Critical Studies on the Quranic Exegesis, 6 (2) : 12, 2026.

Ta‘zir: Reconsidering a Neglected Duty toward God and the Prophet

Based on Etymological Analysis

Mohammad Hassan Shirzad Crltl(():ellll tShtéldleS
Assistant Professor of Islamic Studies, University of Mazandaran, Quranic Exegesis
¢ &

Babolsar, Iran (Email: h.shirzad@umz.ac.ir).

Received: 11/ 4/ 2025
Revised: 20/ 4/ 2026
Accepted: 25/ 4/ 2026
Published: 10/ 6/ 2026
Pages: 261-300.

Publisher:
Mashhad Faculty of University of Quranic Theology and Awarness.
© 2026/ Authors retain the copyright and full publishing rights.

Online ISSN: 2783-5308
Open access in web address:
http://naghdeara.quran.ac.ir

i

Cite this article:

Shirzad , Mohammad Hassan, “Ta‘zir: Reconsidering a
Neglected Duty toward God and the Apostle Based on
Etymological Analysis”, Critical Studies on the Quranic
Exegesis, 6 (2) : 12, 2026, p. 261-300.
http://doi.org/10.22034/naghdeara.2026.578844.1383 .4

Abstract

The Quranic term ta%ir (occurring in Q 5:12,
7:157, 48:9) designates a duty of believers toward
God and the Apostle, but its meaning has been
disputed since the early Islamic period. Most
lexicographers and exegetes have sought to connect
it to the juristic term rsa%Zir (discretionary
punishment), leading to contradictory
interpretations such as “helping,” “magnifying,” or
“beating.” This article re-examines ta%ir through
comparative Semitic etymology. Tracing the
biliteral base <z (“strong”) across Akkadian,
Ugaritic, Hebrew, Aramaic, and South Semitic, the
study shows that the triliteral “~z-r and its cognates
consistently mean “to help, to assist.” The author
argues that Quranic ta%ir is a Hebrew loanword
(cf. ‘azar) whose authentic Arabic cognate is “d-r,
not “z-r. The juristic ta%Zir (punishment) is a
separate root, making the two homonyms. The
semantic component of “strengthening” (raqwiyah),
implied by the original meaning of ~z (“strength”),
distinguishes ta%ir from general nasr (help). The
article concludes that tazir in the Qur’an means
“to help with all one’s power,” a duty owed both to
God and to the Apostle, and rejects interpretations
like “magnifying” as linguistically unfounded.

Keywords: Quranic semantics, Semitic linguistics,
homonymy, loanwords.
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Extended Abstract

The Quranic term ta‘zir and its derivatives appear in three verses (Q 5:12; 7:157;
48:9), designating a duty of believers toward God and His messengers. From early
Islamic centuries, however, its meaning has been a subject of dispute among
lexicographers and exegetes. The difficulty is compounded by the fact that most
scholars have tried to connect this Quranic usage to the well-known legal term a‘zir in
Islamic jurisprudence, which denotes a discretionary punishment left to the ruler’s
judgement. The present study aims to re-examine the meaning of ¢ta%zir in the Qur'an
through a comparative Semitic etymological approach, and to clarify this neglected
obligation toward God and the Apostle. The author, an assistant professor at the
University of Mazandaran, writes from within the framework of Islamic theology,
though the argument is primarily philological and relies on historical linguistic data.

The research first surveys the lexicographical and exegetical opinions on “z-r.
Lexicographers such as Ibn Faris distinguished two separate semantic cores:
“magnifying/helping” (based on Q 48:9) and “a kind of beating” (referring to the
juristic ta‘zir). Later scholars, like al-Raghib al-Isfahani, attempted to unify these
meanings, while others, like al-Zajjaj, proposed a common root meaning of
“restraining/preventing.” Exegetical reports from the Companions (e.g., Ibn ‘Abbas)
and Followers (e.g., Mujahid, Hasan al-Basri, Qatada) show considerable divergence:
some interpret tazir as “helping” (nasr), others as “magnifying” (¢a‘zim), and a third
group adopts a contextual approach, reading it as “magnifying” when juxtaposed with
tawgir (Q 48:9) and as “helping” when juxtaposed with nasr (Q 7:157). A smaller
number of exegetes (e.g., al-Tabari, al-Zamakhshari, al-Baydawi) also note a
component of “strengthening” (taquiyab).

The core of the article consists of an etymological investigation of the root “z-r
across Semitic languages. The author first traces the biliteral base -z in Proto-Semitic,
which, following Dolgopolsky’s Nostratic reconstruction, carries the meaning of
“strong, sound.” This base appears widely: in Akkadian (ezz/u: strong, mighty),
Ugaritic (zz: to be strong), Hebrew (%@zaz: to be strong; 0z: strength), Aramaic,
Syriac, Sabaic, and Ge‘ez. Adding different formatives, including the suffix -7, yields the
triliteral root “z-r found in many Semitic languages. The cognates of ~z-r across these

languages consistently mean “to help, to assist.” Examples include Akkadian azaru (to
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help), Ugaritic dr (to help), Phoenician-Punic zr (help, ally), Hebrew “zar (to help,
aid), and Aramaic/Syriac dr (to help). In South Semitic, Sabaic dr likewise means “to
help,” and in Arabic, the cognate is dr (to help), not “z-r.

Based on regular phonetic correspondences (e.g., Canaanite /z/ corresponds to
Arabic /d/ and Aramaic /d/), the author argues that Quranic “z-r (as in zazir) is not
an original Arabic root but a Hebrew loanword (cf. Hebrew @zar) that entered the
Qur’an. Its authentic Arabic cognate is “~d-r meaning “to help.” Consequently, the
juristic term ta‘zir (discretionary punishment) is a separate root, and the two are
homonyms (lexical homonymy), not polysemous variants of one original meaning,.

The study concludes that ta%ir in the Qur’an means “to help, to assist,” specifically
with the nuance of “strengthening” (raqwiyah) — i.e., helping with all one’s power. This
semantic component is already implied by the biliteral base “z (“strength”). The co-
occurrence of ta‘zir and nagr in Q 7:157 is therefore not redundant: nasr is general help,
while za‘zir is help that implies empowering and reinforcing the one who is helped.
The paper rejects interpretations such as “magnifying” or “honouring” as unsupported
by linguistic evidence. It further clarifies that the duty of zazir applies both to God and
to the Apostle, as confirmed by the unified referent of pronominal sufhixes in Q 48:9
according to most exegetical rules. Thus, ta%zir Allah wa [-rasal means “to help God
and His Apostle with all one’s strength,” a duty that has been largely neglected in both
scholarly and popular Muslim discourse.
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1. Semantic Distinction.
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1. Preformative.

2. Informative.

3. Afformative.

4. Haplology.

5. Formative.

6. Orel & Stolbova, Hamito-Semitic Etymological Dictionary.

7.913'V.

8. Proto-Nostratic.

9. Dolgopolsky, Nostratic Dictionary.

10. Bomhard, 4 Comprebensive Introduction to Nostratic Comparative Linguistics.
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1. Complete reduplication

2. Gemination

3. Consonant.

4. Zammit, A Comparative Lexical Study of Qur’anic Arabic.

5. Ezzu.

6. Uzzu.

7. Ezgzu.

8. Izzu.

9. Uzzatu.

10. Muss-Arnolt, 4 Concise Dictionary of the Assyrian Language.
11. Gelb et al., The Assyrian Dictionary.

12. Black et al., 4 Concise Dictionary of Akkadian.

13. Phonetic correspondences.

14. Moscati, An Introduction to the Comparative Grammar of the Semitic Languages.
15. Szz.

16. %z
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1. Del Olmo Lete & Sanmartin, A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition.
2. 11y (fazaz).

3. 19 (%oz), ™Y (ezuz).

4.1y (faz), ™Y (Yizzaz).

5. Feyerabend, 4 Complete Hebrew-English Pocket-Dictionary to the Old Testament.
6. Gesenius, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament.

7. Klein, A Comprebensive Etymological Dictionary of the Hebrew Language.

8.9z

9. Hoftijzer & Jongeling, Dictionary of the North-West Semitic Inscriptions.

10. Krahmalkov, Phoenician — Punic Dictionary.

11. 11y (Yazaz).

12. 19 (o).

13. 1Y (faz).

14. 11y (fizzuz).

15. Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi and the Midrashic Literature.
16. Dalman, Aramdiisch-Neubebrdiisches Worterbuch zu Targum, Talmud und Midrasch.

17. Sokoloft, A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic of the Byzantine Period.

18. w (faz).

19. v h& (Pettazaz).
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. <houw (fazizuta).
. v (faziz).
. Brun, Dictionarium Syriaco-Latinum.

. Payne Smith, 4 Compendious Syriac Dictionary.

. Costaz, Syriac-English Dictionary.
577, AZZ.
VA
. Aziz.
10. Drower & Macuch, 4 Mandaic Dictionary.
11. fzt.
12. hzz.
13. Biella, Dictionary of Old South Arabic: Sabaean Dialect.
14. Beeston, Sabaic Dictionary.
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2
3
4
5. Jennings, Lexicon to the Syriac New Testament (Peshitta).
6
7
8
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15. Leslau, Lexique Soqotri.

16. OHH (Yazzaza).

17. Sazaz.

18. Yozzuz, Yazziz.

19. Dillmann, Lexicon Linguae Aethiopicae.
20. Leslau, Comparative Dictionary of Ge’ez.
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