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Abstract

Examining the evolution in the understanding of certain Quranic expressions has long been a
subject of interest for Quranic scholars, who have proposed various reasons for this phenomenon.
One such reason, which has received comparatively less attention, is the effective role of
“discourses” in shaping interpretations. This study, employing a descriptive-analytical method and
focusing on the aforementioned cause, explores the interpretative developments of the phrase
“Were it not for Allah’s repelling the people by means of one another” (2:251; 22:40) in the Quran.
Since this phrase has been subject to diverse interpretations from the early Islamic centuries to the
contemporary period—making a comprehensive analysis beyond the scope of this study—the
research focuses on interpretative changes over the past five centuries (10th—15th Islamic
centuries). The findings indicate that in the 14th and 15th centuries, following the introduction of
Western sciences into the Islamic world, commentators increasingly interpreted the “repulsion” in
this phrase—which had been seen as spiritual in the 10th and 11th centuries and predominantly
mystical in the 12th and 13th centuries—as disputive repulsion and its counterpoint, cooperative
repulsion and spiritual repulsion was sometimes deemed a weak or invalid interpretation.
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Introduction

The Quran discusses various divine traditions in multiple domains, many of which pertain
to society and history. Given the abundance of verses addressing such traditions, this
study focuses on the historical evolution of exegetical perspectives regarding one of these
traditions, known as the “tradition of repulsion” (sunnat al-daf’), explicitly mentioned by
Allah in two verses of the Quran, which are the following:

“Thus they routed them with Allah’s will, and David killed Goliath, and Allah gave
him kingdom and wisdom and taught him whatever He liked. Were it not for
Allah’s repelling the people by means of one another, the earth would surely
have been corrupted; but Allah is gracious to the world’s people.” (2:251)
“those who were expelled from their homes unjustly, only because they said,
‘Allah is our Lord.” Had not Allah repulsed the people from one another, ruin
would have befallen the monasteries, churches, synagogues and mosques in
which Allah’s Name is much invoked. Allah will surely help those who help Him.
Indeed Allah is all-strong, all-mighty.” (22:40)

The understanding of this phrase, “Were it not for Allah’s repelling the people by means

of one another,” has varied significantly among exegetes across different eras. One
example of such interpretive diversity can be observed in the evolution of exegetical
opinions over the past five centuries. To better explain these interpretive changes during
this period, this study categorizes the historical evolution of the exegetes’ views into three
sub-periods based on political, social, cultural, and scientific developments in this period.
These sub-periods are: The 10th and 11th centuries AH, the 12th and 13th centuries AH,
and the 14th and 15th centuries AH. This research aims to analyze and examine the
changes in exegetical perspectives regarding the aforementioned phrase in light of the
concept of “discourse.” To this end, after clarifying the key concepts necessary for the
study, a historical account of the exegetical evolution concerning the phrase “Were it not
for Allah’s repelling the people by means of one another” during the 10th to 15th centuries
AH will first be presented. Subsequently, the prevalent discourses in each era will be
identified and explained, followed by an analysis of their role and influence in shaping
interpretative views. It is worth noting that due to space limitations, this study exclusively
examines and analyzes the interpretive developments of the past five centuries.

Analysis of the Evolution of the Concept of Repulsion in the 10th to 15th Centuries AH
Studies indicate that while the view of military defense is constant in all ages, which is the
repelling of polytheists and infidels by believers and Muslims, in the 10th and 11th
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centuries, the exegetes interpreted the mentioned defense as a spiritual defense and it is
the repelling of divine punishments through the infallible imams (A.S.) and Shiites who
perform religious pillars such as prayers, zakat (almsgiving) and hajj. During the 12th and
13th centuries, a number of exegetes have presented a mystical concept of defense by
directing the phrase towards the concept of striving against the self (jihdd al-nafs). In
contemporary times, namely the 14th and 15th centuries AH, we witness another
transformation in this regard. Some commentators have sought to align the discussed
phrase with the concepts of the “struggle for survival” and the “survival of the fittest,”
offering a scientific interpretation of it and, in doing so, pointing to the scientific
miraculousness of the Quran. Additionally, during this period, some other exegetes,
opposing this interpretation (the struggle for survival), have understood the phrase as
referring to cooperation and interdependence among individuals in a society and believe
that without such social cooperation and collaboration, life in a community would not be
feasible.
Conclusion

This study demonstrated that one of the primary reasons for the diverse interpretations
of the Quranic phrase “Were it not for Allah’s repelling the people by means of one
another” lies in the discourses that influenced the exegete’s understanding of the text.
The findings of the research indicate that commentators, primarily in the 10th and 11th
centuries, under the influence of Akhbari (the ideology that accepts only narrations and
rejects reasoning) discourse, interpreted the concept of repulsion in the mentioned
phrase as spiritual repulsion. This interpretation implies that God wards off punishment
from others through the blessing of the presence of the Infallible Imams (A.S.) and their
Shiite followers. In the 12th century AH, which coincides with the rise of Sufi discourse,
some exegetes, influenced by this discourse, have presented a mystical interpretation of
the phrase. According to this view, the intended meaning of repulsion refers to a struggle
within the self (jihad al-nafs), achieved through reliance on external forces such as the
guidance of spiritual mentors (mashayikh al-salikdn) and the inner force of reason. In the
contemporary era, some commentators, influenced by discourses of scientism and
reformism, have sought to align the aforementioned phrase respectively with the
principles of the struggle for survival and natural selection—two foundational principles
of Darwin’s theory of evolution—and the perspective of social cooperation and
collaboration.
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