.  

It is possible to argue that much of what some of the scholars like Abū Zayd, in the 

second category say, overlaps with much of the thought of Arkoun or Soroush who I 

positioned in the third category. Arkoun and Soroush also argue about appreciating the 

historical and cultural conditions in which the text was formed in order to relate it 

                                                           
754 I once asked Ghamidi in a private conversation whether he believes that if the Prophet was not an 
Arab and was sent today, in a European country, he would bring pretty much the same sharī‘ah as 
the one in the Qur’ān. He answered yes, with no hesitation.  
755 Kermani, "From Revelation to Interpretation: Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd and the I Iterary Study of the 
Qur'an," 173. 
756 Islahi, Tadabbur-I-Qur'ān, vol. 1, 22. Ghamidi, Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 55. 
757 Islam: A Comprehensive Introduction, 251. 
758 This insight was obtained through a private conversation with Ghamidi. 
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better to new conditions. However, the arguments of Arkoun on thinkable and 

unthinkable and the most recent views of Soroush on revelation being a prophetic 

dream, as referred to in the Introduction Chapter, in fact go one step further in breaking 

up from tradition. The main agenda of the scholars in the second category is to examine 

how to re-contextualise the directives of the text in order to reach that wisdom that the 

revelation was after. Those belonging to this third category evaluate the sanctity of 

revelation itself.  

Ursula Gúnther considers Arkoun’s perception of orthodoxy, as referred to in Chapter 

One, to go hand in hand with a reconsideration of the notion of revelation.759 She 

translates (from French) Arkoun’s comment on revelation as follows: 

Revelation is not a normative speech (parole) that came down from 

heaven compelling man to reproduce indefinitely the same rituals of 

obedience and action; it is an offer of meaning for existence and can 

be revised … It can be interpreted within the scope of the freely 

consented Alliance between man and God.760 

In this way Arkoun brings ‘revelation’ into the fold of ‘thinkable’. Arkoun never had 

the opportunity to provide a better understanding of his thought by taking them to the 

era of application, however for the purpose of categorisation in this writing, the very 

fact that he moves revelation to the fold of ‘thinkable’ brings him to the third category, 

that is, ‘contemporary theorist’. 

Similarly, when Soroush argues, as noted in Chapter One, that the Prophet’s 

experience of religion is by no means the most completed one, and that experiences 

after him also add to human understanding of God and religion, he is practically 

changing the meaning of revelation and brings it to a very thinkable concept and an 

accessible one as well. As he writes: 

The prophetic experience or an experience similar to the experience of 

prophets does not end in full and always exists…experience similar to 

that of a prophet still continues because the manifestations (tajallīyat) 

of God never ends. We cannot say that God manifested Himself to the 

Prophet and after that the door of manifestation was closed. This 

                                                           
759 Gúnther, "Mohammed Arkoun: Towards a Radical Rethinking of Islamic Thought," 141. 
760 Ibid. 
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manifestation is permanent and for every person, according to that 

person’s capacity, continues.761  

In fact, these recent views from Soroush have shown what some of the practical results 

of making revelation, thinkable, can be. He argues that the personal experiences after 

the Prophet continue to make religion and its regulations more complete and 

developed.762 

The above paradigms are ones that the Farāhī scholars not only disagree with, but also 

do not have much knowledge of. This can be easily appreciated by recognising that 

there is not even a single piece of writing by the leading Farāhī scholars to address 

any of the above emerging paradigms. These are new paradigms that have only 

recently emerged, and will surely continue to develop to make the third category in the 

presented figure richer, and more distinct from the second category. 

***** 

The final concluding remarks for this section are that the Farāhī scholars fit best with 

the category of Contemporary Textualist due to their loyalty to the text, and their 

considering the credit of the text to be among unthinkable. This is while in comparison 

to the traditionalist thought they appear to be much less relying on tradition. Within 

this category the Farāhī scholars are, more than the other mentioned examples, under 

the influence of a perceived thematic evolvement in the Qur’ān. While compared to 

others, they show less engagement with traditional views in their tafsīr, and also 

provide less cross-referencing and less evidence for literary arguments (with the 

exception of Hamiduddin Farahi).  Overall, when compared to the other examples in 

this category, the Farāhī scholars appear to be isolated. This means they have less 

attempts to make any connections with tradition and are mostly focusing and pre-

occupied with a systematic framework and premises developed by themselves (e.g. the 

evolving themes of the Qur’ān). The Farāhī scholars seem to be at an almost equal 

distance from each of the traditional category, and the contemporary contextualist 

                                                           
761 Abdolkarim Soroush, Islam, Wahy Wa Nabuwwat (Islam, Revelation and Prophethood), Tehran: 
Aftab, 1389, 73. 
762 Baste Tajrobeye Nabawi (Development of the Prophetic Experience), 28; ibid. 
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category. While they consider the tradition to be thinkable (therefore making 

themselves separate from the traditionalist), they do not allow thinking about the credit 

of the text (therefore separating themselves from the contemporary contextualist). 

They however appear to be at a very far distance from the third category, that is, the 

contemporary theorist. This is due to the fact that the third category scholars begin to 

question the revelation itself, which for the Farāhī scholars is far beyond thinking. 

Last Words 

Any research work that does not lead to further research has failed in some of its goals. 

In this research project I chose a case study approach to compare the Farāhī school of 

thought with what I defined as the traditional one. This can be an appropriate departure 

point for follow up research where the same approach is taken but for comparison with 

other schools of thought and systems of thinking. The Farāhīs approach for instance 

can be compared in a very meaningful way with the mu‘tazilah approach. It can also 

be compared with some of the contemporary modern approaches to the Qur’ān 

including the branch of hermeneutics. On a wider scope, equivalents of the Farāhī 

approach in other religions like Christianity can be identified and compared.  

Also, this research work was very much concentrated on the subject of approach. A 

complementary research work can be one that studies the reaction of the audience to 

this approach. The Farāhī school of thought has attracted a large loyal audience while 

also alarming a good number of opposing stances. It will be interesting to study the 

dynamics of these impacts and the methodological factors that may have caused them.   

The twelve methodological features that were derived throughout this work can be 

instrumental in the above studies. 

All the above possibilities can potentially open the mind towards new ways of looking 

at religion and religious texts. 

***** 

Overall when looking at the Farāhī approach, it is easy to see the simplicity of their 

approach compared to the traditional one. Also where the traditional approach has to 
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rely on ḥadīths to support some of its arguments and conclusions, the Farāhī scholars 

provide theirs with logic and rational reasoning. This logic and rational reasoning may 

not be considered as correct by many: however the fact remains that they target the 

intellect rather than the ear. In my personal observation, the Farāhī approach is one of 

the best examples of ‘you either love it or hate it’. The number of loyal fans of this 

approach that are keen to find new answers to their questions is significant. Ghamidi’s 

question and answer sessions (often online or on media) are very popular, and even 

those who disagree with his views cannot help but notice his sharp and fresh approach 

towards answering questions. This is the ‘love it’ part! 

On the other hand, a simple google search for Javed Ahmad Ghamidi plus the word 

‘fitnah’ brings about numerous pages of those who sometimes very harshly criticise 

him and his way of thinking. Most of these critics try to disassociate Ghamidi from 

Islahi and Hamiduddin Farahi, and while some of them still praise those early 

generation scholars, they do not appreciate Ghamidi as a knowledgeable scholar at all. 

Among these criticisms there are also unfair ones where false beliefs and quotes taken 

out of context are attributed to him and his students. This is nothing compared to 

attempts and threats to assassinate him and his students which eventually led to him 

migrating to Malaysia. This is the ‘hate it’ part! 

The Farāhī scholars no doubt have a number of challenges ahead of themselves: 

It is understandable that due to not considering ḥadīth as an independent source of 

understanding Islam, they have given less attention to this source of knowledge. 

However the argument that ‘this ḥadīth must have something missing’ does not hold 

up forever. As the audience of this school of thought grows, the expectations also 

grow. Being in position to offer a detailed technical analysis of a ḥadīth based on the 

premises of this approach is an unavoidable expectation. As discussed earlier in the 

interviews for the subject of Apostasy, this has even led to a sense of re-narrating the 

history which can only be substantiated by analysis of the historical reports. Ghamidi 

is, at the time of writing this (2015), at the start of such a project. It is interesting to 

see how far he can go with this and to what extent he can provide the future generation 

with the knowledge that they will be looking for and what their reactions will be. 
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As it was explained before, the policy of the current Farāhī scholars is to address and 

interact with the public rather than the scholars and intellectuals. While this seems to 

be working to some extent in terms of attracting more followers, it also has its 

disadvantages. The general public are normally not in a position to challenge the 

Farāhīs thought in an intellectually strong way. This lack of enough intellectual 

challenge can result in the Farāhī scholars losing good opportunities to review and 

improve their views and methods. This is illustrated in explaining the following three 

challenges: 

One of the challenging points ahead of the Farāhī scholars is that they have not been 

under much scrutiny from non-local scholars and intellectuals. Firstly, it seems as 

though they have not received great attention from the Arab scholarship. This may 

partially be due to the fact that most of their writings have not been translated into 

Arabic. The main scholarly criticism that they have received so far is from the Urdu 

speaking scholars. No doubt, facing Arab scholars who come from very distinct 

cultural and scholarly backgrounds can give rise to new challenges to the Farāhīs. 

Their agreements and disagreements with the Farāhī view can help with further 

improvement and development of the approach.  

Possible contribution of shī’ah scholars and intellectuals is also beneficial. Farāhī 

scholars are often perceived as people of reason rather than narration and very open 

minded as well. This is among the sunnī audience. The Shī‘ī audience, in particular in 

Iran have experienced many intellectuals with the same reason based and open minded 

attitudes during the past decades. This type of audience, more than becoming dazzled 

by the approach of Farāhīs, will be keen to critically review and challenge it. 

The second challenging point for Farāhī scholars in the future is facing the 

contemporary modern Muslim intellectuals. Just as classic scholarship can be 

considered as inflexible and less developed by the Farāhī scholars, the Farāhī school 

of thought may also be seen as the same by some of the modern intellectuals or their 

advocates. The fact is, almost all of the efforts of the Farāhī scholars have been to 

formulate and propose a counter narrative to the traditional scholarship of Islam. No 

significant attempt has yet been made to study and address the narrative of modern 
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Muslim intellectuals (those belonging to the categories of Contemporary Contextualist 

and Contemporary Theorist in figure 1). The works of scholars like Nasr Hamid Abu 

Zayd, Mohammed Arkoun, Abdullah Saeed, Khalid Abou El Fadl, and Ebrahim 

Mousa from among a sunnī background, and Mojtahed Shabestari, Abdolkarim 

Soroush, and Ahmad Ghabel from among a shī‘ah background, plus the works of 

female scholars like Amina Wadud, Fatema Mernissi, and Layla Ahmed from among 

those female scholars who are mostly interested in the subject of women and Islam, 

are the future challenges of the Farāhī scholars. As far as I can say, neither of the two 

sides know much about the other side. For these modern intellectuals it will be easy to 

get to know the Farāhī school of thought as it is still based on the same paradigm as 

that of traditional scholarship in Islam. However, the Farāhī scholars will need to 

familiarise themselves to a totally new paradigm in order to reasonably understand the 

views of some of these modern intellectuals, before any attempts to comment on them. 

In other words, the Farāhī scholars are not the only Muslim based counter-narrative 

to the traditional one. Already there is a well established counter-narrative, with a 

wealth of academic work that may be less favoured by the mass of Muslims at this 

time, but is continuously developing and spreading. 

Third, the Farāhī scholars have not been systematically studied by the western 

academia. There have been only a very few works on this approach in Academia, this 

research work being one of them. The main audience of the Farāhīs are the mass of 

Muslims who know them. While this can be seen as encouraging it is also worrying as 

interaction with laymen does not always provide an opportunity for further thinking 

and revisions. Such opportunities normally only materialise when a thought undergoes 

strict academic scrutiny. The fact is, academia has not yet realised that this is an 

approach that is being systematically worked on to become an alternative school of 

thought. In presenting the interviews in the chapter of ḥijāb and Jesus, issues like the 

apparent subjectivity in some of the reasoning in the Farāhī school of thought, in 

particular in interpreting the Qur’ān were raised. ‘Subjectivity’ is a topic that will no 

doubt be very interesting in the eyes of a critical academic. Surely the Farāhī scholars 

will be able to benefit from such academic scrutiny in the future. 
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Here is where the ultimate contribution of this research work can be appreciated. This, 

to my knowledge, is the first academic attempt to look at this line of scholarship as a 

distinct approach in order to explore its methodological features. A line of scholarship 

which starts from Hamiduddin Farahi, continues to Amin Ahsan Islahi, reaches Javed 

Ahmad Ghamidi and his students, and seems to be continuing its journey to the next 

generation of students.  

The Farāhī school of thought has evolved throughout the last century. The thinking of 

the leaders of this approach was on the basis of the same premise, however the process 

of revising the past thought has never stopped. There is a noticeable fluidity in the 

thinking of the Farāhīs that is of course understandable due to its very early stage of 

this thinking. This fluidity and the fact that they are not yet fully known to all contested 

views does not allow an accurate prediction about where this thinking is heading. I 

have referred to this line of thinking as a ‘school of thought’ in my writing, but this 

was only for the purposes of easier refernce. Whether they have in reality reached such 

a stable enough state to be officially considered as a school of thought is yet to be 

established. Further spreading the thought among the public, bringing the thought to 

the attention of academia, and being challenged and surviving the challenge of the 

non-Pakistani-Indian scholars are among the factors that can be influential in 

establishing this movement as a recognised school of thought. 

At present (2015) it is not clear who, if any one, may be able to lead the next phase of 

the Farāhīs scholarly evolvement after Ghamidi. Perhaps the new generation of the 

Farāhī approach after the era of Ghamidi no longer needs champions like him, and 

like Islahi and Farāhī, to continue its evolving journey. Perhaps being exposed to 

different types of audience, in terms of language and intellect, may have the same 

effect. 

If the above is true, then I hope this academic piece of work can play its small role in 

the materialising of the above. 
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