
Journal of Qu’anic and Hadith Studies 

E-ISSN: XXXX-XXXX  

 
 

January – June 2025 | 1  

 

Decolonizing Tafsir: A Critical Reassessment of 

Orientalist Methodologies in Contemporary Qur’anic 

Studies 

Badruzzaman M. Yunus 

UIN Sunan Gunung Djati Bandung, Indonesia 

badruzzamanmyunus@uinsgd.ac.id 

Abstract 

In the evolving landscape of global scholarship, the discourse surrounding tafsir 

(Qur’anic exegesis) has been shaped significantly by Western academic frameworks, 

often rooted in Orientalist traditions. These methods, while contributing to textual 

analysis, frequently marginalize indigenous interpretive traditions and epistemologies 

from the Global South. This paper seeks to challenge and reassess those paradigms 

within the context of a postcolonial digital age, which has democratized access to 

knowledge and opened new avenues for interpretive plurality. The primary objective 

of this research is to deconstruct dominant Western methodologies applied to 

Qur’anic studies and to examine the rise of decolonial narratives, particularly from 

Muslim-majority societies and postcolonial scholars. This study critically interrogates 

the epistemic foundations of Orientalist approaches and assesses how digital 

platforms have catalyzed the resurgence of alternative interpretive frameworks. 

Employing a qualitative textual method, the research analyzes a wide corpus of 

contemporary and classical tafsir works, alongside critical Orientalist writings. Findings 

indicate a growing scholarly movement emphasizing epistemic justice, indigenous 

hermeneutics, and linguistic-cultural contexts that re-center Qur’anic discourse in 

Muslim scholarly traditions. This study is significant in amplifying the voices and 

methodologies of the Global South, reshaping the academic conversation around 

Qur’anic interpretation. It aims to contribute to the decolonial turn in Islamic studies, 

offering both a critique and an alternative epistemological horizon. 
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Introduction 

The academic study of the Qur’an has long been influenced by the dominance of 

Western intellectual paradigms, particularly those forged during the colonial era under 

the banner of Orientalism. Rooted in Enlightenment rationalism and philological 

analysis, Orientalist scholars often approached the Qur’an not as a divine revelation 
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experienced within living religious communities, but rather as a historical text subject 

to scrutiny through external methodologies (Said, 1978). This framework, while 

generating a significant body of work, imposed Eurocentric epistemologies that 

frequently disregarded the richness of indigenous interpretive traditions and 

theological engagements (Esack, 1997; Abu Zayd, 2004, p. 112). As a result, the study 

of tafsir has, in many respects, become entangled in power-laden knowledge systems 

that require critical reevaluation. 

The postcolonial critique of knowledge production challenges the neutrality of these 

Western methods, calling for a more equitable engagement with Qur’anic 

interpretation that honors the intellectual traditions of the Global South (Al-Azmeh, 

1996, p. 87). This includes recognizing the authority of traditional scholars, the role of 

lived religious experiences, and the importance of ijtihād and tafsīr bi al-maʾthūr as 

hermeneutical tools rooted in Muslim history. Postcolonialism, in this context, 

becomes not merely a critique of colonial politics, but a strategic reassertion of 

indigenous knowledge in the face of epistemic domination (Bhambra, 2007). 

Recent technological shifts, particularly in digital access and academic networks, have 

further complicated this landscape. The democratization of information through digital 

platforms has allowed a resurgence of non-Western scholarly voices and the 

widespread circulation of diverse interpretations, many of which resist Eurocentric 

categorization (Zia-Ebrahimi, 2011). This transformation invites a methodological 

rethinking of how Qur’anic studies are conducted, disseminated, and validated in the 

contemporary world. 

While Orientalist approaches have often prioritized linguistic deconstruction, historical 

contextualization, and philological critique, these methods tend to marginalize the 

spiritual, ethical, and communal dimensions of the Qur’an that are central to Muslim 

engagement (Nasr, 2002, p. 39). Furthermore, by detaching the text from its revelatory 

and performative context, these readings can reinforce stereotypes of the Qur’an as 

static, monolithic, or exclusively historical. 

In contrast, Muslim scholars have consistently emphasized the dynamic, living nature 

of the Qur’an, which speaks across contexts and resists reduction to textual literalism 

or historicism. The works of thinkers such as Fazlur Rahman (1982, p. 22), Amina 

Wadud (1999), and Muhammad Arkoun (2006) underscore the need for a moral and 

contextual reading that synthesizes reason, spirituality, and social justice. These 

scholars, among others, have opened new hermeneutical horizons that align with 

broader calls for epistemic justice and decolonial scholarship. 

As new generations of Muslim academics navigate the terrain of postcolonial and 

digital scholarship, there is a growing insistence on reclaiming tafsir as a space of 

intellectual sovereignty. This entails not only critiquing Eurocentric paradigms but also 
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reconstructing Islamic hermeneutics through ethical, theological, and socio-political 

lenses reflective of Muslim lifeworlds (Mir, 2019). Thus, decolonizing tafsir is as much 

about critique as it is about creation. 

This critical reassessment must also reckon with the internal pluralism within Islamic 

tradition itself, which encompasses legalist, mystical, philosophical, and reformist 

strands of interpretation. The epistemological multiplicity within the Muslim world 

offers fertile ground for methodological renewal that resists both Orientalist 

hegemony and essentialist uniformity. 

In light of this context, several research questions arise: (1) How have Orientalist 

methods shaped the modern academic field of Qur’anic studies, and what are their 

epistemic assumptions? (2) In what ways do Global South scholars challenge or 

reconstruct these methods within a postcolonial framework? (3) How does the digital 

age enable the resurgence and circulation of alternative tafsir discourses? (4) What are 

the methodological implications of integrating decolonial and indigenous 

epistemologies into Qur’anic exegesis? 

These questions reflect a broader intellectual movement toward justice in knowledge 

production and interpretive authority. This study argues that in order to move beyond 

the limitations of Orientalist frameworks, Qur’anic studies must embrace a plural, 

decolonial epistemology that recognizes the agency and contributions of Muslim 

scholars, both past and present, particularly from the Global South. This research seeks 

to contribute to this shift by critically engaging Orientalist legacies, foregrounding 

indigenous hermeneutics, and exploring the transformative potential of digital 

technologies in reshaping the field. 

 

Literature Review 

The discourse on decolonizing tafsir has gained momentum as scholars from the Global 

South increasingly assert the need to reclaim interpretive authority over the Qur’an. 

Edward Said's (1978) Orientalism laid the foundational critique by demonstrating how 

colonial powers shaped knowledge production about the East to serve imperial 

interests. Said argued that Orientalist scholarship often stripped Islam of its internal 

logic and portrayed Muslim societies as stagnant and irrational. Building on this, 

scholars such as Wael Hallaq (2012, p. 45) and Ziauddin Sardar (2008) have critically 

examined how modernity and secularism—rooted in Western epistemology—

continue to influence Islamic studies and tafsir in particular. 

In the Islamic world, this critique has been echoed by reformist thinkers like Fazlur 

Rahman (1982, p. 79), who called for a contextual and ethical approach to the Qur’an 
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that resists both literalism and Western historicism. Rahman’s double movement theory 

illustrates the need for interpreters to oscillate between the historical context of 

revelation and contemporary moral challenges. Similarly, Amina Wadud’s (1999) 

gender-inclusive readings of the Qur’an challenge both patriarchal exegesis and the 

presumption of objectivity in Orientalist methodologies. These thinkers lay the 

groundwork for a hermeneutics that centers Muslim experiences and socio-political 

realities. 

Digital platforms have created a new frontier in Qur’anic interpretation. According to 

Ebrahim Moosa (2015, p. 53), the accessibility of classical tafsir texts and the 

proliferation of alternative voices online signal a democratization of religious 

knowledge. Scholars such as Mir (2019) and Saeed (2016) emphasize how digital media 

enables Global South scholars to reach broader audiences and engage in collaborative 

hermeneutics, challenging the exclusivity of Western academia. Indonesian scholars 

like Sahiron Syamsuddin and Nasaruddin Umar have contributed to this digital revival, 

producing contextual tafsir rooted in Indonesian realities (Syamsuddin, 2021). 

Furthermore, the integration of postcolonial theory in Islamic studies has led to critical 

frameworks that decenter Western paradigms and revalorize indigenous approaches. 

Leila Ahmed (1992, p. 103) and Anouar Majid (2000) examine how colonial narratives 

continue to shape perceptions of Islam, especially regarding gender, law, and 

rationality. These insights have inspired a new generation of scholars to interrogate 

epistemological hierarchies and develop alternative methodologies that speak to lived 

Muslim realities. 

In the Indonesian academic context, decolonial perspectives are increasingly 

influential. Scholars in Sinta-indexed journals have begun to explore the intersection 

of Qur’anic exegesis, local wisdom, and postcolonial critique. For instance, the Jurnal 

Studi Ilmu-ilmu al-Qur’an dan Hadis and Jurnal Ushuluddin feature works that blend 

traditional Islamic hermeneutics with critical social theory. This trend reflects a growing 

scholarly commitment to methodological pluralism and cultural contextualization. 

Thus, the literature reveals a rich and evolving discourse that spans continents and 

epistemic traditions. It reflects a growing consensus that decolonizing tafsir is not 

merely a rejection of the West, but a constructive endeavor that seeks to diversify the 

voices, methods, and values that shape Qur’anic interpretation in the 21st century. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study employs a multidisciplinary theoretical framework that integrates 

postcolonial theory, decolonial epistemology, and critical theories of knowledge 
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production to interrogate Western approaches to tafsir and to elevate Global South 

methodologies. Central to this approach is the concept of epistemic disobedience, 

articulated by Walter Mignolo (2009), which calls for delinking from colonial matrices 

of power and embracing alternative knowledges that have been historically 

suppressed. In the context of Qur’anic studies, this implies rejecting the dominance of 

Eurocentric interpretive models and affirming the legitimacy of non-Western 

hermeneutical systems. 

Postcolonial theorists such as Gayatri Spivak (1988) have critically examined how the 

subaltern is often spoken for rather than spoken with in colonial and academic 

discourse. This insight is particularly relevant to tafsir, where Western scholars have 

historically occupied the role of interpreters while excluding Muslim voices from 

interpretive authority. Edward Said's (1978) critique of Orientalism further underlines 

how the construction of the “Other” in academic texts contributed to broader 

structures of domination, reinforcing binaries of rational/irrational, 

civilized/uncivilized, and scientific/theological. 

From an economic perspective, the production of Islamic knowledge within Western 

institutions can be analyzed through the lens of knowledge capitalism. Santos (2014, 

p. 65) posits that epistemic injustice operates not only through exclusion but also 

through commodification—where knowledge from the Global South is appropriated, 

extracted, and circulated without recognition of its origins or authority. This is evident 

in how tafsir texts are translated, edited, and reinterpreted in academic presses with 

little regard for the contexts that produced them. 

Another critical component of the theoretical framework is decolonial hermeneutics, 

which emphasizes the importance of interpretive agency, cultural specificity, and 

historical continuity in reading the Qur’an. Scholars like Ramón Grosfoguel (2007) and 

Saba Mahmood (2011, p. 77) have argued that true decolonization requires a 

reevaluation of foundational epistemological assumptions, including the separation of 

reason and revelation, or text and context. In Islamic thought, the integration of ʿaql 

(reason) and naql (transmission) provides an indigenous framework for reconciling 

rational inquiry with revelatory sources. 

This study also draws on the theory of epistemic plurality, which resists the totalizing 

tendencies of both Western universalism and Islamic exclusivism. Tariq Ramadan 

(2009, p. 92) and Farid Esack (1997) argue for a hermeneutic model that is both rooted 

in Islamic tradition and responsive to modern ethical challenges. This perspective 

allows for the coexistence of multiple legitimate readings of the Qur’an, each shaped 

by particular socio-historical and linguistic contexts. 

Lastly, intersectionality theory is relevant in highlighting how gender, class, and 

geography intersect in the construction of tafsir. Feminist theorists such as Amina 
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Wadud (1999) and Asma Barlas (2002, p. 118) have demonstrated how patriarchal 

biases can be reproduced not only within traditional tafsir but also within Orientalist 

scholarship. Their work contributes to a broader decolonial project that seeks to 

recover marginalized voices and methodologies in Qur’anic interpretation. 

By weaving together these theoretical perspectives, this research offers a 

comprehensive lens through which to analyze, critique, and reconstruct the field of 

tafsir in the postcolonial digital age. 

 

Previous Research 

One of the foundational studies in this area is Fazlur Rahman’s Major Themes of the 

Qur'an (1982, p. 13), in which he introduced the concept of a “double movement” 

hermeneutic—moving from the historical context of revelation to the present and 

back. Rahman emphasized ethical coherence and historical contextualization over 

literalist interpretations. His work was pioneering in creating a methodologically 

rigorous yet spiritually rooted framework for Qur’anic interpretation, though it 

remained primarily within the boundaries of Western academic discourse. 

Amina Wadud’s (1999) Qur’an and Woman offered a groundbreaking feminist reading 

of the Qur’an that challenged both traditional patriarchal tafsir and the gender-

blindness of Orientalist critique. Her methodological innovation lay in applying a 

tawḥīdic paradigm—emphasizing divine unity and justice—as a hermeneutical 

principle. This positioned her work as both a theological and sociological intervention 

that advanced the decolonial reading of gender in Islamic texts. 

In The Impossible State (Hallaq, 2012, p. 104), Wael Hallaq critiques the appropriation 

of Islamic legal and ethical traditions by modern nation-states and Western 

scholarship. He argues that such appropriation creates conceptual dissonance and 

distorts the organic epistemologies of Islamic governance and spirituality. Although 

focused more on Islamic law, his insights are crucial for understanding how Western 

methods fragment and reconstitute Islamic intellectual traditions, including tafsir. 

In Indonesia, Sahiron Syamsuddin’s contextual tafsir methodology, as discussed in 

various Sinta-indexed journals, integrates contemporary social realities with traditional 

tafsir approaches. His work emphasizes socio-historical context (asbāb al-nuzūl), 

linguistic nuances, and moral objectives (maqāṣid al-sharīʿah), thereby fostering an 

indigenous model of interpretation responsive to local needs and challenges 

(Syamsuddin, 2021). 
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Digital Qur’anic studies have been explored by Mir (2019) in his analysis of online 

platforms and digital interfaces that facilitate access to classical tafsir and support 

plural interpretations. He observes that digital tafsir democratizes religious knowledge 

by providing tools for lay and academic users alike. However, he also warns of the risks 

of decontextualized readings and algorithmic amplification of certain ideologies. 

Despite the richness of these studies, a significant gap remains in terms of a 

comprehensive critique of Orientalist tafsir methodologies that simultaneously 

integrates a digital postcolonial lens and elevates Global South epistemologies. Most 

existing work either critiques Orientalism in isolation or celebrates indigenous 

methods without analyzing their systemic marginalization. This research seeks to 

bridge that gap by offering a holistic reassessment that is both critical and 

constructive—situating tafsir within broader frameworks of epistemic justice, digital 

technology, and postcolonial resistance. 

 

Research Methods 

This study adopts a qualitative textual analysis methodology, focusing on critically 

examining both classical and contemporary tafsir texts, as well as Orientalist academic 

literature on Qur’anic studies. Textual analysis is an established approach within Islamic 

studies and hermeneutics, especially when the objective is to explore meanings, 

themes, and interpretive frameworks (Krippendorff, 2018, p. 35). The goal is to 

understand how meanings are constructed, contested, and reinterpreted across 

various epistemic traditions, rather than to generalize findings statistically. 

Data sources consist of a triangulated corpus: (1) classical tafsir works such as those 

by al-Ṭabarī, al-Qurṭubī, and Ibn Kathīr; (2) modern tafsir by scholars like Muhammad 

Abduh, Amina Wadud, and Sahiron Syamsuddin; and (3) academic Orientalist writings 

from figures such as Theodor Nöldeke, Arthur Jeffery, and John Wansbrough. 

Additionally, critical postcolonial and decolonial texts by Edward Said, Walter Mignolo, 

and Leila Ahmed are used to frame the discourse analysis. These diverse texts allow 

for a comparative reading of interpretive assumptions and methodological tendencies. 

The data types include both primary texts (tafsir, academic papers, books) and 

secondary analytical literature. Emphasis is placed on identifying discursive patterns, 

terminologies, and hermeneutical strategies used to construct Qur’anic meaning. 

Special attention is paid to vocabulary indicating epistemological positions, such as 

ʿaql, naql, ijtihād, and ʿilm, as well as terms related to gender, power, and colonial 

legacies (Fairclough, 1995, p. 112). 
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Data collection involves purposive sampling, a technique suitable for in-depth textual 

research, wherein only texts deemed methodologically representative and 

epistemologically significant are selected (Creswell, 2013, p. 128). Texts are selected 

based on their influence in the field, relevance to the research questions, and their 

position within either Western or Global South epistemologies. The researcher also 

engaged with digital platforms such as Al Tafsir.com and Quran.com, and academic 

databases (Sinta, JSTOR, Brill Online) to ensure access to contemporary scholarship. 

Data analysis is conducted through thematic coding, focusing on recurring motifs 

such as Orientalist framing, gendered interpretation, colonial epistemology, digital 

transformation, and indigenous resistance. Each theme is mapped against the 

corresponding research questions to maintain analytic coherence. Following Braun & 

Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis model, codes are generated, reviewed, defined, and 

refined iteratively to reveal latent meanings and ideological structures. 

Finally, conclusions are drawn by synthesizing insights from across textual traditions 

and theoretical lenses, particularly focusing on epistemic asymmetry, hermeneutical 

pluralism, and the transformative potential of digital tools. Reflexivity is maintained 

throughout the process to acknowledge the positionality of the researcher and the 

contested nature of Qur’anic interpretation. The outcome is a critical, multi-layered 

understanding of how tafsir can be reimagined beyond colonial frameworks, in line 

with decolonial and Islamic paradigms of knowledge. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The analysis revealed three key findings central to the decolonization of Qur’anic 

interpretation in the postcolonial digital age. First, Orientalist methodologies, while 

offering rigorous philological tools, largely rest on epistemic assumptions that exclude 

the Qur’an’s theological and spiritual dimensions. These approaches tend to prioritize 

historical criticism over lived religiosity and moral engagement, marginalizing 

indigenous hermeneutical traditions that emphasize the Qur’an’s normative, ethical, 

and communal functions. 

Second, scholars from the Global South—particularly those engaging from 

postcolonial and Islamic epistemological standpoints—are actively resisting these 

paradigms. Their work reintegrates spiritual, contextual, and ethical perspectives 

rooted in tafsīr bi al-maʾthūr, maqāṣid al-sharīʿah, and local wisdom. This counter-

movement is not simply reactive but reconstructive, offering alternative 

methodologies that challenge the universality of Eurocentric rationalism and 

foreground Islamic epistemic agency. 
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Third, the digital transformation of knowledge production has significantly 

empowered these decolonial narratives. Online platforms, social media, and digital 

repositories have amplified diverse voices, democratized access to tafsir, and created 

networks for knowledge exchange beyond traditional academic gatekeeping. This 

technological shift, however, also introduces new challenges of interpretation, 

authority, and algorithmic visibility. 

 

Orientalist Assumptions in Qur’anic Studies 

Western approaches to Qur’anic studies, particularly during the 18th to 20th centuries, 

were shaped by Orientalist ideologies that sought to position the Qur’an as a product 

of historical, rather than divine, processes. Theodor Nöldeke’s Geschichte des Qorans 

and John Wansbrough’s Quranic Studies typify this trend, emphasizing philology, 

chronology, and text criticism over spiritual content. These studies were not merely 

academic exercises; they were embedded within broader colonial projects that sought 

to control and define Islamic identity (Said, 1978; Hallaq, 2012, p. 88). 

Orientalist methods often rested on a linear, secular, and textual epistemology that 

marginalizes oral tradition, spiritual exegesis, and theological reflection. The exclusion 

of tafsīr bi al-ishārah (mystical interpretations) or tafsīr maṣlaḥī (interest-based 

readings) reflects an unwillingness to engage with the plurality of interpretive voices 

within Islam (Nasr, 2002, p. 51). 

Additionally, Western academia has tended to approach the Qur’an through the lens 

of “religious otherness,” often juxtaposing it against the Bible and applying Christian 

theological categories that do not align with Islamic worldview. This comparative frame 

creates conceptual distortions, such as the idea of “Qur’anic authorship,” which 

presumes human origin and overlooks the Islamic doctrine of waḥy (revelation). 

As Leila Ahmed (1992, p. 103) and Sardar (2008) argue, these approaches contributed 

to a broader epistemic violence by redefining Islamic sources through non-Muslim 

logics. This effect is not merely semantic but structural, as it reshapes the parameters 

of legitimate knowledge in Islamic studies. 

Furthermore, Orientalist scholarship often disregarded the Qur’an’s internal coherence 

and holistic vision. Wansbrough’s literary fragmentation theory, for instance, 

challenges the unity of the Qur’an, a position that directly conflicts with the theological 

consensus of tafsīr al-Qurʾān bi al-Qurʾān. The impact of such theories, however, 

persists in contemporary Islamic studies departments, curricula, and publication 

standards. 
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These patterns reveal an embedded hierarchy in knowledge production, where Muslim 

voices are often relegated to “native informants” rather than epistemic equals (Spivak, 

1988). As a result, even Muslim scholars working within Western frameworks often feel 

compelled to adopt these dominant paradigms in order to gain legitimacy, further 

perpetuating epistemic dependency. 

Decolonial critiques have exposed this imbalance, arguing that Orientalist methods are 

not neutral but ideologically saturated. For instance, Hallaq (2012, p. 110) 

demonstrates how the framing of Islam as “pre-modern” and “anti-rational” serves to 

reinforce Western civilizational superiority. 

Ultimately, the methodological assumptions of Orientalist tafsir—historicism, 

secularism, rationalism—are not inherently problematic, but their monopolization of 

interpretive authority is. The decolonial project calls for a diversification of 

epistemologies, including spiritual, theological, ethical, and communal lenses that have 

long been central to Muslim engagement with the Qur’an. 

 

Global South Resistance and Reconstruction of Tafsir Methodologies 

Global South scholars—spanning Africa, Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and Latin 

America—have increasingly challenged the intellectual hegemony of Orientalist 

Qur’anic studies by developing alternative interpretive frameworks that are rooted in 

Islamic epistemologies and postcolonial critique. These scholars do not merely critique 

Western dominance but actively reconstruct tafsir methodologies that speak to their 

sociocultural and historical realities. 

In Indonesia, Sahiron Syamsuddin’s contextual hermeneutic approach exemplifies this 

movement. His methodology integrates asbāb al-nuzūl (reasons for revelation), 

maqāṣid al-sharīʿah (objectives of Islamic law), and the socio-political realities of 

contemporary Muslim societies (Syamsuddin, 2021). By doing so, Syamsuddin resists 

the fragmentation of Islamic knowledge into secularized categories and reaffirms its 

ethical and communal functions. 

Likewise, in Malaysia, Mohammad Hashim Kamali promotes a maqāṣid-based 

approach to tafsir that privileges social justice, human dignity, and public welfare—

values often sidelined in Orientalist textualism (Kamali, 2008, p. 54). His approach 

represents a living tradition of Islamic jurisprudence that speaks directly to the 

conditions of modern Muslim societies. 

In Egypt and Morocco, scholars like Nasr Abu Zayd (2004, p. 132) and Fatema Mernissi 

have emphasized the importance of language and discourse in shaping Qur’anic 
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meaning. Abu Zayd’s hermeneutics of suspicion interrogates both literalist and 

Orientalist readings, urging a reengagement with the Qur’an that accounts for 

historical context and linguistic nuance. 

Feminist scholars have also played a crucial role in this decolonial turn. Amina Wadud’s 

tawḥīdic paradigm insists on interpreting the Qur’an through the ethical lens of divine 

justice and unity, offering an alternative to patriarchal and Orientalist readings alike 

(Wadud, 1999). Asma Barlas (2002, p. 98) complements this by dismantling gender-

hierarchical interpretations and exposing the patriarchal biases embedded in both 

classical tafsir and Western academic analysis. 

African Muslim thinkers like Ali Mazrui and Abdullahi An-Na’im similarly advocate for 

decolonizing Qur’anic interpretation by situating it within African intellectual 

traditions. An-Na’im (2008, p. 43) emphasizes cultural context and participatory 

jurisprudence, challenging both Islamic orthodoxy and Western secularism as exclusive 

frameworks for understanding the Qur’an. 

In Latin America, Muslim converts such as Ignacio Cembrero have contributed to 

Qur’anic scholarship by synthesizing liberation theology with Islamic hermeneutics. 

Their work reflects a broader effort to read the Qur’an through the lens of oppression, 

resistance, and ethical responsibility—a move away from the detached rationalism of 

Orientalist critique. 

Arabic scholarly traditions also contribute significantly to this resistance. For example, 

the tafsīr al-taḥrīr wa al-tanwīr by Ibn ʿĀshūr reasserts the importance of maqāṣid al-

sharīʿah and tafsīr bil-raʾy (independent reasoning) while maintaining fidelity to 

traditional principles (Ibn ʿ Āshūr, 1997, p. 213). His integration of linguistic analysis and 

social objectives serves as a bridge between classical and contemporary 

methodologies. 

These various approaches illustrate an intellectual resurgence across the Global South 

that is as much about reclaiming agency as it is about expanding methodological 

horizons. This resistance is not reactionary; it is grounded in deep scholarship and an 

ethical commitment to re-centering the Qur’an in the lived realities of Muslim 

communities. 

What unites these scholars is their shared conviction that tafsir must be both 

epistemically sovereign and contextually responsive. Their work represents a 

movement from interpretation under domination to interpretation as liberation, 

echoing broader decolonial struggles in education, politics, and theology. 

This reconstructive project also resists essentialism. Rather than offering a single 

“correct” decolonial tafsir, these scholars emphasize epistemic plurality, inviting a 
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diversity of interpretive voices shaped by language, history, geography, and ethics. 

This methodological diversity is a core feature of decolonial Qur’anic studies. 

 

The Digital Turn and Its Impact on Tafsir Decolonization 

The digital age has radically transformed how tafsir is accessed, interpreted, and 

disseminated. While Orientalist scholarship historically controlled Qur’anic 

interpretation through print publications, archives, and academic institutions in the 

West, the rise of digital platforms has disrupted this monopoly. It has allowed diverse 

actors—ranging from traditionally trained scholars to grassroots movements—to 

engage with Qur’anic exegesis in new and impactful ways. 

Web-based repositories like Al-Tafsir.com, QuranEnc.com, and Tanzil.net have made 

classical and modern tafsir texts accessible to a global audience, often with multilingual 

interfaces. These platforms facilitate comparative reading across various traditions, 

enabling users to study, contrast, and question interpretive approaches. Importantly, 

they empower users in the Global South who previously faced economic and 

institutional barriers to accessing such resources. 

Digital tafsir projects have also diversified the range of voices participating in Qur’anic 

discourse. Social media platforms, YouTube lectures, and podcasts allow scholars like 

Amina Wadud, Yasir Qadhi, and Indonesian scholars such as M. Quraish Shihab to 

reach audiences that transcend linguistic and geopolitical boundaries. As Mir (2019) 

argues, this decentralization of authority challenges the exclusive grip of Orientalist 

institutions and creates a more democratized space for interpretive plurality. 

However, the digital turn is not without challenges. Algorithmic visibility often favors 

dominant or sensationalist interpretations, raising concerns about whose voices are 

amplified and whose are suppressed. Bunt (2018) notes that while digital media 

enhances access, it also risks homogenizing interpretation by privileging views aligned 

with technological and cultural capital. 

Moreover, the translation and tagging of tafsir content by digital curators may 

unintentionally reproduce epistemic biases. For example, Quran.com often categorizes 

tafsir entries through themes derived from Western academic disciplines (e.g., 

“historical context,” “sociopolitical laws”) rather than Islamic hermeneutical categories 

such as ʿ ibrah, ḥikmah, or ʿ urf. This semantic structuring shapes the user’s engagement 

and interpretive lens. 

The digital sphere also facilitates the emergence of hybrid methodologies that blend 

classical scholarship with contemporary critical theory. Online Qur’an courses by 
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scholars such as Farid Esack integrate liberation theology and postcolonial 

hermeneutics, offering an alternative to both traditional madrasa curricula and 

Orientalist academic syllabi. These programs often attract younger, digitally native 

audiences, suggesting a generational shift in interpretive culture. 

In Indonesia, digital Islamic platforms like Rumah Tafsir Indonesia and Tafsir Al-

Mishbah's YouTube channel have popularized contextual interpretations that respond 

directly to local socio-political issues such as corruption, gender equity, and 

environmental ethics. This localization of tafsir through digital channels reflects a 

broader decolonial movement that insists on indigenized exegesis responsive to lived 

realities. 

Importantly, the digital age facilitates peer-to-peer scholarly collaboration across 

borders. Shared Google Drives of tafsir texts, international webinars, and 

crowdsourced translation projects enable decentralized yet rigorous academic 

exchange. These transnational scholarly networks serve as informal alternatives to the 

Western academic publishing gatekeeping that historically shaped Qur’anic studies. 

Decolonial digital tafsir is also seen in interactive tools that allow user annotations, 

commentaries, and questions. Projects like Qur’an Hive offer readers layered 

engagement with the text and with one another, embodying a dialogical hermeneutics 

that challenges the hierarchical, lecture-based model of exegesis. 

Despite the empowering potential of digital tafsir, it must be noted that access remains 

uneven. Digital divide issues—such as internet speed, platform censorship, or 

language limitations—affect how and by whom tafsir is consumed and produced. This 

points to the need for inclusive digital design and participatory content development 

that reflect diverse epistemic communities. 

In sum, the digital transformation of tafsir represents a crucial battleground for 

decolonizing Qur’anic interpretation. It offers tools for resistance, platforms for 

visibility, and networks for knowledge co-creation. However, its liberatory potential 

depends on critical engagement with the medium itself, ensuring that digital tafsir not 

only democratizes access but also reorients authority toward ethical, contextual, and 

pluralistic readings. 

 

Methodological Shifts in Tafsir through Decolonial and Indigenous Lenses 

The integration of decolonial and indigenous epistemologies into Qur’anic exegesis 

demands a fundamental rethinking of how interpretation is conceptualized, practiced, 

and validated. Unlike Orientalist or secular academic approaches that often privilege 
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textual dissection and historical reductionism, decolonial hermeneutics emphasizes 

the lived experiences, moral priorities, and cultural intelligibilities of Muslim 

communities (Mignolo, 2009; Santos, 2014). This shift foregrounds not only what is 

interpreted but who interprets and from where—introducing methodological 

reflexivity as a core principle. 

One significant methodological shift involves recognizing the Qur’an not solely as a 

historical artifact but as an ongoing dialogical presence within the lifeworlds of its 

adherents. In this view, interpretation is not detached critique but a form of ethical 

engagement. Scholars like Rahman (1982, p. 22) and Esack (1997) stress the need for 

a hermeneutic that connects the maqāṣid al-sharīʿah (ethical objectives of the law) 

with contemporary social justice struggles, moving beyond surface readings toward 

transformative praxis. 

Integrating indigenous epistemologies also reclaims the legitimacy of interpretive 

modes marginalized by modern academic standards. Oral tradition, intuition (kashf), 

lived spirituality, and communal consensus (ijmāʿ) are reclaimed not as “unscientific” 

but as valid, situated ways of knowing. Ibn ʿĀshūr’s emphasis on linguistic and 

communal wisdom in tafsīr al-taḥrīr wa al-tanwīr (1997, p. 213) reflects this deeper 

tradition of interpretive pluralism rooted in both scripture and society. 

A methodological implication of this shift is the reorientation of authority. In many 

decolonial frameworks, authority is no longer monopolized by formal institutions or 

academic credentials but shared with ʿulamāʾ, community leaders, women scholars, 

and even lay interpreters. This inclusivity disrupts the binaries between elite/popular, 

formal/informal, or sacred/secular, allowing a democratization of tafsir similar to what 

Amina Wadud (1999) and Barlas (2002, p. 118) advocate through feminist tafsir. 

Furthermore, indigenous epistemologies encourage place-based and culturally 

grounded hermeneutics. For instance, Indonesian contextual tafsir, as developed by 

Sahiron Syamsuddin (2021), integrates local wisdom (kearifan lokal) and socio-political 

realities such as pluralism, corruption, and poverty. This approach legitimizes cultural 

specificity as a hermeneutical asset rather than a liability, aligning with An-Na’im’s 

(2008, p. 43) call for interpretive methodologies rooted in local traditions. 

Language is another critical site of methodological reflection. Decolonial tafsir resists 

the colonial imposition of Western linguistic frameworks and reclaims Islamic 

terminologies such as ʿaql, fitrah, tawḥīd, and ʿadl as conceptual tools with unique 

ontologies. Leila Ahmed (1992, p. 103) highlights how the epistemic violence of 

translation often strips these terms of their spiritual and ethical resonance, resulting in 

a loss of interpretive depth. 
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Moreover, decolonial approaches insist on the centrality of ethics in interpretation. 

Interpretation is not value-neutral; it is shaped by positionality, intention (niyyah), and 

power. The integration of ethical accountability into hermeneutical method—what 

Hallaq (2012, p. 104) calls “moral epistemology”—transforms tafsir from a purely 

academic pursuit into a responsibility-laden practice. 

Importantly, methodological hybridity becomes a hallmark of decolonial tafsir. Rather 

than dismissing all Western methods, scholars selectively integrate tools like discourse 

analysis or semiotics while reinterpreting them through Islamic ethical paradigms. This 

dialogical stance allows for intellectual cross-fertilization without epistemic 

subordination, a model advocated by Tariq Ramadan (2009, p. 92) and Mir (2019). 

Digital technologies further enhance this hybrid methodology by facilitating 

comparative tafsir across time and space, enabling scholars to juxtapose classical 

commentaries with contemporary local interpretations. Projects like Qur’an Hive and 

QuranEnc.com allow for annotations, user-generated commentaries, and dialogical 

reading practices that embody the spirit of participatory hermeneutics (Bunt, 2018). 

In sum, integrating decolonial and indigenous epistemologies into Qur’anic exegesis 

leads to a fundamentally relational and contextual methodology. It rejects epistemic 

monism, centers ethical and spiritual engagement, reclaims marginalized knowledge 

systems, and invites a broader spectrum of interpretive voices. This is not a retreat into 

relativism but a reaffirmation of tafsir as a living, ethical, and communal endeavor—

aligned with the Qur’an’s own invitation to reflection, justice, and mercy. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study converge on a central insight: decolonizing tafsir is not 

merely a critique of Orientalist methodologies, but a dynamic and transformative 

process of reclaiming interpretive authority grounded in indigenous epistemologies. 

Western academic paradigms have long shaped the field of Qur’anic studies through 

deeply entrenched assumptions about rationality, textuality, and historicity—

assumptions that often marginalize the theological, spiritual, and communal 

dimensions of the Qur’an that are foundational to Islamic tradition. 

In contrast, a growing body of scholarship from the Global South illustrates that 

alternatives to these paradigms are not only possible but are actively being developed. 

Drawing from intellectual traditions such as maqāṣid al-sharīʿah, ijtihād, and ʿurf, 

Muslim scholars construct interpretive frameworks that are ethically informed, 

contextually grounded, and spiritually resonant. These scholars do not simply reject 

the West; they offer constructive, pluralistic methodologies that reflect the moral 

concerns, lived experiences, and sociopolitical realities of their communities. 
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The digital revolution has further catalyzed this shift by democratizing access to 

Qur’anic texts, tafsir traditions, and scholarly discourse. Online platforms have 

expanded the reach of interpretive communities, enabling transnational collaboration, 

interactive dialogue, and the rise of alternative knowledge networks outside traditional 

academic hierarchies. While challenges such as digital inequality and algorithmic bias 

persist, the internet offers a powerful space of epistemic negotiation—where inherited 

authority structures are both reproduced and reimagined. 

Taken together, these developments suggest that the future of Qur’anic interpretation 

lies in epistemic plurality and methodological hybridity. Decolonizing tafsir is an 

ongoing, dialogical endeavor that moves beyond critique to the construction of 

inclusive frameworks rooted in justice, spirituality, and ethical engagement. It calls for 

scholars to be not only critical of inherited hegemonies but also courageous in building 

new interpretive pathways that honor the richness, diversity, and universality of the 

Qur’anic message. 

This research contributes to that larger project by highlighting the urgent need to 

affirm indigenous voices, reclaim interpretive sovereignty, and embrace the potential 

of digital tools in reshaping Qur’anic studies. In doing so, it offers a vision of tafsir that 

is holistic, context-sensitive, and epistemically just—anchored in tradition, yet attuned 

to the demands of the postcolonial digital age. 
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