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Abstract
One of the verses over which Shiite exegetes have differed is verse 3 of the al-Nur Chapter:

“The fornicator shall not marry anyone but a fornicatress or an idolatress.”! This verse appears
to indicate parity between the fornicator and the fornicatress and idolatress in marriage, despite
the definite absence of such parity in at least some cases, such that some exegetes have regarded
it as one of the ambiguous (mushkil) verses, while others have considered it among the decisive
(muhkam) verses with a clear meaning. A group of scholars has understood the verse as
operating in the domain of legislating legal rulings, interpreting it as prohibiting the marriage
of a fornicator to someone who is not his equal in rank. In contrast, others have viewed the verse
as informative, describing predominant external realities. The principal question of the present
study is whether it is possible to attribute another domain to this parity in the Quran? Or, like
the scholars of the past, must we inevitably accept only these two domains and consequently
face numerous objections and the incompatibility of the verse’s content with many other
Quranic verses and with Shiite jurisprudence? Using a descriptive-analytical method, this study
undertakes a comparative examination of exegetical views concerning the verse. Its findings
indicate the possibility that the verse intends to report parity between the fornicator, the
fornicatress, and the idolatress in the spiritual and faith domain, according to God’s true
standards of evaluation. Numerous indications—and indeed evidence—support this view, while
it remains free from the objections raised against interpretations based on the two previously
mentioned domains.
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Introduction
Verse 3 of the al-Nur Chapter “The fornicator shall not marry anyone but a fornicatress
or an idolatress”is among the jurisprudential verses of the Quran, and its apparent
meaning suggests parity between the male fornicator and the fornicatress and
idolatress, and likewise parity between the fornicatress and the fornicator and the
polytheist in marriage. However, given the certainty of the lack of their parity in certain
cases, disagreement has arisen regarding the interpretation of the verse, and a group of
scholars have understood it as explaining the domain of legislation of jurisprudential
law and prohibition of marriage between a fornicator and someone who is not his equal
in rank. Others, however, have interpreted it as informing of predominant external
realities. The direct and significant impact of these views on Muslims’ beliefs and
practices regarding marriage clarifies the importance of examining this issue in order
to arrive at the correct, or the closest to the correct opinion.
The central question is whether another domain can be attributed to this parity in the
Quran, so that we don’t face the numerous objections and the incompatibility of the
verse’s meaning with many Quranic verses and Shiite jurisprudence.
The novelty of the present study, which employs an analytical-comparative approach,
lies in its critical examination of existing views and in proposing a new perspective in
light of other Quranic verses, narrations, established principles of Shiite jurisprudence,
and the findings of previous research, while remaining free of the shortcomings
attributed to earlier interpretations.

Research Findings
The primary purpose of God Almighty in the verse: “The fornicator shall not marry
anyone but a fornicatress or an idolatress, and the fornicatress shall be married by

none except a fornicator or an idolater, and that is forbidden to the faithful”! is to
express the parity of the fornicator with the fornicatress and the idolatress, and likewise
the parity of the fornicatress with the fornicator and the polytheist. However, since the
verse does not explicitly specify the intended domain of this parity, exegetes have
proposed various possibilities:

First possibility: the domain of people’s disposition, inclinations, and ordinary nature
in the external world. Those who hold that the verse is informative, describing an
external reality, who constitute a minority among Shiite exegetes, have put forward this
possibility.

The second possibility: The domain of jurisprudential rulings in this world: Those who
hold that it is legally required for a fornicator to marry a fornicatress or an idolatress,
and that a fornicatress may only be married to a fornicator or a polytheist, as well as
those who issue rulings prohibiting the marriage of a fornicator with a chaste person
and vice versa, have adopted this domain for the verse. Likewise, those who infer an
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exemptive discouraged (karahah) ruling from the opening of the verse incline toward
this interpretation. The majority of Shiite exegetes have embraced this view.

The third possibility: Combining the external domain and the domain of jurisprudential
laws by dividing the verse into its opening and closing parts: The opening of the verse
is taken as reporting the natural and customary inclinations of sinful and fornicating
men and women toward one another, while its concluding part expresses a prohibitive
legal ruling or a legislative ruling of severe disapproval, sometimes referred to as
“prohibition.”

The fourth possibility: Negating both the domain of reporting the external world and
the legal domain: Mughniyah, in Tafsir al-Kashif, explicitly states that his chosen
domain is neither reporting external reality nor legislating a legal ruling.

The fifth possibility: The domain of customs governing the system of existence based
on the requirement of the governing custom that human good and bad come back to
themselves. The verse informs that the punishment for the act of the fornicator is that
his lot is that he becomes the spouse of a fornicator or polytheist.

The sixth and preferred view: The domain of spiritual and faith ranks in the scales of
the true divine measure: According to this interpretation, the opening of the verse points
to the equivalence and parity of the spiritual rank and faith status of a male fornicator
with a fornicatress and an idolatress, and of a female fornicator with a male fornicator
and polytheist. The concluding part of the verse, in light of this parity, expresses their
worthiness for one another in marriage according to God’s true scale of measure.

Conclusion

Some Shiite exegetes, relying on the common use of declarative sentences to express
legislative rulings and on the apparent meaning of certain narrations, have understood
the content of verse 3 of al-Nur Chapter as discussing the domain of jurisprudential
legislation and indicating the prohibition or disapproval of marriage between a
fornicator and someone who is not his equal in rank. Others, based on the apparent
form of la yankihu and the nominative reading of yankihu in the well-known recitation,
have taken the Arabic letter /a as negating, and thus interpreted the verse as reporting
a predominant external reality or psychological disposition. They have explained this
view by appealing to the principle of affinity: that people generally incline toward those
similar and equal to themselves in thought and conduct, and by seeking to avoid conflict
between the content of the verse and established principles of Shiite jurisprudence.

However, given the inapplicability of the principle of affinity to the subject at hand, the
absence of the Quranic usage of nikah regarding the act itself, that is, fornication, and
the redundancy of the verse if nikah were interpreted as fornication, and other
objections to this view, the correct conclusion is that the verse reports an equivalence
and parity between the fornicator, the fornicatress, and the idolatress and vice versa in
the spiritual and faith domain, according to God Almighty’s true criteria. Multiple
evidences support this view: the established principles of Shiite jurisprudence, external
realities, and Quranic verses and narrations that affirm the existence of multiple
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domains for human beings, such as verse 26 of the al-Nur Chapter, verse 97 of the Aal-
e Imran Chapter, narrations that don’t consider the fornicator to be a believer, and
reliable reports accepted by both Sunni and Shiite narrations that reveal the parity of
certain sinners at death or on the Day of Judgment, such as one who abandons the
pilgrimage without excuse or one who cheats, with the disbelievers and polytheists.
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