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The Modern Feminist Interpretation of the Qur’an

A Study of the Concept of the General and the Particular in the Writings
of Amina Wadud and Asma Barlas

Mahmoud Ali Gomaa Afifi

Department of Qur Anic Exegesis and Sciences, Faculty of Law - Azhar

University,Egypt.

Email: mahmoudashal@gmail.com

Abstract:

This paper offers an analysis of the binary of the general and the

particular as conceptualized by the feminist interpreters of the Qur’an. It
aims to demonstrate how modern feminist exegetes, particularly Amina
Wadud and Asma Barlas, have adopted frameworks influenced by Western
philosophy in defining these categories in ways that depart significantly from

their traditional treatment in Islamic legal and hermeneutical theory. The

feminist interpreters characterize the "general” in the Qur an as an abstract
moral ideal—encompassing values such as divine justice, compassion, and
mercy—while the "particular" is understood as the specific historical and
social context of the revelation, or any interpretation that arose in a given

historical moment. Although this formulation bears a resemblance to the
distinction between universals and particulars in the discipline of maqasSid al-
sharTa (the higher objectives of Islamic law), it diverges fundamentally in its

treatment of language. The classical tradition regards the Quran as a
linguistically inimitable Arabic text, revealed in both word and meaning,
while Islamic feminist interpretations often shift emphasis away from

linguistic form to moral intent, which problematizes key assumptions about

the sanctity of the Qur’ Anic text. The study argues that the incorporation of
Western philosophical categories into Islamic feminist interpretations—

though not inherently illegitimate—raises substantial questions regarding the

authority and sacredness of the Qur)én. This, in turn, weakens the
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epistemological force of feminist tafsIr in certain respects and contributes to
its limited impact on the lived reality of Muslim women, rendering it, in
many cases, an elite discourse with minimal social effect. The paper traces the

conceptual structure of the general and the particular within modern feminist

Qur Anic hermeneutics and highlights the underlying influence of Western
philosophy in shaping these categories. It does so through a critical reading of
the writings of two of the most prominent figures in this field: Amina Wadud

and Asma Barlas .

Keywords: Feminist Tafslr , General and Particular |, Qur’ Anic

Hermeneutics , Amina Wadud , Asma Barlas , Western Philosophy.
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Language, Action and Interpretation, edited by John B. Thompson, 93-106
(Cambridge Philosophy Classics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2016).
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(1) Asma Barlas, Believing Women in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal
Interpretations of the Qur’an, revised edition (The University of Texas
Press: Austin, 2019), 65.
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(3) Amina Wadud, Qurian and Women: Rereading the Sacred Text from a
Woman's Perspective (Oxford University Press: New York, 1999), 95.

(4) Wadud, Qur'an and Women, 96, 71.

(5) Amina Wadud, “The Ethics of Tawhid over the Ethics of Qiwama,” in
Men in Charge, eds. Ziba Ziba. Mir-Hosseini, Mulki Al-Sharmani, and
Jana Rumminger (Oneworld Publications 2015), 412 - 439, 420.
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(4) Wadud, Quran and Women, 82.
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74.

(1) Richard E. Palmer, Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in
Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer (Illinois: Northwestern
University Press), 1969, 40.

(2) Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured Despisers,
translated and edited by Richard Crouter (Cambridge [England]; New
York, NY: Cambridge University Press), 1996, Roy Harrisville, and Walter
Sundberg, The Bible in Modern Culture, 70, Allen G. Jorgenson, The
Appeal to Experience in the Christologies of Friedrich Schleiermacher and
Karl Rahner (New York: P. Lang, c2007), 68-69, Walter E. Jr. Wyman,
“Revelation and the Doctrine of Faith: Historical Revelation within the
Limits of Historical Consciousness.” The Journal of Religion,. vol. 78, No.

1. Jan., 1998. PP. 38 - 63, 45, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1205825.7
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