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Abstract

ost authors in the field of Shi i exegetical methods and trends
M have classified narrative (riwayi) exegeses as non-ijtihadi,
viewing them as mere compilations of traditions that directly
address the wording of Quranic verses, assembled without any
authorial reasoning or intellectual engagement. This article challenges
and refutes this view, arguing that the authors of Shi i narrative exegeses,
like other interpreters, exercised ijtihad in their quest to understand the
verses. They applied their intellectual judgment through the deliberate
selection, organization, and prioritization of sources and narrations,
thereby expressing their own exegetical stances. The most effective meth-
od to demonstrate this is a comparative analysis of these exegeses, focus-
ing on their points of divergence—differences that reveal the distinct per-
spectives and concerns of their authors. A comparative study of early and
later Shi'i exegeses—namely Tafsir al-Qummi (attributed to ‘Al ibn
Ibrahim al-Qummi), Tafsir al- Ayyashi, Tafsir Furat al-Kifi (all from the
late 3rd/early 4th century AH), al-Saft by Fayd al-Kashani (d. 1091 AH),
al-Burhan by Sayyid Hashim al-Bahrant (d. 1107 AH), and Nar al-Thaqa-
layn by ‘Abd “Alt al-Huwayzi (d. 1112 AH)—in the domains of jurispru-
dence, theology, and Quranic sciences reveals significant divergence on
eleven fundamental issues. These include: the permissibility of interacting
with the ruling authority, the Friday prayer, land tax (kharaj), the one-fifth
levy (khums), the infallibility of prophets, the inimitability of the Quran,
Meccan and Medinan revelations, abrogation, textual corruption of the
Quran, variant readings, and occasions of revelation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The study of exegetical currents shows that during certain historical periods, the pri-
mary focus of Quran commentators shifted towards collecting interpretive narrations
and compiling narrative-based exegetical works. A fundamental driver of this approach
was the rational and scriptural prohibition against zafsir bi’l-ray (interpretation based
on personal opinion). Influenced by this prohibition, some early Shi‘i exegetes came to
regard any interpretation outside the framework of transmitted reports as falling under
tafsir bi’l-ray. Other factors contributing to this trend include the sensitive era of the
Minor Occultation, which limited access to the Imam; the compilation of Sunni hadith
collections; and the urgent need to preserve the narrative heritage of the Ahl al-Bayt
and defend Shi ‘i doctrines through Quranic exegesis in polemical encounters with other
sects.

Most scholars of Shi‘i exegetical methods have consequently classified narrative ex-
egeses as non-ijtihadr, viewing them as uncritical compilations where authors merely
gathered narrations—often those directly explaining specific words or phrases—with-
out engaging in personal reasoning. This article refutes that view, proposing instead that
the distinguishing features of these exegeses in matters of jurisprudence, theology, and
Quranic sciences are, in fact, manifestations of their authors' ijtihad. While numerous
studies exist on Shi‘i narrative exegesis, few have substantiated this claim through a
systematic comparative analysis of the exegeses themselves, highlighting their points
of divergence. The present study contends that such a comparative approach is the most
effective way to demonstrate their ijzihadr character.

Method

Given the plurality of Shi‘i narrative exegeses, this study focuses on six prominent
works: three early exegeses from the late 3rd/early 4th century AH—T7afsir al-Qum-
mi (attributed to “Alf ibn Ibrahim al-Qummi), Tafsir al- ‘Ayyashi, and Tafsir Furat al-
Kiafi—and three later works—a/-Safi by Mulla Muhsin Fayd al-Kashani (d. 1091 AH),
al-Burhan by Sayyid Hashim al-Bahrani (d. 1107 AH), and Nur a/-Thagalayn by ‘Abd
‘All al-Huwayz1 (d. 1112 AH). By comparing these texts and identifying their points
of substantive divergence, the study elucidates how their authors exercised ijtihad in
jurisprudential, theological, and Quranic matters. Only cases representing significant
differences in perspective or approach are presented.

Results

The comparative analysis reveals clear divergences among these six exegeses across
eleven key issues:
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Jurisprudence: 1) Interaction with Rulers: Later exegeses show a more
nuanced approach, citing narrations that permit such interaction under certain
conditions, unlike earlier works which primarily cited prohibitions. 2) Friday
Prayer: Later authors detail the conditions for its obligation, an aspect absent
in early exegeses. 3) Land Tax (Kharaj): Later exegetes, especially Fayd al-
Kashani, treat this topic more extensively. 4) Khums: Al-Bahrani provides de-
tailed lists of items subject to khums, reflecting the maritime context of his re-
gion.

Theology: 5) Prophetic Infallibility: Tafsir al-Qummi includes narrations
seemingly challenging infallibility, while later exegetes critically engage with or
omit such reports. 6) Quranic Inimitability (I'jaz): Early exegeses are silent
on the Quran's challenge (tahaddr) to opponents, while later works discuss it
extensively.

Quranic Sciences: 7) Meccan/Medinan Classification: Al-Safi cites
more exceptions than Zafsir al-Qummi. 8) Abrogation (Naskh): Al-‘Ayyashi’s
treatment of abrogation in verses concerning peace and war differs markedly
from others. 9) Textual Integrity: Fayd al-Kashani stands alone in explicitly re-
jecting the notion of textual corruption (takrif). 10) Variant Readings (Qira’at):
Early exegeses link variant readings to claims of corruption, whereas later ones
(notably al-Huwayzi and Fayd al-Kashani) treat gira ‘at as an independent disci-
pline, citing the canonical seven and fourteen readings. 11) Occasions of Reve-
lation (Asbab al-Nuziil): Al-Bahrani demonstrates a clear selectivity, favoring
narrations that highlight the virtues of Imam ‘Alf and critique his opponents.

Conclusions

The comparison demonstrates that early and later Shi‘i narrative exegeses diverge
significantly on eleven fundamental issues across three domains. These divergences
are not accidental but are evidence of authorial ijtihad. Three major contextual factors
explain these differences: 1) The rise of the Safavid dynasty, which transformed Shi‘i
political jurisprudence and attitudes toward state interaction. 2) The development of
Shi‘i theological thought, particularly before and after the rationalist Baghdad School.
3) The adoption of al-Tabrisi’s Majma * al-Bayan as a key source by later exegetes like
al-Huwayz1 and Fayd al-Kashani, which influenced their methodological and substan-
tive approaches to Quranic sciences.
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