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Abstract

The present article is devoted to the methodological and thematic analysis
of the interpretive approach of Farid Esack, a Muslim Quran scholar from
South Africa, in the light of Islamic liberation theology. The importance of
the subject is that liberation theology, as a relatively new concept in Islamic
theology, has various and diverse dimensions that are discussed and
challenged in the contemporary world, and Farid Esack is one of the most
leading thinkers in this field in the Islamic world. In this research, while
providing a precise definition of liberation theology and examining its
various dimensions, it has been determined that Esack 's personal situations
from childhood to adulthood have had a serious impact in detail on the
formation of his interpretive approach. In this research, the relationship of
Esack 's interpretive approach to key concepts of liberation theology such as
justice and praxis has been examined. Finally, this study determines that
Esack, by criticizing traditional approaches to Quran interpretation,
emphasizes the importance of experience and practice in understanding the
meanings of the Quran.

Keywords: Liberation Theology, Farid Esack; Qur’an; Interpretation;
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Contemporary  Qur’anic  interpretation  has

increasingly  moved  beyond  exclusively
philological, narrative, or jurisprudential concerns
toward questions generated by modern social,
political, and ethical transformations. Although the
Qur’an has always occupied a central place in
Muslim intellectual and religious life, modern
interpreters have approached it with new questions
concerning justice, colonialism, gender, poverty,
religious plurality, political authority, and the
relationship between revelation and historical
change. Modern exegetical developments have
consequently included thematic, literary-historical,
reformist, and context-sensitive approaches that
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seek to relate Qur’anic meanings to the changing
conditions of Muslim societies (Various, 2009).
Literary-historical approaches have particularly
emphasized that linguistic structures and Qur’anic
meanings must be understood in relation to their
textual and historical contexts rather than being
detached from the circumstances in which
discourse operates (Mousavi Moghadam &
Omidvar, 2009). The expansion of thematic
interpretation has similarly enabled scholars to
begin from a contemporary problem or conceptual
theme and examine related verses collectively in
order to reconstruct the Qur’an’s broader
orientation toward that issue (Kouhsarian, 2017).
Within this wider transformation of Qur’anic
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studies, liberation theology offers a particularly
significant framework because it relocates
theological reflection from the level of abstract
doctrinal formulation to the lived realities of
domination, poverty, exclusion, and resistance.
Liberation theology emerged most recognizably in
Latin America in response to structural poverty,
authoritarian political systems, and socioeconomic
dependency, while insisting that religious faith
could not remain morally neutral toward
oppression (Asgari & Moriji, 2010). Its enduring
epistemological contribution lies in the claim that
the experience of marginalized and oppressed
communities possesses theological significance
and that reflection on God, revelation, and
salvation should be undertaken in relation to
historical struggles for justice (Namayandeh
Niasar & Heydari, 2015). At the same time, its
interaction  with  Marxist social analysis,
particularly in relation to class, economic
domination, and structural inequality, has
generated extensive debate concerning the
legitimate relationship between religious theology
and political critique (Lowy, 2016). In an Islamic
context, however, liberation theology cannot
simply be understood as the transfer of a Christian
Latin American model into Muslim thought.
Rather, it must be examined in relation to Qur’anic
concepts such as justice, oppression, human
responsibility, marginalization, and the liberation
of the weak. The present study therefore
investigates Farid Esack as one of the most
distinctive contemporary Muslim thinkers to
develop a Qur’an-centered liberation hermeneutic,
asking how his interpretive approach emerges from
the interaction of text, context, praxis, and justice
and how this approach ultimately reshapes Muslim
understandings of religious pluralism and solidarity
with the oppressed.

Farid Esack’s intellectual project cannot be
understood independently of the social and political
environment in which his thought was formed. His
experience of poverty, racial exclusion, and
apartheid in South Africa provided more than a
biographical background; it shaped the very
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questions with which he approached the Qur’an. In
Esack’s case, oppression was not first encountered
as a theoretical category in theology but as a
concrete social reality embedded in the distribution
of economic resources, political rights, education,
housing, and social status. This historical
experience contributed to an understanding of the
Qur’an in which the categories of oppression and
liberation acquire immediate ethical urgency.
Subsequent analyses of Esack’s thought have
shown that apartheid, political activism, and direct
encounters  with ~ marginalization ~ became
constitutive  elements of his liberationist
hermeneutics rather than merely external
influences upon it (Rahemtulla, 2017). Equally
important was the multi-religious character of
South African society. Esack’s experience of living
and struggling alongside Christians, Hindus, and
others against apartheid challenged simplistic
equations between religious identity and ethical
legitimacy. A non-Muslim could stand beside
Muslims against injustice, while a Muslim could
remain indifferent to structural oppression;
consequently, religious affiliation alone could not
function as the decisive criterion of moral
solidarity. This experience later became central to
Esack’s understanding of interreligious relations,
in which dialogue is meaningful only when it
develops into practical solidarity against injustice.
The broader religious literature has emphasized the
constructive potential of divine religions in
fostering tolerance and reducing violence (Rabiei
Navidehi, 2017), while studies of Islamic
jurisprudential approaches to dialogue have
identified important resources for coexistence and
communication with religious and sectarian others
(Marvian Hosseini et al., 2020). Esack, however,
moves beyond the passive tolerance of difference
toward an explicitly liberationist model of
interreligious  cooperation.  His intellectual
development also combined traditional Islamic
learning with later engagement in modern
hermeneutics, allowing him to question
assumptions about the neutrality of interpretation
without abandoning the Qur’an as a central
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normative text. Similar concerns about the situated
character of interpretation have emerged in
contemporary gender-oriented Qur’anic studies.
Wadud, for example, challenges the assumption
that  historically ~ dominant interpretations
necessarily exhaust the meaning of the Qur’an and
argues for a more holistic engagement with the text
(Wadud, 2014), while Hidayatullah demonstrates
the complex relationship between scriptural
interpretation, contemporary ethical commitments,
and the interpretive location of the reader
(Hidayatullah, 2021). Esack extends this insight
beyond gender to race, class, coloniality, and
religious difference, thereby turning the social
location of the interpreter into a central
methodological question.

The methodological core of Esack’s Qur’anic
hermeneutics is  constructed around the
interdependent concepts of context, praxis, and
justice. Context, in his approach, does not refer
only to the historical circumstances of revelation
but also to the historical and social location of the
contemporary interpreter. Modern Qur’anic
scholarship had already developed important
precedents for emphasizing historical context,
particularly through reformist and literary-
historical methodologies (Mousavi Moghadam &
Omidvar, 2009). Fazlur Rahman’s approach is
especially relevant in this regard because his
hermeneutical method moves from the present
context back to the historical setting of revelation
and then returns to the present through the
extraction and reapplication of broader moral
principles (Rahman, 2019). Esack shares the
conviction that Qur’anic interpretation must move
between past and present, but he politicizes the
interpretive context more explicitly by insisting
that contemporary readers occupy identifiable
positions within structures of power. Consequently,
acknowledging contextuality is not sufficient; the
interpreter must also confront the ethical
consequences of the position from which the
Qur’an is read. Esack therefore rejects the notion
that interpretation can be politically neutral in
situations of manifest injustice. His distinctive
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move is to privilege the standpoint of the
oppressed, not because oppressed persons possess
automatic interpretive infallibility, but because a
theology of liberation must take seriously the
experiences of those whose humanity is
constrained by structures of domination
(Rahemtulla, 2017). This understanding is
inseparable from praxis, which refers to the
dynamic relationship between action, critical
reflection, and renewed action. In liberation
theology, praxis prevents theology from becoming
a detached intellectual exercise; in Esack’s
Qur’anic hermeneutics, it similarly prevents
interpretation from remaining disconnected from
concrete struggles for justice. Reading the Qur’an
becomes a process shaped by participation in
resistance to injustice, while that participation is
itself continually evaluated and redirected through
engagement with revelation. Justice consequently
becomes not merely one Qur’anic theme among
many but the normative horizon within which
interpretation proceeds. Rahman’s emphasis on the
Qur’an’s overarching moral vision provides an
important comparative framework for such an
approach (Rahman, 2019), while contemporary
gender hermeneutics similarly illustrates how the
ethical horizon of justice can challenge inherited
assumptions about scriptural meaning (Wadud,
2014). Esack’s particular contribution is to
integrate these concerns within a liberationist
framework in which text and praxis are mutually
interrogative rather than hierarchically isolated.

The distinctiveness of Esack’s interpretive strategy
becomes clearer when it is compared with selected
modern Muslim thinkers. Like Fazlur Rahman, he
considers historical context indispensable, but
whereas Rahman’s two-directional movement is
primarily concerned with reconstructing Qur’anic
moral principles for contemporary application,
Esack places greater emphasis on the political
location of the interpreter and the impossibility of
neutrality in contexts of oppression (Rahman,
2019). His approach therefore introduces a sharper
distinction between readings that reinforce existing
relations of domination and those that create
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possibilities for resistance and liberation. There are
also meaningful points of comparison with Ali
Shariati. Shariati emphasized Islam as a socially
transformative force and opposed forms of
religiosity that encouraged passivity in the face of
injustice (Shariati, 2018). Both thinkers treat
revelation as a resource for social transformation,
yet Esack articulates his position more explicitly
through the language of  hermeneutics,
contextuality, praxis, and religious pluralism.
Similarly, Esack shares with Sayyid Qutb a strong
concern with the social relevance of the Qur’an and
the centrality of justice, while Qutb’s interpretive
foundations also display a distinctively modern
concern with transforming social reality through
Qur’anic guidance (Shenasvand & Ghasempour,
2021). Nevertheless, Esack differs markedly in his
approach to interreligious boundaries and in his
relatively critical posture toward the authority of
accumulated exegetical tradition when that
tradition is treated as transhistorically normative.
His approach does not reject the interpretive
heritage of Islam, but it refuses to regard the
historical accumulation of commentary as immune
from contextual analysis. The history of Qur’anic
interpretation demonstrates that tafsir developed
through diverse combinations of language,
transmitted reports, theology, jurisprudence, and
intellectual reasoning (Various, 2009). Esack’s
argument is that these interpretations were
themselves produced within historical contexts and
therefore must be critically examined rather than
simply replicated. This position simultaneously
creates possibilities and methodological tensions.
On the one hand, it allows the interpreter to
challenge interpretations that legitimize racial,
gendered, or political hierarchies. On the other
hand, it raises questions concerning the limits of
contextual reinterpretation, the criteria by which
justice is defined, and the extent to which
contemporary ethical commitments may shape the
reading of scripture. These tensions are not unique
to Esack; feminist Qur’anic hermeneutics has
confronted similarly difficult questions concerning
the relationship between scriptural authority and
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contemporary ~ commitments  to  equality
(Hidayatullah, 2021). The significance of Esack
lies partly in his refusal to conceal this tension
under apologetic claims of effortless harmony.

The social and theological consequences of this
hermeneutic are most visible in Esack’s treatment
of the “Abyssinian Islam” paradigm, religious
pluralism, and interreligious solidarity. By
foregrounding the migration of early Muslims to
Abyssinia, Esack identifies a model of Muslim
existence that differs from both the Meccan
condition of persecuted political weakness and the
Medinan condition of Muslim political authority.
The Abyssinian model depicts Muslims living
under a non-Muslim ruler whose government
nevertheless offers protection and relative justice.
This allows Esack to challenge binary assumptions
that Muslim political ethics must always be
structured around either domination by non-
Muslims or rule by Muslims. The importance of
this paradigm is particularly evident in
contemporary plural societies in which Muslims
may live as minorities under non-Muslim political
systems. Discussions of minority rights likewise
demonstrate that the protection of religious identity
and civil participation depends on legal and
institutional structures rather than on the religious
affiliation of the political majority alone
(Fazlikhani, 2017). Esack develops this insight
theologically by making justice a more significant
criterion than confessional identity in evaluating
political relationships. His concept of pluralism
extends this argument into the realm of theology.
Semantic studies of the Qur’anic concept of
“Islam” have shown that the term cannot in every
context be reduced exclusively to the later
institutional identity of the Muslim community and
may carry the broader meaning of submission to
God (Najafi & Mohammadi, 2012). Esack uses
this semantic openness to argue for a more
inclusive understanding of religious response to
God, while Rahemtulla identifies pluralism and
universal dimensions of salvation as central
components of his liberationist Qur’anic
hermeneutics (Rahemtulla, 2017). Yet pluralism
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for Esack is not exhausted by theological
recognition. He is dissatisfied with interfaith
encounters that produce symbolic harmony while
leaving structures of poverty, racism, occupation,
or exclusion untouched. His preferred model
moves from dialogue to solidarity, and from
tolerance to shared praxis. The Exodus paradigm
provides an additional scriptural structure for this
movement: Pharaoh represents oppressive power,
the oppressed become subjects of liberation, and
Moses exemplifies prophetic engagement with
domination. In this framework, the decisive ethical
question is not simply whether the oppressed
belong to one’s own religious community but
whether injustice is being committed against them.
Esack’s later engagements with issues such as
Islam after September 11, the political construction
of “progressive Islam,” AIDS, children, and
modernity demonstrate the broader application of
this hermeneutic. His critique of the geopolitical
production of a domesticated or politically
acceptable “progressive Islam” reveals his
suspicion of reform discourses that obscure
asymmetries of global power (Esack, 2018).
Likewise, his approach to AIDS seeks to move
religious responses from condemnation and pity
toward justice (Esack & Chiddy, 2009), while his
engagement with children emphasizes shared
moral responsibility and the contemporary
relevance of Qur’anic ethical reflection (Esack,
2014). Together, these examples show that
liberation hermeneutics is not confined to a single
historical struggle but constitutes a transferable
interpretive orientation.

The analysis ultimately demonstrates that Farid
Esack’s contribution to contemporary Qur’anic
thought lies in his reconstruction of interpretation
as an ethically situated and practically engaged
activity. His approach joins the historical
contextuality of revelation to the social location of
the reader and then links both to the moral demand
for justice. In this framework, context explains why
interpretation can never occur from nowhere,
praxis prevents theological reflection from
becoming detached from lived struggles, and
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justice provides the normative direction through
which the relationship between scripture and social
reality is assessed. The resulting hermeneutic does
not treat liberation as a secondary application
added after the meaning of the Qur’an has already
been established; rather, the struggle against
oppression becomes one of the locations through
which the moral significance of the text is disclosed
and tested. This approach also explains why
religious pluralism in Esack’s thought cannot be
separated from solidarity. The religious other is not
merely someone whose existence is tolerated or
whose theological claims are discussed in dialogue,
but may become a partner in confronting structures
that diminish human dignity. The Abyssinian
paradigm provides a historical model for Muslim
life under a just non-Muslim political order, while
the Exodus paradigm supplies a symbolic grammar
for interpreting liberation from domination. At the
same time, Esack’s method raises important
unresolved questions concerning the criteria for
identifying oppression, the possibility that
contemporary ethical commitments may become
overly determinative of textual meaning, and the
relationship between liberationist interpretation
and the accumulated authority of Islamic exegetical
tradition. These challenges do not diminish the
importance of his project; rather, they identify the
precise terrain on which its methodological
significance should be evaluated. Esack ultimately
shifts the central question of Qur’anic
interpretation from the isolated inquiry into what
the text means toward a broader set of questions
concerning who is reading, from what historical
position, in whose interests interpretation
functions, and what forms of responsibility toward
oppressed human beings follow from the act of
reading. His liberation theology therefore
represents not simply a political interpretation of
selected Qur’anic verses but a comprehensive
proposal concerning the ethical conditions under
which the Qur’an should be interpreted in a world
marked by religious diversity, unequal power, and
persistent forms of injustice.
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