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Introduction

One of the most challenging issues in Qur’anic exegesis concerns the interpretation of verses that
apparently attribute corporeal characteristics to God. The expression “On the Day when the saq shall be
uncovered” (Q. 68:42) is among the most debated examples, as its literal wording may suggest
anthropomorphism, whereas the fundamental Islamic doctrine of divine transcendence (tanzih) and the
Qur’anic rejection of any likeness between God and creation have led exegetes to seek alternative
interpretations. This apparent tension between the literal wording of the verse and established theological
principles has given rise to a wide range of, and sometimes conflicting, exegetical views throughout the
history of Qur’anic interpretation. Examining the meaning of sdg not only clarifies the ways in which
exegetes have approached ambiguous (mutashabih) verses but also contributes to major theological
discussions, particularly the rejection of anthropomorphism (zajsim). Furthermore, tracing the semantic
evolution of this expression offers valuable insight into the influence of intellectual, theological, and socio-
historical contexts on exegetical methodology. Focusing on the classical period (first to sixth centuries
A.H.) and the contemporary period (fourteenth and fifteenth centuries A.H.), the present study seeks to
answer the following questions: What were the principal interpretations of sag in each period? Which
factors contributed to the emergence of new interpretations? Can the historical development of these
meanings be modeled through statistical analysis?

Materials and Methods

This study employs a descriptive-analytical approach to investigate the historical development of the
interpretation of the Qur’anic expression “yukshafu ‘an sag” in the exegetical tradition. Research data
were collected through library research and consist of a representative corpus of both Sunni and Shi‘i
Qur’anic commentaries from two major historical periods: the classical era (first to sixth centuries A.H.)
and the contemporary era (fourteenth and fifteenth centuries A.H.). All selected commentaries address the
verse either directly or indirectly. After data collection, the exegetical opinions were extracted, classified,
and compared in order to identify common interpretive patterns as well as significant differences. To
illustrate the historical evolution of the interpretations more clearly, the data were organized into tables and
graphical representations. The interpretations were classified into four principal categories: literalist
interpretation, eschatological allegorical interpretation, esoteric interpretation, and anthropocentric
interpretation. To examine quantitative changes over time, the non-parametric Mann—Kendall test was
employed. Based on the chronological distribution of exegetes according to their dates of death, the test
calculated the frequency and relative proportion of each interpretive approach across different historical
periods and evaluated the existence or absence of statistically significant trends. Since the Mann—Kendall
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test is designed only to detect statistical trends rather than explain their causes, the quantitative analysis
was complemented by qualitative historical and textual analyses to identify the principal factors
contributing to semantic change. Statistical analyses were conducted using XLSTAT 2019, which provides
appropriate tools for non-parametric statistical analysis. The integration of qualitative and quantitative
methods thus enabled a more comprehensive understanding of the historical evolution of the meaning of
saq.

Results and Findings

The findings indicate that during the classical period the interpretation of sag was predominantly
characterized by allegorical and rational approaches. The interpretation of sag as “hardship” or “a
moment of great severity” was by far the most frequent, appearing in thirty-seven instances, reflecting the
dominance of non-literal theological interpretations. In contrast, only five exegetes maintained the literal
meaning of sdg, demonstrating that literalist tendencies represented a minority position. A comparison
between Sunni and Shi‘i exegetes further reveals that Sunni scholars generally favored either literalist or
conventional allegorical interpretations, whereas Shi‘i commentators, alongside the dominant interpretation
of “hardship and great severity” (eight instances), occasionally proposed distinctive interpretations such as
“the coming of the Hereafter” or “the caliphate of Imam “Al1 (‘A).” Overall, the exegetical tradition of the
classical period was characterized by the predominance of established theological interpretations with
relatively limited semantic diversity.

The contemporary period, while preserving the predominance of the interpretation “hardship and great
severity” (forty-three instances), demonstrates a noticeably broader semantic spectrum. New interpretations
emerged, including “origin and ultimate reality” (six instances), “divine light” (three instances), and
even interpretations such as “the testimony of the human leg.” This increasing diversity reflects the
growing influence of modern intellectual currents, the human sciences, and contemporary theological
thought upon Qur’anic interpretation. Comparative analysis indicates that contemporary Shi‘i exegetes
display a stronger inclination toward innovative philosophical and mystical interpretations than their Sunni
counterparts, particularly in interpretations such as “divine light” and “the leg of the Throne,” whereas
Sunni exegetes generally remain more closely attached to traditional interpretations.

The results of the Mann—Kendall test indicate that neither the classical nor the contemporary period
exhibits a statistically significant trend in the evolution of the interpretations. Kendall’s tau was calculated
as —0.041 for the classical period and +0.083 for the contemporary period, both values being close to zero,
while the corresponding p-values exceeded the threshold for statistical significance. These findings
suggest that changes in interpretation were driven primarily by historical, theological, and social factors
rather than by a consistent linear trend. Nevertheless, a slight tendency toward more innovative
interpretations can be observed in the contemporary period. Overall, the results demonstrate the continued
predominance of the interpretation “hardship and great severity,” accompanied by increasing semantic
diversity and the emergence of more innovative allegorical interpretations in recent centuries.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that exegetical methodology has been the principal factor shaping the various
interpretations of sd@q. During the classical period, literalist interpretations grounded in transmitted reports
and linguistic analysis coexisted with influential rational allegorical interpretations, particularly the
understanding of sa@q as “hardship” or “a moment of great severity.” In the contemporary period, while
many traditional interpretations continued to be maintained, new meanings such as “origin and ultimate
reality,” “divine light,” and “the testimony of the human leg” emerged, reflecting broader developments in
philosophy, theology, and contemporary intellectual discourse.

Frequency analysis confirms that the interpretation “hardship and great severity” remains the dominant
understanding throughout both historical periods. Nevertheless, contemporary exegesis displays
considerably greater semantic diversity, with Shi‘i exegetes showing a stronger tendency toward

X

=
<
o
=
=
)
w
=
[
)
=
<
—
=
<
-
=
=
<
g
=
<
<
=
<
=]
=
)
t =
=
S
N
o
=
=<
g
<
=
7]
<
=
..E..




n
Y
~
)
&
]
»
=
=]
o
=
,.“
S
=
o]
>
o
]
o
(=3
=)
g
Q
~=
=
=
@]
=
=
«<
o
«
=]
o
v
wn
<
p—
Q
o
=}
ld
3
-]
o
>
2]
=
-
=
=]
=
3]
=
<
=
]
wn
[
=]
=
=}
=
o]
~=
-]
S
=]
j.
Y
~=
=
el
-]
=
=
[
=]
=
=}
=
=
p—
<
>
=
o
<
=]
o
o
=]
~
|22
]
==
-]
=
ot

theological and esoteric interpretations, whereas Sunni exegetes generally adhere more closely to
established traditional meanings. The Mann—Kendall test did not reveal any statistically significant trend
(p-value > 0.05), indicating that exegetical developments have been shaped primarily by historical, social,
theological, and discursive factors rather than by a uniform quantitative progressionKeywords: historical
evolution, Saq Allah, classical exegetes, contemporary exegetes, Mann—Kendall test.
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