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ABSTRACT

The historical marginalization of direct engagement with Biblical texts
within Islamic exegetical traditions has contributed to an ahistorical
perception of the Qur’an’s narrative relationship with Judeo-Christian
traditions. While classical mufassiriin (exegetes) predominantly relied
on orally transmitted Isra’iliyyat narratives rather than engaging
directly with Biblical texts, this methodological limitation began to
shift significantly in the colonial era. This article examines the critical
dialectic methodology employed by Muhammad al-Tahir Ibn ‘Ashur
(1879-1973) in his magnum opus, al-Tahrir wa al-Tanwir, as a pivotal
epistemological intervention in modernist Qur’anic hermeneutics.
Operating within the complex socio-intellectual landscape of French
colonial Tunisia, Ibn ‘Ashiir developed a sophisticated hermeneutical
framework that directly engaged Biblical texts while simultaneously
challenging their narratological authority. Through comparative
textual analysis of three paradigmatic narratives—the Golden Calf
episode (QS. Taha), the Christology of Jesus/’Isa (QS. Maryam), and
the status of Noah’s wife (QS. Tahrim)—this study reveals how Ibn
‘Ashur’s critical dialectic represents an epistemological negotiation
between traditional Islamic exegetical principles and modern text-
critical methodologies. The findings demonstrate that Ibn ‘Ashur’s
approach transcends mere apologetics by constructing a multi-layered
hermeneutical framework that simultaneously validates the Qur’anic
narrative through rational argumentation, historical contextualization,
and linguistic analysis while positioning it as an epistemologically
superior corrective to perceived Biblical inconsistencies. This research
contributes to the evolving understanding of Muslim intellectual
responses to modernity and colonialism through textual engagement,
revealing how comparative scriptural hermeneutics functioned as both
intellectual resistance and epistemological restructuring in early 20th
century Islamic reformism
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Introduction

In the classical tradition of Qur’anic interpretation, systematic and critical dialectical engagement with biblical
narratives is rarely found. This phenomenon creates an epistemological paradox: on one hand, Qur’anic
exegesis is replete with references to biblical narratives through Isra’iliyyat, yet on the other hand, premodern
Islamic scholarship generally avoided direct engagement with Judeo-Christian scriptural texts. This asymmetry
produces what Gabriel Said Reynolds calls an ahistorical perspective in understanding the intertextuality of the
Qur’an with biblical tradition (Reynolds, 2010b, pp. 8-12). This interpretive tradition that marginalized direct
textual dialogue with the Bible underwent significant transformation during the colonial era when Muslim
scholars began adopting more critical approaches to Isra’iliyyat sources and engaging directly with biblical
texts. Muhammad al-Tahir Ibn ‘Ashur (1879-1973) represents a paradigmatic turning point in this exegetical
tradition through his magnum opus, al-Tahrir wa al-Tanwir. As shaykb al-I1slam and rector of Zaytuna University
operating within the French colonial sphere of influence, Ibn ‘Ashur confronted biblical narratives directly while
asserting the epistemological superiority of the Qur’an—what this study terms critical dialectics. This approach
marks an important methodological transition from dependence on Isra’iliyyat traditions to direct engagement
with biblical textuality as an object of analysis.

Previous studies on Ibn ‘Ashur have explored various aspects of his thought but tend to fall into two main
tendencies that have not fully captured the dynamics of his critical dialectics with biblical tradition. The first
group focuses on his hermeneutical methodology, as seen in the works of Saqar and Suleiman et al., who analyze
the ten methodological principles formulated by Ibn ‘Ashur as the foundation of his interpretation (Saqgar, 2001,
pp. 89-103; Suleiman, 2024). They emphasize how Ibn ‘Ashur performed a significant recalibration of the
epistemic hierarchy in the tafsir tradition by providing greater space for hermeneutical rationality compared
to tafsir bi al-ma’thur. The second group, including works such as Mubarak, Ono, Mustofa & Syarifah, and
Firat, examines the thematic application of magqasid al-shari’ah principles in Ibn ‘Ashur’s interpretation of
specific verses related to gender, religious freedom, and law (Firat, 2024; Mubarak, 2018; Mustofa & Syarifah,
2021; Ono, 2021). While contributing significantly to understanding Ibn ‘Ashur’s contemporary relevance, these
approaches tend to overlook an important comparative dimension of his hermeneutics—namely his critical
engagement with biblical textuality in the colonial context.

Recent research on intertextuality between the Qur’an and Bible by scholars such as Pregill, Reynolds,
and Albayrak has demonstrated the importance of comparative approaches for understanding the narratological
dynamics of scripture in the Abrahamic tradition (Albayrak, 2001; Pregill, 2020a; Reynolds, 2010b). Pregill and
Albayrak’s work on the Golden Calf narrative has revealed the epistemological complexity in understanding
fundamental differences between the depiction of Samiri in the Qur’an and the narrative about Aaron in the
Book of Exodus (Albayrak, 2001; Pregill, 2020a). Similarly, studies on Qur’anic Christology by Demichelis
and Haleem highlight fundamental differences in the conceptualization of Isa/Jesus (Demichelis, 2021; Haleem,
2006). However, these studies have not adequately explored how 20th-century reformist Muslim scholarship
such as Ibn ‘Ashur developed new hermeneutical methods to integrate modern textual criticism with traditional
Islamic epistemological principles.

This article argues that Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics represents a complex and multi-dimensional
epistemological intervention. Through textual analysis, historical contextualization, and rational argumentation,
Ibn ‘Ashur not only seeks to demonstrate deficiencies in biblical narratives but also acts as a biblical hermeneutical
interpreter himself. He offers alternative interpretations of biblical texts to reconcile disparities with Qur’anic
narratives (Saqar, 2001). This approach transcends traditional apologetics because it does not merely assert
the normative superiority of the Qur’an, but rather constructs an epistemological framework that integrates
modern critical methods with Islamic axiology. His critical dialectics is laden with dogmatic and historical
presuppositions that reflect his liminal position—situated at the intersection of tradition and modernity, colonial
resistance, and internal reform.

This research employs a hermeneutic-genealogical approach that integrates textual analysis and historical
contextualization. This methodology consists of three main components: First, comparative textual analysis
that identifies patterns of critical dialectics in Ibn ‘Ashur’s interpretation of biblical narratives in the Qur’an.
The focus of this analysis is on three paradigmatic cases: (1) the Golden Calf narrative in Surah Taha, (2) the
Christology of Jesus in Surab Maryam, and (3) the status of Noah’s wife in Surah Tabrim. These three cases are
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selected based on their epistemological representativeness in demonstrating three controversial dimensions in
prophetic narratives: prophetic epistemology (the case of Aaron), theology of divinity (the case of Jesus), and
prophetic morality (the case of Noah’s wife). These cases are also chosen because they reflect the spectrum of
Ibn ‘Ashur’s methodological approaches, from explicit criticism of biblical narratives to more nuanced attempts
at hermeneutical reconciliation.

A. The Socio-Intellectual Context of Ibn ‘Ashur and His Encounter with the Bible

Ibn ‘Ashur (1879-1973) lived during a transformative period marked by the challenges of colonialism, religious
identity crisis, and intellectual reform in Islam. His position as a scholar operating in Tunisia under French
domination placed him at a critical intersection between Islamic tradition and European modernity. This
condition created circumstances that Ibn ‘Ashur responded to, particularly after assuming the position of mufti
in 1932 (Nafi, 2005, p. 11). In his early life, Ibn ‘Ashur was not heavily involved in the political sphere, but the
increasingly heated socio-political conditions following French policies that affected citizenship identity and
diversity in Tunisia influenced the fatwas and educational reform movements he led.

1. Biographical and Intellectual Background

Ibn ‘Ashur can be traced to have a family background involved in both religious and political spheres. One
of the ‘Ashur family lineages named Muhammad ibn ‘Ashur was a Sufi of the Shadhili tariga who was born
in 1031/1621 in Salé, one of the cities in Morocco. From Morocco, he traveled to the Hijaz for hajj and
to Tunisia to become a teacher of that Sufi order. Three generations before Ibn ‘Ashur, namely Ahmad (d.
1255/1839) and Muhammad (also known as Hamada; d. 1265/1849), were sent to study at Zaytuna and
also occupied themselves with spiritual matters (Nafi, 2005). However, from his mother’s side, his grandfather
named Muhammad Al-’Aziz Bu ‘Attur (1825-1907) was the prime minister of ‘Ali Bey III (1882-1903), the first
ruler of Tunis after France successfully controlled Tunisia. From that family line, Ibn ‘Ashur inherited a family
engaged in religion from his father’s side and renowned in politics from his mother’s lineage.

His formal education took place at Zaytuna University, one of the oldest and most prestigious centers
of Islamic learning in the Muslim world. Here, he acquired the foundations of tafsir, figh, and Arabic language,
including understanding of the tafsir al-ma’thur tradition that he later critically evaluated in his own work (al-
Najjar, 2008, pp. 72-76).

The main distinguishing factor in Ibn ‘Ashur’s intellectual development was the bilingual education he

received at Madrasah Sadiqiyyah, an institution established to train the Tunisian elite in modern administration
(Ibn al-Khoja,n.d., pp. 31-35). His proficiency in French gave him direct access to European scholarship, including
modern biblical criticism that was rapidly developing in France in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Unlike
many traditional scholars who only accessed European thought through translations or mediation, Ibn ‘Ashur
could interact directly with primary sources, giving him a unique perspective on textual criticism methodology
(Nafi, 2005, pp. 3-5).
His professional career as a judge (gadi), mufti, and eventually Shaykh al-Islam of Tunisia as well as rector
of Zaytuna University placed him at the institutional intersection between traditional religious authority and
the colonial state. This liminal position, although often trapping him in political conflicts, also facilitated the
development of a hermeneutical approach that integrated tradition and modernity (El-Mesawi, 2014, pp. 27—
33).

2. Sources of Biblical Knowledge
Ibn ‘Ashur’s engagement with biblical texts was enabled through three primary channels: Arabic Bible translations
(particularly the Van Dyck translation that became standard in the Arab world), his French language skills
providing access to European biblical criticism literature, and intellectual connections with Egyptian reformists
like Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida through al-Manar journal (Ibrahim, 2018; Yakubovych, 2016,
pp. 118-122). These influences allowed him to develop a critical hermeneutical approach that transcended
traditional Islamic polemics while avoiding mere imitation of Western methodology (El-Mesawi, 2014, pp.
40-43).

Methodologically, Ibn ‘Ashur distinguished himself from contemporary Muslim reformists. Unlike
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Muhammad Abduh (1947, pp. 156-158), who minimized Qur’an-Bible disparities to emphasize Abrahamic
universality and Rashid Rida, who adopted confrontational polemics against Christian texts (Mir, 1988).
Ibn ‘Ashur developed nuanced comparative hermeneutics that acknowledged biblical historical value while
maintaining Qur’anic corrective authority. His approach more closely resembled Indian subcontinent scholars
Shibli Nomani and Hamiduddin Farahi in developing critical-comparative biblical analysis. However, Tunisia’s
unique colonial context provided distinctive dimensions to his critical dialectics, particularly through access to
French biblical scholarship unavailable to reformists in other regions.

B. Critical Dialectics of Biblical Criticism in Tafsir al-Tahrir wa al-Tanwir according to Ibn ‘Ashur

Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics toward biblical narratives in Tafsir al-Tabrir wa al-Tanwir represents a complex
and multi-dimensional hermeneutical methodology. Through analysis of three paradigmatic cases, this section
explores how Ibn ‘Ashur operationalizes his comparative approach to reconcile disparities between Qur’anic
and biblical narratives.

1. Critical Dialectics of Prophetic Epistemology: The Golden Calf Narrative in Tafsir al-Tahrir wa al-Tanwir
The Golden Calf narrative represents one of the most significant narrative contradictions between the Qur’an
and Bible. The fundamental difference lies in identifying the main actor responsible for creating the golden statue:
the Qur’an (QS. Taha 20:83-85, 95-97; QS. Al-A’raf 7:148-150) identifies Samiri as the primary instigator, while
the Book of Exodus (32:1-6) explicitly depicts Aaron as the maker of the statue at the request of the Israelites
(Pregill, 2020b, pp. 68-75). This narrative disparity has profound epistemological implications, particularly
regarding the concept of ‘ismab (prophetic infallibility) in Islamic theology.

In his interpretation of QS. Taha 20:83-85, Ibn ‘Ashur develops a multi-dimensional comparative analysis
involving linguistic, theological, and historical aspects. This interpretation begins with a critical observation of
the limitations of information in the Torah.

“Wa laysa fi kitab al-Tawrah ma yushiru ila akthar min sun’ bani Isra’1l al-"ijl min dhahab ittakhadbibu
ilahan fit muddat maghib Misa, wa anna sabab dhalik istibta’ubum ruji’ Misa; gali lan nabraha ‘alaybi
‘akifin hatta yarji’a ilayna Misa”

There is nothing in the Book of Torah that indicates more than the making of the golden calf by the Israelites,
which they took as a god during Moses’ absence, and that the cause of this was their impatience for Moses’
return; “They said: We will not cease worshipping it until Moses returns to us’ (Ibn *Ashur, 1984a, p. 225).
Through this statement, Ibn ‘Ashur performs two important hermeneutical maneuvers: first, identifying “absence”
in the biblical narrative (explanation of Moses’ haste) as an indicator of epistemological incompleteness; second,
positioning the Qur’an as a source that provides narrative details missing in biblical tradition. This approach
reflects what Walid Saleh calls “corrective hermeneutics” that affirms Qur’anic authority while acknowledging
basic similarities with biblical tradition (Saleh, 2013, pp. 227-230).

Ibn ‘Ashur then performs historical contextualization of the Samirl narrative, rejecting his personal
identification as Misa ibn Zafar (the view of al-ZamakhsharT and al-Qurtiibi) as well as geographical derivation
from Samaria (which he considers anachronistic). Instead, he proposes a socio-religious interpretation that
identifies “Samiri” as a sectarian category with historical continuity.

Wa’lam anna al-Samiriyyin laqab li-ta’ifab min al-Yahid yuqal labum aydan al-Samirab, labum madbhab
khass mukbalif li-madbhab jama’at al-Yabudiyyab fi usul al-din...”

Know that Samiriyyun is a title for a group of Jews who are also called Samirah, they have a special doctrine
that differs from the doctrine of the Jewish community in religious principles... (Ibn ’Ashur, 1984a, p. 227)

By tracing this group to the time of Jesus and referring to their negative portrayal in the Gospels of Matthew (10)
and Luke (9), Ibn ‘Ashur constructs a more coherent narrative from the perspective of Abrahamic tradition. This
methodology demonstrates how Ibn ‘Ashur integrates modern historical-critical approaches with traditional
Islamic epistemology, using Gospel texts to strengthen the Qur’anic portrayal of opponents of monotheism
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(Nafi, 2005, pp. 10-11). The pinnacle of his critical analysis emerges when Ibn ‘Ashur explicitly identifies a
“major error” in the Exodus narrative.

Wa waqa’at fi kitab al-Khurij min al-Tawrab fi al-ishah al-thani wa al-thalathin zallah kubra, idh
za’ami anna Harun sana’a al-’ijl labum lamma qali labu: ‘isna’ lana alibab tasiru amamana li-anna la
na’lam madha asaba Musa {1 al-jabal fa-sana’a labhum ‘ijlan min dbhahab’. Wa ahsibu anna hadha min
athar talashi al-Tawrah al-asliyyabh ba’d al-asr al-Babali, wa anna alladbi a’ada kitabataha lam yuhsin
tahrir hadhibi al-qissab. Wa mimma naqta’u bihi anna Harun ma’sim min dhalik li-annabu rasul.

A major error occurred in the Book of Exodus from the Torah in chapter thirty-two, when they claimed that
Aaron made the calf for them when they said to him: ‘Make for us gods who will go before us, because we do
not know what happened to Moses on the mountain, so he made a golden calf for them.” I suppose this is one
of the effects of the disappearance of the original Torah after the Babylonian captivity, and that the one who
rewrote it did not properly record this story. What we can be certain of is that Aaron is protected from such [sin]
because he is a messenger (Ibn ’Ashur, 1984a, p. 230).

That argumentation combines three important methodological elements. First, historical criticism that
reflects modern biblical scholarship about post-exilic composition of the Pentateuch, demonstrating Ibn ‘Ashur’s
familiarity with European scientific discourse (Friedman, 1997, pp. 70-74). Second, Islamic epistemological
principles about the ‘ismah of prophets that function as parameters of narrative truth. Third, hermeneutical
authority given to himself as an interpreter to “correct” biblical narratives based on Islamic epistemological
frameworks.

Interestingly, Ibn ‘Ashur does not completely reject the historical validity of biblical narratives. He
acknowledges parts of the Exodus narrative that do not contradict fundamental Islamic principles. This selective
approach reflects a more sophisticated methodology compared to the total rejection or uncritical acceptance of
biblical tradition often found in traditional Islamic scholarship (Saleh, 2006).

Richard Elliott Friedman’s analysis of the “E” source in the Golden Calf narrative as representing anti-
Aaron tendencies from Levite priests in Shiloh offers an interesting parallel to Ibn ‘Ashur’s criticism (Friedman,
1997, pp. 70-74). Despite departing from different epistemological traditions, both identify political and
sectarian dimensions in narrative construction. However, while Friedman sees this as evidence of internal
evolution within Jewish tradition, Ibn ‘Ashur interprets it as an indication of post-canonical distortion of
original revelation. Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics in this case not only rejects the epistemological authority of
biblical narratives but also offers alternative narratives that integrate elements from Judeo-Christian tradition
into a Qur’anic framework. This approach transcends simple polemics, demonstrating a sophisticated model of
comparative hermeneutics in a colonial context (Pregill, 2020b, pp. 210-215).

2. Critical Dialectics of Christology in the Isa/Jesus Narrative in Tafsir al-Tahrir wa al-Tanwir
The fundamental differences in Christology between Islamic and Christian traditions make narratives about
Isa/Jesus a zone of intense theological contestation. In interpreting Surah Maryam, Ibn ‘Ashur develops critical
dialectics that respond to the doctrine of Jesus’ divinity by emphasizing the humanity and prophetic status of
Isa in the Qur’anic narrative, while criticizing what he sees as distortions and omissions in Gospel texts (Khalidi,
2001, pp. 12-18).

Ibn ‘Ashur’s analysis of Isa’s miracle of speaking in the cradle (QS. Maryam 19:30-33) highlights
narrative elements absent from the Gospel canon.

“Kalam ‘Isa hadha mimma abmalathu andjil al-Nasara li-annabum tawaw khabar wusiliba ila ahliba
ba’d wad’iha, wa buwa tayy yata’ajjabu minhu. Wa yadullu ‘ala annaha kutibat fi ahwal ghayr madbitah,
fa-atla’a Allabu ta’ala ‘alayhi nabiyyabu - salla Allabu ‘alayhi wa sallam -.”

This speech of Jesus is among what the Gospels of the Christians neglected because they folded [concealed]
the news of her [Mary’s] arrival to her family after giving birth, and this is a concealment that is astonishing.
This indicates that they [the Gospels] were written in circumstances that were not precise/accurate, so Allah the
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Exalted informed His Prophet [Muhammad] about it (Ibn *Ashur, 1984a, p. 108).

This statement operationalizes two important hermeneutical strategies. First, identifying “absence” in
the Gospel canon as a significant omission indicating epistemological incompleteness, not merely narrative
variation (Reynolds, 2010a, pp. 189-192). Second, characterizing the conditions of Gospel composition as
ahwal ghayr madbitab (circumstances that were not orderly or accurate), a term that reflects methodological
criticism of the historical reliability of Gospel texts. This terminology demonstrates Ibn ‘Ashur’s familiarity with
modern biblical critical discourse about Gospel composition and transmission, although articulated within an
Islamic epistemological framework regarding revelation (McAuliffe, 1996). Ibn ‘Ashur gives special attention to
Isa’s opening declaration in verse 30: “inni ‘abd Allah” (“Indeed, I am a servant of Allah”). He interprets this as
a theological proclamation that deliberately precedes and anticipates future Christological deviations.

“Wa al-ibtida’ bi-wasf al-’ubidiyyah li-Llah algabu Allabu “ala lisan ‘Isa li-anna Allaba ‘alima bi-anna
qawman sa-yaqultuna: innabu ibn Allabh.”

And the beginning with the description of servitude to Allah that Allah placed upon Jesus’ tongue because Allah
knew that a people would say: Indeed, he [Jesus] is the son of Allah. (Ibn ’Ashur, 1984a, p. 110).

This analysis reflects a prophetic-teleological interpretation that positions the Qur’anic narrative as anticipation
and correction of doctrinal evolution in Christian tradition (Demichelis, 2021, pp. 980-981). This approach
not only affirms the epistemological priority of the Qur’an but also constructs a hermeneutical framework in
which differences between Islamic and Christian traditions are understood not as ahistorical contradictions, but
as results of progressive distortion of the original monotheistic message conveyed by Jesus himself (Reynolds,
2010a, pp. 195-198). Another dimension of Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics emerges in his analysis of the reference
to “al-kitab” (the book) in verse 30. He offers a dual interpretation that questions the textual autonomy of the
Gospel.

“Wa al-kitab: al-shart’ah allati min sha’niha an tuktab li-’alla yaga’a fiha taghyir. Fa-itlaq al-kitab ‘ala
shariat “Isa ka-itlaq al-kitab ‘ala al-Qur’an. Wa al-murad bi-al-kitab al-Injil wa huwa ma kutiba min
al-wahy alladhi khataba Allahu bibi ‘Isa. Wa yajizu an yurdda bi-al-kitab al-Tawrah fa-yakinu al-ita@’
ita’ ‘ilm ma fi al-Tawrab ka-qawlibi ta’ala ‘ya Yahya kbudhb al-kitab bi-quwwah’. Fa-yakinu gqawlubu
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‘wa ja’alani nabiyyan’ irtiqa’ fi al-maratib allati ‘atabu Allabu iyyaha’.

And the book: the law whose nature is to be written so that no change occurs in it. So calling the law of Jesus
“the book” is like calling the Qur’an “the book.” What is meant by the book is the Gospel, which is what was
written from the revelation that Allah addressed to Jesus. And it is also possible that what is meant by the book
is the Torah, so the “giving” would mean giving knowledge of what is in the Torah, like His saying the Exalted:
‘O John, take the book with strength.” So his saying ‘and He made me a prophet’ would be an elevation in the
ranks that ‘Allah gave him’ (Ibn *Ashur, 1984a, p. 112).

This deliberate interpretive ambiguity has significant theological implications. By suggesting the possibility
that the “book” referred to is the Torah, not a separate document called the “Gospel,” Ibn ‘Ashur implicitly
questions the textual autonomy of Christian tradition and emphasizes the essential continuity of Jesus’ mission
with Moses’ tradition (Khalidi, 2001, pp. 23-26). This approach is consistent with the Islamic conception of
risalab (prophetic message) as uninterrupted, where each prophet continues and renews (tajdid) the essence of
the same revelation (McAuliffe, 1996, pp. 151-153). Ibn ‘Ashur further reinforces this interpretation through
his analysis of the phrase “ma dumtu hayyan” (as long as I live) in verse 31.

“Fa-al-istighraq al-mustafad min qawlibi ‘ma dumtu hayyan’ istighraq ‘urfi murad bibi al-kathrab; wa
laysa al-murad al-salah wa al-sadaqab al-mafridatayn ‘ala wmmatibi, li-anna siyaq al-kalam fi awsaf
tumayyizu biha ‘Isa ‘alayhbi al-salam, wa li-annabu lam ya’ti bi-shar’ salabh za’idab ‘ala ma shuri’a fi al-
Tawrah.” (Ibn ’Ashur, 1984a, p. 113).

(So the totality understood from his saying ‘as long as I live’ is a customary/conventional totality intended as
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intensity/frequency; and what is meant is not the prayer and charity obligated upon his community, because the
context of the speech is about characteristics that distinguish Jesus peace be upon him, and because he did not
come with additional prayer legislation beyond what was legislated in the Torah.)

The statement that Jesus did not come with additional prayer legislation beyond what was legislated
in the Torah, directly criticizes claims of radical liturgical reform in Christian tradition. This approach reflects
the Islamic conception of prophethood as renewal (fajdid) and confirmation (tasdiq) of existing monotheistic
tradition, not total replacement as implied in Christian theology about the New Testament (Demichelis, 2021,
pp. 982-983). Another polemical dimension of Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics emerges in his analysis of verse 33,
where he identifies anti-Jewish elements in the Qur’anic narrative.

“Wa mu’adhdbin aydan bi-tambid al-ta’rid bi-al-Yabud idb ta’ani fihi wa shawwabtubu fi al-ahwal al-
thalathah; fa-qali: wulida min zind, wa qali: mata masliban, wa qali: yuhsharu ma’a al-malahidab wa
al-kafarah, li-annabum yaz’umina annahu kafara bi-ahkam min al-Tawrah.”

And also giving a signal as a prelude to allude to the Jews when they slandered and defamed him in three
conditions; they said: he was born from adultery, and they said: he died crucified, and they said: he will be
gathered with the atheists and infidels, because they claim that he denied some laws of the Torah. (Ibn *Ashur,
1984a, p. 115).

By identifying three Jewish accusations against Jesus—illegitimate birth, ignominious death on the cross,
and final fate with the misguided—Ibn ‘Ashur constructs a three-way dialectic between Jewish, Christian, and
Islamic positions (Khalidi, 2001, pp. 30-33). Within this framework, Islam is presented as the middle path
that rejects both Jewish disparagement of Jesus and Christian deification of him. This dialectical methodology
is consistent with Qur’anic hermeneutics regarding the concept of ummatan wasatan (middle or moderate
community) that offers corrective synthesis to previous theological extremities (Albayrak, 2008, pp. 301-328).
Through this analysis, it becomes clear how Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics toward Christology functions not
only as criticism of Christian tradition but also as epistemological reconstruction of the Jesus narrative that
integrates elements from Judeo-Christian tradition into an Islamic theological framework. This approach
represents significant evolution from traditional anti-Christian polemics, demonstrating nuanced awareness
of the complexity of Christian doctrinal history while still asserting the superiority of the Qur’anic narrative
(Reynolds, 2010a, pp. 200-202).

3. Ciritical Dialectics of Prophetic Morality in the Story of Noah's Wife in Tafsir al-Tahrir wa al-Tanwir

The narrative about Noah’s wife in the Qur’an and Bible displays significant divergences with theological
implications regarding prophetic morality and salvation. While the Book of Genesis (6-9) depicts Noah’s wife
as a family member saved in the ark, QS. At-Tahrim 66:10 explicitly categorizes her alongside Lot’s wife as
betrayers of their husbands who were prophets (Haleem, 2006, pp. 43-45). Ibn ‘Ashur develops sophisticated
critical dialectics to reconcile this disparity. In his interpretation of QS. At-Tahrim 66:10, Ibn ‘Ashur first
acknowledges the existence of information in the Torah that appears to contradict the Qur’anic narrative.

“Wa gad warada fi sifr al-Takwin min al-Tawrah dbikr imra’at Nuh ma’a alladbina rakibi al-safinab wa
dhikr kburijiha min al-safinab ba’d al-tifan thumma tuwiya dhikruha”

It has been mentioned in the Book of Genesis from the Torah about Noah’s wife among those who boarded the
ship and mentioned her exit from the ship after the flood, then [the Torah] no longer mentions her (Ibn *Ashur,
1984b, p. 362).

Unlike previous cases where he explicitly identified “errors” in the Torah, here Ibn ‘Ashur takes a more
nuanced hermeneutical approach. Instead of alleging textual distortion, he offers two reconciliation hypotheses.

“Fa-la’allaha kafarat ba’d dhalik aw la’alla Nuhan tazawwaja imra’atan ukhbra ba’d al-tafan lam tudhkar
fi al-Tawrah™
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(Perhaps she became an unbeliever after that, or perhaps Noah married another woman after the flood who was
not mentioned in the Torah. (Ibn ’Ashur, 1984b, p. 363).

This approach demonstrates methodological evolution in Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics. Instead of
directly rejecting the validity of biblical narratives or claiming textual distortion, he uses hermeneutical analysis
to identify possible narratives that can reconcile both traditions (Haleem, 2006, pp. 46—48). This maneuver
represents a more sophisticated form of “critical dialectics” that acknowledges the complexity of biblical
tradition while still maintaining the final authority of the Qur’an. Ibn ‘Ashur then delves into the meaning of
betrayal referred to in the verse, emphasizing its theological dimension.

“Wa al-magqsiad min darb al-mathal bi-hima al-tanbib ‘ala anna qarabat al-salihin la tanfa’u al-mar’ab
idha kanat kafirab, fa-al-murad bi-al-khiyanab: al-kufr... fa-kbiyanatubuma khiyanah fi al-din wa hiya
al-kufr, ay: kanata kafiratayn. Fa-amma imra’at Nuh fa-al-zahir annaha akhfat kufraha”

The purpose of giving an example with both of them [Noah’s and Lot’s wives] is to remind that closeness to
the righteous does not benefit a woman if she is an unbeliever. So what is meant by betrayal is: unbelief... Their
betrayal is betrayal in religion, which is unbelief, meaning: both were unbelievers. As for Noah’s wife, it is
apparent that she concealed her unbelief (Ibn *Ashur, 1984b, p. 364).

By defining betrayal as concealed unbelief (not marital infidelity as might be assumed), Ibn ‘Ashur
constructs an interpretive framework that maintains the integrity of the Qur’anic narrative while explaining
why this betrayal was not explicitly recorded in biblical tradition (Sells, 2000, pp. 67-87). This approach reflects
a more complex hermeneutics compared to simple claims of tahrif (distortion) often found in traditional Islamic
polemics (Reynolds, 2010a, pp. 205-207).

These three cases—the Golden Calf narrative, the Christology of Jesus, and the status of Noah’s wife—
demonstrate methodological evolution in Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics. From explicit identification of “errors”
in the Book of Exodus to hermeneutical reconciliation in the case of Noah’s wife, his approach reflects a spectrum
of hermeneutical strategies operationalized to address disparities between Qur’anic and biblical traditions
(Nafi, 2005, pp. 12-14). The methodological unity underlying this diversity of approaches is a fundamental
epistemological commitment to the authority of the Qur’an as the criterion of truth (furqan), while integrating
insights from biblical tradition and modern critical methods within a coherent hermeneutical framework (EI-
Mesawi, 2014, pp. 45-48).

C. Critical Dialectics as Epistemological Resistance in Colonial Context

Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics does not operate in an intellectual vacuum but emerges as a response to specific
epistemological challenges in the colonial context of Tunisia. As a scholar operating at the intersection of European
modernity and Islamic tradition, his hermeneutical methodology reflects a complex form of epistemological
resistance to colonial intellectual hegemony (Hallaq, 1984, pp. 33-35). French colonization of Tunisia (1881-
1956) represented not only political and economic domination but also epistemological hegemony. The colonial
administration actively promoted narratives about Western intellectual and cultural superiority, positioning
Islam as a backward tradition requiring enlightenment from European rationalism (Perkins, 2014, pp. 50-56).
Orientalist discourse about biblical scholarship, which claimed scientific authority in interpreting religious texts,
became an integral part of this colonial project (Said, 1978, pp. 205-254).

This epistemological challenge was intensified by Christian missionary activities that used European
biblical scholarship to criticize perceived inconsistencies in Islamic tradition, including disparities between
biblical and Qur’anic narratives (Zebiri, 1997, pp. 44-58). Questions about the historical reliability and
internal coherence of the Qur’an were often raised in this context, threatening not only the textual authority
of Islamic scripture but also the institutional legitimacy of scholars as its interpreters (Yakubovych, 2016,
pp. 125-128). Ibn ‘Ashur, as Shaykh al-Islam and rector of Zaytuna University, was at the forefront of facing
these epistemological challenges. His position required him to respond to orientalist and missionary criticism
while maintaining the authority of Islamic tradition, a task complicated by his acceptance of certain aspects of
modern scientific methodology (El-Mesawi, 2014, pp. 50-52).
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D. Epistemological Resistance and Tradition-Modernity Reconciliation

The broader significance of Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics lies in its contribution to the project of reconciling
Islamic tradition with modernity. Unlike conservative responses that reject modernity entirely or secularist
approaches that subordinate religion to modern rationality, Ibn ‘Ashur develops a hermeneutical methodology
that enables productive dialogue between both (Rahman, 1982, pp. 132-138). By maintaining fundamental
Islamic epistemological principles such as the concept of ‘ismab of prophets and the authority of the Qur’an as
furgan (criterion of truth), while adopting modern textual analysis methods and insights from historical studies,
Ibn ‘Ashur offers a model of engagement with modernity that does not compromise the integrity of Islamic
tradition (El-Mesawi, 2014, pp. 53-55). This approach enables internal regeneration of the tafsir tradition that
responds to contemporary epistemic conditions without falling into reductionist dichotomies between tradition
and modernity (Campanini, 2009, pp. 129-131).

The three cases analyzed in this study—prophetic epistemology, theology of divinity, and prophetic
morality—demonstrate how Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics operates in fundamental epistemological domains
that become the focus of contestation between Islamic tradition and Western modernity (Ibrahim, 2018,
pp. 165-170). By developing a hermeneutical methodology capable of reconciling narrative disparities and
dialoguing different epistemological traditions while maintaining the final authority of the Qur’an, Ibn ‘Ashur
offers a model of engagement with biblical textuality that transcends both traditional apologetics and modern
epistemological relativism (Nafi, 2005, pp. 18-20).

Conclusion

These findings have important implications not only for contemporary understanding of intertextuality between
the Qur’an and Bible, but also for interfaith dialogue and contemporary comparative hermeneutics. Ibn
‘Ashur’s approach offers a model of engagement with biblical texts that transcends both traditional apologetic
polemics and orientalist historical reductionism. In the context of contemporary interfaith dialogue, Ibn ‘Ashur’s
methodology demonstrates the possibility of acknowledging substantive differences in religious narratives without
falling into relativism or antagonism. For the contemporary Islamic world still grappling with the challenges
of modernity and postcolonialism, Ibn ‘Ashur’s critical dialectics offers an example of critical engagement with
different epistemological traditions while maintaining the integrity of Islamic tradition. This model is relevant
for developing contemporary Islamic hermeneutics capable of dialoguing with global scholarship without losing
its indigenous value framework.
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Glossary of Terms

e ‘Ismah: The Islamic doctrine of the infallibility or divinely protected sinlessness of prophets.

e Fatwa: An authoritative legal opinion or ruling issued by an Islamic scholar (mufti).

e Figh: Islamic jurisprudence; the human understanding and practice of divine Islamic law.

e Furqan (The Criterion): A name for the Qur’an, emphasizing its role as the standard for distinguishing
between truth and falsehood.

e [sra@’lliyydt: Narratives originating from Judeo-Christian sources that were historically transmitted
(often orally) and used by early Muslim exegetes to elaborate on Qur’anic stories.

e  Magasid al-shari’ab: The higher objectives or underlying purposes of Islamic law.

e  Mufassirtin: The plural of mufassir; exegetes, commentators, or interpreters of the Qur’an.

e Mufti: An Islamic legal scholar qualified to issue a fatwa.

e Qadi: A judge in an Islamic court.

e Shaykh al-Islam: “The Elder of Islam.” A high and honorific title given to an eminent and influential
Islamic scholar.

e Tafsir: Exegesis or interpretation of the Qur’an.

o Al-Tahrir wa Al-Tanwir (The Verification and The Enlightenment): The title of Ibn ‘Ashur’s magnum
opus (major work) of Qur’anic commentary.

e Tahrif (Arabic): An Islamic theological concept referring to the alteration, corruption, or distortion of
earlier scriptures, namely the Torah and the Gospels.

e Tariqga (Arabic): A school or order of Sufism (Islamic mysticism).

e Ummatan wasatan (Arabic): A “middle nation” or “justly balanced community,” a Qur’anic term
describing the Muslim community as one that avoids theological and practical extremes.
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