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Abstract

The present study examines exegetical criticism within the Islamic intellectual heritage, emphasizing the efforts of Qur’anic commentators
in evaluating interpretive opinions and discussing diverse exegetical views. It focuses on selecting interpretations grounded in linguistic,
legal, and rational evidence. The study aims to clarify the concept of exegetical criticism, uncover its methodological foundations, and
explain its most prominent instruments, including the criticism of transmitted reports, the examination of occasions of revelation (asbab
al-nuzal), abrogation (naskh), linguistic indications, and theological and juridical opinions related to Qur’anic interpretation, all of which
scholars have employed in addressing exegetical issues. It also seeks to investigate practical examples from major works of Qur’anic
exegesis, particularly Al-Tibyan by Shaykh al-Tasi, as an outstanding model for the application of the critical method in Qur’anic
interpretation. The study concludes that exegetical criticism has contributed significantly to the scholarly enrichment of Qur’anic studies,
strengthened thematic understanding of the Qur’an, and reduced the influence of weak or inadequately substantiated interpretations.
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Extended Abstract

This study examines the critical tendencies of Qur’anic exegesis through a comparative study of Shaykh al-
Tast’s Al-Tibyan fi Tafsir al-Qur’an and ‘Allamah Muhammad Bagqir al-Majlisi’s Bihar al-Anwar, with
particular attention to the methodological tools supplied by the Qur’anic sciences. The study begins from the
premise that Qur’anic interpretation, as one of the most textually grounded Islamic sciences, has never been
limited to the explanation of lexical meanings or the extraction of legal rulings; rather, it has also included the
evaluation of exegetical opinions, the scrutiny of transmitted reports, the assessment of linguistic indications,
and the distinction between sound interpretation and weak, forced, or externally influenced readings. In this
sense, exegetical criticism is not merely a negative act of rejection, but a disciplined scholarly process through
which interpretive statements are analyzed, compared, filtered, and either accepted, modified, or rejected
according to linguistic, rational, transmitted, theological, and juridical criteria. This meaning of criticism is
rooted in the broader linguistic sense of discrimination between the sound and the unsound, as reflected in
classical lexical sources, and it later acquired a more technical literary and scholarly meaning as a method of
judgment, analysis, and evaluation (11-14). Within tafsir, however, criticism assumes a more specialized
function: it addresses exegetical texts themselves, investigates their evidentiary bases, and determines their
degree of conformity with the Qur’anic wording, context, transmitted tradition, and principles of valid
reasoning (8, 15).

The study adopts a descriptive, analytical, and comparative method, focusing on selected issues in the Qur’anic
sciences in which the critical methods of al-Tasi and al-Majlisi become especially visible: abrogation,
occasions of revelation, the relation between apparent and inner meaning, and the distinction between
revelation and interpretation. Shaykh al-TtsT represents an early formative stage in Imami exegetical criticism,
characterized by rational analysis, ustli reasoning, linguistic investigation, and explicit weighing of opinions.
His Al-Tibyan is among the earliest comprehensive Shi‘i commentaries on the entire Qur’an, and its importance
lies not only in its scope but also in its combination of linguistic, theological, legal, historical, and transmitted
materials within a critical framework (2, 5, 6). Al-Tasi does not merely transmit exegetical opinions; he
frequently compares them, identifies their implications, and prefers what he regards as stronger according to
language, context, generality of meaning, rational coherence, and accepted doctrinal or legal principles. By
contrast, al-MajlisT represents a later encyclopedic and hadith-oriented stage, in which the central concern is
the preservation, arrangement, explanation, and doctrinally meaningful presentation of transmitted reports. His
Bihar al-Anwar is not a tafsir in the conventional sequential sense, yet it contains extensive exegetical material
through its thematic organization of Qur’anic verses, narrations, linguistic explanations, theological
discussions, and interpretive comments (9, 10). Therefore, the comparison is not between two identical literary
genres, but between two influential models of Imami engagement with Qur’anic meaning.

In the field of abrogation, the research shows that both scholars treat claims of naskh critically, but they differ
in the degree of explicit preference and argumentative structure. Abrogation is a major issue in the Qur’anic
sciences because it concerns the relation between legal continuity and legal replacement within revelation, and
because identifying abrogated and non-abrogated rulings cannot be left to opinion alone but requires reliable
transmission and recognized evidentiary principles (18). Al-Tst’s treatment of verses alleged to be abrogated,
particularly in Surat al-Ma’idah, reveals a more determinate critical style: he reports competing views, weighs
them, and, where he accepts abrogation, connects his conclusion to consensus, legal reasoning, or reports
transmitted from the Imams. His discussion of the permissibility of marriage with women from the People of
the Book, for instance, demonstrates how exegetical criticism becomes intertwined with juristic inference and
doctrinally authoritative narration (2). Al-Majlisi, however, often presents multiple narrations and interpretive
possibilities without always imposing a decisive final preference, especially when the transmitted material is
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diverse or when the issue can be addressed through reconciliation, specification, or contextual limitation. In
relation to the claim that nothing in Stirat al-Ma’idah is abrogated, his general tendency is to reduce expansive
claims of abrogation and to preserve the authority of transmitted material while leaving room for interpretive
plurality (9, 25). This contrast shows that al-Tasi’s method is more openly analytical and selective, whereas
al-Majlisi’s method is more encyclopedic, preservational, and narratively expansive.

The same methodological distinction appears in the discussion of occasions of revelation. Asbab al-nuzil are
essential for understanding the historical and communicative circumstances of Qur’anic verses, but the use of
such reports requires caution because reports may be multiple, weak, overlapping, or directed toward
application rather than original cause. Classical scholars recognized that a verse may have more than one
reported occasion, that some reports may explain meaning rather than historical cause, and that the generality
of the wording may remain authoritative even when the original occasion is particular (26-28). Al-Tst
frequently applies this principle by refusing to restrict the verse to a narrow historical referent when the
wording supports a broader meaning. In his discussion of the opening verses of Siirat al-Bagarah, for example,
he reports opinions that restrict the verses to Arab believers or to believing People of the Book, yet he prefers
the broader reading because it better corresponds to the general wording and includes all who possess the
relevant qualities of faith (2). Al-Majlisi, on the other hand, often gives greater visibility to narrations preserved
in Imami sources and may identify specific referents, especially where reports connect verses to the Imams,
the Shi‘a, or historical acts of loyalty and betrayal. Nevertheless, his method does not necessarily abolish the
wider meaning of the verse; in many cases, the narration functions as an instance of application, inner
extension, or doctrinally significant exemplification rather than as an exclusive historical limitation (9). Thus,
both scholars recognize the interpretive importance of transmitted causes, but al-Tasi tends to privilege
semantic generality, while al-MajlisT gives fuller space to transmitted specification and typological application.
The comparison further demonstrates that the relation between zahir and batin, as well as tanzil and ta’ wil,
forms one of the most important areas in which the two methods converge and diverge. Both scholars accept
that the Qur’an has apparent meanings that are authoritative for understanding and practice, while also
affirming, on the basis of transmitted reports, that verses may possess deeper meanings, applications, and levels
of interpretation beyond the first surface of wording (29). Al-Tast’s method generally gives priority to the
apparent meaning unless a linguistic, contextual, rational, or transmitted indicator requires qualification. In his
treatment of verses, he does not accept unrestricted literal generality when external reality and the Qur’anic
continuation show that not all human beings worship God in the same sense; he therefore interprets the verse
through contextual specification and rationally controlled ta’wil (2). This critical procedure resembles the
broader exegetical practice of major commentators who interpret cosmic prostration through submission,
created order, shadow, or existential dependence (24, 30). Al-Majlisi likewise does not treat apparent meaning
as mechanically absolute; he uses context, narration, and doctrinal coherence to clarify where the verse should
remain on its direct meaning and where deeper or applied meanings may be admitted (9). In the case of the
night prayer verses in Strat al-Muzzammil, both scholars show concern for the apparent sense of “night,” but
al-Majlist supplements this with transmitted reports and avoids far-fetched interpretation when a meaning
supported by narration and ordinary usage is available (9, 31, 32).

The study concludes that exegetical criticism in the Imami tradition developed through two complementary
stages represented by al-TasT and al-Majlist. The first is a foundational analytical stage in which exegetical
views are weighed through language, context, rational principles, legal reasoning, and controlled use of
narration. The second is an encyclopedic hadith-oriented stage in which the preservation, arrangement,
explanation, and reconciliation of transmitted material become central to the exegetical project. The difference
between the two scholars is therefore not primarily a doctrinal opposition, but a methodological distinction:
al-Tast tends toward explicit critique, preference, and argumentative selection, while al-MajlisT tends toward
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comprehensive transmission, thematic accumulation, and interpretive expansion through narration. Their
shared contribution lies in showing that Qur’anic interpretation cannot be reduced either to isolated textual
literalism or to unfiltered transmission; rather, it requires a balance between riwayah and dirayah, between
inherited reports and disciplined understanding. Through this balance, exegetical criticism enriches Qur’anic
studies, limits weak or forced interpretations, strengthens thematic comprehension of the Qur’an, and reveals
the intellectual dynamism of Islamic tafsir across different historical stages.
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