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Abstract: Some verses of the holy Qur’an speak of a preference of man over woman such as 2:228, 4:34
and 43:18. One can ask whether man and woman have the same essence or whether man has certain
characteristics that make him own a different and superior essence. How have exegetes understood these
verses through history? Research on more than 100 classical and contemporary Shia and Sunni exegeses
demonstrates that understanding of these verses was constant for centuries but was subject to evolution
in the twentieth century. In this evolution, the inferiority of women in earlier exegeses was largely
replaced by exegeses that provide respect and reverence for women. This change in understanding of the
verses has been undoubtedly influenced by improvement in the cultural, social and economic situation of
women in the twentieth century. A finding of this research is that some Qur’anic verses have the
potentiality for different, and sometimes contradictory, understandings. On the other hand, the cultural
and historical frameworks of the exegetes have played a crucial role in their understanding of the Qur’an.
Therefore, understanding and interpreting the Qur’an is a dynamic process that should be reviewed
according to the needs of the time.
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1 Introduction

The position of women in the Islamic worldview is an important problem in the contemporary world.
Some thinkers criticize Islamic teachings regarding Muslim women’s rights and their subordinate
position. For some, the solution relies on Muslim women being freed from a “religion that veils and
reviles them”. Modern defenders of Islam have to answer whether Islam gives women the same degree
and status as men or whether it considers women inferior to men. In order to answer this question, one
should refer to Islamic texts and their interpretations.

In the Qur’an, the first and most important Islamic text, there are three groups of verses regarding the
status of men and women. The first group is the verses that can be used to defend the equality of men and
women. The Qur’an asserts that men and women have equal dignity. In the Qur’anic worldview, men’s
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and women’s actions are worth the same in the presence of Allah. Mental virtues are valuable for both
men and women, and Allah appreciates them. Men and women both own what they earn.

The second group includes the verses that pass different jurisprudential laws for men and women. For
instance, men have polygamy rights; a man’s share in inheritance is more than a woman’s; the witness
of two women equals that of one man; and in the case of a woman being disobedient to her husband
(nushūz), her husband has permission to beat her. These verses have the potential to be interpreted in
such a way that men and women have the same human worth and dignity but different rights. These two
groups of verses lie outside the scope of the present article, which focuses on the third group.

The third group of verses speaks of the different natures of a man and a woman and draws an inferior
picture of a woman’s essence; they also state the superiority of men over women. I found three verses in
this group, “[…] and men have a degree above them […]”, “Men are the managers of the affairs of women
for that Allah has preferred in bounty some of them over others, and for that they have expended of their
property” and “What! One who is brought up amid ornaments and is inconspicuous in contests?”

One might object to interpreting these three verses as describing the inferiority of a woman’s nature to
a man’s. This research aims to discuss how Muslim exegetes have understood these verses. To this end,
detailed, historical and categorized content analyses of the verses’ exegeses will be presented. One
hundred and seven exegeses from the eighth century to the contemporary time were chosen for the
investigation, including 61 Shia and 46 Sunni exegeses. All exegetes are men except Bānū’Amīn Isfahānī,
a Shia woman from Isfahan. These results should indicate the degree of difference or similarity that is
evident through the centuries.

As the chronological turning point in exegetical ideas was the twentieth century, each report below is
divided into two main parts: exegeses prior to the twentieth century and exegeses after the twentieth
century. Sixty exegeses were written prior to the twentieth century and 47 were written during and since
the twentieth century. The exegetical ideas are categorized into three groups including traditional,
traditionalist and progressive, based on the diversity and similarity of their contents. Traditional exegeses
include all those prior to the twentieth century. They are very similar in their approach and contents.
Traditionalist exegeses were written during and since the twentieth century, and their approach and
contents are similar to traditional exegeses. Progressive exegeses are those written during and since the
twentieth century and express content, approach or literature that differs from traditional exegeses.

Using such vast resources enables an evaluation of Islamic tradition throughout its history and in two
different sects. The results will demonstrate the diversity and similarities of Muslims’ ideas about the
status of women.



4 “And whoever does good deeds whether male or female and (he or she) is a believer these shall enter the garden” (4:124).
5 “Surely the men who submit and the women who submit, and the believing men and the believing women, and the obeying
men and the obeying women, and the truthful men and the truthful women, and the patient men and the patient women, and
the humble men and the humble women, and the alms giving men and the alms giving women, and the fasting men and the
fasting women, and the men who guard their private parts and the women who guard, and the men who remember Allah much
and the women who remember Allah has prepared for them forgiveness and a mighty reward” (33:35).
6 “To men belongs a share of what they have earned, and to women a share of what they have earned” (4:32).
7 “Marry such women as seem good to you, two and three and four” (4:3).
8 “The male shall have the equal of the portion of two females” (4:11).
9 “And call in to witness from among your men two witnesses but if there are not two men, then one man and two women
from among those whom you choose to be witnesses, so that if one of the two errs, the second of the two may remind the
other” (2:282).
10 “As for those from whom ye fear rebellion, admonish them and banish them to beds apart, and scourge them” (4:34).
11 2:228.
12 4:34.
13 43:18.
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2 The degree of man over woman

Do men and women have the same nature in Islam or is one superior? Qur’an speaks of a degree
(darajah) that men have over women:

[…]and men have a degree above them[…]

The most important question to be addressed in the exegesis of this verse is “What does the Qur’an
mean by ‘a degree of men above women’?” Traditional exegetes all had a similar approach when
answering this question. Nevertheless, earlier exegeses only mention the superiority of men over women
with respect to legal rights. Over time, the breadth of meaning of “degrees” increased and began to
include intellectual and intrinsic abilities and even a superiority of men’s faith. The exegetes provide
evidence and justification to support each characteristic covered by the degree. The content of the
traditional exegeses can be categorized as follows:
(1) “The degree” is the superiority of men’s rights, responsibilities and positions

(1.1) Superiority of men’s rights in general, such as men’s share of inheritance (sahm al_‘irth), their
blood price (dīah) and the superiority of men’s testimony (shahādah);

(1.2) Men’s superiority in their social responsibilities and positions such as jihād, commandment
(imārah), caliphate (khilāfah) and judgment (qiẓāwāh).

In the exegeses after the eleventh century, two traditions (ḥadīths) are quoted under this verse
about the exclusion of women from jihād. In the first ḥadīth, a woman comes to the Prophet
Muhammad and says she is the representative of all women of that area. She asked him the
reason women are excluded from the virtues of jihād and its rewards. The Prophet answers that
being a housewife, providing for a husband’s needs and accepting his rights equals the reward of
jihad. In the second ḥadīth, the Prophet says staying modest and avoiding disloyalty to her
husband is worth twice as much as jihad.

(1.3) The superiority of a husband’s rights over his wife, such as in the case of false accusations of
adultery (qaẓf), only wives are to be physically punished (ḥadd). The divorce and return (raj’at)
right is exclusive to husbands. A wife must obey her husband. She cannot perform a
recommendable fast (al-ṣawm al-mustaḥabb) or pilgrimage (al-hajj al-mustaḥabb) without her
husband’s permission. Whenever her husband calls her to bed, she must obey and there is no
such duty for the husband. Only the husband has the right of polygamy.

One exegete says explicitly that the huge difference between a husband and a wife’s rights
means that a wife is like a powerless prisoner in her husband’s hands. He quoted that the



14 2:228.
15 Ibid.
16 Al-Ṭabarī, Jami‘ Al-Bayān, vol. 2, 275–276; Al-Samarqandī, Baḥr Al-‘Ulūm, vol. 1, 150; Al-Tha’labī Al-Naysābūrī, Al-Kashf,
vol. 2, 173; Al-Isfarā‘inī, Tāj Al-Tarājim, vol. 1, 249; Al-Ṭūsī, Al-Tibyān, vol. 2, 241; Al-Qurṭubī, Al-Jāmi‘, vol. 3, 124–125;
Al-Naysābūrī, Gharā’ib, vol. 1, 629; Al-Tha‘ālibī, Jawāhir, vol. 1, 458; Al-Kāshānī, Khulaṣah, vol. 1, 458; Al-Suyūṭī, Al-Durr
Al-Manthūr, vol. 1, 277; Al-Shawkānī, Fatḥ, vol. 1, 272.
17 Al-Tha’labī Al-Naysābūrī, Al-Kashf, vol. 2, 173; Al-Isfarā‘inī, Tāj Al-Tarājim, vol. 1, 249; Al-Jurjānī, Jilā’ Al-’Aẓhān, vol. 1,
290; Al-Kāshānī, Zubah, vol. 1, 362.
18 Al-Tha’labī Al-Naysābūrī, Al-Kashf, vol. 2, 173; Al-Jurjānī, Jilā’ Al-’Aẓhān, vol. 1, 290.
19 Al-Jaṣṣāṣ, Aḥkām, vol. 2, 68; Al-Ṭabarī, Jami‘ Al-Bayān, vol. 2, 275–276; Al-Samarqandī, Baḥr Al-‘Ulūm, vol. 1, 150; Al-Ṭabarī
kīyāharāsī, Aḥkām, vol. 1, 163; Al-Tha’labī Al-Naysābūrī, Al-Kashf, vol. 2, 173; Al-Isfarā‘inī, Tāj Al-Tarājim, vol. 1, 249; Al-Ṭūsī,
Al-Tibyān, vol. 2, 241; Al-Qurṭubī, Al-Jāmi‘, vol. 3, 124–125; Al-Naysābūrī, Gharā’ib, vol. 1, 629; Al-Baghdādī, Lubāb, vol. 1, 160;
Ibn Juzayy, Al-Tashīl, vol. 1, 122; Al-Jurjānī, Jilā’ Al-’Aẓhān, vol. 1, 290; Al-Bayḍāwī, Anwār, vol. 1, 141; Ibn Kathīr, Tafsīr, vol. 1,
459; Tha‘ālibī, Jawāhir, vol. 1, 458; Al-Maḥallī and Al-Suyūṭī, Al-Jalālayn, 39; Al-Kāshifī Al-Sabzawārī, Mawāhib ‘īllīyah, 74;
Al-Muqaddas Al-Ardibīlī, Zubdah, 593; Al-Kāshānī, Zubah, vol. 1, 362; Al-Kāshānī, Manhaj Al-Ṣādiqīn, vol. 2, 14; Al-Kāshānī,
Khulaṣah, vol. 1, 136; Al-Suyūṭī, Al-Durr Al-Manthūr, vol. 1, 277; Al-Sharīf Al-Lāhījī, Tafsīr, vol. 1, 215; Al-Fayḍ Al-Kāshānī,
Al’Aṣfā, vol. 1, 109; Shubbar, Al-Jawhar, 73; Ibn ‘Ajība, Al-Baḥr Al-Madīd, vol. 1, 257.
20 Al-Naysābūrī, Gharā’ib, vol. 1, 629.
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Prophet Muhammad recommended that men be good with women because they are prisoners
(‘āwanī the plural form of ‘ānī: imprisoned), and the Prophet also said “fear disobedience of
Allāh’s commands about two weak groups: orphans and women”.

Another exegete states that the husband is the owner (mālik) of his wife, as she is not
allowed to perform a recommendable fast (al-ṣawm al-mustaḥab) or to leave the house without
his permission. He is the absolute ruler. He can divorce whenever he wishes, irrespective of
whether his wife agrees or not; women do not have any of these rights.

Another exegete has likened marriage to slavery. From the twelfth century until the
twentieth century, a ḥadīth from the Prophet is quoted in the exegetical works: “If prostration
(sijdah) was allowed for anyone except Allāh I would order wives to prostrate to their
husbands.” Some exegetes from the sixteenth century until the twentieth century quote a
ḥadīth that states that a wife’s rights are less than 1% of those of her husband.

(1.4) A husband’s exclusive responsibilities toward his wife; these include the duty of financial
support of one’s wife (nafaqah) and paying the wife’s dowry (ṣidāq, mahr).

(2) The degree of superiority of man over woman reflects a human weakness and a disability in woman;
the exegetes mean that women are weak in being human. They are incomplete humans. They have
disabilities. He does not mention what kind of disability, as if it is obvious. Men do not suffer this
weakness or disability, and this is reflected in their degree of superiority.

(3) The degree is a man’s intellect, which is superior to a woman’s.
(4) The degree is the chronological priority of man’s creation. Also, woman was created from man. So

man was the original.
(5) From the fourteenth century onward, the superiority of men in faith (’īmān), spiritual virtues such as

almsgiving (‘īnfāq), regard (ra‘āyah), nobility (sharaf) and their superiority in creation (khalq) and
temperament (khulq) are further reasons provided for women’s inferiority. Keeping Allāh’s boundaries (hifẓ
ḥudūd Allāh) and obedience to his commands by men was added to this list in the sixteenth century.

(6) From the fifteenth century onward, men’s capacity for perfection (kamāl), prophecy and Imamate
were added to the list of items that represent a man’s degree of superiority over a woman’s.
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21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
23 Haqqi Al-Burūsawī, Rūḥ Al-Bayān, vol. 1, 354–355.
24 Al-’Ālūsī, Rūh Al-Ma’anī, vol. 1, 530.
25 Al-Qurṭubī, Al-Jāmi‘, vol. 3, 125; Al-Naysābūrī, Gharā’ib, vol. 1, 629; Al-Muqaddas Al-Ardibīlī n.d., 593; Al-Kāshānī, Zubah,
vol. 1, 362; Al-‘Āmilī, Al-Wajīz, vol. 1, 188; Al-Sharīf Al-Lāhījī, Tafsīr, vol. 1, 215; Al-Maẓharī, Al-Tafsīr, vol. 1, 300.
26 Al-Muqaddas Al-Ardibīlī, Zubdah, 593; Al-Kāshānī, Zubah, vol. 1, 362; Al-Baḥrānī, Al-Burhān, vol. 1, 475; Al-‘Āmilī,
Al-Wajīz, vol. 1, 188; Al-’Arūsī Al-H̨uwayzī, Nur Al-Thaqalayn, vol. 1, 222; Al-Sharīf Al-Lāhījī, Tafsīr, vol. 1, 215; Fayḍ
Al-Kāshānī, Al-Ṣāfī, vol. 1, 258; Haqqī Al-Burūsawī n.d., vol. 1, 354–355; Shubbar, Al-Jawhar, vol. 1, 230.
27 Al-Jaṣṣāṣ, Aḥkām, vol. 2, 68; Al-Ṭabarī, Jami‘ Al-Bayān, vol. 2, 275–276; Al-Samarqandī, Baḥr Al-‘Ulūm, vol. 1, 150; Al-Ṭabarī
kīyāharāsī, Aḥkām, vol. 1, 163; Al-Tha’labī Al-Naysābūrī, Al-Kashf, vol. 2, 173; Al-Isfarā‘inī, Tāj Al-Tarājim, vol. 1, 249; Al-Ṭūsī,
Al-Tibyān, vol. 2, 241; Al-Qurṭubī, Al-Jāmi‘, vol. 3, 124–125; Naysābūrī, Gharā’ib, vol. 1, 629; Al-Baghdādī, Lubāb, vol. 1, 160;
Ibn Juzayy, Al-Tashīl, vol. 1, 122; Al-Jurjānī, Jilā’ Al-’Aẓhān, vol. 1, 290; Al-Bayḍāwī, Anwār, vol. 1, 141; Ibn Kathīr, Tafsīr, vol. 1,
459; Tha‘ālibī, Jawāhir, vol. 1, 458; Al-Maḥallī and Al-Suyūṭī, Al-Jalālayn, 39; Al-Kāshifī Al-Sabzawārī, Mawāhib, 74;
Al-Muqaddas Al-Ardibīlī, Zubdah, 593; Al-Kāshānī, Zubah, vol. 1, 362; Al-Kāshānī, Manhaj Al-Ṣādiqīn, vol. 2, 14; Al-Kāshānī,
Khulaṣah, vol. 1, 136; Al-Suyūṭī, Al-Durr Al-Manthūr, vol. 1, 277; Al-Sharīf Al-Lāhījī, Tafsīr, vol. 1, 215; Al-Fayḍ Al-Kāshānī,
Al’Aṣfā, vol. 1, 109; Shubbar, Al-Jawhar, 73; Ibn ‘Ajība, Al-Baḥr Al-Madīd, vol. 1, 257.
28 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭā’yif, vol. 1, 181; Al-Shawkānī, Fatḥ, vol. 1, 272.
29 Sūr Abādī, vol. 1, 192; Al-Naysābūrī, Gharā’ib, vol. 1, 629; Al-Baghdādī, Lubāb, vol. 1, 160; Al-Kāshānī, Khulaṣah, vol. 1, 136;
Haqqī Al-Burūsawī, vol. 1, 354–355; Al-Shawkānī, Fatḥ, vol. 1, 272; Al-Nakhjawānī, Al-Fawātiḥ, vol. 1, 78.
30 Al-Qurṭubī, Al-Jāmi‘, vol. 3, 124–125; Al-Nakhjawānī, Al-Fawātiḥ, vol. 1, 78; Al-Shawkānī, Fatḥ, vol. 1, 272.
31 Ibn Juzay, vol. 1, 122; Al-Bayḍāwī, Anwār, vol. 1, 141; Ibn Kathir, vol. 1, 451; Al-Muqaddas Al-Ardibīlī, Zubdah, 593;
Al-Kāshānī, Zubah, vol. 1, 362; Al-Kāshānī, Manhaj Al-Ṣādiqīn, vol. 2, 14; Al-Kāshānī, Khulaṣah, vol. 1, 136; Al-Nakhjawānī,
Al-Fawātiḥ, vol. 1, 78; Al-‘Āmilī, Al-Wajīz, vol. 1, 188; Al-Kāshānī, Al-Mu’īn, vol. 1, 113; Al-Huwaydī Al-Baghdādī, Al-Mu‘īn, 35;
Haqqī Al-Burūsawī n.d., vol. 1, 354–355; Al-’Ālūsī, Rūh Al-Ma’anī, vol. 1, 530; Shubbar, Al-Jawhar, vol. 1, 220.
32 Al-Kāshifī Al-Sabzawārī 1369, 74; Al-Kāshānī M.F. 1336, vol. 2, 14.
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In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, traditionalist exegeses preserve patriarchal tendencies and
speak of the degree of men’s superiority and its justification as follows:
(1) Superiority of men’s rights over women’s.
(2) Superiority of a husband’s rights over those of his wife. The ḥadīth that a wife’s rights are 100 times

less than her husband’s, and the prostration of a wife to her husband are still commonly used. The
superiority of a man’s right of sexual satisfaction described in some texts is the exclusive right of
men. Some quote from a number of jurists (fuqahā’) that say a woman’s right to enjoy sex is not
equal to that of a man, and she does not have any right related to the issue.

(3) Superiority of men over women because of men’s superior intellect.

Progressive exegetical ideas, from the twentieth century onward, attempt to defend Islamic teachings
and orders concerning women and explain that man and woman are the same in their human essence,
that is, they have equal rights. In cases where women do not have similar rights, it is considered justice,
rather than discrimination. For them, the reason for preference of a man or woman over the other is one
of common law (‘urf), instinct (fiṭrah), nature (ṭabi’ah) and competence. These ideas can be classified as
follows:
(1) Men’s and women’s rights are not equal. They provide different explanations of this belief, including:

(1.1) Women’s rights are in proportion to her duties, exactly like men’s rights and duties. Some
mention that a man’s rights and duties in total are greater than those of a woman; equality of
rights is not a criterion for justice. Every person or class gets rights over others based on their
abilities and the role they fulfill.

(1.2) Man’s degree of superiority over a woman is reflective of their natural differences. The
superiority stands only when man’s leadership shows its fruits in marital life. Otherwise, he
naturally loses his leadership rights and someone capable from the family will replace him,
possibly his wife or child.

(1.3) Common laws (‘urf) are the criteria defining a man’s and a woman’s rights in marriage. What ‘urf
considers a right, is a right in the presence of Allah. “‘urf” comes from the Qur’anic term
“ma’rūf” which is the term for the current customs of that place and time. Therefore, rights
change with the change of place, time, situations and persons. Sustenance rights (nafaqah),



33 Sabzawārī Al-Najafī Al-Jadid, vol. 1, 281, Al-Irrshad, 41; Al-Khaṭīb, Al-Tafsīr, vol. 1, 261; Al-Mughnīyyah, Al-Mubīn, 46;
Al-Mughnīyyah, Al-Kāshif, vol. 1, 344–345; Mīrzā Khusravānī, Tafsīr, vol. 1, 298; Al-‘Āmilī, Tafsīr, I., vol. 1, 438; Al-Sa’dī,
Taysīr, 111; Al-Ḥā’irī Al-Tehrānī, Muqtanayāt, vol. 2, 71.
34 Al-Sabzawārī Al-Najafī, Irshād, 41; Al-Sabzawārī Al-Najafī, Al-Jadīd, vol. 1, 281; Al-Khaṭīb, Al-Tafsīr, vol. 1, 261;
Al-Darwaza, Al-Ḥadīth, vol. 2, 416; Al-Mughnīyyah, Al-Kāshif, vol. 1, 344–345, n.d., 46; Al-Janābiẓī, Bayan Al-Sa‘ādah, vol. 1,
202; Al-Sa’dī, Taysīr, 111; Al-Ḥā’irī Al-Tehrānī, Muqtanayāt, vol. 2, 71; Nawawī Al-Jāwī, Murāḥ, vol. 1, 79; Faḍlullāh, min Waḥy,
vol. 1, 283.
35 Al-Husainī Al-Shāh ‘Abdul’aḍīmī, Ithnā‘asharī, vol. 1, 408; Al-Janābiẓī, Bayan Al-Sa‘ādah, vol. 1, 202; Al-Sabzawārī
Al-Najafī, Al-Jadīd, vol. 1, 280; Al-Ḥā’irī Al-Tehrānī, Muqtanayāt, vol. 2, 71.
36 Al-Husainī Al-Shāh ‘Abdul’aḍīmī, Ithnā‘asharī, vol. 1, 408; Mīrzā Khusravānī, Tafsīr, vol. 1, 298; Al-Sabzawārī Al-Najafī,
Al-Jadīd, vol. 1, 280; Al-Ḥā’irī Al-Tehrānī, Muqtanayāt, vol. 2, 71; Sayyid Quṭb, fī Ḍilāl, vol. 1, 247.
37 Bānū’Amīn, Makhzan, vol. 2, 322.
38 Faḍlullāh, min Waḥy, vol. 4, 283.
39 Al-Sabzawārī Al-Najafī, Al-Jadīd, vol. 1, 280; Mulla H̨uwaysh, vol. 5, 189; Al-Khaṭīb, Al-Tafsīr, vol. 1, 261; Al-Janābiẓī, Bayan
Al-Sa‘ādah, vol. 1, 202; Al-‘Āmilī, Tafsīr, vol. 1, 438; Ja’farī, Kawthar, vol. 1, 535.
40 These two statements seem to be in conflict but this is what some exegetes stated, as discussed shortly.
41 Al-Sabzawārī Al-Najafī, Irshād, 41; Al-Ḥussainī Al-Hamidānī, Anwār, vol. 2, 203; Al-Ṭāliqānī, Partovī, vol. 2, 145; Al-Khaṭīb,
Al-Tafsīr, vol. 1, 261; Al-Ḥussainī Al-Shīrazī, Taqrīb, vol. 1, 252; Al-Sa’dī, Taysīr, 111; Faḍlullāh, min Waḥy, vol. 4, 283; Makārim
Al-Shīrāzī, Nimūneh, vol. 2, 158; Al-Ṣādiqī Al-Tehrānī, Al-furqān, vol. 1, 535; Al-Mudarrisī, Hudā Al-Qur’ān, vol. 1, 398;
Al-Ṭabāṭabā’ī, Al-Mīzān, vol. 2, 232.
42 Al-Khaṭīb, Al-Tafsīr, vol. 1, 261.
43 Riḍa, Al-Manār, from Al-Khaṭīb, Al-Tafsīr, vol. 1, 261.
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settlement (sukunah) and sexual relations (waṭ’) all refer to ma’rūf. The aim is good behavior and
a good temperament.

(1.4) The family as a social unit needs a master. Man is capable of being the master, as he knows what
is wise and the difference between right and wrong, and by his power and property he can
actualize his decisions. One exegete mentions that women always have understood and will
understand men’s capability within themselves, even when they gain money, knowledge and
power.

(1.5) Because of man’s guardianship of his family, he should support the woman and pay for her
expenses; the woman should obey him in exchange.

(1.6) Some exegetes compare women’s rights before Islam with her rights after Islam. Some compare
Muslim women’s rights with western women’s rights before the Renaissance, when they were
treated like animals. Some explain that the western critique of Muslim women’s rights is due to
some ignorant Muslims who are failing to observe Islamic commands and thereby acting
inappropriately. They state that Islam has given Muslim women a degree of freedom that
western women have not yet reached. One exegete claims that if women had divorce rights, the
family foundation and all human systems would collapse, as it has in Europe and America, and
man would have no moment of peace unless he dies or commits suicide!

(2) Some exegetes speak of equal rights of spouses. These rights are reported as different but equal. A
wife has the right to choose her husband, like her husband has this right, and after divorce she can
reject her husband’s return (raj’ah). One exegete has commented on a ḥadīth quoted many times in
past exegeses, which considers the husband’s rights 100 times more valuable than his wife’s rights.
This exegete says “I swear to Allah this ḥadīth is an accusation to Prophet Muhammad and contradicts
with the absolutely clear text of verse ‘wa lahunna mithlul laẓī ‘alayhinna bil ma’rūf’”. Furthermore,
exegetes used to consider no right for sexual satisfaction for women, but now a ḥadīth from the
Prophet Muhammad is quoted which commands men to behave in their intercourse, so that they
satisfy their wives as well.

(3) In the two most recent centuries, exegetes have spoken of equality and sameness of man and woman
in human nature. According to them, man and woman are created from the same origin and root; both
have intellect, volition, choice and control. They are exactly the same in humanity, essence,
feelings, awareness and wisdom; both are completely human, have a mind to think about good and
evil and have a heart to appreciate what they like; in other words, both man and woman have a
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heart with feelings. Every one prefers what is suitable and enjoyable for him/her. Both man and
woman choose according to their wisdom and feelings.

(4) In some exegeses, it is mentioned or explicitly stated that, in Islam, man and woman are equal, while
man is still superior.

According to traditional exegetes, man has more rights and responsibilities. In their eyes, a linear
cosmology governs the relationships of man and woman with Allah. Man is Allah’s slave, indirectly, and
woman is called powerless, imprisoned and enslaved, so she is Allah’s slave via the mediation of man.
Woman has a shortcoming in her level of humanity, intellect and faith. Her weak body and the effect of
menstruation which distances her from acts of worship are described as matters of shame and
humiliation. Finally, woman is unable to reach human perfection, prophecy, caliphate or imamate.

The change in exegetes’ ideas on the degree is synchronized with the change of woman’s situation in
the world. Although traditionalist exegeses repeat some ideas of the traditional exegeses, the domain of
the inferiority theory in their works is limited and slavery literature is not used here. Some progressive
exegetes speak of equality of man and woman. Some speak of the differences in roles but the same human
worth. The differences seem less egalitarian than equal here. But emphasizing the differences means man
and woman do not have a linear relationship to Allah. Man is not the mediator between woman and Allah.
They are both equal in being his worshipers. Some paradoxical expressions in some exegeses demonstrate
the contradiction between Islamic traditional cosmology and contemporary needs of the believers.

3 Preference of some over others

The second verse that helps in understanding the nature of women in Islamic tradition speaks of
preference (faḍl):

Men are the managers of the affairs (qawwāmūn) of women for that Allah has preferred in bounty (faḍḍala) some of them
over others, and for that they have expended of their property.

There are some questions which exegetes have answered about this verse, such as the occasion of
revelation and the meaning of the word “qawwāmūn”. We focus only on these relevant problems: the
referent of “some of them” and “others” in verse (ba‘uhum ‘alā ba‘ḍ), the reason of preference or
superiority and “the wisdom of preference”.

Traditional exegetes usually interpreted the referent of ba‘uhum ‘alā ba‘ḍ as the preference of men
over women. Nevertheless, in the fourteenth century, it was suggested that this part of the verse is
ambiguous, so a general preference cannot be deduced from it. Implicitly, there could be a woman who is
superior to a man. In the fifteenth century, another exegete stated that this preference is for the group of
men over the group of women; he also mentioned that there could be a woman who is superior to a man.

Although most of the exegeses after the twentieth century have a traditionalist opinion on the referent
of these words, that is superiority of “man” over “woman”, there are some limited progressive answers
to this question. They have asserted that the preference in this verse is:
(1) Preference of some men over some women.
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(2) Preference of most men over most women.
(3) Men are preferred in some aspects and women in some other aspects. For instance, men are

preferred in their thinking and intellect and women are preferred in their feelings and affections;
men are preferred in physical power and tolerance in difficulties and women are capable of exquisite
and precise works; and men are superior in intellect and power and women are stronger in keeping
what is in their trust.

The second question is “what is/are the reason(s) of preference ‘faḍl’ of man over woman?” The
answers of the traditional exegeses can be classified as follows:
(1) Men’s complete intellect, prudence (ḥazm), good management (tadbīr); some added men’s firm will

(‘azm) and knowledge. Others added men’s patience and intuitive vision (ḥads).
(2) Men’s physical power; some mentioned activities such as horse riding and archery which were

exclusive to men.
(3) Men’s superiority in their rights, such as polygamy, divorce rights, increased share of inheritance,

blood price and the value of their witness.
(4) Men’s superiority in religious actions such as their power in worshiping Allah, jihād, jum’ah and

jamā‘ah prayers, promotion of good and prevention of evil (al-’amr bi’l-ma’rūf wa al-nahy ‘anil-
munkar), call to prayer (’adhān) and seclusion in a mosque (’i’tikāf).

(5) Men’s superiority in religion and certainty (yaqīn) and strength of faith. An exegete quotes a ḥadīth
from the Prophet Muhammad: “I have not seen anything that can dispossess the wisdom of careful
man more than the incomplete intellect and religion (i.e. women)”. Women asked, “how is this?” He
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replied, “Do not you sometimes quit prayer and fasting (referring to menstruation)? That is because of
shortcoming in your religion. And the witness of one of you is half that of a man. That is because of a
shortcoming in your intellect.” From the eleventh century, a ḥadīth is quoted: a Jew asked the
Prophet Muhammad: “What is the superiority of men over women?” He replied:

Like superiority of the sky over the earth and superiority of water over the land. Water revives the land and man revives
woman. If there were no man, women would not be created. Don’t you see how they have menstruation and are unable to
worship during the time and men never have this?

(6) Men are superior because prophecy, caliphate, Imamate, etc. are exclusive to them.

Traditionalist exegetes vary in their reasons for the preference of men over women. The reasons they
suggest include the following:
(1) Men are superior over women in every aspect.
(2) Men’s creation is complete. They are complete in their comprehensions, affections and physical

organs.
(3) Men are superior in intellect, knowledge and good management. Some exegetes add that men’s

brains and hearts are bigger in size and weight than women’s. They consider this verse a Qur’anic
miracle, which pronounced the superiority of men even before the recent understanding of anatomy.

(4) Men are superior in their courage and physical power. Some state men are stronger in tolerance of
difficulties and responsibilities. They are stronger at defending their family.

(5) Men have preference with respect to rights, including the blood price, the share of inheritance, the
value of their witness and so on. The social and political aspects of religion such as caliphate, wilāyah,
jihad, jum’ah, jamā‘ah and consultation (shūra) are exclusive to men.
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(6) Men have preference in faith and religion too because of women’s menstruation, during which
women are not permitted to pray or fast. Some quote a ḥadīth: “Women are incomplete in intellect, the
portion they are given and in their faith”.

The ḥadīth that states the superiority of men over women, because of limitations induced by
menstruation, is used and interpreted similarly by post-fourteenth century exegetes.

Progressive exegetes’ ideas are as follows:
(1) The superiority of men is because of the emotional life of women. They don’t mention women are in

shortage of intellect. They state the emotions of women dominate their intellect.
(2) Men have preference in their duties. Thus, this superiority is not in their human existence and is not in

the hereafter. They work more; therefore, their tolerance to responsibilities is superior.
(3) Some exegetes do not speak of superiority or inferiority. They consider that the economic

responsibilities of men in the family are the justification for men being the managers of women’s
affairs (qawwāmūn “alā al-nisā”).

A question raised by progressive exegetes is “Why there should be superiority of one spouse over
another? or “What is the wisdom of preference (faḍl) of man over woman in creation?” The answers they
provide can be summarized as follows:
(1) If man and woman were to have the same abilities, there would have been no need for the human

species to have two classes or genders. The difference in their rights is because of the difference in
their formation (takwīn).

(2) Sometimes an inferiority is a blessing for the inferior.
(3) Family is the most important social unit, and it needs a leader.
(4) Both wife and husband have important roles and responsibilities in a family. The wife has the great

and crucial duty of motherhood which needs physical, mental and intellectual predispositions.
Therefore, it is fair that the second member of the family, the husband, is responsible for taking care
of the family, which enables the wife to do her duties in reproduction.

This verse has the potential to be interpreted in various ways. But traditional exegetes have
understood it only within their patriarchal worldview. They draw an inferior image of a woman’s mind
and body which is their proof for the linear cosmology. Traditionalist exegetes post-twentieth century
continue speaking of preferences of man. Progressives do not interpret the preference that is expressed in
Qur’an as the general preference of all men over all women. They confirm that some men are preferred
over some women. In their ideas, movements from patriarchy to egalitarianism are observable.

Inconspicuous in debates:
The third verse speaks of a quality of inconspicuousness (ghayr mubīn):
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What! One who is brought up amid ornaments and is inconspicuous in debates?

Verses 43:15–19 are about polytheists’ beliefs. They consider angels to be Allah’s daughters.
Castigating them, Allah asks whether they ascribe to Allah the one who (girl) they are ashamed of? The
one who has grown up wearing ornaments and cannot speak clearly in conflicts? It is noteworthy that a
few exegeses suggest that the verse could refer to idols or Moses the Prophet, but most of the exegetes
emphasize that the verse is more likely to be about girls and women. A crucial question in almost all the
relevant exegeses is “Why are women unable to speak and defend themselves in debates?”

Traditional exegetes before the twentieth century gave two possible reasons:
1. Women’s stupidity (sifāhah) and shortage of intellect.Some added that the reason for the quality of

being inconspicuous in disputes is that women are given little intellect, a lesser portion (of inheritance)
and less faith than men.

2. Women’s essential shortcomings (al-naqṣ al-ẓātī).

Some wrote that if women were not essentially incomplete, they would not need to decorate
themselves with ornaments. Gold and other ornaments are forbidden for men as they are the signs of
shortcomings and weakness. A man must avoid being humiliated.

Traditionalist exegetes of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have also provided two
explanations for women being inconspicuous in disputes:
1. Women’s stupidity and shortage of intellect.
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2. Women’s fundamental shortcomings; ornaments worn by women are a sign of the shortcomings.
Some wrote that excess use of ornaments, instead of using them moderately, is a shortcoming. Some
use offensive words for women to defend Allah and the angels: “Infidels committed three blasphemies:
first, they ascribed children to Allah. Second, they ascribed the lower type of child, that is, a girl, to
Him. Third, they consider angels to be women. This is a humiliation and an offense to the angels.”

Progressive exegeses presented other reasons:
1. Women’s feelings overcome their intellect.
2. Women’s shame and modesty.
3. Women grow up wearing ornaments and this makes them ignorant toward education and learning.

Progressive exegeses have demonstrated a change in point of view about women, in comparison with
earlier exegeses:
1. The verse ascribes “inconspicuous in disputes” to most women but there are, of course, exceptions.
2. The verse is not about all women. It refers to poor girls who were buried by their cruel fathers in pre-

Islamic Arab lands.
3. The verse describes the infidels’ opinion of women, not the truth.
4. The verse is not a humiliation for women. Allah has created women differently. The creature of Allah

cannot be His child and His type. The same expression can be said of men; men who need to eat, drink
and have sex cannot be Allah’s children and his type.

Traditional exegetes saw potentiality in this verse for other exegeses. They illustrate their image of
woman when they speak of her stupidity and essential shortcomings. Traditional views on women using
ornaments show cultural elements of Tafsir. Traditionalists repeat the earlier centuries’ ideas. These two
groups had the inferiority of woman as an exegetical assumption.

Progressives do not consider the verse to be about inferiority at all. They do not interpret the quality of
being inconspicuous as a general feminine quality. The fact that some women are successful in speaking
in debates, and their assumption of equality of man and woman in human worth resulted in such different
exegetical views.
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4 Analysis and conclusion

The exegeses of three verses reported in detail in this paper are a rich source for drawing Muslim scholars’
views of women and the change that has occurred in interpretation over time. There is no meaningful
difference between Sunni and Shia exegeses on this problem during the centuries. The exegeses show no
difference until the twentieth century. A woman, in exegeses of the previous 13 centuries, was described
as someone who had few duties and rights, while her endeavors in housewifery, childbearing and child
raising were ignored. Due to her few rights and extremely limited freedom, man was called owner and
absolute ruler over her. Woman, in their writings, had a shortcoming in her intellect and in her degree of
humanity. She was created from the left rib of man; thus, man was major and original and woman was
minor and the second gender. Looking at the historical extension of patriarchal thought in exegeses, we
find that women’s weaknesses in faith and virtues are described as the result of her shortcomings in
intellect and nature. The final characteristic of women used as justification for their inferiority in these
exegeses is women’s inability to reach human perfection, in contrast to men who can.

The twentieth and twenty-first centuries are known as a period of change in Islamic values that came
about because of increased literacy among women, industrialization requiring women in the workforce,
globalization and the spread of knowledge and ideas, human rights discourse emerging in the wake of
devastating wars and increased awareness of economic inequality around the world. We see women’s
movements and an improvement of women’s situation in life. The improvement in their life and education
led women to demand their rights. They conceived a new femininity and challenged all past conceptions
of a woman, both theoretically and practically. On the other hand, due to their more or less patriarchal
content, various religions are criticized as a result of social progress and the change in women’s rights and
demands. Among other religions, the Islamic heritage, including Islamic philosophy, theology,
jurisprudence and Qur’anic exegesis, was confronted with different and somewhat opposing viewpoints
on women’s issues. The theoretical reaction of every Islamic discipline ought to be studied separately.

The turning point in the exegetical history of these verses is found from the twentieth century onward.
The exegete of this time faced a dilemma. The exegetical and jurisprudential tradition of the previous 13
centuries had evidently and undoubtedly pictured women as weak, unintelligent and inferior to men. On
the other hand, new perspectives on women and newly acknowledged feminine qualities forced exegetes
to reconsider the interpretation of the holy texts. An increasing number of critiques of Islamic traditional
teachings on woman caused contemporary, thoughtful Muslim exegetes to reconsider traditional
hermeneutics. The exegetes’ responses during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have varied, as
described earlier, and two main tendencies are notable: traditionalist and progressive.

The traditionalist tendency was for some traditional patriarchal ideas to be maintained and other
views to be disregarded but without any criticism or rejection. Terminology and literature changed,
although the content remained almost the same as the traditional exegeses. Strong terms such as
imprisoned, enslaved, inferior and unintelligent were used less frequently. The concept of women being
“inferior in intellect” was more commonly described as women having the tendency for emotions that
overwhelm her intellect. Sometimes the claim of inferiority of a woman’s intellect was described in
scientific language, for example, the size and weight of a woman’s brain and heart are smaller than a
man’s. Exegetes from this era still believed in the superiority of man’s rights and, in some cases, man’s
nature and creation. What is obvious is that exegetes from this era began to omit the strongly negative
terminology that could not withstand the contemporary critiques they were facing. General claims of
superiority of every man over every woman from the previous era were rewritten in a softer manner, using
majority terminology rather than exclusive terms. It can be deduced that the exegetes advocating this
tendency either dismissed women’s contemporary situation and demands or stood against them,
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defending both women’s inferiority and Islamic traditional viewpoints from the literature of antecedent
exegetes. The solution they proposed for the problems of women was to follow the “true” teachings of
Islam, accepting their differences and to cease imitating “western women”. The elevated position that
Islam gifted to women is never achievable by living the western way.

The progressive tendency of exegetes in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries is to reread and
reevaluate the existing Qur’anic exegeses and ḥadīths and to present new theories about women. The
verses that had been considered to proclaim the inferiority of women were reinterpreted to be compatible
with the concept of equality of men and women. These exegetes used contemporary facts about women,
historical examples, literal and contextual points and other Qur’anic verses to present their new insights.
Ḥadīths, which have always been one of the bases of exegetical understanding, have been reevaluated by
these exegetes. Earlier exegeses quoted some ḥadīths to prove their claim of women’s inferiority.
Contemporary exegeses questioned some of these ḥadīths, either their ascription to the source of the
ḥadīth or transmitters, and some for their content when compared with Qur’anic teachings. They limit the
applicability (dilālah) of some ḥadīths to a specific time, place or situation. Some ḥadīths are ignored in
these contemporary exegeses without any critique despite their common use during earlier exegeses.
Exegetes search the enormous treasure of Islamic ḥadīths and choose and quote ḥadīths to support their
claims. Some of the newly quoted ḥadīths refer to the value and importance of women, the earlier coming
to faith of many women when compared with their husbands in the time of Prophet Muhammad, and the
sexual rights of wives.

Progressives have formulated many theories and their justification for them varies from one to
another. Equality of men’s and women’s rights is proposed despite the differences in their rights, natures
and spiritual lives. Differences in men’s and women’s rights are not considered a sign of superiority.
Superiority is described as two sided. Women are superior in some respects, like their feelings, and men in
others, like their intellect; their roles are different. These theories admit that women, in reality, are
mostly inferior, but they also make it clear the inferiority is not intrinsic, rather it is the result of women’s
poor upbringing and situation.

Some possible hermeneutical explanations can be proposed for such an evolution in exegetical ideas
in the twentieth century:
(1) The traditional and traditionalist exegeses are incorrect in their description of women’s nature and the

progressive exegetical ideas are correct. Traditional exegeses ascribed to woman characteristics that
are not part of her essence, such as inferiority and weakness in intellect and virtues. Accepting this
explanation, one should consider the factors of success or failure in “correct exegesis”. Exegetes
reached their conclusions through consideration of their linguistic and literary understanding of the
passage of study, ḥadīths and other verses in the Qur’an as well as social facts, the facts that support
the exegetes’ ideas in their real-life. For instance, when exegetes proposed the inferiority of women in
past centuries, social facts, i.e., real women of their time, supported it. Should any other consideration
be added? Was it possible for them to write a correct exegesis pre-fourteenth century? If yes, what was
the missing factor? It seems that none of these questions has a convincing answer. If no, how can it be
reconciled with the Muslim belief that the Qur’an is the eternal message of Allah for all people, in
all times and places, which contains every detail of truth?

(2) Progressive exegeses with new interpretations are incorrect. If true, then fundamental views of
traditional and traditionalist exegetes should be accepted as genuine Islamic ideas. Islam should
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admit and defend its beliefs as a patriarchal religion and teach the inferiority of women. This
explanation would need to solve the contradiction between patriarchy and some verses of the Qur’an
such as (49:13), (4:124), (33:35) and (4:32) that speaks of equality of human worth regardless of race
and gender. It must also deal with the contemporary demands of Muslim women, like justice.

(3) Both exegetical views, inferiority and equality (or at least the difference between the genders with no
superiority), are correct. How can these contradictory understandings both be correct? A simple, but
possible, answer is that earlier exegetes described women of past centuries and contemporary
exegetes have described contemporary women. The exegetes consciously or subconsciously see
themselves and their societies in the mirror of Qur’an verses.

It may be estimated that majority of Muslim women of past ages had the negative described qualities
as we don’t see active women in social areas, though the effect of theory leading to an action should not
be ignored. For example, if women are considered inferior by society, they will consequently be limited by
society in their ability to develop their intellect and virtues. The theory caused an action that will then
lead to a second theory, for example, women’s essential inability to gain human perfection and then to a
third theory, etc. This chain was broken in the twentieth century. Women’s situation changed in both
theory and practice. These theories and facts are affecting Qur’anic exegeses on women’s issues. On the
other hand, the Qur’an has the potential for different interpretations. Some have not seen the polysemy of
the Qur’an as a threat but as an opportunity to harmonize present human needs with the eternal text of
the Qur’an.
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