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Abstract

Aisha Abd al-Rahman, known as Bint al-Shati, was a contemporary Qur’anic scholar and a Sunni Muslim thinker whose Qur’anic
perspectives have attracted the attention of researchers in recent decades. In her interpretation of the Qur’an, she employed the literary-
rhetorical method; therefore, her exegesis maintains a close relationship with literary discussions. This Qur’anic scholar made extensive
use of contextual indicators (siyaq) in interpreting the Qur’an. Among the most important Qur’an-oriented principles and foundations in
Bint al-Shati’s Qur’anic studies is the reliance on the contextual coherence of verses as a criterion for understanding Qur’anic texts. The
primary issue of the present study is the examination of the function of contextual indicators in the Qur’anic studies of this exegete. Using
a descriptive—analytical method, the author concludes that this Qur’anic scholar, with a rhetorical orientation and through a modernist
approach influenced by familiarity with Orientalist methods in Qur’anic studies, relied predominantly on general context (i.e., the Qur’an
as a whole). In this regard, several important theoretical points emerge concerning the application of context that must be taken into
consideration: first, the lexical meaning of every Qur’anic word must be identified; second, the semantic associations of all Qur’anic
verses related to the subject under discussion must be considered; and third, sufficient awareness of the textual structure and context of
the verses must be attained in order to comprehend Qur’anic words and concepts. Through this method, an individual becomes capable of
discerning the original meaning of the Qur’anic text and Qur’anic principles, thereby avoiding the imposition of non-Qur’anic projections
upon the text.
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Extended Abstract

This study examines the concept of context, or siydg, and its interpretive function in the Qur’anic studies of
Aisha Abd al-Rahman, known as Bint al-Shati, one of the most prominent contemporary scholars of literary
Qur’anic exegesis. Qur’anic interpretation, as one of the central disciplines of Islamic humanities, has
historically developed through diverse methodological orientations, including transmitted exegesis, rational
exegesis, Qur’an-by-Qur’an interpretation, and literary-rhetorical interpretation. Within this spectrum, literary
interpretation gives special attention to the linguistic, rhetorical, syntactic, semantic, and stylistic structure of
the Qur’anic text. Bint al-Shati’s exegetical project belongs to this literary-rhetorical tendency and is closely
connected with the intellectual program of Amin al-Khuli, who argued for a methodical literary study of the
Qur’an as a text with a unique expressive system (15). Bint al-Shati adopted this approach and sought to reveal
the semantic precision and rhetorical coherence of Qur’anic expression through careful attention to lexical
usage, textual structure, and contextual relations among verses (11). The central problem addressed in this
study is the role of contextual indication in Bint al-Shati’s Qur’anic research and the extent to which she used
context as a criterion for understanding Qur’anic meanings. Since context has long been recognized as a major
principle in the interpretation of sacred texts, especially through the idea that “the Qur’an explains itself,” the
present study situates Bint al-Shati’s approach within the broader tradition of Qur’anic hermeneutics while
also showing its modern literary and methodological character (2, 16).

The research adopts a descriptive—analytical method and focuses on Bint al-Shati’s understanding of siyaq as
both a textual and semantic indicator. In Qur’anic studies, context refers to the particular position of a word,
phrase, or sentence within a larger linguistic structure, where meaning is shaped by adjacency, sequence,
thematic unity, and rhetorical coherence (6). Context is not merely the immediate before-and-after arrangement
of words; it also includes the conceptual unity of discourse and the broader semantic field created by the Qur’an
as a whole (7). From this perspective, contextual interpretation requires attention to several conditions,
including unity of revelation, thematic unity, and the absence of a stronger opposing indicator. Bint al-Shati’s
interpretive practice shows a strong preference for what may be called general context, meaning the use of the
entire Qur’an as the semantic framework for understanding a specific word or verse. This approach is evident
in her insistence that a Qur’anic word should not be interpreted in isolation, but rather through the examination
of all its occurrences in the Qur’an, its lexical roots, its material and metaphorical usages, and its function
within the specific context of the verse and the general context of Qur’anic discourse (11). Her method therefore
combines lexical inquiry, rhetorical analysis, and thematic comparison in order to prevent externally imposed
meanings from being projected onto the Qur’anic text.

A key finding of this study is that Bint al-Shati’s use of context is inseparable from her commitment to thematic
interpretation. She considers sequential interpretation, when practiced without thematic integration,
insufficient for discovering the full meaning and rhetorical intention of the Qur’an. Since Qur’anic themes are
distributed across different surahs and contexts, understanding a given concept requires collecting and
comparing all related verses before drawing a conclusion. This procedure reflects her belief that the Qur’an
possesses its own internal semantic system and that the interpreter must move from the Qur’anic text itself
toward meaning, rather than from external doctrinal, historical, or speculative assumptions toward the text (11).
In this regard, she continues and reformulates the classical principle of Qur’an-by-Qur’an interpretation, which
was also affirmed in different ways by earlier scholars of Qur’anic sciences and exegesis (2, 3). However, her
contribution lies in applying this principle within a modern literary framework shaped by rhetorical analysis,
lexical precision, and awareness of contemporary textual studies. For example, in interpreting Qur’anic
vocabulary, she does not accept synonymy as a simple equivalence between two words; instead, she argues
that every Qur’anic word has its own precise expressive function and cannot be replaced by another word
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without altering the rhetorical and semantic structure of the verse (17). This emphasis on the non-
interchangeability of Qur’anic expressions is one of the most important outcomes of her contextual method.
Another major result of the study concerns Bint al-Shati’s lexical method. She argues that the interpreter must
first investigate the original linguistic meaning of a Qur’anic word and then study all Qur’anic occurrences of
that word in their various forms. Only after this inductive survey can the interpreter determine the specific
meaning intended in a particular verse. This method is illustrated in her treatment of terms such as faragh,
nasab, na Tm, and sa ‘ah. In her analysis of the verse “When you are free, then strive,” she rejects interpretations
that isolate the verse from its surrounding textual environment and instead connects it to the preceding verses
concerning the expansion of the Prophet’s breast, the removal of his burden, and the elevation of his
remembrance (11). Through this contextual reading, “freedom” is understood not as ordinary leisure, but as
relief from anxiety, hesitation, and the burden of prophetic hardship, while “striving” refers to renewed effort
in carrying the responsibilities of divine mission. Similarly, in her interpretation of na 7m, she reviews earlier
exegetical opinions but ultimately relies on Qur’anic usage and contextual warning to argue that the term refers
to true eschatological blessing rather than ordinary worldly pleasures (11, 14). These examples show that Bint
al-Shati’s contextual method is not a general theoretical claim only, but a practical interpretive procedure
through which lexical meaning, rhetorical structure, and Qur’anic coherence are brought together.

The study also shows that Bint al-Shati’s approach gives limited authority to exegetical reports when they
conflict with textual and contextual evidence. She does not reject the interpretive tradition altogether, but she
refuses to accept narrations uncritically when they contradict the chronology, structure, or semantic logic of
the Qur’anic text. Her critique of some reports concerning the occasion of revelation demonstrates this
principle. In such cases, she gives priority to the internal evidence of the Qur’an and to the contextual coherence
of the verse or surah over inherited explanations that appear historically or semantically weak (11). This feature
connects her method to a broader modern concern with methodological rigor in Qur’anic interpretation, while
also distinguishing it from purely transmitted exegesis (1, 18). At the same time, her method is shaped by
literary modernism and by the influence of Amin al-Khuli’s call for a renewed study of the Qur’an based on
literary analysis (15, 19). Her familiarity with modern literary criticism and with Orientalist modes of textual
study contributed to her emphasis on systematic analysis, but her goal remained the disclosure of the Qur’an’s
distinctive rhetorical order and semantic precision (12, 20). Thus, her work stands at the intersection of
classical Qur’anic principles, modern literary method, and rhetorical sensitivity.

In conclusion, this study concludes that context occupies a foundational position in Bint al-Shati’s Qur’anic
studies and functions as a decisive criterion for understanding Qur’anic words, verses, and themes. Her method
requires the interpreter to identify the lexical meaning of each Qur’anic word, examine all related verses and
semantic associations, and understand both the immediate and general context of the Qur’anic discourse.
Through this procedure, the interpreter becomes better able to reach the original meaning of the Qur’anic text
and to avoid imposing non-Qur’anic assumptions upon it. Bint al-Shati’s work demonstrates that literary
interpretation is not merely aesthetic appreciation, but a disciplined hermeneutical method grounded in
linguistic precision, rhetorical awareness, and textual coherence. Her use of context also shows that no
Qur’anic word, letter, or expression can be treated as accidental or freely replaceable, because each element
participates in the wider architecture of meaning. Therefore, her contribution lies in presenting a method of
Qur’anic interpretation that combines fidelity to the text with analytical rigor and reveals the expressive
uniqueness of the Qur’an through the systematic study of its contextual relations.
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