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Abstract

The concept of qiwamah, as articulated in verse 34 of Siirat al-Nisa’, has undergone a notable
semantic transformation in contemporary exegetical literature under the influence of intellectual
and social developments in recent centuries. In traditional readings—particularly within the Sunni
exegetical heritage—qiwamah was predominantly interpreted within a framework of domination,
authority, and male superiority. However, with the emergence of the modern world and the rise
of Islamic revivalist movements since the nineteenth century, this authority-centered
interpretation has been increasingly challenged in contemporary intellectual discourses, thereby
paving the way for the development of women-supportive readings. The central objective of this
study is to explicate this semantic transformation, examine the processes through which it has
occurred, and identify the linguistic and extra-linguistic mechanisms that have contributed to it
within the context of contemporary Arabic intellectual discourse. Accordingly, the present
research focuses on the perspectives of two major currents—traditionalism and modernism—
embedded within this discourse, analyzing their interpretive frameworks as evidence for the
semantic shift of qiwamah. The findings reveal a clear tension between these two currents in both
their interpretations of qiwamah and their exegetical methodologies. Contemporary
traditionalists, relying on a text-centered approach, tend to reinterpret qiwamah in terms of
“responsible leadership” and “protection.” In contrast, modernists, adopting a critical and
rationalist approach, have undertaken a more fundamental reconstruction of the concept, shifting
it from a notion of gender superiority to one grounded in gender justice and social responsibility,
and even advancing the possibility of female giwamah. Thus, contemporary Arabic discourse
reflects a gradual transition of qiwamah from an authority-centered paradigm to a conditional,
functional, and justice-oriented model.
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